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A cold wind whisks across my face, coaxing a tinkling sound from my earrings. The sound ignites my nerves and kicks my heartbeat into a hectic rhythm.
To calm myself, I press my hands to the chilly, damp stone of the wall behind me and watch the lights of the pier dance on the glittering black water. Shouts echo back and forth from the crew of the merchant ship to the workers on the dock, voices rough with purpose but edged with relief, because the voyage is over, and the day’s work is nearly done.
When the gangplank slams into place, I jump. Goosebumps erupt on my exposed skin—too much bare skin for a night as chilly as this. Dockhands step in to secure the clamps of the plank. The figures of the sailors on deck move more swiftly, spurred by the promise of solid ground.
“Here they come.” Sylvie elbows me. “Randy sailors looking for a good time. Loosen your laces a bit, love—show off the goods.” She steps in front of me, tugging at the ribbons of my corset.
My “goods” are already bulging over the corset’s lace-fringed cups. I bat her hands away. “Enough fussing. When have I ever struggled to snare a mark?”
She blows a tendril of fine brown hair out of her face. “Fine.”
“No doubles tonight,” I add quickly. “I get my own marks.”
Sylvie’s features tighten, her bone structure more severe than ever in the dim glow leaking through the greasy glass of the streetlamp above us. Years of this work have furrowed her skin, hollowed her eye sockets, and thinned her lips. It’s becoming harder for her to snag the better-paying customers—the men who prowl toward me with hungry grins and glazed eyes. They like my smooth limbs, full lips, and soft flesh. They like to sink their grimy fingers into the rich waves of my red hair.
Sylvie still has a bold, caustic beauty about her, a sultry viciousness that demands attention. Men are more likely to take a chance on both of us together than her alone. Which is why she likes to team up with me.
“I’m short this month, Risa,” she mutters, her thin fingers clamping on my arm. “You know what Orgul will do to me if I don’t deliver again. Is that what you want to see? Me out on the street, no bed, no square meals, and gettin’ raped by drunken thugs—”
“Of course not.”
“Then do doubles with me.”
I grit my teeth against the cold and against the familiar words, designed to burden me into submission through guilt. “What if the men want us to do things to each other?”
“It’s a show, love. Just pretend. It’s only bodies, flesh and bone and juices. Means nothing. Have a heart, would ya? Travelers have been fewer this month, and them big houses are snappin’ up all the marks with the fattest purses, not to mention The Wandering Eye opening up down the way—that bitch and her youths stealing our business—”
“No doubles,” I repeat. “But I’ll give you some of my earnings tonight.” It’ll mean less money saved toward my eventual escape, but it’s the only thing I can offer her. And she’s right—if she fails to meet her quota again this month, Orgul will kick her out of The Winking Siren.
I’ve seen the eve-walkers who get cut from their houses. Some make it on the streets a while, but they end up as bones and skin and haunted eyes, shivering in corners, holding out skeletal fingers and pleading with toothless mouths. The lucky ones get used up by the gangs in one night, bodies dumped into the bay before dawn.
Membership in a house is the only way for an eve-walker to survive here, in the teeming port city of Knockaine.
Aisu, one of our housemates, has told me I could do better than The Winking Siren, the brothel where Sylvie and I labor under the dubious patronage of Masham Orgul. Aisu says I could claim a spot at one of the high-end houses, the ones where the girls get beautiful rooms, gorgeous clothes, fine perfume, and the best of care. I’ve heard that at houses like The Royal Orchid, every girl has access to tonics for contraception, disease prevention, and arousal stimulation, as well as visits from a healer twice a month. The Royal Orchid doesn’t take anyone under eighteen, and they let you choose your clients.
But becoming a courtesan of that house requires more than beauty. The house-masters examine every applicant to ensure they are well-educated and well-versed in matters of etiquette, as well as the finer points of the sexual arts. And there’s a joining fee to be paid, along with the first six months’ dues. I’ve calculated the amount I would need, and it’s astronomical. Still, that hasn’t stopped me from scraping together every spare coin I can scrounge and hiding them in a small bag, wedged between two rafters in the attic of The Winking Siren.
Unfortunately my stash of coins diminishes as often as it grows, since I can’t pass by an outcast eve-walker, orphan child, or trembling elder without handing over a rillet or two. It’s all I can spare, most nights.
Sylvie jabs my arm with her elbow again. Several men are coming down the gangplank, single file, their heavy boots causing the wood to creak and sag a little. That’ll be the captain and the officers, along with any passengers who booked space aboard this merchant vessel. The rest of the crew will be unloading goods for hours yet.
Movement in my peripheral vision makes me turn. Three gaudily-dressed eve-walkers strut in front of the windows of a nearby pub, whose merry music is faintly audible even through its thick wooden door.
All three are young—younger than me, and I’m barely twenty. A buxom girl with a fountain of golden hair; a slim, brown-skinned young man with pierced nipples whose pants are nearly sliding off his lean hips; and a third person whose silky scarves reveal tempting swaths of satin-black skin.
“Bitches from The Wandering Eye.” Sylvie spits on the cobblestones. “We best make a move before those runneling quims do.”
She’s off before I can stop her, raising her voice and cocking her hips, doing her best sing-song pitch. I prefer a less forceful approach; I like to linger, to smile, to allow men to approach me. But Sylvie was taught to score her marks a certain way, and she refuses to listen when I tell her the old methods don’t work as well anymore. Sailors, travelers, and merchants—they want to be lured, not waylaid.
Trying not to let my cringe show through my smile, I trail behind Sylvie while she calls, “Twenty rills to dip your stick, lads! Or two for fifteen! Me and my sister, we’ll show youse a good time.”
Sister my ass. She’s at least twenty years older than me—probably more if she’d admit to it. And I told her no doubles. I should have known she wouldn’t listen. She never does.
Maybe if she did, I wouldn’t have grown up in this godsforsaken city. Maybe I wouldn’t be standing here now, watching a couple of burly sailors leer at the prospect of fucking me… and my mother.
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Sylvie’s exaggerated squeals and moans bombard my left ear, while my right ear heats under the heavy breath of the man whose fat, sweaty cock is currently squeezing into my pussy. He reeks of bilge and seawater, of perspiration and sour breath. In her eagerness to score a mark, Sylvie snared two men fresh off the ship. Couldn’t wait and linger a bit until they’d had a wash—no, we had to take them immediately, right in the alley. The faster they’re done with us, the quicker we can move on to new marks.
My sailor pissed on the cobblestones right before we got down to business, and the acrid smell of the urine tortures my nose as he gropes my breasts with his meaty hands.
At least they didn’t ask us to do anything to each other. At least we’re out of the wind and I’m warmer now. At least—thank the gods, he’s coming. It’ll be over in a few minutes.
Sometimes I enjoy my work, on the rare occasions I get to be alone and do things my way, when I can tempt men I find appealing and take them back to a room at The Winking Siren. The rooms may be plain and cramped, and the sheets might need laundering, but I’ve had good sex there, over the years.
It’s not that I hate my profession—I simply want the chance to do it right, on my own terms. I want to take my time and create an experience I’m proud of afterward, instead of rushing from dick to dick. I want to have returning clients who can’t stay away from me, who will pay anything just to touch me again. I want to entertain beautiful men and learn every part of their bodies, all the threads I can pull to unravel them.
I can’t have any of that as long as I stay with Sylvie at The Winking Siren. But if I leave her, she’ll end up as one of the castoffs, the wraithlike beggars in the streets of Knockaine. And it will be my fault.
The sailor gives a last grunting shove, then pulls out of me. He stuffs himself back into his pants. “See you at the Tub,” he calls to his mate, who is still balls-deep in my mother.
As my mark saunters away, he flips me an extra coin over his shoulder, not caring that it falls into the puddle of his piss, or that I’m still standing against the wall with my skirts hiked up and his cum dripping down my thigh.
I hate my life. I want the elegant existence of a courtesan—beautiful beds and delicate clothing, wealthy clients who bathe before visiting. I’m tired of sores in my mouth and on my ass. I want to be tended by a healer, purged of all the little symptoms that tell me I’m already diseased.
The man buried in Sylvie glances over at me. “C’mere, sweetheart. Give her a kiss and a grope while I’m fuckin’ her, yeah? There’s an extra two rills in it for ya.”
Sylvie groans eagerly. She wants the two rills—not for any escape fund, but for the powdered cinnar she takes when she thinks I’m not looking.
I feel as if insects are crawling inside my skull, chittering and nibbling—gnawing away the last vestiges of my sanity, my self-worth. Bile surges up the back of my throat.
This is a line I haven’t crossed, one I’ve held despite Sylvie’s insistence that it would earn us more coin. I can’t do it. I won’t.
I drop my skirts, and I flee the alley, racing blind up the street, my vision swimming with hot tears. The Winking Siren looms up on my left before I’m ready to see it—a pinched, squished-looking house, with a garish pink mermaid swinging from an iron bracket over the door. It’s wedged between a dice house and a sausage shop, and the space out front is prime territory, presided over by Orgul’s favorite eve-walkers.
Despite my beauty, I’ve never gotten a chance to be one of those favorites. Orgul hates me almost as much as he hates my mother. Maybe because, no matter what he does to me, and no matter how much I pretend to submit, I never quite yield on the inside. And I think he can tell.
My housemate Aisu is petting the scanty hair of a rotund man in a rich coat. Her dark eyes widen when she sees me, and she extricates herself from the man’s embrace to hurry toward me. I whisk away my tears, confused—Aisu never leaves a mark alone once she’s got her hooks in.
“Risa, where have you been?” She grips my wrist and tugs me toward the entrance. “Orgul has been looking everywhere for you!”
“I was at the docks with Sylvie. Ship came in.” I touch the drawstring bag in my pocket. “Made some coin—”
“Forget that. A gentleman came in asking for a redhead, see? And Orgul is going to burst if you don’t get yourself in there. He tried to pass off Sazmi in a wig as a redhead, but the gentleman wasn’t fooled, oh no. He became so angry—hurry, girl, hurry!”
She hustles me through the front doors of The Winking Siren, into a parlor hazy with smoke. One of this brothel’s specialties is a particular blend of the hannas herb, imported from Thannira, a distant kingdom known for its devotion to war and pleasure.
I’ve been breathing hannas smoke ever since I can remember. It accompanies all my darkest, strangest memories, like being plucked from my mother’s arms and planted in a makeshift crib while she grunted and humped with a client in the same room. Like being trained to serve drinks and drugs to the raucous guests lining the couches of the cramped parlor. Like the first time I was given a client to service.
I swallow the memory and the nausea that rises with it, and I arrange a soft smile on my face as I move through cloudy air heavy with men’s drawling voices and the shrill laughter of women.
A hand shoots out of a doorway, gripping my arm with enough force to bruise. I know that grip, and the thick beringed fingers compressing my flesh. Orgul, the house-master.
He hauls me into his private parlor—a place where I’ve endured one too many unpleasant lessons over the years—and he pushes me forward.
I stagger a little before righting myself. My inner thighs are still sticky and my corset is creased, thanks to the mauling hands of the sailor I serviced. My fingers travel self-consciously to my head, smoothing the wind-blown waves.
The gentleman Aisu spoke of is standing before me, broad and imposing, his face concealed by a wolfish mask. He wears gloves and a scarf—not a bit of his skin visible. His clothes are finely tailored, in a richer material than usual for the men who frequent this house.
“This is the girl you asked for,” says Orgul, in his most oily tones. “A true beauty, and skilled in all the ways of pleasure. She gives the best head of any girl on this street—or any street in the city, for that matter. Trained her myself.”
I want to shake him off, to shove him away. But I don’t dare. I’ve suffered too many bruises at his hands. So I keep smiling, even as he forces me to my knees before the stranger.
“Take out our guest’s cock,” he orders. “Show him your skill.”
“Do no such thing,” snaps the masked man. “What’s your price for a week of her time?”
My stomach drops.
A week?
I barely hear the price they settle on. Orgul is cautious—wants to be sure he’s getting me back at the end of the week. He doesn’t release me into the masked gentleman’s custody until a document is hastily drawn up and signed. If I’m not returned to him in a mostly functional state, he’ll receive additional compensation. He checks my pockets before I leave, taking my small bag of coin.
Then I’m cloaked, hooded, and hustled out the rear door of The Winking Siren, into a curtained coach that stands waiting in the back street. The vicious wind whips a few strands of my hair out from under the hood as I climb into the coach. The masked man enters the vehicle as well, seating himself on the bench seat across from me. He pulls the door shut, pounds on the roof to signal the driver, and with a rattling lurch, we’re off.
I didn’t get to say goodbye to anyone. For all I know, this coach could be carrying me to torture and death. Girls disappear from Knockaine all the time, and no one cares.
I give the masked gentleman a cautious smile. “What’s your pleasure, sir?”
“My pleasure is for you to listen closely.” Impatience threads his stern tone. “I’ll speak plainly with you, and in return you’ll keep your mouth shut and your ears open.”
Pressing my lips together, I nod.
“I need a man killed.”
My lips part again, a protest on my tongue, but he cuts me off with a gesture of his broad gloved hand. “Don’t speak yet. This man—there are reasons I cannot slay him myself, or send my men after him. Those reasons are none of your business. All you need to know is that he has a penchant for beautiful whores with long red hair—naturally red, mind you. He can discern a wig or a magical alteration. Yours is the richest, most vibrant color I’ve seen. He won’t be able to resist you.”
Questions leap into my mind, but I bite them back and wait.
“His ship is expected in Knockaine by week’s end,” the masked gentleman continues. “You’ll live at The Royal Orchid and train with the courtesans there until this man shows up. He’s a longtime patron of the place. The Orchid has two redheads in stock, but the house-masters don’t want to risk their prize courtesans for such a task.”
Of course they don’t. But I’m a dock girl—disposable.
He leans forward, his wolfish mask even more menacing when backed by the threatening bulk of his shoulders. “If you fail to slay your target, if you are caught, you will have no aid from me. It will be said that you acted alone, and you will be imprisoned or executed. But if you succeed, you will be given a permanent place at The Royal Orchid. The entrance examination will be waived and all your dues paid for the next ten years.”
I gasp, unable to hide my shock.
This is all I’ve ever wanted—the only hope I cherish, the one thing toward which I’ve been struggling. With a place at the Orchid, I could provide for Sylvie. I could be safe and healthy, free to live the comfortable life of a cherished courtesan with select clients.
All I have to do is end the life of a stranger.
“Why do you want him dead?”
“That is none of your concern.”
“And what if I say no?”
The wolf mask tilts aside. “Amusing that you think you have a choice in the matter. I’ve questioned Orgul about you, and I know there are two people you cherish among the rabble at The Winking Siren. Failure to comply will result in the unfortunate demise of one Sylvie Kearnsey. No one will miss her except you, I think. And if that doesn’t sway you, I’ll buy that little black-haired beauty, Aisu, and then kick her into the streets. I’m sure the gangs will welcome her with open arms and stiff cocks.”
I don’t snarl at him or proclaim him a monster. He already knows what he is, and I’ve seen more than my share of his kind during my twenty years. He has me impaled and wriggling, a pretty insect pinned to his card, and I have no choice but to yield.
I’ve had all the joy and light raked out of me by the claws of men. Surely I can manage to kill one of the bastards if it means gaining a better life for myself and my mother.
“We have an agreement,” I say.
The masked man guffaws. “Such manners from a common dock-drooler. Perhaps we can pass you off as a courtesan after all.”
Dock-drooler is a coarse term for eve-walkers like me, who lurk on the docks hoping to catch the eyes of freshly-landed sailors. I’ve been called that and worse, a thousand times.
“You will not speak of your task to anyone at the Orchid,” says the masked gentleman. “All they know is that you’re being given a chance to prove yourself. They will teach you how to behave like a courtesan, and you’d best learn the skills quickly, because in three or four days’ time, you’ll be expected to lure the target. I will send word when you should expect him, and provide the weapon of his demise. Am I understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good.” He leans back and tugs free the buttons of his pants. “We’ve a few minutes before we reach the Orchid. Come here and demonstrate your skills.”
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Whenever I dreamed of entering The Royal Orchid, I always imagined gliding up the front steps and sailing through the gilded entrance, dressed in a luxurious gown. But it’s only fitting for someone like me to creep through the back door instead.
The masked gentleman doesn’t leave the coach; he simply deposits me on the street behind the Orchid and tells me to knock at the kitchen door. “They’re expecting you.” He pulls the carriage door shut, and it rolls away.
I can still taste him on my tongue—thick, florid, faintly sour. He was big, and I took him deep. The back of my throat is a little sore.
He was pleased, though. Patted my head, muttered breathless curses as I slid my mouth off him. A faint flush of satisfaction lingers on my cheeks. I like knowing that I’m good at what I do.
I rap at the door he indicated, and within seconds it opens. A lean, brown-skinned man in heavy makeup and a feathered robe props one hip against the doorframe and peers down at me through thick lashes dotted with blue glitter.
“Aine bless us!” he drawls. “What’s this? Legayle, there’s some ragged dock-drooler waif here on the step. Shall I send her away?”
“Gods, no!” A stocky woman shoulders him aside, and he yields, smirking.
The woman’s curly purple hair frames a face dotted with freckles. She wears a bejeweled patch over her left eye, and her blousy tunic reveals ample cleavage. She catches me by the wrist and drags me inside. “You’ll be the one, eh? We’ve been waitin’ for you. Gods’ bones, would you look at that hair? Right stunning, you are! Or you will be, once you’ve been cleaned up a bit! By my right eye, you’re a treat! Isn’t she, Zadi?”
Zadi, the man in the feathered robe, tucks a lit hannas stick between his teeth and cocks an eyebrow. “She’s the charity case? The one Bess mentioned? Better call the healer at once—she’s probably riddled with infections and diseases. Bugs, too, maybe.”
“I don’t have bugs,” I snap.
“Not protesting the rest, though.” He gives me a knowing look. “Filth breeds filth.”
“You should know.” The purple-haired woman gives him an affectionate swat on the rear as she passes by. “Do send for the healer, will you? She should still be here, tending to Elbeth. Come, dear, this way.”
She bustles through the enormous kitchen toward another door. I follow, dazzled by the gleam of firelight off copper pots, silver cups, brass tankards, and gold-rimmed wine-glasses. My view of the floor-to-ceiling shelves and spacious tables is cut off as we move into a hallway.
“I’m Legayle,” says the woman. “You?”
“Risa.”
“A pleasure, Risa. I been lookin’ forward to this since the master told us you were coming. Most of our courtesans arrive with their look, their graces, and their wardrobe already established, and they only require a refresh now and then—but you—” she glances at me over her shoulder, beaming with delight— “you, I get to clean and dress and design all by myself. And such top-shelf material to work with! I hardly knew what to expect, but you’re lovely, poppet.”
“Thank you,” I murmur, distracted by the finely patterned wallpaper and the thick rug beneath my battered slippers.
Legayle takes me into a large room with a square tiled bath, big enough for several people to fit comfortably. There are benches beneath the water, and fragrant steam rises from the glimmering surface.
“Everything off, dear,” says Legayle. “Let me see what we’re working with.”
I unlace the corset and let it fall, then divest myself of the short skirts. Legayle makes me remove the ribbons laced up my arms as well, and the slippers, and my earrings. She stuffs everything into a bag, “for burning,” she adds cheerfully. “Lift your arms, dear, and stand with your legs apart. Good, good—such nice breasts, well-balanced. Hands and wrists are delicate, if a bit rough. Buttocks firm and smooth, legs well-shaped. A good neck—a little thick, but no matter. Lovely features.” She pries up my lip to inspect my teeth, then clucks her tongue. “Some decay, but the healer will fix that.”
Legayle bends over, inspecting my feet with her one good eye. “We’ll need to tend those toenails and calluses. And we’ll do a full-body hair removal, except for your head, of course.” She chuckles. “The treatment is magical, and permanent. An import from Thannira.”
The sailors on the docks don’t usually mind a little body hair on their women, but I suppose here, in a house of fine courtesans, fashions are different. I won’t mind not having to shave again.
“You called, Legayle?” An olive-skinned woman with gray hair stands in the doorway, eyeing my naked form with cool appraisal.
“This is Risa.” Legayle gestures to me. “She needs healing. Her teeth must be repaired, and I noticed some sores, a bit of a rash.”
“I know what to look for. Lie down, girl.”
I obey, stretching out on the cold tiles. The healer kneels beside me, her hands outstretched, her brow slightly furrowed with concentration. Threads of yellow light unspool from her fingers and descend to my skin, soaking into my body. A sensation of warmth travels from my face to my toes.
For months now, I’ve noticed disturbing changes in my body—rashes, lumps, sores, itchiness, and pain when I relieved myself. Servicing my clients has been more painful, too, and I’ve had bleeding when it wasn’t my monthly time. Orgul didn’t seem to care when I mentioned it. He only said, “If it gets worse, you’ll pay for a healer out of your wages,” knowing perfectly well that I couldn’t afford one. Well... I could have, I suppose—but at the expense of my escape fund. I’ve been waiting, hoping the symptoms would go away, worrying over them daily when they didn’t.
The relief of finally being purged of every last bit of illness or dysfunction—the knowledge that the work is being done for free by a skilled healer—it’s enough to bring tears to my eyes.
The healer notices and frowns. “Does it hurt? It shouldn’t.”
“No,” I whisper. “I just—thank you.”
Her frown relaxes. “You’re welcome, child.” She withdraws her hands with a satisfied nod. “There. You’re in perfect health.”
“Now for a good wash, to keep it that way,” says Legayle. “Into the bath you go, dearie! I’ll fetch the hair removal treatment.”
Two hours later I’m cleaner than I can ever remember being. My body is hairless from chin to toes, my skin soothed with a fragrant lotion, my calluses filed away. My hair has been treated with at least three different serums and oils, and it smells as delicious as I feel. I’m still naked, but I’m sitting on a padded stool in a dressing room now, while Zadi finishes applying my makeup under Legayle’s direction.
“I would let you rest,” says Legayle, surveying me with a smile, “but the masters told me you were to begin your training at once, this very night.”
“It’s all right,” I tell her. “I’m used to staying up at night and sleeping by day.”
“Aren’t we all,” murmurs Zadi, delicately combing my eyebrows into place. “There now. You look less like a dock-drooler and more like one of us. Have you decided on her wardrobe yet, Legayle?”
“Something simple,” she answers. “I was thinking white, with lace appliques and gauzy layers. Ethereal, virginal.”
“I can see it.” He nods, stepping back to survey his handiwork. “She has that look, doesn’t she? Despite all the cocks she has choked on, she looks fucking innocent. Just a hint of mystery and mayhem in the eyes, with that red hair. Godsdamnit, I think I actually like her.”
I’m used to people talking over me, but if I’m going to play the role of a courtesan, I should start acting like one, and that means asserting myself.
“She isn’t quite sure how she feels about you,” I say dryly.
“Saucy thing.” Zadi reaches out and grabs my breast, cupping the underside, hefting the weight of the flesh before squeezing lightly. “Mm. Perfection. Get her into an outfit, Legayle, and I’ll take her to see Bess.”
I’m familiar with being touched and taken whenever those around me feel like it. At The Winking Siren, I wasn’t allowed underthings except ugly practical ones to use during my bleeding; so I’m surprised to receive a pair of panties from Legayle. They’re pale pink, edged with ruffled lace and lined with the softest fabric I’ve ever touched—like rose petals brushing against my center.
The dress I’m wearing has more coverage than I’m used to as well. My breasts are encased in cups of satin and white netting, while lace and white ribbons adorn the rest of the bodice. Layers of white tulle decorated with lace appliques cover my arms and drape my legs, flowing all the way to the floor. Diamond chandelier earrings twinkle from my earlobes.
When Legayle turns me to face the long mirror in the dressing room, I can hardly breathe.
I look like a princess. Which makes sense, because the clients of The Royal Orchid demand the very best. In addition to the wealthy, illustrious men of Knockaine itself, the Orchid serves rich merchants, traveling princes, roguish lords, wandering dukes, even errant kings on their way to kiss the asses of potential allies.
I can scarcely believe I’m here. I’m to learn the ways of a courtesan in the house I’ve dreamed of ever since I first heard about it. My inner turmoil veers from tremulous gratitude to petrified fear, from thrilling happiness to sickening dread as I remember what I must do if I want to stay.
I’m not a beloved parrot on a gilded perch. I’m a tattered gull, clinging to the rigging with determined claws, buffeted by the gusts of an oncoming storm.
Zadi catches my fingers in his and pulls my hand over his shoulder as he saunters out of the dressing room and down the hall. I didn’t care for the way he touched my breast earlier, as if he thinks me scum to be handled however he likes. For some reason I expected something better or different from the inhabitants of this house.
It doesn’t matter. Once I secure my place here, I’ll make them respect me.
Zadi pauses outside a door inlaid with a glossy mosaic of a nude queen placing her toes on the bared neck of a knight. He points to a small inset rectangle in the doorframe. “When this tile is slid up, the room is not in use. When it’s down, there’s a client being entertained. All the rooms have them. A courtesan need only brush their hand over it as they lead a client inside.”
“Clever.”
He opens the door and leans in. “Bess darling, here’s the caterpillar the masters want you to transform into a butterfly.”
“Send her in.” The voice is low, rich, and feminine.
At Zadi’s nod, I venture into the room. It’s beautiful—palatial, even, with a canopy bed, pearly candelabras, luxurious sheets, and ornately-patterned wallpaper.
But the most striking thing in the room is the magnificent woman before me. Her skin glows a deep, rich bronze, and her eyes are pale yellow, a startling contrast to her thick, inky lashes. Dozens of ebony braids flow back from her hairline, cascading in regal abundance down her back. She wears a metallic golden gown that clings to every curve. I’m taller than the average woman, but she eclipses me in height as well as beauty. I feel as if I should kneel and vow my service.
My admiration must show on my face, because her eyes crinkle slightly at the corners, and her full lips pull into a half-repressed smile. “Welcome. I am sure this evening has been rather tumultuous for you, has it not?”
“Rather,” I reply breathlessly.
“My name is Bess, though among the clients I am called ‘Monarch.’”
“I’m Risa.”
Her pale eyes travel my face and body. “Fire-Rose. That’s what we’ll call you tonight. Heat and softness, blended. I’ll teach you a few things now, and more as we go. First, your posture.”
For the next hour Bess instructs me about poise, posture, speech, and the formalities of the house. It’s more than I’ve ever been asked to remember, but I’m determined I won’t destroy my one chance at this life. I will succeed. No—I will exceed all they believe I can do.
Despite my determination, when Bess leads me out of the room into the hallway, my stomach explodes into panicked flutters.
“The best way to learn is on the field of battle.” She gives me another of her half-smiles. “You and I will entice and entertain a pair of clients together. If they prefer to be pleasured separately, we will yield to their wishes.”
“In that case, should I take mine back to the room we just left?”
“Perhaps, if it is unoccupied. There are rooms identical to that one throughout the house, on the first and second floors. The courtesans’ private suites are located on the third and fourth floors, and we only take our most cherished patrons up there.”
I’m mesmerized by the soft press of her bare, red-tipped toes against the plush carpet as we walk. Her movements are soundless, liquid, effortless—and I begin to despair of ever matching such grace.
“Remember, the men we entertain are here for more than a good fuck,” she continues. “They want a luxurious experience. They wish to be treasured by someone nearer to their own station than the dock girls or the other eve-walkers. They like to be cherished by courtesans with wit and sophistication. And they know that in this house, we may refuse service to anyone without expressing a reason, so when we take them to bed, they feel worthy and accepted. This is the fulfillment of desire, both of the body and the heart.”
She flips open a gemstone in her bracelet, revealing a hidden compartment. From it she takes two small pills. “These enhance arousal, to make our duties easier to perform. Would you care for one?”
“I’d like to try it on my own first.”
Approval shines in Bess’s eyes. “Keep this for later then.” She hands me a pill, which I tuck into the bodice of my dress. She puts the second pill back in her bracelet and waves an elegant hand toward the archway ahead. “The parlors lie beyond. Tell me what you see, and who tempts you.”
I move forward, placing one hand on the smooth stone of the archway. The parlor glimmers with candlelight, hums with soft conversation. The rippling music of a harp fills the air, unfurling like the sweet scent from an urn of rich purple blooms in the corner.
On velvety cushions and gilded lounges recline the guests and the courtesans. Some stand together near a long marble counter, where glasses and goblets sparkle in the light. Others dance, softly swaying to the music. There is no boisterous roar, no guffaws and ass-grabbing, no shrill laughter and raunchy growls. Yet the tenuous, breathless, expectant thrill of sex quivers in the air—a lush, pulse-pounding anticipation.
My gaze halts on two men just entering the parlor from the far end. The older one’s eyes are narrowed, his expression haughty. He scans the room with disdainful judgment, the way he might examine a less-than-satisfactory dish of food he’s been served. The younger one has wispy blond hair, a recessed chin, and weak lips. Gentle eyes. Not strictly attractive, and probably inexperienced, but sweet. I like him for me.
“The blond,” I murmur to Bess.
“Good choice. He’s new to this place. You could tell?”
“Yes. He seems a little uncertain.”
“He won’t know what to expect, so he’s perfect for you. I’ll take his companion. I do enjoy making the proud ones forget their rank and title.” She gives me a warm, sidelong smile—almost friendly. “Come, little Fire-Rose, and don’t forget your lessons.”
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I follow Bess’s lead that night and the next, taking my cues from her words, her gestures, and the strategic, subtle way she touches the men or women she’s seducing. Whenever I slip back into a coarse way of speech, or into the tits-out, exaggerated swagger I learned on the docks, Bess arches an eyebrow at me. Her movements are more restrained, yet somehow sexier. Remaining elegant and controlled is a struggle for me, and I can’t help feeling that my personal style as a courtesan is somewhere between my mother’s overt carnality and Bess’s queenly charm.
Each dawn, when The Royal Orchid closes for business except to a few privileged clients, I’m allowed to go into one of the rooms and sleep. I’m woken precisely seven hours later and given books to read—books about politics and economics, about horse-racing and boat-building, about sporting events and the art of war. Bess doesn’t expect me to read them all—she tells me to skim through them and pick out some interesting bits I can remember for future conversations with clients.
After my lessons with Bess, Zadi or Elbeth teach me about rare sexual kinks and unusual acts I might be expected to perform. Elbeth is a gloriously curvy woman with hair that might be considered red until it’s next to mine, in which case hers looks more auburn. She tells me about various kinds of toys, some of which sound honestly frightening—and explains that she provides a service some of the other courtesans won’t—she indulges clients who enjoy piss play. That’s a kink I’m all too familiar with. At Sylvie’s insistence, I endured that kind of play more times than I like to admit. If I have my choice, I’ll never do it again.
Besides Elbeth, Zadi, and Bess, I’m not given the chance to interact with the courtesans. We all dine together every mid-afternoon, but although the other members of the house stare at me with mildly antagonistic curiosity, they make no effort to speak to me.
The security guards are slightly more friendly. I’ve met the doormen, Roz and Salla, who take turns managing the entrance of the house and using a charmed amulet to check guests for weapons. Three other guards rotate shifts, patrolling the exterior of the Orchid.
It’s on the third night, when Bess and I share a handsome young lawyer, that I realize I’m sometimes attracted to women. I like mostly men, of various kinds, but a certain type of woman appeals to me, and Bess is of that type. There’s no creeping sense of sickening wrong, like I get when Sylvie suggests doing doubles. When Bess kisses me and strokes my skin, it’s all right. It’s allowed.
The lawyer appreciates my response to Bess’s attention—I can tell by the way his cock flexes inside me. We come together, all of us, our limbs and breath mingling in a soft chorus of pleasure.
And I almost forget that I must murder a man before the week’s end.
Late the next afternoon, before the start of the evening’s activities, Bess pulls me aside. Her eyes are cool yellow stars, remote and untouchable. “With the men you’re used to servicing, becoming attached wasn’t a problem. In a place like this, with repeat clients, it can be more complicated. Remember to keep your gates closed.” She touches her chest. “Never let yourself confuse attraction with emotion, or lust with love. Your clients or your fellow courtesans may conflate such things, so you must remain the wiser one, and know when to distance yourself.”
I don’t miss the timing of her lesson—immediately after our threesome with the lawyer. I must have shown too much passion, too much of what I felt. I need to do better about controlling myself.
Her subtle rejection stings a bit, but I’m glad she delivered it before I let myself grow too attached to her.
“I’ll be absent from the parlor tonight. I’m entertaining two of my best patrons,” Bess continues. “You’ll be under Elbeth’s guidance, and Zadi’s.”
I bow my head in graceful assent. “I look forward to learning more from them.”
Bess nearly smiles, her eyes brightening with approval. She glides away without another word.
Zadi sidles up to me a moment later, wearing a black corset and scarlet silk pants. “I heard the Monarch did a threesome with you last night. Is it true?”
“Yes.”
“My gods! There are girls here—not to mention myself—who have long desired such an honor. You must tell me everything. What parts of her did she let you touch?”
I have no intention of gossiping to Zadi, but before I can say as much, Legayle’s sturdy figure appears in the doorway of the parlor. She beckons to me, unsmiling. Something about the tension of her usually genial face makes my stomach swoop with dread.
“A moment, please,” I tell Zadi, and I hurry to Legayle.
“There’s a gentleman to see you,” she says under her breath. “A masked fellow, out back, in a carriage. Says it’s urgent.”
My stomach hurtles down into a bottomless black pit. I can’t think of anything to say in response, so I manage a nod before rushing along the hallways I’ve learned to navigate in the past few days.
The gentleman who owns me has come to call. Which can only mean one thing.
Tonight I must lure a stranger into bed, and then kill him.
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Once I climb into the carriage, my masked employer doesn’t waste time with pleasantries. His tone is roughly urgent. “His ship has docked already. I didn’t have much warning. Take this.” He shoves a cloth-wrapped bundle at me. “The guests and patrons are checked for weapons, but you can smuggle it inside. Wait until you get him into a private room. Make sure he is thoroughly aroused before you do it. One good slice across his throat, and then stab his heart and his eye socket for good measure, understand? All three, just to be sure.”
“Who is he? How will I know him?” Fear leaks into my voice, and the masked gentleman shifts impatiently on his carriage seat.
“He’s a little taller than you. Young, a good-looking bastard. Brown hair. He will likely be clean-shaven—he usually bathes and shaves after arriving in port. He hires courtesans to show off his wealth, to make himself feel princely, when he’s nothing but a scummy, bilge-drinking rogue. And he likes redheads, as I told you. He’ll be wearing a big hat and an ostentatious coat with simple clothing beneath.”
“That isn’t much to go on.” I unfold part of the cloth, my anxiety spiking at the sight of the weapon inside. The dagger is naked, its blade secured by two leather straps.
“You’ll wear it on your thigh, under the dress,” says the masked man tersely. “Once the deed is done, lock the room and tie a red ribbon to the lamppost on the corner. The body will be taken care of, and your place at the Orchid will be secure. Quickly now.”
I hesitate, swallowing hard.
“You need motivation?” My employer leans forward, his gloved hands curled into fists. “Your target is a pirate captain. A cruel, wicked thief who rapes women. He also captures and sells child slaves. You can imagine the horror those little ones endure.”
My gaze snaps up to the eyeholes of his mask, deep and dark. “But the captains who sail beneath the flag of the Pirate King do not trade in slaves, or harm women.”
“There are other ships that defy the Pirate King’s law. This captain is a rogue, as I told you. You’re doing the world a favor by ending him. Now go, and remember—I know where to find your mother, and your friend Aisu. Go!”
He lifts his great boot, as if he’ll kick me from the carriage. I scramble out before he can do it, picking up my gauzy white skirts and hurrying away so his carriage wheels won’t spatter me with mud. I almost drop the weapon he gave me, but I manage to hold onto it and keep it covered with the cloth.
I duck back inside, just as one of the guards rounds the corner of the Orchid on his usual patrol. He doesn’t stop me.
Hurrying through the kitchen and down the hall, I dart into one of the empty rooms and flick the switch to mark it as occupied.
I sink onto the stool by the dressing table and take a moment to compose myself. With every breath, I inhale the fragrance of vanilla, sandalwood, and gardenia, the signature blend of the house candles. A blissful, soothing scent.
A dozen deep breaths, and my panic settles enough for me to think clearly.
The man I’m supposed to kill tonight is a rapist, a seller of child-slaves. A thief.
That’s what my employer told me. But he also threatened my mother and my friend, forced me to suck his cock, and nearly kicked me. So I’m not inclined to trust him, or any man.
Men are lascivious, greedy, selfish, disloyal bastards. Not worth my time or my pity.
If I kill just one man, I’ll get to stay here. I’ll have enough money to support both Sylvie and myself—enough money to keep her alive and far away from me.
I want to stay here—I do. I can learn to repress my natural fire, to play the role of the elegant goddess. I can live with the fact that someone here is clearly in league with my masked employer, conspiring with him, owning at least partial knowledge of his schemes.
For years I’ve practiced the art of closing my eyes and my mind to the things that distressed or disgusted me. I can do it again, for the goal of remaining in this beautiful cage—
No—no, it’s not a cage. Why would I even think that? It’s a palace. It’s what I’ve always wanted.
This will be simple. An hour or two, and then my horrible task will be over. I won’t even have to dispose of the body—it will be done for me. By whom, though? Who will overlook the obvious transport of a corpse from the house? Who arranged for me to have a place here? How is my employer tied to the owners of this brothel, and why does the masked man want this Captain dead?
What if it’s true, that the pirate sells children? Perhaps my employer lost someone he loved to that despicable trade. Maybe, as he said, I’ll be doing the world a favor by ending the Captain’s life.
Get him aroused, take him to a room. Slice his throat, then stab his heart and his head. Seems like overkill… I snort a nervous laugh at my own pun. But it does strike me as odd that my employer would stipulate those three lethal blows.
I can’t linger here any longer. If I’m not in the parlor when the Captain arrives, he might take Elbeth to bed, or the courtesan with the strawberry-blond hair. I need to be present when he enters the Orchid.
Swiftly I secure the dagger to my upper thigh. The end of the hilt brushes against the pink lace of my panties as I settle my dress back into place. This is the white outfit I wore on my first night at the Orchid; it has been freshly laundered since then, and thankfully the gauzy, layered skirts are just thick enough to conceal the shape of the dagger. Still, I’ll have to be careful not to let anyone brush against that area or run their hand too far up my leg.
One last check of my face in the mirror. I whisk away a few flakes of black eyelash paint from my cheekbones, pat a little more powder onto my nose, and adjust one earring which tends to rotate inward.
I’m ready now. Prepared to kill, not for my mother or my employer, but for myself. For my future.
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I’ve never killed anyone, and there’s no one I can ask about it—no one to tutor me in this. It can’t be that difficult, can it?
It’s only bodies, flesh and bone and juices. Means nothing. My mother’s words circle through my mind as I lounge near the bar, one hip propped against the marble countertop. Lamplight glitters on glass and metal, glows on brown arms and pale jeweled throats, highlights laughing lips and dancing fingertips.
I’ve gently turned away two men, hinting that I’m waiting for someone. Elbeth gave me a quizzical look the second time I denied a client, but she’s now preoccupied with a pleasant-faced older gentleman, and she can’t question me. Zadi is sitting on a man’s lap, toying with his wife’s hair, charming them both.
Maybe my employer was wrong. Perhaps the pirate captain isn’t coming here tonight. What if I wait all night and he doesn’t show up? I think I’ll be sick. My nerves are already tightening into noxious coils, poisoning my calm.
I can’t bear this. I can’t do this. I’m going to—
Movement at the parlor entrance catches my eye. A new arrival, accompanied by the hostess, Jorjana—but it’s a pair of black-haired gentlemen—brothers, if I had to guess. Jorjana escorts them into the parlor, then floats back toward the foyer.
While Legayle is the caretaker for the girls and the manager of the servants at The Royal Orchid, Jorjana acts as the greeter for guests. From what Bess told me, Jorjana is around my mother’s age, but quality food and frequent access to a healer make her look much younger. Zadi whispered once that Jorjana services the house-masters themselves—men I haven’t seen since I arrived. I’m not even sure how many house-masters there are, nor have I heard their names…
All thoughts of the house-masters flee my head, because Jorjana is re-entering the parlor, and the man beside her wears a gorgeous coat trimmed with gold thread and decorated with fringed epaulets. Beneath the open coat I glimpse a white shirt and dark pants, tucked into glossy black boots.
This man is young and handsome, with a freshly-washed, newly-shaven look about him. He’s lightly tanned, and his brown hair has threads of blond, coaxed out by days in the sun.
This must be the pirate captain, though he doesn’t look quite as I expected. I’ve seen pirates before—greasy, hairy, wearing a myriad of chains and medallions around their necks, fingers strung with rings, leathery skin marked with tattoos. This man has neither tattoos nor jewelry—just a pair of very fine boots and a magnificent coat—and a feathered hat, which he sweeps off and twirls on one hand. When a servant comes forward to take it, he smoothly passes her a coin.
At Jorjana’s encouraging gesture, the Captain saunters forward, surveying the room with an air of saucy confidence—almost over-confidence. I know that forcedly casual swagger, that brashness—I’ve faked that sort of boldness myself. This is a man who doesn’t quite belong, and is very anxious to convince everyone that he does.
The Captain notices Elbeth’s ample figure, her lush curves commanding the older gentleman’s attention. A shadow of disappointment passes over his face. Then he glances at the strawberry-blond courtesan, who is heading upstairs with a client.
This is definitely the man I’m waiting for—the one obsessed with redheads. He looks as if he’s resigning himself to wait on the strawberry-blonde or Elbeth—until he notices me, standing by the bar.
Shock and admiration flare in his gaze, immediately followed by a look of determined hunger.
My heart thumps heavily as he strides toward me.
Rapist. Kidnapper. Seller of children. It’s difficult to believe those things of this young man. But I’ve seen handsome, innocent faces before. They can hide wicked hearts just as easily as an ugly, care-worn visage.
I turn away, running my fingertip along the rim of my wine-glass. We’re allowed to drink a little, just not enough to muddle our heads. Usually the bartender dilutes the courtesan’s drinks with juice or mineral water, so we can appear to indulge along with the clients while not consuming too much alcohol.
The Captain comes up beside me, leans both forearms on the bar. “You’re new.” His voice is low and warm, with a hint of roughness, as if the salt winds have scraped his throat during the voyage. Or perhaps he has shouted one too many orders aboard ship.
“I’m Fire-Rose,” I murmur. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Captain.”
His brows pull together. “How do you know I’m a captain?”
“The hat, and the coat.” I give him a coy sidelong smile.
“Ah, of course.” He clears his throat and lowers his voice. “Actually, I’m not only a captain. I’m a lord.”
“A lord?”
“Pirate Lord,” he says confidentially. “The title was bestowed on me by the Pirate King himself. Of course I don’t go about proclaiming that in this city. The Seven Kingdoms aren’t always friendly to my kind.”
It’s not unusual for guests to spill their secrets to courtesans. Bess told me I must always be ready to accept confidences and to guard them. There is a policy at The Royal Orchid, that all secrets are safe here. No doubt that’s one more reason the Captain frequents this place—it’s a haven where he can boast about his achievements to pretty women.
“What a dangerous and exciting life you must lead,” I say in my most breathless, admiring tone. “What kind of cargo do you carry?”
“All sorts. Wine, silks, jewels, soaps, weapons, spices, fruit, livestock—”
“Livestock?” I echo. The masked gentleman’s accusation rings in my mind. Slaver. Child seller.
“Last port we stopped in, I sold a flock of sheep. Some very pretty lambs among them, too.”
He’s referring to the children he sold. He must be. Or they are literal lambs—I have no way of knowing for sure, and I despise the uncertainty. Not that it matters whether I think him innocent or not. I have to kill him either way.
The Captain looks to the bartender and taps his fingers on the countertop. “I’ll have a—”
“If you’ll permit me,” I interject. “I’d love to select your drink for you.”
“By all means.” He waves an open hand.
I request a rich, full-bodied wine, one Bess showed me last night. It’s smooth, sensual, and expensive—just right for a man who wants to appear more affluent and cultured than he actually is.
The Captain sips from his glass, pursing his lips slightly. “Godsdamn, that’s good. It has a pleasant, um—mouthfeel.”
“Doesn’t it?” I slide my arm a little nearer to his, so that my lacy sleeve brushes the thick embroidered cuff of his coat. “A good mouthfeel is so important, don’t you think?” I let my lips part, blinking slowly at him. “How do you think my mouth would feel on you, Captain?” My tongue traces my lower lip.
He stares at me, and then he chuckles. Damn him—he’s actually laughing at me. “Yes, you’re new all right. You don’t converse like the other girls here. You get right down to business.”
Fuck, I went too far, too quickly. I’m ruining this—he knows I don’t belong here, that something is wrong, that I’m out of place, that I’ve been planted just to tempt him…
“Can I tell you another secret?” he says, low. “Tonight, I’d rather get right down to business too. I need—” He licks his lips, hesitating.
“You’ve had a long voyage.” My fingers travel across the bartop, sliding over the back of his hand. The dagger sears my thigh, a burning weight. “You need someone to take care of you, help you relax.”
He turns, his body angled toward mine, his brown eyes molten. “No. I need to fuck someone. Hard.”
There’s a barely concealed growl in his voice, and my pussy clenches on a thrill.
No… no, I’m not going to fuck him. I’m going to kill him. Kill. Knife to the throat, the heart, the eye—
I’ve been quiet too long—he’s frowning, sizing me up. “Are you refusing me as a client?”
I take a sip of my diluted wine. Think of Sylvie, of Aisu, of your future…
“Not at all.” I give him a small smile. “I’d be delighted to entertain you, my lord.”
I choose one of the first-floor rooms, farthest away from the parlor. The other courtesans don’t like it because sometimes there’s noise from the kitchen, but I figure that’s all right—it’ll help to cover any sounds the pirate might make when he dies. Thankfully outcries are common enough in such a place, and most of the rooms have thick paneling to absorb all but the loudest sounds.
The candelabras in the room are already lit, their tapers magic-infused to create a unique radiance. I have plenty of light for effective stabbing.
My employer said to do his throat first, but I think I might do the heart first, then the neck. If I cut his throat, I’ll be splattered with gore. Yes, heart first is the way to go. Then, after he falls to the floor or the bed, I’ll slit his throat carefully, and then stab his eye.
Oh gods, what if he struggles? What if he fights back? What if he kills me? I must be very quick and decisive—I won’t get a second chance at this.
I lock the bedroom door, taking full advantage of the seconds my back is turned to him. Trying to keep my breathing steady.
I can do this.
I must do this, because if I fail, my employer is going to kill Sylvie and Aisu. My feelings for Sylvie are complicated—a dutiful love soured with a tempest of negative feelings I don’t want to sort out—but Aisu has only ever been kind to me. She’s the one who used to smooth cream onto my bruises and bandage my cuts after Orgul beat me. Once, when I had an especially nasty infection, she paid for a healing tonic out of her own wages. I don’t know how she got the money, but I heard whispers she had to do something especially foul to a client to score the extra coin.
I owe her, and I can’t let her die because I’m scared to end the life of a filthy pirate.
Fabric thumps somewhere behind me as the Captain sloughs off his heavy coat. His presence looms at my back, a dominant heat.
“Are you shy, Fire-Rose?” he says, low. “Perhaps you’re new to this profession as well as this house.”
“Not at all.” I pretend to check the lock one more time, but before I can turn around, he moves in from behind, wrapping one sinewy forearm across my upper chest, almost pressing on my throat but not quite. He pulls me back against him, rocking his hips forward so I can feel the bulge of his erection against my rear.
I suck in a sharp breath, grasping my skirts with one hand and drawing them up to my thigh, nearly revealing the dagger. The gauzy layers of my dress stir, as if the air flow in the room has suddenly changed, and the candlelight takes on a bluish tint. I notice these things vaguely, but I’m more focused on estimating how much force I’ll need to tug the knife free of the straps, and picturing the exact spot on the Captain’s chest where I’ll need to stab him.
The pirate nuzzles into my hair, his mouth near my temple. He inhales slowly, reverently. “You have the most glorious hair of any woman I’ve ever seen, except one.”
Ah, so that’s why he prefers redheads. There’s someone he wants, someone he can’t have.
“I’ll make you forget her,” I murmur. “Close your eyes.”
“All right.” He exhales, his chest lifting and falling against my back.
The moment I feel him relax, I whip the dagger from its bindings and whirl around. His arm across my chest loosens, allowing the movement.
I don’t look at his face. I focus on his chest, and I jam the dagger in, left of center, right between his ribs.
I feel the blade punch into his heart muscle.
Revulsion jolts through me, and I gag as I shove the knife in, all the way to the hilt.
Then I skitter backward, squealing in horror at what I’ve done, cupping both hands over my mouth to stifle the sound.
The Pirate Lord sways a little, his eyes wide. He looks down at the hilt jutting from his chest.
“Very well done,” he says. “Perfect aim. Don’t tell me this is your first time?”
I whimper against my palms. Why isn’t he falling down? Why is he just—standing there?
“Yes, yes, good form on the kill. It doesn’t seem to have worked, though.” He grips the dagger and jerks it out of his own heart with a grunt. “You must not have wanted it badly enough.” His mouth tilts at the corner, a slanted smirk. He holds the dagger out to me, hilt first. The blade is painted with his gleaming blood. “Try again. I’ll wait.”
“What the fuck?” I whisper.
“Oh, I wanted to fuck. But it appears you have other plans, and I’m afraid this, um—penetration—” he grins and touches the bloody spot on his chest— “has killed my desire, for now. Come on, don’t give up so easily. Try again.”
He’s still holding out the knife in his other hand. He waves it slightly, with an encouraging nod.
Dazed, I reach for the weapon and curl my fingers around the hilt.
“That’s it. Good girl. Now where will you try next?” His shirt is already partly unbuttoned, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He pulls the shirt open wider, tilting his chin up, baring his neck. “Perhaps you’d like to slit my throat.”
“You’re mad.”
“I’m not the one trying to murder somebody,” he points out.
“It’s justice,” I retort, stung by his casual attitude. “You’re a slaver, a rapist. A fiend. You transport children on your despicable ship.”
His eyes narrow. “I take what I need from women. And yes, I’ve had—dealings—with slavers, and I’ve transported children before.”
“So you admit it,” I gasp. “Fuck you.”
The dagger went into his chest easily, so I’m guessing it’s sharp enough to make quick work of this. I charge him, whipping the blade across his throat. A fountain of arterial blood sprays across the bodice of my dress.
I stare down at myself, at the carnage, letting out a faint sob. The most beautiful thing I own is ruined now, and I shouldn’t care about that in this moment but—fuck.
The Pirate Lord chokes, blood spilling from his pretty mouth and running down his chin. But the gash I made in his throat is already closing.
Shit. Oh, shit.
“Whoever hired you knows a few things about me.” The Captain’s voice gurgles through the blood. “They know I’m more vulnerable when I’m aroused. But they don’t have the whole picture.”
The knife dangles from my trembling fingers. I renew my grasp on it, swallowing hard. I can’t fail. Failure means I’ll be imprisoned or hanged. And the people I care about—they’ll perish, too.
The pirate’s eyes light up when I grip the dagger again. “You don’t yield easily.”
“I have to do this.”
“You’ve been promised money, or threatened with harm.” He nods. “But you must understand, you won’t be able to kill me. It’s not possible.”
“What are you?”
“Part god.” He grins.
I don’t think he’s joking.
“You’re going to turn me in to the city watch, aren’t you?” I say faintly.
“I really should. But it seems a pity to let such beauty fester in a cell.” He paces toward me, collaring my throat with his hand. “I’d hate to yield this lovely neck to the hangman’s rope and watch it snap—” he says the word sharply, and when I startle in his grasp, he smiles wider. “I think you could provide greater amusement. I’ll give you a choice, minnow. I can report you, or you can come with me on my ship, tonight. We leave at dawn.”
“Come with you? Why?”
“To escape the wrath of whoever hired you, of course. But I’m not simply offering out of the goodness of my heart—no, I’ve a job in mind for you.”
“A job?”
“Ship’s whore. What else?”
I gape at him.
“You’ll be well paid. I’ll be your primary client, and you can choose whether or not to open your legs to the other men aboard ship. It’s not a bad bargain, considering you must come from—let me guess—” He leans closer, his scent filling my nostrils—blood and wine and coconut soap. “I’d wager fifty rills you’re a dock girl. One they dressed up to tempt me.”
I’m still holding the dagger. I lift it slightly, angling the tip against the folds of his crisp white shirt. Surely there must be a vulnerability somewhere.
“Am I right?” The pirate moves his hand from my throat, his fingers drifting over my cleavage and the blood-spattered bodice of my dress. I hate how my nipples tighten in response. “Are you a poor little dock rat, without friends or family, with no place to go and no one to defend you?”
“Does that make you hard?” I hiss.
He vents a hoarse laugh. “Yes.”
“You like your women weak.”
“I like my women wet.” He reaches down and runs his hand up my leg, sweeping my skirts along with it until he encounters the leather straps cinched around my thigh.
“This is a beautifully-crafted sheath for your weapon. Gifted to you, I think, by your employer.” Higher his hand moves, to the ruffled edge of my panties. “I paid for you, didn’t I? I should get some satisfaction, after you tried to kill me twice. Let’s see if you agree.” His fingertip nudges beneath the edge of the lace.
My fist tenses around the knife. In one swift motion, I raise it and stab him through the eye.
He cries out and staggers away, the blade still lodged in his eye-socket. “Gods-fuck!”
I don’t wait around to see if it worked this time. I run for the door and fumble frantically with the lock.
“The offer stands.” His voice is low and pained, yet thick with angry desire. “My ship, or the noose. Don’t think you can run from me, girl—I have eyes everywhere.”
With a frustrated whimper, I manage to get the door open and rush into the hallway while it swings shut behind me.
I race down the empty hall to the kitchen. Two servants are busy plating delicate tartlets topped with caviar, but although they both look startled, they don’t question me as I fly out the back door.
Hitching up my skirts, I hurry across the narrow courtyard, looking up and down the street.
Ah, there it is! In the shadows beyond a cluster of refuse bins—the carriage of the man in the wolf mask. It’s not far from the lamppost where I was supposed to fasten the red ribbon, a signal that my task was complete.
My employer is waiting to see if I’ve killed the Captain. Too bad I have to disappoint him.
I run for the carriage, nearly slipping on the damp cobblestones. A cold, misting rain has begun—fitting weather for this dreadful night.
I don’t even know what I plan to say to my employer. Shout at him for not telling me what to expect? Beg for his mercy? He said if I failed, I would be on my own. No salvation or rescue from him.
There’s nothing I can give him in return for his help. He owns my body already.
As I approach, the carriage door swings open, and the masked man steps out. He’s gloved and cloaked, with a scarf around his throat. “Stop,” he growls as I race toward him.
I skid to a halt, breathless. “By the gods, sir, I tried, but the Captain has powers—he has magic—”
“Of course he does. So it didn’t work?”
I shake my head frantically.
“Fuck,” he mutters. “They told me the knife was spelled with godsblood. You made sure he was fully erect before you sliced his throat?”
“He was aroused, I promise you—very aroused.”
“Did he bleed? Is that his blood on your dress?”
“I—he—”
A gloved hand slams into my cheekbone, and my head snaps aside with the brutal force of the blow.
“Stop stammering, idiot girl! Speak!”
Pain blooms through my cheek and jaw, and my mouth fills with salty blood. “Yes,” I manage. “He bled.”
“How long did it take him to heal?”
“Only seconds. Maybe a minute.”
“And he let you go?”
“He asked me to leave with him tonight. To be his ship’s whore.”
“He already has a whore aboard ship.” The masked man sounds perplexed. “Why would he want you?”
“I don’t know, sir. I only know what he asked. He said I must sail with him, or he’ll report me and I’ll face the noose for trying to kill him.”
My employer grips my shoulders in a spasm of glee. “But this is excellent! I tried to get to him through his former ship’s whore, but she was too damn loyal. Yes, you’ll go with him. Watch him, and find a way to kill him. I don’t care how you manage it—I want it done. And another thing—I’d like to know where he stashes his loot. If you can find that out before you end him, I’ll pay you more.”
“But he’ll suspect,” I plead. “He knows I was hired for this. He won’t trust me.”
“You tried to kill him, and he still wants to fuck you, the perverted bastard. He’s cocky. Thinks he’s invulnerable, some kind of god. You’ll sail with him, discover his secrets, and slay him. Send word of his death and his treasure’s location to The Royal Orchid, addressed to ‘The Wolf.’ When I get confirmation that he’s dead, I’ll release your friends. And if you manage to return alive after slaying him, my offer still stands—a place here, and the life of a courtesan, along with a bonus for the location of his treasure trove. But remember—his death is the priority.”
I barely hear the last two sentences—I latch onto a single phrase. “You’ll release my friends? What do you mean?”
“I suspected something might go awry tonight, so I took the liberty of insuring myself in case you turned coward, got caught, or tried to implicate me in any way.” He yanks open the door of the carriage. “They were easy enough to snatch from a street corner.”
I can barely see into the dark interior, but when he pushes the door wider, a ray from the streetlamp spills over one of the carriage seats. Sylvie and Aisu are slumped together, manacled and unconscious—probably drugged. Aisu has finger-shaped bruises on her arm.
I clench my teeth. One of my molars feels sore and unsteady, probably knocked loose by the blow I suffered. “You fucking monster.”
“They’re mine until you accomplish your task,” says the Wolf, swinging up into the carriage. “A little incentive for you to be quick about it. Send word back to the Orchid when it’s done.”
He hauls the door shut, and I watch helplessly as they drive away.
I have to save Sylvie and Aisu from that horrible man. But how am I supposed to kill an unkillable Pirate Lord, the captain of a ship full of fighters?
Dazed and heartsick, I start walking in the direction of the waterfront.
I can’t go back to The Royal Orchid—not bruised and bloodstained. There will be far too many questions, and I can’t bear encountering the Pirate Lord again—not there, not with everyone else around. I have no idea how he’ll explain my disappearance or the blood on his clothes. That’s not my problem.
My problem is the kidnapping of my mother and my friend, which has narrowed my options.
I could stifle my pride and fear, find the Pirate Lord, and tell him about Sylvie and Aisu—ask for his help. But why would the Captain help me, the girl who stabbed him three times? I have no idea who is holding my mother and my friend, no clues by which to find them except for the wolf mask and a connection to the Orchid. My employer is a powerful man, that much I know. Not someone a pirate would want to confront, especially when he plans to sail away at dawn.
I could run away. Fetch my small stash of money from The Winking Siren, leave the two people I care about to their fate, and try to escape.
But the Captain said he has eyes everywhere. He’ll find me, drag me before a magistrate. And they’ll believe his accusations. Men with power are always believed, especially when a woman like me speaks against them.
Of course in this case, he’d be right. I did try to kill him.
Running isn’t an option. Not for me, not with what’s at stake. My only option is to sail with the pirates.
Terror weakens my knees at the very thought. The Captain said I could choose whether or not to let the rest of the crew fuck me, but I don’t believe him. I can’t imagine a ship full of pirates would respect my word if I said no.
My employer claimed the Captain is a rogue who doesn’t follow the Pirate King’s rules. But the Captain’s title, “Pirate Lord,” came from the Pirate King himself. Which would seem to indicate that he sails in good standing beneath the Crowned Skull-and-Bones. So is he a pirate with a code, or a lawless renegade?
I don’t know what to believe.
Either way, the first step is to go to the docks and find the pirate ship—not the easiest task. Even if it is one of the Pirate King’s vessels, it won’t be flying the Crowned Skull-and-Bones openly.
This city has strange, inconsistent rules. Technically pirates aren’t welcome, but the city leaders don’t want to antagonize them either—especially not those who operate under the protection of the Pirate King. Certain ships are known to be pirate vessels, but as long as they don’t fly the flag, loot the warehouses, or talk publicly about their exploits, the city officials and dock managers overlook their presence. I’ll have to search for a ship with no flag, or one flying a nondescript flag that doesn’t belong to any of the kingdoms I know.
Once I find it, I’ll go aboard and ask for the Captain. He probably has a horse or a hired coach—he’ll reach the ship before I will.
The misting rain has stopped, thank the gods, but the night has cold teeth that bite straight through my thin gown. I’m already shivering. Stupid of me not to go back into The Royal Orchid for a cloak.
This part of Knockaine is an affluent area situated halfway between the docks and the city center. The tall buildings boast elegant cornices, dormer windows, and lamps glowing brightly in brackets, lighting the entrances. It’s nearly midnight, and the people I encounter on the streets cast me strange looks of concern or suspicion, though none question me about the blood on my white dress. A few male gazes show faint malevolence, as if they’d like to take advantage of the fact that I’m walking alone, but their social standing prevents it.
I hurry on, rubbing my chilly arms. Cold seeps into my fingers, a bone-deep pain I try to resist by walking faster.
I could stop by The Winking Siren for my hidden money, a cloak, and the few meager items I own. But Orgul would see me. He might keep me from leaving, even if I explain I’m going to the pirate ship on my new employer’s orders. No, I must avoid that area at all costs.
Onward I trudge, while my thin slippers grow ever thinner. They were made for treading soft, thick rugs, not scuffing along rough, wet stones. At least I didn’t go barefoot tonight, like Bess often does.
I wonder if Bess will miss me, or if Zadi and Elbeth will wonder where I’ve gone.
At least the road is mostly downhill. At least that means I’m getting closer to the docks. At least—no, there’s nothing else good about this situation. The closer I get to the docks, the more likely I am to be waylaid by gangs or drunken sailors.
The courtesans of The Royal Orchid wear the orchid symbol somewhere on them when they go out—shaped into jewelry, embroidered onto their clothing, stitched on a slipper. When we’re working the docks, Sylvie and I each carry a small card with the symbol of The Winking Siren, tucked into the lining of our corsets, and we wear a shade of purple that matches the hair of the pink-tailed mermaid on the brothel’s sign. I’ve always wished for a royal purple instead of the bright violet that clashes with my scarlet locks. Still, I wear the color when I’m working, because it identifies me to the gangs. Though gang members might heckle the eve-walkers, they won’t do them outright harm if the girls are under a house’s protection.
But tonight I ran away without any proof of which house I belong to.
Cautiously I slink into narrower streets, scanning the shadows with a practiced eye. I make it down the first street and halfway along a second; then I have to cut through an alley to avoid the corner where two of my housemates from The Winking Siren usually work.
The alley stinks of piss, shit, and garbage. The smell is all too familiar, but after three days of delicately scented rooms, the odor strikes me like a gut-punch.
I exit the alley, my stomach clenching as I step into the next street and spot a group of Skullmouth gang members lounging in front of a tavern. Each of them bears the gang’s signature tattoo, their lower faces transformed into leering skeletal jawbones and teeth. They wear heavy hooded cloaks, and they’re known for designing their own weapons—unique, brutal devices designed to cause the most horrific pain.
There’s no hope that they won’t see me. In my wispy white dress, I practically glow in the dark. Maybe I can duck into the Tub, a watering hole known for serving soups and drinks in two-handed pewter tubs. It’s right across the street. I can pretend I’m meeting someone in there, then walk all the way through and leave by the back door. That will put me out in another alley, a little north of the dock where Sylvie and I stood a few nights ago.
Keeping my head bowed and avoiding eye contact, I hurry across the road and past a few shops. The Skullmouths holler for my attention, but I ignore them, pulling open the door of the Tub and hustling inside.
The interior is warm, jovial, and bright. I breathe in hannas smoke, the savory heat of soup, and the sharp odor of alcohol. I wish I could linger, but I can’t risk it. Someone might recognize me and tell Orgul where I am.
I make my way along the edge of the room, past crowded tables. No one stops me, though a big blond man, bearded and covered in tattoos, catches my eye and looks as if he might speak to me or bar my way. He doesn’t, so I continue on, slinking through the back hallway and slipping out the rear door.
The moment I step into the dark courtyard at the back of the Tub, two big hands grip my arms. I’m swung around, pinned with my back against a broad cloaked chest. A heavy hand clamps across my mouth. The pressure on my bruised cheek and jaw makes my eyes water with pain.
“Thought you’d sneak away, did ya?” Three Skullmouths saunter out of the shadows, leering at me.
I writhe, trying to get my mouth free so I can tell them which house I’m with. I should probably say The Winking Siren—they won’t believe I’m from the Orchid.
“Grab her legs, you two,” growls the man who’s holding me.
I kick the first Skullmouth in the nose. But the one restraining me switches his hold to my throat, a crushing grip that makes me frantic for air.
The back door of the Tub bursts open, spilling yellow light into the alley. Two hulking figures fill the space, one slightly taller than the other.
“Let the girl go.” One of the newcomers cracks the knuckles of each fist in turn. As he steps forward, the light shifts over him, revealing ebony skin, high cheekbones, and clusters of long braids, similar to Bess’s preferred hairstyle, but less elaborately woven.
The appearance of the two men surprises my captor enough that he eases up on my throat a little. But he doesn’t release me.
“Move on,” he snarls. “This ain’t your business.”
The dark-skinned man shakes out his shoulders, then bounces on his heels, like a restive horse eager for a race. “Let’s get to it, then.”
“Wait.” The massive man in the doorway crosses his arms over his chest. “No need for brawling or bloodshed.”
“You never let me have any fun,” mutters the man with the braids. He flashes a bright smile at the Skullmouths. “Do me a favor, gents—insult my friend here. Rile him up. Go on… I’ll even tell you what to say. May we can stir his blood a bit, get him in a fighting mood.”
“Silas, for fuck’s sake.” The big man sighs and presses a hand to his forehead. Shit, I think he’s the bearded blond I saw inside. A solid gold bracelet flashes on his thick, tattooed arm.
One of the Skullmouths backs away a step. “Fuck, I know who these two are. They’re from the Reaper’s Fate.”
“That’s right, mate,” Silas confirms cheerfully. “Come on, ye land-lubbers, you wouldn’t walk away from a fight, would you? Give us a challenge, at least.”
But my captor lets me go, shoving me away. “Come on, boys. We’ll find our fun elsewhere.”
The Skullmouths jog off into the dark. I shrink back from the open door, eyeing the two men.
“There now, love, no need to fear.” Silas reaches toward me, tentatively, like he’s coaxing a wounded animal. He wears a loose, dark-red tunic, hitched up and tucked messily into multiple belts, from which dangle several sheaths and chains, as well as a leather bottle. A tattered glove partly covers one hand, and his ears are lined with dozens of small gold hoops.
“Which way might you be headed?” he asks. “We’ll see you safe into port.”
No man is ever kind without a reason or a scheme. I shrink from him again. “I’d rather walk alone.”
“Can’t allow that, love. There be stray dogs about, ready to chew up a toothsome morsel like yourself.”
“And you two aren’t dogs?”
The big blond man snorts a laugh.
Silas’s dark eyes sparkle. “Dogs we may be, but not to a slip of a thing who’s had more than her share of trouble tonight, by the look of it. Where will we be taking you? Do you have somewhere to go?”
There’s genuine warmth in those deep brown eyes—and I’m so tired.
“A ship,” I murmur. “I’m supposed to find a pirate ship. The Captain—I’m to meet him there.”
The smile drops from Silas’s face. He twists around to glance at his bearded friend in the doorway before looking back at me. “A pirate ship, eh?”
The pieces shift into place—the reaction of the Skullmouths to the name of the ship, and the look of these two—not quite like typical sailors. I know what Silas is going to say before he says it.
“You’re in luck, love. You’ve found yourself a pair of pirates from that very ship.”
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Maybe another woman would feel safe walking between two burly pirates who just saved her from a gang. But I never feel safe with men, not even Zadi, though he was fairly harmless. Men always want something—my body, my submission, my respect, my listening ear, my admiration, my gratitude.
For several minutes the pirates are silent, but as we move out into the open air between the last row of buildings and the docks, Silas speaks up. “What business do you have with the Captain?”
Might as well tell them now. They’ll find out soon enough. “I’m to be the ship’s whore.”
Silas swipes long fingers over his mouth and jaw. “Shit.”
“The fuck?” growls the taller man. “What the devil is Bash thinking?”
“Mind how you speak of the Captain,” Silas warns.
“He’s not here, is he? I’ll say what I like. What does he want with this battered creature?”
“You know how he is with the others we take along. Pity, then anger, then he does something stupid.”
The big man snorts. “Now who’s talkin’ ill of the Captain?”
“I won’t tell him if you won’t. And I’m not complaining—his rageful fits usually mean I get to fight some bastards what truly deserves it, savvy?” Silas cuts me a sidelong glance, then frowns when he notices how hard I’m shivering. “Atticus, give the girl that scarf around your waist, for gods’ sake. Wish I had a coat to offer, love, but we don’t feel the cold overmuch after all the gales we’ve weathered. Go on, man—the scarf!”
“Ain’t much more than a sash,” grumbles Atticus. “But such as it is, you’re welcome to it.”
“No thank you. I’m fine.” But I’m not. My loosened molar sends spikes of pain into my jaw with every chilled rattle of my teeth. And my feet hurt.
As we pass beneath a lamppost, Silas peers at the front of my dress. “Another question, if I may. Whose blood is that?”
“Maybe it’s mine.”
His grin delves charming creases into his cheeks. “One thing you should know about me—I can spot a lie from a hundred leagues off.”
“That’s because you’re the biggest liar I know,” mutters Atticus.
“Ah, no. That would be Cal.”
“He’s a storyteller like me, not a liar. There’s a difference. Stories are harmless.”
“That’s what storytellers always say. But it’s not true, is it? Storytellers spin charming lies that make us want to live inside those tales instead of the grime and bilge of the real world. Far more dastardly an occupation than that of an honest deceiver, wouldn’t you say, love?”
“I wouldn’t know,” I reply. “Haven’t heard many stories. Heard plenty of lies, though.”
Atticus chuckles. “Well said. There’s the ship, up ahead—the Reaper’s Fate. Pretty thing, ain’t she?”
The ship he’s pointing at isn’t pulled into a berth, but moored some distance from the docks, as if her master is cautious of resting too near others and prefers to be ready for a quick getaway. In the cloudy, starless night, all I can make out is a dark shape with spiky masts and a few dots of orange light—ship’s lanterns.
“There’s none like her,” Silas says, pride in his voice. “She’s built like a sloop or a caravel, but she’s not quite either—somewhat bigger, I’d say. And she’s faster than she should be, thanks to the Captain’s gifts. Nice selection of guns, too. Best ship I’ve sailed on. We’ll take you aboard, and then I’ll row back and wait for the others while Atticus here finds you some warmer clothes. I’ll wager Merrina left some of her things behind.” He eyes me, nodding. “You’re about her size.”
“Who’s Merrina?”
“The former ship’s whore,” Silas replies. “A good woman, and a jolly one. Served the captain well, and some of us too, until she and Jaq went and fell in love. Captain married them himself aboard ship. Wasn’t two weeks ago we left ’em both in a port city up the coast, starry-eyed and ready to start a new life.” He shakes his head, a doleful expression on his face. “That confounded convention of marriage. It takes the best of us.”
He looks as sad as if someone died of a terrible disease, and I can’t help a small smile.
The blond-bearded man notices my expression. “Look at that, Si. Someone thinks you’re funny.”
“I’m fucking hilarious. Come on, love, let’s get you out of this wind.”
Atticus rows us across the gleaming black water to the Reaper’s Fate, while Silas and I share a narrow bench in the skiff. He picks at the tattered edge of his fingerless glove, which is heavily patched and mended, embroidered in various shades and layers of thread. The glove forms an odd contrast to his other clothing, which isn’t worn or frayed at all.
He catches me staring and holds his hand in front of me, palm up. “This is one of the gloves I bought with my first bit o’ coin I earned from piracy. I was a lad of fifteen, and my hands were smaller then. I’ve added to it since—widened it, patched it and such. See these lines here, these threads? They were each stitched onto it by a different woman. This way I remember the ones what gave me an especially good time.”
“Do you remember all their names?”
“Every single one.” He begins pointing out different colors of thread and rattling off a litany of female names.
Honestly I’m impressed he remembers them. Most of the men I fuck never ask my name, and if they do, they usually forget it two minutes later and call me something else.
When we come to the side of the ship, Atticus shouts up to someone on deck, and a rope ladder is thrown down. I climb slowly, trying to keep from stepping on my gauzy windblown skirts and tumbling into the cold water. I can barely feel my fingers, but I manage to grasp each rung and keep hauling myself up, and up, and up. Finally, with my hair whipped into a billowing cloud and my white dress fluttering around me, I clamber over the railing onto the deck of the ship—
Only to be met with a piercing cry of alarm.
“Phantom!” cries a shrill voice. “It’s a ghost comin’ over the side! We’re being boarded by the lost souls of the deep, I say!”
I can’t make out the speaker—they’re holding a lantern that shakes with the force of their fear.
“Hush your fool mouth, Red!” A man steps forward, helping me get my footing on the deck. “Can’t you see it’s some wench?” He leans over the side and calls down to the pair in the boat. “Who’s this then?”
He could have asked me directly. But no. Like everyone else, he must talk over me, around me, to anyone else but me.
It’s the final twitch to the frayed cords of my heart, and something snaps in my chest. I forget that I’m cold, and in pain, and afraid.
“My name is Risa,” I say sharply. “I’m the new whore for this ship. The Captain told me to meet him. Where is he?”
“I’ll be damned,” breathes the person holding the lantern. When they lower it and lean forward, I can see it’s a young man around my age, possibly a bit younger, with unruly orange hair.
The second man’s orange hair matches the boy’s, but he looks several years older. There’s a similarity between them—brothers, maybe? Eying me with pale green eyes, he scratches his scruffy red beard and calls, “Silas? What in the blue deep is going on?”
“I don’t rightly know,” Silas yells from the skiff. “Atticus is coming up. Captain not back yet?”
“No. Nor is Faris. More’s the pity, the wench looks like she could use a healer.”
“Get her warm, give her something to drink. I’ll row back to shore and wait for the others. Captain will explain when he’s back aboard.”
Atticus heaves his bulk over the side a few moments later. He shouts to Silas, “Bring me back a jug of Old Beauty, will you? I didn’t get near drunk enough before all this shit went down.”
“I’ll fetch it, but you’re paying me the second I bring it aboard,” Silas calls back. “You already owe me three-hundred and twenty-two rills.”
“The fuck I do.”
“The pistol you bought in Waydred?”
“It don’t work, so it don’t count.” Atticus runs a massive tattooed hand over his shaggy blond hair and glances at me ruefully. “Shoulda known better than to spend my coin on some newfangled invention.”
“My coin,” Silas corrects him.
Atticus bends over the railing. “Get on with ya! Back to port.”
“A gunner giving orders to the quartermaster? What a sorry state of affairs.” Silas’s protest is followed by the splash of oars as he departs.
Atticus looks down at me. He’s truly huge, and I feel suddenly tiny and weak. “Come, girl. I’ll take you to Merrina’s old room.”
“Why’s she covered in blood?” asks the boy with the lantern. His voice trembles. “Are you sure she’s not an apparition? Or a murderess who might slit all our throats while we’re tucked in our bunks?”
“Why, I believe you’ve stumbled onto the truth, Red.” The man who pulled me on deck strokes his short red beard, his sandy eyebrows raised dramatically. “This here be the infamous White Lady, who lures honest seafarin’ men into her bed and then cuts off their dicks and balls while they’re sleeping. Makes a stew out of ‘em, she does. That’s what keeps her young. She’s been alive for thousands of years. Oh, she likes the juicy young ones, and—”
“Lay off, Cal,” rumbles Atticus. “Enough with your infernal tales.”
“I’m not scared,” Red says loudly.
“No one said you were, lad.” Atticus places an enormous hand at my back and guides me along toward the stern of the ship, past coils of rope and wooden crates and casks. A few other pirates stare at me, their bearded faces strangely shadowed in the uneven light of Red’s lantern and a few others hanging on deck.
Atticus grabs one of the lanterns and ushers me through a door, along a short hallway. “That there is Silas’s cabin, and that one belongs to Faris, our healer. Captain’s cabin is at the end of the hall. This one will be yours.” He clears his throat and shoves open a door, standing back to allow me access to the tiny chamber. “Privy closet’s in there. Captain had it rigged so Merrina could have running water piped up from the reserves below.”
He hangs the lantern on a hook while I inspect the space. There’s a small window with a tiny writing desk beneath it and a padded stool clamped to the floor. One wall is covered with cabinets and shelving, except for a deep recess that houses the bed. The thick mattress looks wide enough for two, and there’s a surprising amount of head-room in the cave-like space, probably so Merrina could comfortably entertain the men.
“I’ll have someone look for any chest or box of clothes she might have left in the hold,” Atticus says gruffly. “Might be a few things in the cupboards and drawers. There’s blankets and bedding somewhere about, too. And you’ll be needing a hot drink. Anything else?”
I’m too overwhelmed to reply, so I shake my head. When he leaves, dragging the door shut behind him, I sink to the floor and peel off my sodden, ruined slippers with shaking hands.
“I’m all right,” I whisper. “I’m all right, I’m safe for now. I have a place to be. I can manage this, I always do.”
I’ve learned to take advantage of small luxuries quickly, whenever I can. So I give myself only a few seconds on the floor before I clamber to my feet and step into the privy closet. There’s a wooden toilet, a tiny sink, and a rack for towels—empty, of course, because the pirates weren’t expecting me. I’m surprised at how neat and sturdy everything is. Apparently this crew took decent care of their former whore, at least in terms of creature comforts. Which bodes well for me.
After relieving myself, I strip off the remnants of my white dress and rinse flecks of the Captain’s blood from my neck and arms. Though the water is cold, the privy is pleasantly warm after the frigid night—warm enough that my half-frozen toes and fingers begin to tingle as they thaw. There must be a fireplace or stove somewhere nearby. I’ve heard some ships hire magic-wielders to bend ocean currents, heat food, or even enhance wind-flow. The Reaper’s Fate has a healer, at least; perhaps there’s someone else with magic aboard—besides the Captain, of course.
As I told Silas, I haven’t heard many stories in my lifetime—but I do remember a tale spun by a young navigator who liked to talk while I sucked his dick. He told me that magical gifts come from the gods. They sleep with humans, and those humans have children with special powers. There are magically gifted people throughout all the kingdoms, though they are rarer in some places than others.
My talkative client theorized that magic differs widely from person to person because each god has different abilities. He said the patron deity of whores in most kingdoms is Beirgid, the goddess of fertility, pleasure, and health. The goddess fucks humans often, sharing her love liberally throughout the world, which would explain why the most common magical gift is healing.
The Captain’s claim to be “part god” seems to corroborate that theory. Perhaps he’s closer in lineage to a god than most other magic-wielders—a more immediate descendant, with more dramatic powers. I’ve heard of healers who can heal themselves as well as others, but I’ve never heard of someone who recovers almost instantly from mortal wounds.
He said he’s more vulnerable when he’s aroused, and yet when I wounded him, his body mended itself within seconds. What would happen if I tried to kill him when he isn’t aroused? Would the blade just bounce off his skin?
Before I try to kill the Captain again, I need to observe him. This is a pirate ship, for the gods’ sake—there are bound to be dangerous situations in which I can see just how impervious he really is. Forget trying to ferret out the location of his treasure—my primary objective is to slay him as fast as possible so I can free Sylvie and Aisu. I don’t need the bonus the Wolf promised me.
Holding my ruined dress in front of myself, I leave the privy closet and step into the cabin again. Someone has been in the room while I was washing up, and they left some sheets, blankets, and a wooden chest on the mattress.
I inspect the contents of the chest, finding various pieces of clothing, some more salacious than others. They’re all well-worn, and a few have holes or rips, which is likely why Merrina left them behind. I select a blousy, cream-colored shirt and a short black skirt. I don’t put on a corset, because it’s late and if I’m lucky, I’ll be allowed to sleep soon—unless the men of the crew decide they’d like to sample their new whore before they let me rest.
The shirt is wide-necked, intended to be worn off the shoulders, and its material clings softly to the shape of my breasts. The skirt comes to the middle of my thigh. I remove the leather straps that held my knife, wishing I hadn’t left the weapon behind in my haste. I got blood on the panties while I was taking off my dress, so I shuck those off as well and put them in the corner with the rest of the stained clothing. I can’t find any replacement underthings in the chest. Maybe Merrina didn’t wear any.
Someone knocks on the door—a quick, tentative sound.
I’m not used to having a door someone would knock on. There’s no privacy at The Winking Siren, and not much at The Royal Orchid, either—at least not for a temporary recruit like me, who didn’t have her own suite.
Cautiously I open the door.
The tall, skinny boy from earlier stands in the corridor. Red, they called him. Steam drifts from the big mug he’s holding.
“Tea,” he squeaks, and then clears his throat and says, in a comically deep voice, “Tea.”
I smile at him—not very wide, because the expression hurts my bruised cheek. “Thank you.”
His eyes dart down to my breasts. “Um—you—there is—I was supposed to ask—well, do you—need anything else?”
“I’m all right, thank you.”
“The, um—the healer—he’ll tend to that. Later.” He winces and points to my cheek.
“Oh.” I press my fingertips lightly against my injured face. “Thank you.”
“I’ll fetch you some—uh, some lemon balm. I grow it myself. Hardy stuff. Good for repelling enemies, you know—evil forces, bad energies. I have some dried yarrow, too. I’ll bring it here.”
“Tomorrow?” I suggest.
“Of course, tomorrow.” He runs thin fingers through his wavy red hair. “Right. Um—”
He hesitates.
He’s charmingly awkward, and something about that awkwardness is comforting. “Would you like to come in?”
“Oh, I—I couldn’t.”
“Come on.” I step back into the cabin, setting my mug into a recessed spot on the desk, carved for such a purpose. “I’ve never been on a ship before, you know. It feels strange, the constant slight movement. I’m sure it’s much worse on the open sea than it is here in port.”
He shoves his hands into his pockets and takes a single step, which brings him just inside the room. “You get used to it. I been on ships since I was a wee one.”
“How old are you now?”
“Just turned nineteen.”
“Ever been with a woman?” I sidle closer to him, and his throat bobs with apprehension, his eyes widening.
“Yes,” he croaks.
“Do you want me to touch you, Red? It’s what I’m here for, after all.”
Flushing scarlet, he backs hastily into the hallway. “Enjoy your tea.” He lopes away on his long skinny legs.
Smiling, I close the door and perch on the stool, sipping the tea. It’s delicious, and by the time I’ve drunk it all, I feel quite warm, and the pain in my jaw and my tooth has eased a little.
Moving the clothes chest to the floor, I set about making the bed. I’d rather keep my hands busy than sit around waiting for the Pirate Lord to arrive.
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It takes me too long to handle the mess in the room and get out of The Royal Orchid with some scraps of my dignity intact. By the time I dash down the front steps of the brothel and scan the street, the girl is gone.
Fuck.
I hail a passing hansom cab and spend a couple hours directing the driver to turn this way and that, looking for her. By the time I give up he’s in a nasty mood, and even a handful of extra coins doesn’t cheer him. I leave the cab and walk on, meaning to leave it at that, but then the driver rolls past me, veering into a mud puddle on purpose and sending a splatter over my coat.
My energy is low, but I have enough to send a burst of cold wind against the side of the lightweight cab. It tips over, wheels spinning, horse neighing, driver yelling. Calmly I walk past the wreckage, without sparing the driver a glance.
I hate Knockaine. A crowded, dingy, noisy, smoky city, full of people who crave pleasure and try to hide their lust under layers of “civilization.” The best part about the place is The Royal Orchid. I found it a few years ago and it’s been a favorite stop of mine ever since. I’ll put up with the overblown docking fees, the absurd cab fares, and the swarms of malicious gang members just to spend one night in those elegant-sweet-scented rooms, being treated royally by a beautiful, well-groomed woman. My men don’t know how much coin I’ve dropped in that place. It’s a luxury. The indulgence of a dream.
In most port cities, I choose a brothel of medium price and fair repute that’s friendly to pirates, and I go there with my men. But The Royal Orchid and its gorgeous redheads are for me alone.
As I trudge down the dock toward the place we left the skiff, I notice two figures waiting for me. One is smoking a hannas stick, its glowing end a red star in the dark. That’ll be Faris, and the smoke means he’s worried. The other, with his braids and bulk—that’s Silas. His arms are crossed and his feet braced. He’s got something to say.
“Have a pleasant evening, did you, Captain?” Silas purrs as I approach.
“No.”
“Might that possibly have something to do with a certain crimson-haired waif?”
I halt. “What?”
“A girl? You told her to come aboard, to sail with us? Ship’s whore? Any of that stirring your memory?”
“Shit. She showed up?”
“She’s on the Reaper’s Fate at this moment, Captain.” My quartermaster cocks his head, the gold hoops glinting along his ear.
“I didn’t know you had plans to take on another lady, Bash.” Faris’s voice is deceptively soft, but the abrupt way he flicks ash from the end of the hannas stick tells me he’s furious. “I thought we agreed we’d make port when you need to refuel your magic, and if we couldn’t find a place, then we’d run the normal way, with the natural winds.”
“Plans change.” I push between the two men and swing down into the skiff. “You coming or not?”
They join me without a word. I toss my mud-spattered coat and my hat onto Silas’s lap and take the oars. I need motion, exertion.
“There’s, um… there’s blood on your shirt.” Silas gestures to my chest and throat. “Quite a lot of it.”
“I lost quite a lot of it.” I haul on the oars, muscles rolling beneath my sleeves. The effort eases my tension a little. “The girl had orders to kill me. Someone dressed her up like a courtesan and put her in my way at The Royal Orchid.”
“Any idea who?”
“I didn’t have time to interrogate her, if that’s what you mean. Figured on doing that later. That’s one reason I asked her to come with us, so I can question her.”
“Bullshit,” says Faris quietly.
“Is it?” I wrench at the oars again.
“I haven’t seen the girl, but from Silas’s description, she seems to appeal to a certain weakness of yours.”
“The redhead thing,” Silas clarifies helpfully.
“I don’t have a redhead thing.”
“Ha!” Silas guffaws. “Every man aboard ship knows you have a redhead thing.”
“Merrina wasn’t a redhead.”
“No, but most of the women you bed are.” Faris catches my eye, and for a second I’m afraid he’ll voice the reason. He alone knows it; he has known me the longest.
I hurry to intercept whatever he might say. “Look, the girl was clearly desperate, afraid, and abused. I wanted—”
“To save her. But you can’t save her and fuck her at the same time, Bash.” Faris takes a long pull of his hannas stick. “That’s the code you set in place. We don’t fuck the ones we save.”
“This is different.”
“It’s not.” Faris tips up his chin, exhaling rings of smoke that float into my face.
Silas cuts a glance at the healer. As quartermaster, he ranks above Faris, but even he doesn’t challenge me as openly as Faris does on occasion. Faris gets the privilege of long acquaintance and the benefit of the fact that, as the healer, the crew can’t do without him.
“Do you think the assassination attempt tonight is linked to our recent voyage?” Silas asks.
“Of course it is. We captured two slaving ships,” I say morosely. “Someone is taking notice.”
“You’re hurting their pockets now,” Faris says. “That’s what you wanted. To get the attention of the real powers behind the slave trade, and draw them out. Now we know there’s a connection to Knockaine.”
“And they knew about me,” I muse. “They knew I’m weaker when I’m aroused.”
Faris frowns at that. “We keep that information quiet.”
“I know.”
“Let me see if I have this right.” Faris puckers his lips, feigning deep thought. “The girl was hired by your enemies, and she knows you’re weakest when you’re being fucked… and you brought her on board… so you can fuck her?”
“Well, when you say it like that, it sounds absurd.”
He stares at me. “Yes. Yes it does. How long do you think it will take her to figure out what she needs to do to kill you?”
“She’s safe now, out of her employer’s reach. There’s no reason for her to want to kill me.”
Faris groans, kneading his forehead with his free hand. “I swear you’re bent on leaping straight into Arawn’s Pit and dragging us down with you.”
“I support the idea of a new ship’s whore.” Silas flashes me a grin. “Once she’s comfortable and settled, I look forward to continuing her acquaintance—on a more intimate level, you might say. If she so chooses, of course.”
“There will be a price for each time, and it’ll come out of your share,” I growl. “Just like with Merrina.”
Merrina was a longtime member of the crew, a trusted friend to all of us. She and I enjoyed many a pleasant fuck, and if my magic ran low and I needed quick service, she was glad to oblige. I felt no hint of jealousy when she took other men of the crew to bed.
But this new girl—the thought of Silas sinking his cock into her makes me want to bite through someone’s spinal column.
Silas’s eyes narrow, his expression far too keen, as if he noticed my reaction. I neutralize my expression and focus on rowing the skiff.
I knew the redhead would be trouble the moment I spotted her. Never saw such a beauty in my life. She has the sweetest winsome mouth, and there’s a tiny gap between her front teeth. I only saw the tops of her breasts, but they were creamy-smooth, large enough to fill my hands and then some. And her hair—gods. Like scarlet silk. I wanted to wrap it around my throat, my wrists, my dick.
She looked like a desolate queen, standing by the bar in the parlor of the Orchid, but I could tell she was jittery as a fish flopping on deck. Anxious about killing me, turns out. She’s not a murderer, just a poor wretch caught in the nets of men.
“When we get aboard, I’ll talk to the girl,” I promise. “I’ll see if she knows anything about the one who hired her.”
“And make sure she’s willing to serve in this role,” Faris adds.
I shoot him a glare. “She’s a dock girl, used to rutting in back alleys with the dregs that crawl out of the city and off the ships. We’ll treat her far better.”
“Still.” Faris sucks at the hannas again, then exhales. “Best to be sure.”
When we reach the ship, I ask Silas to make sure everyone is back aboard. We have a crew of thirty-five, and each of them knew this was a short stop, a necessary break to allow me to refuel my magic. They were all supposed to be back by midnight, or a little after, and I was later than that. If any man is still drinking or fucking ashore by the end of the next hour, he’ll be left behind. We were to sail at dawn, but this city is more hostile than I thought. Time to put it behind us.
Some of the men eye me questioningly as I stride across the deck, but I ignore them. Their questions about the girl will be answered later, probably by Silas. He’s not one to keep secrets, especially not those of a salacious nature. I rely on him for fighting strategies, as well as effective management of the men and keeping up the general morale of the crew. But for matters of secrecy, Faris is my confidant.
As I approach the cabins, I pass Atticus. He’s perched on a crate beneath one of the ship’s lanterns, etching intricate designs on one of the gallwhale bones we found on an island a few weeks ago. He’s been practicing the art of scrimshaw since long before I met him, and sometimes, when he has a large enough collection of pieces and we happen to stop in a market town, he sells them for a nice sum.
“Did you put the girl in my cabin or Merrina’s?” I ask.
“Merrina’s.”
“See that we’re not disturbed.”
“Aye, Captain.”
I stride down the hall and pause at Merrina’s door.
A bracing breath, and then I forge inside, closing the door behind me. It scrapes along the floor, warped by time and the ocean air, but I manage to get it shut.
When I look up from that task, my body locks in place, heat roaring under my skin.
The redhaired girl is bent over the bunk, reaching into the sleeping recess, trying to tuck in the sheets on the far side. She’s wearing one of Merrina’s old skirts—a short black one—and it doesn’t cover all of her shapely rear. Both smooth ass cheeks are exposed, as well as the two plump lips of her pussy.
Mesmerized, I watch the lantern-light glow on her heart-shaped ass and her long legs. I admire her sleek thighs, arched calves, and delicate ankles.
My balls feel painfully tight and swollen, and my cock rises, rigid and aching. I have needed this for days.
I paid for her. She came aboard willingly. I have every right to take her now.
The girl makes a small sound of frustration, still straining to tuck in the sheet, and she lifts one knee onto the bed to extend her reach. The act opens her pussy slightly, a beautiful pink slit—it’s mine, I need it, I crave that soft warmth, that glistening friction.
Quietly I open my pants and approach her, pushing up the skirt and placing one hand on the small of her back as she bends over the mattress.
She freezes.
“Say the word and I will leave.” My voice is low, thick with need. I barely recognize it.
The girl doesn’t answer, so I pet her pussy a few times with my other hand, fondling the velvety outer lips and the soft, damp inner ones. I press my central finger deeper, until I feel slickness emerging.
Lining myself up, I stroke my cock along her center, starting deep between her legs, running the blunt head from her clit through her pussy lips—then back again the opposite way. I perform that slow, lazy stroke over and over until her breath quickens and her sex is shining, soaked. Slowly I dip the head of my cock inside, then pull it out, coated and gleaming with her liquid. Another dip, and this time when I pull out, a small huff of breath escapes her—a hint of the frustration she’s too proud to show.
She makes none of the sounds eve-walkers usually make for my benefit. I almost wish she would. I pride myself on being able to tell when the sounds are fake and when they’re exquisitely real, wrenched from a woman’s mouth as her mind melts with pleasure.
This one is silent, even when I slip between her folds and push inside, slowly. I’m big, and it often takes a woman time to adjust to me.
She takes me without flinching. A slight shift to the angle of her hips is the only sign that she recognizes how large I am. She’s accustomed to this—that much is clear. Hundreds of men have probably taken her before me. Lucky bastards, because she feels incredible. Her heat soaks into my cock, and I sigh, pushing deeper until I’m sheathed to the hilt.
When she’s in this position, with her face turned away from me, I can pretend she’s someone else. Someone I’ve desired ever since our one and only meeting.
Still wearing the clothes she stained with my blood, I fuck the girl. I rock into her hard, my pulse pounding, both hands clamped on her hips. Her fingers clutch the sheets, and the ringlets of her scarlet hair spill onto the bed, swaying with every thrust.
Heat builds inside me, potent and glowing, a violent urgency—and then it releases in a quick, pulsing surge. I close my eyes, groaning as pleasure washes through me. My balls hitch up, tightening as I spill everything into the girl. At the same moment, my limbs are flooded with another sensation—a rush of energy that sparkles along my veins like tiny fireworks.
In the moment of climax, my body feeds off the energy of the person I’m fucking, using it to refuel my magic. It doesn’t harm my partner, though they might feel a little tired for an hour or two.
I slide out of the girl, releasing my hold on her waist. She stays where she is, ass up, a dollop of my cum shining like a pearl in her pink opening.
She didn’t come. But her pleasure wasn’t part of this bargain. Maybe if she hadn’t tried to kill me tonight, I’d feel more inclined to help her finish.
As I fasten my pants, I try to remember why I came in here—what I meant to say. Fucking her was probably the wrong way to begin the conversation.
“My officers want to be sure you understand what you’re signing up for by coming aboard,” I say roughly.
The girl straightens and turns around. Her eyes have a hazel tint, honey-brown threaded with green—but that’s not what captures my attention.
Her face bears a deep bruise from jaw to cheekbone. Someone smacked her, open-handed, with his full strength.
My brain whites out, every thought eclipsed by incoherent fury. “Who did that to you?”
She avoids my eyes. “A member of the Skullmouth gang.”
“Describe him. He dies tonight.”
She snorts an incredulous laugh. “Why should you care? Do you know how many times I’ve been beaten? Granted, my house-master usually avoided my face, so this is new—” she touches her damaged cheek— “but you can rest easy, Captain. I’m used to pain. And I think it’s clear that I understand my role aboard ship.” She throws a sidelong glance at the spot where we just coupled.
“That was me taking what I paid for at the Orchid,” I say. “With that business concluded, you are not required to stay aboard. If you want to leave, I’ll see that you get ashore before we cast off.”
“But you said it was this or the hangman’s noose.”
“So I did. But perhaps I spoke hastily.”
“Kindness, from someone I tried to kill?” She tilts her head, her eyes narrowed as if she’s sizing me up. Back at the Orchid I noticed a wistful kind of innocence about her; now she’s showing me another side of herself—cunning and caution. “Tell me, pirate, what do you really want?”
“The name of the man who hired you to assassinate me.”
“I don’t know his name.”
“You must know something about him. Tell me, and you can go.”
She hesitates, scraping one thumbnail against the other. “He’s big. Tall as Silas, broad as Atticus. He wore a wolf mask, and his clothing was tailored from fine fabric.”
“What about rings, tattoos, skin color, eye color?”
But she’s shaking her head. “He kept all that covered.”
“Accent?”
“He sounded as if he’s native to Knockaine. I don’t know anything else—except that he’s got connections at The Royal Orchid. Not sure who, though.”
I take a step toward her, bringing my body into her space. Reaching down, I collect one of her hands and run my fingers over the fragile bones of her wrist. I arrange my grip so that a tweak will cause her pain, and too much pressure will snap the bones clean through.
I won’t damage her. But she needs to know how serious I am. How dangerous I can be.
“Are you sure you’ve told me everything, minnow?” I flex my fingers just a little, and she sucks in a quick breath at the twinge of pain.
“That’s all I know, I swear.”
“Very well then. You may leave the ship if you like. But if you’re concealing anything more, I will discover it, and I will come back to find you. Do you understand?”
“Yes. Let me go.”
“Say ‘Yes, Captain.’”
“Yes, Captain.” Her tone is pleading, submissive, but when her gaze lifts to mine there’s a flicker of steel, of resistance. It’s gone so quickly I can’t be sure I saw it.
“Then you’re free to go.” I release her wrist. “Find Atticus and have him take you ashore.”
I walk to the window and stare at my reflection in the black glass, waiting.
I’ve given her leave to depart. But sailing with us means money, new sights, and better living than she has known, I’ll wager. She won’t let this opportunity slip past her—no dock girl would. She’ll ask if she can stay in one, two, three—
“What if I stay?” she says quietly. “How much will I be paid?”
Hiding a smile, I name a weekly stipend. “That covers your availability to me, whenever I need you. The other men will pay you from their wages if you agree to bed them. It won’t be as much as the Orchid pays, but—”
“I’ll take it,” she says quickly. “I’ll sail with you.”
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The Captain leaves me, with a promise to send the healer at once. He also assures me he’ll have Silas draw up an employment contract for me to sign.
I get to sign it myself. Just that little bit of power makes me clasp my hands and fall back blissfully onto the bed the moment the door closes behind him.
Well… I’m not entirely blissful. He left me wanting, abandoned me with a need more desperate than I’ve ever felt after a fuck.
I should take care of it now, before the healer arrives.
My fingers nestle between my legs. I’m sopping wet from my arousal and the Pirate Lord’s cum, and I bathe my clit in that delicious slickness. I wiggle the tiny bud, then press with four fingers and rub quickly, tending that spark to a flame, urging my climax nearer, nearer—just a little more and oh, oh—
Pleasure bursts through my belly just as the door of my cabin grinds open again, pushed by a forceful palm.
I can’t stop myself from coming—I’m already arching against my hand, gasping and flushed. The Pirate Lord fills the doorway, staring at me with his jaw dropped. He looks so boyish, so shocked, that I laugh a little, breathlessly.
His mouth snaps shut. The hand with which he’s gripping the door goes rigid, knuckles whitening.
“Did you—need something else?” I pant, still cupping myself.
“I forgot to ask your name. For the purposes of the contract, and for—everyday use.” He clears his throat.
“I’m Risa,” I tell him. “Valerisa Kearnsey.”
“Risa. Good.”
“And what’s your name?”
His face goes utterly blank for a moment, as if he has forgotten. “Sebastian. I go by Bash. But you should call me Captain. I, um—I’ll leave you to it.”
He retreats into the hall and drags the door shut.
I flip over, burying my face and my laughter in the pillow. Gods.
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I stand outside Risa’s cabin, stunned and speechless. The image of her coming against her hand—creamy thighs, pale throat, her rosy lips parted over small white teeth, scarlet hair spilling over the pillow—it’s emblazoned on my brain.
I always take women from behind. Doing it face to face is too intimate, and robs me of the fantasy I usually employ. I haven’t watched a woman’s face during climax for a long time. I forgot how beautiful such a sight could be. And the little laugh that tumbled from her lips at the sight of me—gods. That was so charming it was almost painful.
Finally I push myself away from the wall and walk down the corridor onto the deck. Faris has joined Atticus, who is still carving miniscule shapes onto the gallwhale bone.
“The girl wants to stay. And she has a bruise, from some brute in the city. You should, uh—you should do something about that. Heal her,” I say vaguely to Faris.
He frowns, stabbing out his hannas stick. “What happened to you?”
“Nothing. I have my magic again, so we can leave this place. The sooner the better. Once you’ve healed her, join us in my cabin. We’ll discuss our destination.”
Faris gives me a long look to let me know this conversation isn’t over, only paused. Then he disappears to follow my order.
Atticus lays aside his work and rises from the crate where he was sitting. The wood creaks with relief at the absence of his bulk. “I’ll gather the other officers.”
“Have you seen Brom?”
“Forecastle.”
On the way to the forecastle I call to the men. “We’ll be getting her underway within the hour, gents! Look alive!”
They respond with, “Aye, Captain,” and a few jovial comments like “Captain’s got his fill!” and “The new whore must be treatin’ him right!”
Among my crew, it’s no secret how that part of my magic works. Unlike most wielders, who recharge their energy simply through rest and food, I need to recharge it through sex. Without regular sexual activity, my control over the wind vanishes. It’s the reason we’ve kept a woman aboard for so long. I’ve tried to summon arousal for a man, but my body and brain only respond to women in that way. More’s the pity—men are easier to come by out at sea. Faris and Cal, who’ll take any gender, find their pleasure with others among the crew when the need strikes them; but the rest of us spend our release on the waves or wait for a brothel at the next port.
When I run out of magic, and there’s no woman aboard, we have to sail as other ships do—using the natural flow of the air and the currents. But thanks to Merrina’s service, I’ve used my wind magic for so long that anything else feels painfully slow.
I’ve been trying to conserve my energy, but sometimes, when I’m aroused or angry, a little of my power leaks out by accident. That happened at the Orchid when I was holding Risa against my chest, right before she stabbed me. Between that and my vengeful incident with the hansom cab, I was entirely drained—until I fucked Risa in her cabin. It feels good to be brimming with energy again.
At the forecastle I find Brom, the boatswain, hunched into his bulky coat. Forearms braced on the railing, he stares across the ebony surface of the water. He’s a salt-seared, sun-weathered sailor, with a white beard and a wavy mane of silver hair. His job involves restocking the stores, conducting repairs, and generally overseeing the health and readiness of the ship.
I lean on the rail beside him. “How’s she looking?”
“Hm.” He mouths the wad of cressweed he likes to chew, moving it into his cheek. “You didn’t give me much time to restock.”
“A quick stop, Brom. I had to refuel.”
“Hm.”
“As it happens, I didn’t refuel while I was ashore. The woman I chose tried to kill me, as you may have heard by now.”
Brom’s lips tighten.
His silence presses against my chest until more words tumble out of me. “Fine, yes, I brought her aboard. We need someone to replace Merrina anyway, and this girl—well, she failed to assassinate me, so I’m sure her employer would have tossed her back into the bilge she came from. She didn’t belong at the Orchid. They wouldn’t have let her stay.”
Brom chews his cressweed slowly, methodically.
“Do I trust her? No,” I admit. “Do I like her? Shit—she’s beautiful. Does she interest me? Maybe. And why should I not have a woman aboard who interests me, Brom? Tell me that.”
He laces his thick fingers together, still staring at the lights of Knockaine.
“Fuck it. You think I don’t know this was a bad idea?” I swipe a hand across my forehead. “It’s a complication we can’t afford. We’ve got enough heat coming down on this ship soon, if our plan works. Might be putting the girl in more danger, having her aboard.”
Brom rumbles in his chest.
“You want me to take her back? Too late. She wants to stay,” I tell him defiantly. “By the gods’ bones, I’m not here to debate the point. I came to fetch you for a quick parlay before we leave. We need to decide where we go next. I have some ideas.”
The old boatswain gives me a sidelong look.
“Yes, I’ve thought about using the Straits again,” I concede. “If Silas and the others agree, we’ll do it. Might be the last time for that play, though. The slave ships will get wise to it soon, if they haven’t already. How fast can she make it to the Straits when I’m at full power? Three days?”
“Aye.”
“Aye.” I clap him on the shoulder. “Good talk. See you in my cabin.”
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A knock at my door.
“Come in.” I move to the edge of the bed and pull my skirt down.
A man with prominent dark eyes, aquiline features, and olive skin enters, carrying a small wooden box in which glass bottles clink quietly. His dark, wavy hair is pulled halfway back, and he wears a long, coarse robe of sunflower-yellow, with wide-legged trousers beneath. Around his neck hang several bone-bead necklaces, and large gold hoops twinkle from his earlobes.
“I’m Faris, the healer.”
“I’m Risa.”
“A pleasure.” He sets the box on the writing desk, takes out a flat tin, and places it nearby. “These are contraceptive pills. Use one each time you copulate with one of the men. The pills won’t interfere with your cycle, but they will prevent pregnancy. The Captain takes contraceptives on his own, so you won’t need this with him, unless it makes you feel better to take one. If you’ll let me know your other health needs, I can tend to them. I am limited in my abilities, but I supplement my magic with these potions, tonics, and creams.” He touches the tops of the bottles.
“I was fully healed during my time at The Royal Orchid in Knockaine,” I tell him. “But a man hit me tonight, and I think he loosened one of my teeth.”
“Let me have a look.”
I open my lips obediently.
Faris probes my mouth with a long brown finger. “Ah yes. This one?”
At the shock of pain from his touch, I whimper aloud.
“I’ll secure the tooth, heal the tissue around it, and take care of that bruise,” he says. “Hold still, please.”
Golden light flares from his fingers, so bright I have to close my eyes against it. With my vision darkened, I become aware of Faris’s scent—hannas smoke, mint, and lemon. His fingertips are warm and careful against my face.
I know there are rougher pirates aboard ship—I saw plenty of them on deck. But at least some of them, like this man, seem civilized and educated—a cut above my usual clients from the docks.
The warmth in my face ebbs as Faris ends the healing.
When he steps back, I press my fingertips along my jaw. “The pain is gone. Thank you.”
“Please rest,” he says. “We’ll be under way soon.”
“Under way?”
“Yes. Now that the Captain’s magic is refilled, he’ll give us the wind we need to leave port.”
I blink, shocked. “He has wind magic as well as being invulnerable?”
Faris’s thick eyebrows pull together. “He didn’t tell you?”
“No.”
“I thought you two spoke about the details of your place aboard ship.” He sighs. “It’s common knowledge among the crew, so I may as well explain. The Captain’s wind magic is fueled by sexual activity. He gains energy from his partner, which he then channels into his wind-wielding. That’s the main reason we need you.”
Suddenly I remember the way the air in the room stirred back at the Orchid, the way the color of the light took on a bluish tint. The Captain must have had a little active magic left. He could have easily defended himself against me—could have hurt me badly for what I did to him. But he didn’t.
“So he took my energy while we were having sex? I don’t feel any different.”
“It’s more of a reaction between bodies, as it were,” Faris explains. “Consuming a small amount of your energy allows him to create more of his own. At least that’s my theory. At most you’ll feel a slight weariness after bedding him.”
“As long as that’s the only side effect.” I shrug. “I’m always tired anyway.”
Faris looks deep into my eyes. “Knowing this, are you willing to remain aboard?”
My role hasn’t changed, despite the new information. “It’s a better position than I’d get in Knockaine.” At least, until I kill the Captain and secure a permanent place at the Orchid.
Killing him is going to take care and thought. Not only do I need to figure out a mortal weakness—I need to ensure his crewmen don’t hang me immediately afterward. I must make his death look like an accident, or kill him and frame someone else for the deed. I wonder if he’s vulnerable to poison… some tonics are toxic if taken in large amounts… My gaze fixes on the bottles of potions in the healer’s box.
Faris is still watching me keenly. In fact, his scrutiny is becoming uncomfortable. To break the tension, I rise from the bed and discover that I’m slightly taller than him.
Reaching out, I stroke his neat black beard with a fingertip, conscious of the strong jaw beneath. “I’d be happy to pay you for the healing, if you take currency other than coin. I’m told I give the best head in Knockaine.”
“I don’t doubt it,” he says smoothly, pushing my hand away from his face. “As I said, you should rest.”
As he turns to collect his box, I notice three sheaths attached to his wide, embroidered belt. Ornate hilts protrude from each sheath. This healer is no pacifist; he’s a pirate, through and through. I suspect there’s a merciless fighter concealed beneath his calm exterior.
“I want to see it,” I say abruptly.
Faris glances at me, confusion evident in his eyes.
“The magic,” I explain. “Wind-wielding, or whatever it’s called.”
“Surely you’ve seen magic before.”
“I’ve seen healing, of course… and yes, I’ve seen some minor magic while working on the docks. But I’ve never watched a wind-wielder.”
“His magic works a bit differently than most.”
“I understand. I’d like to watch.”
Faris props the box on one arm and hauls my cabin door open. “He’ll be setting the wind to our sails soon, I’d wager. We’ve a course to chart in the meantime. As to viewing the magic when it happens—you may go anywhere you like aboard ship, as far as I know. You’re not a prisoner.”
Faris leaves the door open a crack—maybe because it’s such a pain to pull it shut, and maybe because he’s reinforcing the comment about my being free to roam.
I wait until his footsteps have retreated down the short passage. Then I slip to the door and peek through the crack.
A chilly breeze gusts down the hallway, only to be cut off as the outer door to the deck closes. I return to the clothes chest in my room and pull out a couple of shawls I found inside—both soft and beautifully knitted. One I tie around my waist to add weight to my short skirt so it won’t blow up when I’m walking. The other I wrap around my shoulders.
Part of me wants to remain safely inside my cabin. But I’ve been warmed and healed—and fucked—and I couldn’t sleep if I tried. I’m desperate to know more about the vessel where I’ll be living awhile. I need to learn everything I possibly can about the Captain, his ship, and his magic.
Shoving the door all the way open takes some effort. Barefoot, I pad down the corridor, passing two more doors. The ceiling is low—I imagine someone like Atticus must have to walk bent over throughout most of the ship. He probably stays on deck as much as possible.
I open the outer door cautiously and peer out, blinking at the rush of cold night air.
On either side of this exit are wooden steps leading up to a higher deck. A few paces ahead is a large wooden grate, which I assume must cover the hatchway leading belowdecks.
Several pirates are moving about, but they all seem busy, and I don’t see the Captain, Silas, Atticus, or anyone I’ve met. Maybe I can creep to the hatchway and go belowdecks without the crew noticing. I’ve never seen a ship’s hold before. Besides, there might be clues below as to whether or not this vessel actually transports slaves.
I creep toward the wooden grate and hook my fingers into it. It lifts easily enough, though it’s a bit heavy. Carefully I climb onto the wooden stairs beneath it and move down until I can lower the grate into place above my head.
The steps I’m descending are so steep and narrow they’re more like a ladder. It’s gloomy down here, but a lantern hangs nearby, and I see a bright glow from around a corner. Male voices drift from the room beyond, low and earnest.
“I wish you’d stop complaining, Cal.” It’s a youthful voice—I think it’s Red, the boy who offered me herbs. “We’ve got a good place here. I like this ship.”
“I like the ship, too. It’s her captain I’m not so certain of.” A heavy sigh from Cal. “I’m lookin’ out for you, ya hear? You’re my brother. It’s my job to make sure you have a decent life. And a life of piracy ain’t respectable. Now I’ve got to go meet with the Captain and plot our course, but you think on what I said.”
Footsteps thump on the floorboards, and I hastily step off my ladder and lift a smaller grate in the floor, where more steps descend deeper into the bowels of the ship. I barely close the grate over my head in time. Through the wooden slats, I glimpse Cal climbing up the steps to the main deck.
The air on this lower level is damp and cool, with a faint musty odor. Some light leaks through the grate above me, enough to reveal a few candles, two holders, and some long matches in a narrow box bracketed to the wall. Very handy.
I jam one of the candles into a pewter holder and light it. Then I move through the dark, swinging the candle from right to left to clarify my surroundings.
This is the cargo and storage area. Large casks lie on their sides in curved brackets, which keep them from rolling around as the ship bobs and pitches. Towers of rope-wrapped crates loom in the darkness, and heavy bags swing from the ceiling or lie in heaps on the floor. I poke one, but the cloth is too thick for me to tell the shape of its contents.
More ropes and extra sailcloth hang in loops and bunches overhead, and I have to duck more than once. I feel as if I’m poking my way through a deep, dark cave, except this cave feels unsteady. The wind has died down, so the sea is calmer, but I can still feel the dip and sway of the ocean, even inside this huge vessel, and the motion is disconcerting.
No, it’s not really like a cave, after all. The ship’s dark, cluttered hold is more like the belly of some great beast that has swallowed me. A beast I will have to slay if I ever want a chance at the life I’ve dreamed of.
Cloaked in the golden light of my candle, I creep through the inky black, until a horned monster looms in my periphery and I yelp, startled. Lucky for me, the candle reveals no monster—only a tumble of small barrels, a spare anchor, and a few boards.
A voice cracks through the distant dark. “Who’s there?”
I jump so hard I nearly drop the candle. Clutching it, I stand frozen, too terrified to answer.
“I say, who’s there?” repeats the voice.
Slowly I move toward the sound, cringing a little at the cool, rough dampness of the boards beneath my bare feet. Whoever spoke is some distance away. After wandering through a maze of crates, I reach a narrow passage flanked by rows of small, barred cells.
The first two cells are empty, strewn with straw. Their sole furnishings consist of one bedpan each. A high-born girl might wrinkle her nose at the reek of shit, mildew, and unwashed skin, but I’m more or less used to such foulness.
In the next cell on the left, two white hands are wrapped around the bars. The fingernails are ragged, the knuckles seamed with dirt.
The pirates are keeping a prisoner down here.
I lift my candle, shining its yellow light over the pale hands gripping the bars. The face behind them winces, cringing away from the flame. Ragged clothing, features half-concealed by stringy hair and a dirty beard. The bedpan in the back corner of the cell is full to the brim, sloshing and spilling a little with every movement of the ship, and the straw lies in soggy clumps.
“Have mercy, sweet girl.” The man in the cell extends a trembling hand, his bony fingers clawing at me. I shrink back out of his reach.
“Who are you?”
“Once the captain of a fine ship, sailing in loyal service to a king. We were boarded and robbed. The pirates killed everyone aboard, all my mates, my friends—” A dry sob cracks from his throat. “They took our cargo and burned the ship. They’re a plague on these waters, sure enough. But not you, precious angel. You were sent by the gods! You can help me, save me. You’re not one of them, I can tell.”
“Are they really so terrible? They seem decent enough.”
“Oh, they seem decent.” A note of bitterness enters his cracked voice. “You know where they come from, don’t you? These pirates—most of them once served on merchant ships or royal galleons. But they didn’t care for the rules and regulations—they had a madness inside ’em, a strangeness that couldn’t abide laws and loyalty, couldn’t rest with civil folk. Rebels they are, and villains. Some of them are nobles, fled from the justice of their king’s court. A dastardly bunch, a dangerous bunch, mark my words.”
“Do they ever carry slaves?”
His gaze sharpens under bristling brows. “Slaves? Oh yes. Since I’ve been here, they’ve transported two shiploads of women and girls. A few boys, too—tender young things. There’s a berth up toward the bow on this level, lots of hammocks. That’s where they kept ’em. Sold ’em all at auction, at a port off the coast.”
My heart sinks. I shouldn’t feel this wretched—after all, I’ve only just met some of this crew—but I didn’t want them to be slavers. I don’t know if I can bear to let the Captain use me, knowing what he’s done.
The man in the cell gives an eager kind of whine at my reaction. “Yes, they’re devils, they are. Have they raped you, pretty one? I don’t doubt they have. I’ve heard such screams aboard—screamed a few times myself, I’m not ashamed to admit. They’ve drained me and beaten me until I can barely remember my own name. I could use a little human comfort, if you’d be so kind. A warm embrace, from one poor soul to another.”
He presses his body against the bars, straining to touch me.
“Do you need something else?” I ask. “Some water, or—”
“The key,” he croaks. “The key, and then a boat. Or just the key, lass. We’re near shore, eh? Docked, I’d wager? Let me out, give me a moment’s distraction, and I’ll make my way to the deck and jump. I can swim to shore. By your mercy, kind lady, I beg you.”
He’s clawing at me again, and I recoil until my back touches the bars of the opposite cell.
Suddenly a bony arm whips out from the cell behind me and wraps across my throat, pinning me to the bars. Shit—a second prisoner—I didn’t notice—
I hold the candle flame to the arm of my attacker. Flame sizzles against skin, and he yowls and releases me. I stumble away from the brig, while the two prisoners moan and curse, arms flailing between bars.
The candle nearly dies in my haste to get out of the hold. When I reach the ladder, I blow it out and leave it in the box before climbing the rungs.
By the gods’ mercy, no one sees me leave the bowels of the ship. I’ve got no more stomach for exploring, so I climb up the second ladder as well, throw back the grate, and emerge into the open air on deck.
The deep-blue dark of the night welcomes me, and I stand still for a moment, letting the cool air wash away the stench from below, and the touch of those filthy hands.
The door to the cabin area opens, and the Captain strides out, followed by his officers. He has changed out of his bloodstained clothes into a crisp shirt, a vest, and a trim pair of dark pants that cling to his lean hips. His coat makes his chest and shoulders look broader than ever; and though the coat has a few faint marks of dried mud, it’s still magnificent. He has rings on his fingers now, and several studs glint along his ears.
The men behind him are all bearded and somewhat rougher-looking, but his jaw is clean-shaven, his hair swept back neatly, his face open and fresh and handsome. He looks like a young prince, a bold leader of men.
Captain Sebastian—Bash—what is his last name? Where does he come from—this wielder of wind, this nearly invincible lord of pirates? Is he as wicked as the prisoner claimed?
When he sees me, a heated twinkle enters his eyes. “Come to see the show, Risa?” he asks.
“If the Captain allows.”
“You’re part of the crew now. You are welcome to see it—as long as you swear not to stab anyone.”
“I swear I’m no danger to the crew.”
He notices the omission of himself from my vow. I can see it in the slight lift of his eyebrow. “Fair enough.”
At least a dozen of the pirates gather to watch as well. They must have seen his magic a thousand times, and yet they’re still intrigued. A few of the crew continue their labor with the sails and ropes—I’m not familiar enough with ships to know what they’re doing.
Bash stands in the center of the main deck, beneath the unfurled sails of the mainmast. There’s enough of a breeze that the ship could certainly sail the natural way—but I suppose when you have the power to make it go faster, why not use it?
“Hoist the colors, lad,” he calls.
“Gladly, Captain.” Red hauls vigorously on a rope, and a great black flag rises slowly into the sky. The light wind catches the fabric, and the flag snaps and ripples against the night, revealing crossbones and a crowned skull. So this is one of the Pirate King’s ships after all.
Pale blue light unfurls from the Captain’s form, like it’s seeping out of his skin and clothes. With a sweeping motion of his hands, he gathers it together and flings it upward. The light rises in lovely curls and undulating waves that twine and dance overhead before slowly dissipating into the night. But I can feel the effect of the magic—a tense stirring of the air, the natural breeze disturbed, eddies of scattered wind brushing against my cheeks, tossing my hair.
Bash lowers his arms to his sides but remains standing in the same spot, feet braced apart.
“Once the magic is in play, he can use his mind to direct it.” Silas speaks from beside me, his voice a velvety hum. “The air currents the Captain sets in motion will continue for several hours before they wear off. Then he’ll work ’em up again and keep pushin’ us in the right direction.”
When I turn to face him, Silas’s deep-brown eyes capture mine with a merry warmth that I find very appealing. His grin, too, is charming, and so are the muscles surging beneath his dark skin. Mentally I mark him down as another crew member I wouldn’t mind serving, in addition to Atticus, Red, and Faris.
But my gaze drops to the glove on his hand, to the colorful stitching that marks his conquests.
What would it be like to be special to one man? To have someone who filled you so completely, heart and soul, that you didn’t want anyone else?
Such a thing is impossible for someone like me. As Bess advised, I must guard my heart. These men may seem pleasant—they may put me off my guard with their smiles every time I interact with them, but I must keep telling myself the truth, reinforced by the testimony of the prisoners in the brig.
This is a ship with rotten secrets, and the crew have rotten hearts.
After the ship gets well under way, I return to my cabin and sleep unmolested for several hours. When I wake, I hunt through the cabinets and drawers, discovering various treasures like some fine cosmetic paints and creams, a selection of underthings in a silk bag, a comb with only one broken tooth, and a stack of delicate embroidered handkerchiefs.
I adopt all the items as mine and prepare myself for the day, selecting a black silk corset, flounced teal skirts, and lace panties.
Just as I finish daubing my lips with red paint, there’s a jaunty knock at the door. When I open it, Silas stands there, beaming, holding out a roll of thick paper.
“Your contract, milady. Some of my best work.”
“Thank you.” I take it from him and unroll it. The one good deed Sylvie did for me was ensuring I got lessons in reading, writing, and basic mathematics. It was the only thing she ever paid for on my behalf. All my clothes, personal supplies, and cosmetics were second-hand, passed down from other eve-walkers or reclaimed from the refuse bins in better parts of town.
I’m grateful for the learning, at least. I can decipher Silas’s looping script with relative ease.
“This isn’t the handwriting of a sailor.” I carry the contract to the writing desk and he follows me, setting down a bottle of ink and a quill.
“I used to draw up many such contracts. I was a law-master serving in the Ivrian capital.”
My eyes widen, and he laughs.
“I don’t look or sound like a city lawyer, I know. Been at sea a good number of years now—picked up the dialect, you might say. But sometimes my old manners slip through.”
“You prefer to fight your battles on the high seas, instead of at court.”
“Ah, she’s pretty and quick of mind.” He winks at me. “Yes, I’ve always loved a rousing brawl and a good battle. Two different things, mind you. Spirit and heart are needed for one—strategy and brains must win the other. Read your contract, love, and see if it’s to your liking.”
The terms of the deal are plain enough. I’m to sail aboard the Reaper’s Fate for three months, making myself freely available to the Captain for the named sum of money, to be paid weekly. There’s a stated amount I am to be paid by any sailors who wish to bed me, and a clarification that I may refuse service to anyone, at any time, except for the Captain in times of dire need, when the safety of those aboard is in question and his magic is depleted. It’s an unsettling addendum, but I understand the reasoning behind it.
Once the three months are up, we’ll renew, renegotiate, or terminate the contract, depending on what all parties want.
The money is good, far better than I could get on the docks. The first week’s payment will cover the loss of the coin I left behind at The Winking Siren, the amount I scraped together over multiple years.
The morals of the men I’ll be serving still bothers me. But I’ve served countless men, and some of them were probably rapists, thieves, or murderers. I never asked, and they did not tell me. How is that any different from this?
I dip the pen in the ink.
I must sign the contract. Right now, Sylvie and Aisu are in the hands of a violent man, a cruel man. The Wolf may think himself better than the Captain, but I’m not sure he is. I can’t abandon two women to his grasp.
I sign with a flourish—Valerisa Kearnsey—and blow lightly on the ink to dry it.
“Very good.” Silas accepts the contract when I hand it over, but his eyes are on me, not the paper. “By the powers, you look lovely today. I’ve no doubt you’ll have more offers than you can accept.”
“But not from you,” I say slowly, watching his face.
He shakes his head. “No, love. I’d bed you in a second if circumstances were different, but there’s something else at work here. Complications we didn’t have with the last woman aboard, savvy? I’m waiting for those to play out. But you can come to me with anything, do you understand? As the quartermaster, I keep these renegades in line. If any of them cause you grief, tell me, and I’ll pummel them into the bilge—or toss them over the side, depending on the gravity of the offense. Do we have an accord?”
He holds out his gloved hand, and I wrap my fingers around it. His grip makes me feel safe in a way I haven’t in—well, not ever. He’s not after my body; he seems to truly care about my wellbeing.
Either that, or he’s just a very skilled liar. An “honest deceiver,” as he jokingly mentioned last night.
I follow him out of the room, but when he goes left toward the Captain’s cabin, I turn right, heading for the deck. I’m so hungry, my empty stomach feels as if it might devour itself.
The wind of our speed strikes me full in the face as I leave the corridor. It’s an odd phenomenon, watching the sails strain with the force of the wind the Captain conjured, while we plow through the waves so fast it takes my breath away. The masts creak faintly now and then, and I notice that they’re reinforced with bands of metal. More bolts and reinforcements shore up each mast’s base, where it connects to the ship.
There’s a tanned, leathery old sailor standing by the mainmast, looking up at the sails, with an unlit pipe clamped between his teeth.
The pirate’s gray beard hides his mouth, but his general expression is one of dissatisfaction.
My hunger temporarily forgotten, I approach him and stare up at the rigging as well. “Is everything all right?”
He doesn’t look at me, but he makes a gruff sound in his throat.
“I suppose the magical speed puts an extra strain on the ship,” I add.
This time he turns, scanning me up and down. He’s likely in his fifties or sixties—hard to tell. He was handsome once—no, he is handsome still, just weather-worn. His cheekbones jut out above the silver beard cloaking his strong jaw. The corners of his blue eyes are decorated with deep wrinkles from squinting or smiling—probably the former. Unlike Silas, who’s always grinning, I’ll bet this man only deals out smiles on rare occasions.
“I’m Risa,” I tell him.
“Brom.”
We return to staring upward.
“It won’t break, will it?” I ask, after an especially loud creak from the mast.
He takes the pipe from his mouth. It’s covered in tiny, exquisite engravings, line upon line of geometric patterns and miniscule images.
“Won’t lie,” he grunts. “We go through masts like sharks through a whale carcass. But this one’ll do for a time.”
“How long?”
“Long enough.”
“Oh.” After a moment, I venture, “Do you know where I might get something to eat?”
“Galley, below. Round the corner.”
“Thank you.”
As I’m stepping away, he says, “You takin’ others for a lay? Besides the captain?”
“Oh… yes. You—you want to…”
He snorts. “Not me. Just wondering.”
“I see.” I hurry to the hatchway and head below.
I’m slightly disappointed, especially since he’s the third member of the crew to turn me down. I’m eager to start earning extra money for myself. Back at The Winking Siren, each girl had to deliver what she made to Orgul, except for a small percentage for clothing and necessities. For too many of the women, necessities included cinnar, a drug that comes in many variants—some about as harmful as powdered sugar, and others potent enough to permanently twist the brain. I’ve always hated the stuff. I blame it for the way my mother treated me, for the incoherent way she thought and the things she would suggest—horrible, sickening things.
It’s easier to blame the drug than to believe it was all her.
When I descend belowdecks and step around the corner, I discover the galley, a wide room with long tables and benches. In the center is the cookhouse, a brick fireplace sunk into the ship and surrounded by more bricks to prevent flames from escaping. A metal framework arches above the fire, and a pot hangs down into the flames, supported by chains that keep it in place. More pots and pans, some bunches of herbs, and a string of onions hang from iron bars bolted to the ceiling.
Around the central fireplace is a cook’s area—waist-high cupboards built in a square, with planks laid atop them by way of a bartop or work surface. A lean, mustached man is twirling knives and wiping sweat from his brow amid a jumble of bowls, half-chopped vegetables, a greasy lump of fatty bacon, and a pile of what looks like oats.
Several pirates are seated at the tables, some eating porridge and drinking rum, while others play cards. They all look up when I come in.
So many bearded faces, some grimy and unwashed, sporting holes where teeth should be. One man is missing most of his fingers, and another has a wooden leg. There’s a heavy smell of sweaty man pervading the galley, mingling with the odor of burnt bacon.
I recognize a few of the pirates from last night, when I was on deck watching Bash’s wind magic, and a few more from when I first arrived. By now everyone knows who I am and why I’m here.
This is more awkward than luring a passing sailor for a rough fuck in the alley, and it’s far less pleasant than gliding through a well-appointed parlor and indulging in genteel conversation before selecting a sexual partner. Here, I’m the only whore. There are no other options, no other women. I exist as a pretty face and a luscious body—a set of holes they can pay to fill.
Panic wrenches my gut. In this moment, I would run if I could. But there’s nowhere to go. I’m stuck on this vessel, with these men—pirates who kill sailors, burn ships, and make their prisoners wallow in filth.
Several of the pirates elbow each other and grin. They throw a few nods and winks my way. But when footsteps scuff behind me, all of it stops abruptly, and they hunker down to their rum and their cards again.
Somehow I sense the massive girth and height of the man at my back—too big for the Captain.
When I turn, I’m not surprised to see Atticus standing there, with a satchel under one tattooed arm. He keeps his head bowed so he won’t strike his skull on the beams.
“Over here.” He places a huge hand against my back and guides me to an empty table near a window. “You sit there, and I’ll get you something to eat. Not that greasy rat-shit porridge—something decent.”
He drops his satchel on the table with a thunk and trudges over to the cook-station. He makes a gruff demand, which is countered by a long, nasal monologue from the cook—something about “ungrateful brutes” and being underappreciated.
Finally the blond giant clomps back to me with a big piece of bread slathered in brown paste, a few slices of dried apple, and three pieces of bacon, only partly burnt. The brown paste smells delicious despite its color, and when I take a bite, it has a nutty flavor.
Atticus removes an object from his bag—a large, thick eggshell, with a small hole at one end where it was drained. Half of the shell is covered in the same dainty designs I noticed on Brom’s pipe.
Atticus draws a knife, flicks a bit of food from between his teeth with the tip, then sets to work carving another line of decorations onto the shell.
“Your art is beautiful,” I murmur between bites.
“This? It’s scrimshaw. Not art.”
“The fuck it’s not.”
He looks up, his blond beard twitching. “Want to see something else?”
I nod eagerly.
He pulls a leather-bound book from the satchel and flips it open.
The pages contain several scenes, each drawn in the confines of a rectangle. In the first scene, a sailor swims frantically toward an island while his ship sinks in the background. The following scenes show him exploring the island and discovering a lagoon filled with beautiful, buxom mermaids. From there the pictures get progressively more sensual, including detailed images of the castaway copulating with mermaids of all different shapes and sizes.
“I draw these for the men,” says Atticus. “Sometimes I sell them. Sold a whole set to a group of young nobles at a market once.”
“Who are your models?” I stroke a fingertip over one of the pages, admiring the lifelike detail of the mermaid’s bare breasts.
“No models. Just my memory.” He taps his forehead. “Got plenty of good memories, thanks to Silas and the Captain. We have good times when we make port.”
I take a closer look at the mermaid. Her expression is one of utter bliss. Somehow he managed to capture the subtle difference between a look of pain and the look on a real woman’s face during an intense orgasm. There’s no faked climax here—only genuine rapture.
“I’m no judge of art, but I think these are beautiful,” I tell him.
He nods without answering and continues his work on the egg, while I flip through his book, reading the notations he included to explain the story. It’s so entertaining I almost forget to eat, and I barely notice that someone has spoken to me until the person repeats the words again.
“Excellent stories, aren’t they?”
I look up, right into the Captain’s brown eyes. He’s perched on the end of the table, gazing down at me with an amused half-smile.
My stomach dives right through the bottom of the ship into the sea. “Excellent… yes.”
His smile shifts into a frown. “You look frightened.”
“The men were makin’ her uncomfortable, Captain,” Atticus interjects.
“There’s bound to be some awkwardness at first. Merrina was on this ship for years—she was one of—well—” He clears his throat. He seems to do that when he’s unsure what to say—a habit to buy himself a few extra seconds of thought.
“She was one of the crew,” I finish. He told me last night that I was one of the crew as well, but that doesn’t make it true. Being a real part of this group would take time—time I don’t have. “How long until we reach our next destination?”
“Two more days, provided we keep up our speed.”
If we keep up our speed—which involves the Captain maintaining his magic, which in turn means more fucking. My heart flutters wildly at the memory of him entering the room while I struggled with the sheets—looming behind me, stroking my pussy, teasing out my wetness, and then fitting his huge cock inside me. Warmth swells in my pussy, and a tremulous ache to be filled like that again.
Maybe the Captain knows where my thoughts have strayed. “We should talk,” he says. “Not here.”
Bash gets up and heads for a door at the other end of the galley, and I instinctively know I should follow him. I cram one piece of bacon into my mouth, grab a second, and shove the rest of the food toward Atticus.
The Captain leads me through a cluttered space that seems to be storage for food and water, then out another door. The room beyond is crowded with cannon balls and chain shot, all held in place behind thick rope netting. Light filters in from a grate overhead, and there’s another set of ladderlike steps leading up to the deck. Along the wall are three gunports, each closed, with cannons tied in place behind them.
“That’s the fore powder magazine.” Bash points to a small door up ahead. “There’s another powder magazine near the stern.”
“You engage in a lot of battles?”
He runs a hand over the ponderous metal housing of one of the guns. “We’re pirates. It’s what we do.”
I want to ask him more about what he does—about the slaves, the prisoners. But that’s not my business. My business is completing my task and getting back to Knockaine as quickly as possible.
He and I are alone, and we’ve both had some rest—it’s the perfect time to start learning more about his abilities. I slink toward him, letting my hips sway more than usual.
“I imagine your powers come in handy during battles,” I croon, looking up at him through my lashes. “An unkillable captain who can control the wind? You must be unstoppable.”
“You’d think so.” He eyes me as I sidle nearer, until my breasts are nearly touching his chest.
Humor glints in his gaze, and then he glances away, smothering a chuckle.
“What?” I frown, stung. He’s laughing at me again. Men don’t laugh at me when I turn on the charm, whether I’m working the docks of Knockaine or the parlors of the Orchid.
“You don’t have to do that here. The walk, and the tits, and the eyes—” He flutters his own lashes dramatically, pursing his lips. Mocking me. “That kind of behavior belongs in a brothel. Here aboard ship, we’ll just tell you when we want to fuck.”
“Of course,” I hiss. “Whatever you wish, my lord. I’m at your service.” I retreat a few steps and give him a dramatic, savage curtsy.
“By the powers, you managed to turn a curtsy into an act of rebellion.” He winks. “Respect.”
“You said you wanted to talk,” I say tightly. “Let’s talk.”
“You read the contract before you signed, eh? So you understand I’ll need to take you once or twice a day, and possibly more if there’s a battle and I use all my energy.”
“And how would that work? You’ll call for me during the fight and we’ll rut right on deck?”
He surveys me with hooded eyes. “Maybe.”
“Wonderful. And if a cannonball happens to blast through me while we’re coupling, you’ll simply shrug it off and pick up another girl at the next port. That’s what you meant by taking what you need from women, isn’t it? Good to know.”
I stalk past him toward the ladder, but he slings an arm around my waist and pulls me close in a move that’s almost dancelike. I’m pinned to his chest, and we’re face to face, his nose nearly touching mine, his warm breath bathing my lips. He smells of fresh salt, spiced rum, coconut, and sun-soaked leather.
“Settle down, minnow,” he murmurs. “I don’t harm women. Back at the Orchid I didn’t see the need to defend myself when you accused me, but you should know that I—”
“You don’t rape women, you only make them sign contracts so you can use them freely.” I’m not sure where my caustic tone is coming from—I’ve never dared to speak like this to a man. Part of me is scared that I’ll anger this pirate and he’ll have me brutally punished—but another reckless part of me wants to test him, to see the “rage” Silas mentioned. And there’s no denying the warmth building between my legs. All it took was the pressure of his body along mine, and every nerve I possess responded with infuriating eagerness.
“You didn’t seem to mind being freely used last night.” Bash’s brown eyes glimmer with suppressed heat beneath his dark lashes. “And if you recall, I gave you the option of returning ashore. Magnanimous of me, wasn’t it?”
“Magnanimous? Such a fancy word for a pirate,” I say haughtily—though in truth, I only recently learned that word during my lessons at the Orchid.
“I’ve been extremely generous toward you,” he says, low, while his gaze dips to my mouth. “Considering you stabbed me through the heart and the eye, and you cut my throat.”
“You invited me to cut your throat.”
We’re talking of murder attempts, so why is my entire pussy sore with need? Mentally I order it to settle down—but I know it won’t unless I get some distance from this pirate.
I twist in his grip, but he holds me tight, a saucy grin on his face. “Not very strong, are you, minnow?”
That comment sends a blaze of icy rage along my veins. “Every dock girl in Knockaine is stronger than you could ever understand.”
“Of course.” He winks. “I suppose certain muscles do get a lot of exercise—”
I tug my arm free and slap him across the cheek.
He steps back, shock painting his face.
My cheeks are blazing, my body trembling. “Did that hurt?”
“Yes. I’m aroused, so I feel the pain, at least for a moment.”
“Good.” I tighten my fists to distract myself from the helpless anger. I’ve felt it before, many times, but I’ve always been able to suppress it, to feign submission. For some reason this man infuriates me beyond any other—so much so that I can’t control my emotions as I usually would. And despite my fear, there’s excitement in challenging him—a heady, wild sparkle of energy along my limbs.
But it’s dangerous to challenge a man with power, and that danger thrills horribly through my chest as Bash wraps one hand around the side of my neck and pushes my chin up with his thumb. “You’re going to have to learn how to behave aboard my ship. How to respect me.”
Respect me… respect me… behave…
The words are a cannonball, punching through the tentative sense of equality I was beginning to feel with him. Those words are so close to the ones I’m used to hearing from Orgul, when he would call me into his private parlor for “lessons.” I always left with bruises.
I tense in Bash’s hold, averting my eyes. “I’m sorry, Captain,” I murmur.
When he lifts his other hand, I flinch. Can’t help it.
Bash notices the recoil, and he frowns slightly. He continues through with the movement, brushing back a lock of my hair, letting his fingers trail through the scarlet waves.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman so exquisite.” His eyes widen slightly after he says it, as if he didn’t realize he was speaking aloud.
Exquisite… there’s something different in that word, something precious.
But I don’t know what to say, and he looks absolutely petrified, then restlessly angry with himself.
“Turn around,” he orders.
My stomach flips over. “What?”
“Turn around and bend over that barrel. Lift your skirt.”
Shit.
Swallowing hard, I gather my skirts. Bash makes a disappointed sound when he sees my panties. His fingers brush my bottom as he takes hold of them, rips them in half, and tears the scraps off me.
“No more of those,” he says. “Unless it’s your bleeding time. Speaking of which, I’ll be fucking you then as well.”
“But—the mess—”
“Things get messy aboard ship. Messes can be cleaned…” His voice trails off, and when I look over my shoulder, he’s inspecting the ruined underwear. Eyeing the part that’s soaked through.
“Are you this wet for every man you take, little whore?” he says softly.
“Yes,” I lie.
“Waste not, want not.” He balls up the damp scraps and shoves them into the big pocket of his captain’s coat. He’s unbuttoning his pants. “Bend over, and don’t look at me.”
The second order surprises me, until I remember that he likes redheads because of a particular woman. One he can’t have. One who isn’t me.
He wants to pretend I’m her.
The head of his cock presses hot at my entrance, but he pauses to adjust my hair, draping the locks on either side of my face… probably so he can’t see my features.
For some reason, that infuriates me more than anything else he has done.
When his thick length slides easily into my opening, I go utterly weak with pleasure. I almost let myself melt into the sloppy, needy whore I’ve become in his presence—but I manage to resist.
Last night I didn’t make a sound while he fucked me. I didn’t want to be overheard, and I refused to let him know how much I was enjoying his cock. It’s a strange impulse, wanting to hide my pleasure from him. With most men, I’d be making all the sounds I know they want to hear—but in his case, I’m holding back. Waiting.
I’m not sure what I’m waiting for.
Bash fucks me harder this time, an angry rhythm that makes me shiver with delicious anticipation. His broad, warm hands cup my hips, giving himself the leverage he needs as he plunges his cock into my soaked heat, over and over. I can feel the cool press of his rings against my skin.
My hair swings on either side of my face as I watch the squares of sunlight painted on the floor from the grate in the ceiling. The ship groans, the waves slosh and slap against the hull, and footsteps thump overhead, but in the dusty gloom of the gun room, there’s no sound except the harsh, panting breath of the pirate fucking me.
I wish I dared touch my clit. But he seems angry, so I let him take what he needs without tending to myself.
I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman so exquisite.
He looked shocked when he said it. Those words obviously had a deeper significance, one that upset him.
The Captain shudders, pressing his hips hard against my bottom while his cock throbs inside me. He finishes quickly, pulls out, and stalks from the gun room without another word.
I’m used to being taken casually, but not by magnificent pirate captains who charge the very air with breathless tension, who fuck me with all the intensity of a storm ravaging an island.
For the rest of the day, the knowledge that he could fuck me anytime, anywhere makes my thighs perpetually slippery. All day I fight the urge to touch myself, but I don’t, because I want to be right on the edge the next time he takes me, so I can come while he’s doing it.
I spend hours wandering the ship, sitting in the sun on deck, and poking around my cabin. When I’m exploring, I tend to avoid the pirates as much as possible—difficult, since it’s a confined space. When I can’t avoid them, I linger near the ones I know—mostly Atticus, Faris, and Red. Brom and Silas are constantly in motion, far too busy to talk to me, though I do spend some time trotting back and forth after Brom, watching him tend to repairs in various parts of the vessel.
There are always four or five men on deck, but they take those duties in shifts, and the other thirty or so perform duties elsewhere, take naps in a long room full of hammocks, or practice swordplay and hand-to-hand combat, their bodies glistening in the sunshine.
Bash is often at the helm, or in the navigation room just behind the wheel, on the quarterdeck. While he’s steering, he takes off his magnificent coat and hat. There’s a simple, wild beauty about him when he stands up there, his brown hair windblown, eyes on the horizon. He keeps the sleeves of his loose white shirt rolled halfway up, exposing his strong, tanned forearms.
During my explorations I discover a bathing room belowdecks, near the water casks, right beneath my cabin. It houses a small brick oven through which water can be piped into a round tub. Another concession to Merrina’s preferences, as Faris tells me when he shows me how to operate it.
“There’s no lock on the door,” he says. “But if you don’t want to be disturbed, hang this string of beads on the handle, and the crew will know to leave you in peace while you bathe. We used to heat the water with the oven and pipe it in here fresh every time, but these days the bath is kept full, clear, and hot, thanks to this.” He plucks a red-and-cream-striped rock from the bottom of the bath. “An ember-eye, a stone enchanted by a certain type of fire-wielder. It consumes impurities and uses them to produce heat. Red found it in a market, and the Captain bought it for Merrina. She left it here when she got married, on the condition we’d all promise to bathe at least once a week.”
That evening, clad in a light cotton shift and a comfortable dressing gown, I curl up on a bench at an unoccupied table in the galley, ready to savor my mug of tea and bowl of stew while I watch the crew eat, drink, and laugh.
Within minutes, Cal, Red, Atticus and two other pirates tumble noisily onto the benches around me, with Cal and Atticus across from me and Red on my right.
“Settle an argument for us, will you, lass?” Cal’s pale green eyes meet mine. “Are mermaids real?”
“You’d know better than I would,” I demur, sipping my tea. “I’ve not been out to sea before.”
“But if they were real, would they be kind and lovely creatures like the ones in Atticus’s book?” Cal persists. “Because I think not. I say they would be savage creatures, more likely to devour a man than desire him. They might take a nibble at his cock, but ‘twouldn’t be the nice kind.” He champs his teeth sharply toward Red, who startles a little.
“No such thing as mermaids.” Red’s skinny fingers tug at a hexagonal charm around his neck. Most of the pirates wear some sort of necklace with a medallion or memento, but Red has over a dozen, strung on thin chains, leather strings, or loops of twine. A few of the pendants are miniscule glass bottles with bits of herbs inside.
“No such thing as mermaids, ye say?” Cal lifts a knowing eyebrow. “I heard a man tell a tale once, about an island surrounded by swarms of the creatures. Now these mermaids had rows of sharp teeth, mind you, and they craved human flesh, warm and bloody and slippery. They would fling themselves onto beaches and into fishing boats, seize unwary folk, and drag them into the water. The mermaids would slice them into pieces and swallow the chunks whole, because they could unhinge their jaws, y’see, like a damn snake.” He opens his mouth wide.
“Manannan preserve us,” murmurs Red, invoking the sea god.
Cal continues, malevolent glee in his eyes. “So these folk built a wall all around their island. Higher and higher they built it, until the mermaids couldn’t reach them. And so the wicked creatures began devouring every living thing in the sea. Whenever a ship tried to pass through their swarms, they would claw it apart with their talons and teeth and drag its sailors down to Arawn’s Pit—because the god of death has his doors, you know, even in the ocean—great holes on the sea floor, leading from this world to the next.”
“What happened to the people on the island?” I ask.
“Ships couldn’t get to them through the masses of ravenous mermaids,” Cal says. “I suppose they starved, or perished from disease. They’re probably a bunch of ghosts and skeletons now, drifting and rattling through their empty towns while the mermaids moan in the surf below the wall.”
“That’s a rotten story.” Atticus slams down his bottle of rum. “Stories should set things right at the end. The good folk should come through the trouble into better times, and the bad should go down to the Pit.”
“And why’s that?” Cal’s tone carries a faint edge of bitterness. “Life don’t treat people fair. Who’s to say what’s bad or good? None of us get a jolly ending—just a dark death. Only thing that matters is getting all the enjoyment you can along the way.”
“Don’t talk of death,” pleads Red, switching his charm for another, a tiny antler carved of green jade. “It riles Arawn, and he may come for us.” He begins to mutter fervently. “Blessed Arawn, be satisfied with the souls you have, and leave ours in peace.”
“That’s no prayer,” scoffs Cal. “Here’s one for you: Great Arawn, come and fetch this cowardly brother of mine, for he is far too fearful to survive this life. Come and end his misery now, I pray—”
“Fuck you!” squawks Red, crimson-faced. He lunges across the table, fists flailing. I grip Red’s thin shoulders, pulling him back onto the bench.
“Leave him,” I say. “Sit with me.”
“That’s right—girls should sit together.” Cal sneers, and the other pirates at the table chuckle—except Atticus, who takes another swallow of rum.
I don’t understand Cal. When I overheard his conversation with Red, he sounded like a caring older brother—and now he’s mocking Red in front of everyone. I’ve been mocked, belittled, and abused enough to know exactly how Red feels in this moment. And that understanding spurs a decision.
“Come on, Red,” I murmur in his ear. “I’ve got something to show you.”
Cal stares, shocked, as I rise and lead his younger brother from the galley. The other pirates stare too, muttering under their breath. Atticus gives a low whistle.
I take Red to my cabin. He’s only a year younger than me, but I feel oddly protective of him. I want to make this night better for him, and there’s one sure way to do that.
Once the door is bolted against intrusion, I strip naked, slowly, watching his blush deepen.
He stares, dumbfounded. “I’m only second gunner and powder monkey. I don’t get paid as much as the others—I can’t afford—”
I laugh a little, kissing his freckled cheek. “This one’s free.”
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Red leaves my cabin thoroughly satisfied. I rubbed his cock between my breasts and let him come all over them and my face. His dick is rather small, and he came within a few seconds, but I extended our time together by talking with him after we were both cleaned up and dressed. He explained several of his personal daily rituals to me, and I listened without mocking them. I think that meant more to him than the physical pleasure.
Maybe I went too far, adding conversation to the sex. Bess’s warning still echoes in my mind: Never let yourself confuse attraction with emotion, or lust with love. Your clients may conflate such things, so you must remain the wiser one, and know when to distance yourself.
Living in such close quarters with all these men could certainly complicate matters. But it turned out all right for Merrina—she fell in love with a pirate, married him, and went off to live with him somewhere ashore.
I won’t have that sort of ending. I agree with Cal on one point—real life rarely ends well. That’s why, like Atticus, I’d rather hear stories where everything turns out right. Makes reality easier to bear, somehow.
Lulled by the rushing of the wind and waves, I drift asleep and dream of Merrina, snug and happy in a cottage by the sea, working alongside her man, fishing, feeding chickens, and raising a couple of chubby, smiling children. But then my dream shifts to something else—Aisu’s bruised arms, and my mother’s agonized screams.
I jerk awake, my heart pounding. I never cry out in my sleep—my body and mind have been trained not to express agony aloud. I’m not sweating, either—instead I’m horribly cold. The fire in the room beneath mine must be out, and I have only a sheet and a thin blanket. Beneath the covers I’m wearing nothing at all—these sheets are finer than any I’ve had, and I liked the way they felt against my skin, so I went to bed naked.
If I get up to fetch my dressing gown, I’ll be even colder.
I lie there shivering for a few seconds before I work up the will to fetch the robe.
Reluctantly I reach for the edge of the mattress, fumbling for the curtain that conceals my sleeping recess. There are buttons to fasten all four of the curtain’s edges in place when seas are rough, so it will act as a net to keep me from flying out of my bunk; but I didn’t bother with those buttons tonight.
When I push the curtain back, my heart jerks with panic.
A man is standing in my cabin. I can see his outline in the dim light leaking through the half-curtained window. Slopes of muscle, sinewy arms and mounded pectorals, glossy and glimmering in the silver star-glow. He’s naked. And his face is in shadow.
But I know him. I watched him standing at the helm today, and I recognize the slight tilt of his hips, more weight resting on his right leg. I know the set of his shoulders—forcedly casual, but with a suppressed tension that quickens my heartbeat. I know those veined forearms and hands.
I could climb out of bed and bend over for him. But instead I push the curtains farther open, and I withdraw deeper into the bed, leaving room for him to join me. I pull the sheet over myself, turn my back to him, and wait.
Goosebumps rise on my chilled skin as I lie in the dark, one arm tucked under the pillow, staring at the wall.
I haven’t heard movement from him. Is he sleepwalking? What does he want?
A moment later, a faint wisp of blue light slithers into my field of vision, and with it a breath of air. The mattress dips with a new weight—a heated bulk settling behind me.
Bash lifts the sheet and moves in, his skin silky-hot against my back. His burning cock pokes the soft flesh of my rear, and his legs entwine with mine. The light dusting of hair on them teases my over-sensitized skin. His arm settles over me, draped against my breasts.
I’ve never been with anyone like this, never experienced this tentative questing, this breathless hesitation.
He stays like that for a moment, wrapped around me like a warm, heavy blanket of male muscle and bone. I suspect he’s taking a moment to regain control of his magic, because the breeze and the blue light disappear.
Then his hand slips underneath my breast, curving around the soft flesh. His thumb drags across my nipple, and a rush of need enflames my core.
The Pirate Lord nuzzles into my hair like he did at the Orchid, inhaling deeply. I release a trembling exhale as his whole hand engulfs my breast. So many men have mauled and licked and sucked my tits before, but I have never been touched like this.
Bash holds my breast firmly, masterfully, but he doesn’t squeeze hard. He’s enjoying me, not manhandling me.
Impulsively I rotate under his arm, turning to face him. He tenses, but in the shadows of the bed it’s too dark to see each other’s faces, and once he realizes that, he seems to relax.
His reluctance to look me in the face when we fuck annoys me. But that will make it easier to kill him when the time comes.
While he’s aroused, I need to test a few things.
I don’t try to kiss his mouth. I’ve had many kisses from clients and they’re almost always disappointing. Instead I brush my lips down his throat, along the curve of his shoulder—and then I bite into the packed muscle there, hard enough to leave a mark. I’m going to mark him everywhere I can, over and over, and then look at him when we’re done and see if any of it stuck. There has to be a weak spot on him somewhere.
He sucks in a breath at the bite, but he doesn’t protest. He’s too busy fondling my breasts again—in fact he’s very good at fondling, so good I nearly forget my plan. I run my fingernail down his side, scratching as deeply as I dare without him realizing what I’m up to.
Bash lets me slide farther down the front of his body, lets me graze his skin with my nails and bite into the firm flesh of his pectoral. In the deep shadows of the bed, I can’t see his expression, but I sense him losing his patience—either because he doesn’t like the scratching and biting, or because it’s driving him insane with lust. I suspect it’s the latter, because he makes a low sound of frustration, like a desperate growl, and flips me onto my back, caging me with his body.
His hand finds my clit, massaging it swiftly, almost roughly. The sudden pressure of his calloused fingers is shockingly arousing, and I find myself making the sounds I swore not to make. Sharp, shrill whimpers burst from my lips, faster and faster as he rubs my pussy.
But before I can come, he abandons the motion, throws my legs apart, and shoves his cock deep inside me. I squeal faintly at the sudden onslaught—he’s big, and the adjustment makes my climax recede a little. But I’m also slick with desire, and when he starts to move, I can hardly bear how good it feels.
I’m not sure when I stopped being cold, but I’m warm all over now—inflamed, eagerly surging against him, bathed in his body heat. When I reach down and dig my nails into his ass, he growls in response and begins to rut into me, so hard my whole body jolts with the power of each thrust. I wrap my arms and legs tightly around him, like a drowning woman desperate to be saved—and I am drowning, drowning in need. My whole consciousness is dazed and frantic and begging, begging for the climax—I want to finish this time, please, please—
Fuck, I’m whispering it aloud. “Please, please…”
I’m clutching him for dear life, raking my nails along his back as he fucks me toward the end. It’s coming, please, oh gods, please…
It’s here. Oh gods-fucking-shit, it’s here, it’s rolling through me, it’s fullness and bursting and shaking and squeezing him tight, clawing his back because I can’t breathe, I can’t make a sound—and he’s panting, low and ragged, pumping a slow release into my body.
“Sh-i-i-i-t,” he rasps, drawing out the word.
As my climax eases, I unclasp my arms and legs from his torso, a little embarrassed by how shamelessly I was striving for that peak. I didn’t think about making his experience a good one this time—my head was full of my own needs. That’s not what I was trained to do. I was trained to think only about the client. If I got off too, fine, but it was never the goal—not even during that delightful session with Bess and the young lawyer.
Bash moves to the side and collapses belly-down on the mattresses, faint blue light spiraling from his skin. He lets the magic seep out of him, but as the glow fills the sleeping recess, he turns his face away from me. Goddess forbid he should actually look at the woman he just fucked.
A light breeze stirs around us. It’s starting to chill me again, so I sit up to grab the thin blanket.
The blue glimmer is dissipating already, excess energy leaking unused into the air. By that receding light I glimpse something that makes my chest constrict even as I lie calmly down and pretend I didn’t see it.
Every mark I made on his shoulder and side is gone. But the claw marks on his back—the ones I made while we were both climaxing—those remain. They haven’t healed.
The full picture begins to form in my mind.
In his normal state, it’s probably difficult to injure him at all. When he’s aroused, he can be wounded, but the damage heals almost instantly.
But when he’s riding the high of an orgasm, he’s utterly vulnerable. Wounds sustained during those moments have to repair themselves at a normal human pace, without the benefit of his godlike healing powers. Which means a fatal wound, sustained while he’s coming, would kill him.
At least, that’s what I’m guessing. I’ll need more information to be sure.
Bash doesn’t make a move to leave, and I lie beside him under the blanket, my mind spinning. I understand why a climax leaves him vulnerable—his body must open itself up to an influx of energy during that moment. That’s when his powers refill, so it makes sense the walls would have to go down to let the fresh energy in. But once his walls are back up, why wouldn’t the injury just heal itself then? Why does it stay?
Maybe his scratches will heal within an hour or two.
But if they haven’t healed by morning, I will have the answer I’ve been looking for.
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I don’t sleep well. When my magic is in play, there’s a constant tether between me and the gusting wind. It stays in motion, some of it filling the sails, blowing in the direction I ordered, and the rest of it splitting and smoothing the waves before the ship so we don’t bounce and jostle unbearably—but there’s always a link between me and it—an awareness, a slight tug on my soul. When I sense the wind ebbing, or shifting direction, I have to bolster or adjust it.
Last night I was restless, pondering all the things I want that I don’t have. The goals I haven’t reached, the enemies I haven’t defeated, the love I don’t possess. I prowled my cabin a while, and then I prowled into hers. I needed motion, vigorous action, the flow of skin against skin. Once it was done, I slept. Soundly. Deeply. Longer than I should have.
She’s up before I am, climbing carefully over me on her way to the privy.
I don’t move. This bed is the most comfortable one aboard ship—even better than mine. Only the best for Merrina, because we all loved her.
Fuck, I miss her. I never had a romantic love for her, but she was a good lay, a kind heart, and a comforting presence.
The new girl unsettles me. I haven’t figured her out yet. Last night she kept biting and clawing me, and I relished it because the slight pain tore me out of my own thoughts. But I don’t get the sense that such play is her usual style. Not that I’ve given her much chance to show me her range of sexual skills. Maybe I should.
But then I’d have to see her face. And when I look at her, I can’t picture anyone else. Every other face in the world turns watery and indistinct, and she is the only thing in vivid detail.
I can’t allow her to eclipse the vision I’ve cherished for years. I need to keep my mind on the prize I’ve been striving for.
I should get back to my room before she leaves the privy.
Fuck… I didn’t bring any clothes in here with me last night. And my dick is all too happy to be in Risa’s cabin, where her scent is thick in the close air. It’s standing out, at full attention.
I leave the room anyway and haul the door nearly shut—but the bottom edge jams tightly against the floor, so it won’t close entirely. Blast this warped wood. I need to have Brom fix it.
I hurry toward my cabin, stark naked, still sporting a massive erection. By some ill fortune, Faris is leaving his room at the same moment.
His lips pinch together even as his eyes brighten with humor. “Morning, Captain.”
“Morning.” I’m at my cabin door, stepping inside—
“I can give you something for that swelling, if you like. I have some very nice creams—” But he can’t stop himself—a laugh breaks through his words.
“Fuck off.” But I’m half-grinning myself.
“Why didn’t you ask Risa to take care of that?” Faris nods to my dick. “Didn’t you come from her cabin?”
“So I did.” I clear my throat. “But she—well, that is, I—”
Faris narrows his eyes. “You can’t look at her, can you?”
I grip the edge of the doorframe, avoiding his gaze.
“Fuck, Bash. This again? When are you going to let it go? This obsession is keeping you from being the man you could be.”
“You’re wrong,” I snap. “This obsession is what has driven me to become the man I am. It’s what spurs me to be better, stronger, and more worthy, every day. Would you take that from me, Faris? Would you steal who I am?”
“Thieves we are, Captain,” he says quietly. “And a thief I would gladly be, if I could rid you of this madness. But I think you already know who can end it.”
My heart thunders, and heat rises to my face. “Certainly not some helpless, ill-educated, cum-drinking dock girl with loose lips and a looser pussy. She’s a cheap whore, an energy source for my magic. Nothing more. The Pirate Queen is leagues beyond her in education, grace, combat skills, magical power, cleverness, humor… The difference between them is so vast, it’s like comparing a roach to a racehorse.”
Over Faris’s shoulder, movement catches my eye. Risa, dressed in a purple robe, whisking away from the crack of her cabin door.
She heard me.
Fuck.
Without another word to Faris, I retreat into my own cabin and slam the door. Heat rises into my face, and my heart thunders.
So what if she did hear the things I said? It’s all true. I regret nothing.
But as I prepare for the day, I can’t shake the wretched unease in my heart, the concern over how my words might have wounded her.
Admiring my jewels usually cheers my heart, so I open my personal chest of treasure and trail my fingers through the glittering diamonds, strings of pearls, necklaces with gems as big as my fingernail. From the shallow compartment in the lid I select fresh rings and earrings.
When we’re in a less-than-friendly port, I usually go ashore without any adornment. It’s safer that way, since much of my favorite jewelry was filched from various noble families in the Seven Kingdoms. I can’t remember the source of every piece, so it’s safer to leave them behind, rather than be accosted by someone who might claim ownership of a family heirloom.
Once I’ve washed up and dressed, I buckle on my belt, sweep my coat around me, and settle my captain’s hat at a slight angle on my head. A quick fluff to the feathers, and I’m ready to face anything—even the girl.
I hate Risa for complicating the role of ship’s whore. Merrina never churned my stomach like this, or caused a hot flush to run from my boots to my brain when I saw her. Why did I bring Risa aboard? I should have left her where I found her, and good riddance.
Of course I know why. Though I reserve my love and admiration for strong, clever women who can defend themselves, I have a soft spot for women who need to be rescued. It’s why we’re sailing for the Straits at this very moment.
Determined to focus on our mission, I stride out on deck and survey the men at work. A quick scan of the deck reveals no redheaded woman—a relief and a disappointment.
“Brom!” I hail him, and he trudges over, chewing a wad of cressweed. “Fix the door of the whore’s cabin, would you?”
“Got a few things to finish, but I’ll see to it.”
As he trudges off, Red shouts from the crow’s nest high above. “Ship spotted, Captain! Somewhere off the port bow!”
Tugging my pocket spyglass free of its loop on my belt, I dash toward the bow. Silas is already on the forecastle, peering through his own glass. Sweat gleams on his ebony skin—he must have been up here for a while, training. Usually we train together in the mornings, but I slept too long today.
“Can’t see their flag,” he mutters.
After a quick look through my spyglass, I lift my hand and send a stream of concentrated air racing across the water toward the other ship. My wind catches the flag and stretches it out, allowing us a good look.
“Crowned Skull-and-Bones—one of ours,” Silas confirms.
“You sound disappointed.”
“You know me, Captain.” He winks. “Always up for a scuffle—and a scuttling, too, if that be in the cards.”
Through the spyglass I spot the open-mouthed, razor-toothed mermaid jutting from the other ship’s bow. “It’s the Screaming Siren.”
“Ah, the lady captains.” Silas brightens. “Been a while since we shared a bottle with them.”
“Hail them. I’ll slow us down.”
Within the hour we’ve pulled alongside the Screaming Siren, and I’ve set a wind pattern to keep the two ships close to each other. The Screaming Siren’s two captains swing over to the Reaper’s Fate on long ropes, buoyed by a quick pulse of wind.
Most of my crew have gathered on deck to welcome them—including Risa, who lingers in the shadow of the quarterdeck steps. Her presence is like a candle perpetually burning in my mind—a glowing awareness, hotter the closer I move to her; so I keep my distance, and focus on appearing relaxed and genial to our guests.
“Ana. Rinori.” I greet the two captains, bowing low. “Please join me in the navigation room. We’ve prepared some refreshments.”
“Look at you, Bash.” Rinori pats my cheek. “So much the gentleman, always. One would never guess how ruthless you are. Fair is the jeweled skin that hides the serpent, eh, my love?” She glances at Ana.
“Very true, my heart. Well met, Captain.” Ana removes her hat and offers me her hand in greeting. Most other men cringe in pain at the strength of her grip, but I never flinch.
When I take her hand, she crushes my fingers so hard that if I were aroused, the bones would likely snap. But I only grin at her, and she breaks into a huge smile. “Invulnerable as ever, eh, Captain? Good. You’ll need it where you’re going.”
“And where is that?”
“Food and drink first, then the news.” She heads for the quarterdeck. “Let’s be quick about it.”
Confused, I look to Rinori. She smiles, tight-lipped. “My wife and I have been searching for you, Wind-master. Our news is valuable, and time is short.”
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I’ve been called worse than a cheap whore and a cockroach. Sylvie had a few choice names for me when she was angry, and Orgul was a master of making me feel like a crust of shit on his shoe. Not to mention what some of my targets called me.
But Bash’s words sank into my soul like poisoned knives.
I welcome the pain. Knowing how little the Pirate Lord thinks of me makes it easier to plot his death. And to plot his death, I need information.
Right now he’s in the navigation room with his officers and the two female pirate captains. I was on deck when they arrived—a pair of women so powerful they took my breath away. Neither could serve as a courtesan at the Orchid, but both are striking.
Ana is short and sturdy, with a tall crown of tightly curled black hair, dressed in colorful pantaloons and a sky-blue bandeau that contrasts beautifully with her umber skin. Piercings decorate her eyebrows, cheekbones, lips, and one of her ears—the other ear is missing, a scarred hole in its place. When Ana grips Bash’s hand in greeting, biceps bulge in her upper arms.
Rinori is tall and rail-thin, with slightly uptilted eyes and short, shiny black hair that clings to her scalp. Tattoos cover her arms, chest and throat—maybe her whole body. She seems especially glad to see Atticus, and on the way to the navigation room, they each point out the tattoos they’ve gotten since they last met. Interspersed with her tattoos are deep scars, some straight and precise, others jagged.
Bash seems to trust the pair, even though Ana looks as if she could break him in half and Rinori has more knives strapped to her body than I’ve ever seen anyone carry.
Whatever they’re talking about in the navigation room must be important. I need to hear it. So I hurry to my cabin and don a gown I noticed earlier, but set aside as being too salacious for a regular day aboard ship. It’s a scarlet sheath with cutouts in suggestive places, though my nipples and privates remain covered. The shade of the material matches my hair exactly.
I suppose Merrina thought this outfit would be too saucy for her new life and left it behind. Her loss is my gain.
Clad in the red dress, I walk boldly up to the quarterdeck.
The dark-haired helmsman gapes as I pass him. “I’d like to take a dip in that pretty mouth later, poppet.”
I eye him appraisingly. He’s rugged, sinewy, a little grimy but not too bad. “Wash your dick beforehand, and you’ve got a deal.”
He bows, and I continue on, pushing open the door to the navigation room.
I’ve only been in here once, briefly, but I love this room. It’s spacious, flooded with light from several big windows, and the large table in the center bears maps, sextants, star charts, leather-bound notebooks, and quills. The scent of parchment, ink, and leather permeates the air.
Bash and the visiting captains sit in comfortable chairs around the table, along with Atticus, Silas, Faris, Brom, and Cal. Most of the maps have been rolled up or stacked aside, making room for crystal bottles and glasses, and a selection of fine cheeses, crackers, and fruit.
I sashay into the room and lean over the back of Bash’s chair, sliding one arm over his shoulder, beneath his coat. To the two captains, I give a sparkling smile.
“And who is this vision of beauty?” Rinori licks her lips, hooded eyes surveying my figure. I lean farther over Bash’s chair so she’ll have an excellent view of my cleavage.
“This is Risa,” Bash says tightly. “Risa, darling, this meeting is about to get very dull. I’m sure you’d rather return to your cabin.”
“And why should she?” says Ana stoutly. “One more woman at the table ain’t a bad idea. What do you think, Rin?”
“I think she should stay.” Rinori gives me a predatory smile. Then she leans over to Ana and says, in a perfectly audible whisper, “I like her, my sweet. Get her for me.”
“You heard the lady, Sebastian. Your girl will be much happier with us than she is here, with all you scurvy lugs.” Ana meets my eyes. “We got more women aboard the Screaming Siren than any other ship flyin’ the Crowned Skull.”
“The Pirate King commissioned us himself, five years ago,” says Rinori. “Not long after he married that new Queen of his.”
“Hail to the Queen.” Ana raises her cup. “She’s done wonders for women in piracy, she has.”
“Hail to the Queen,” respond the men at the table, lifting their glasses and drinking enthusiastically. Bash repeats the toast, too, but his voice wavers slightly, and I’m close enough to notice. Interesting. When I overheard him talking to Faris, he mentioned the Pirate Queen. Compared me to her. She must be the redhead he wants—the one he can’t possess, because she’s married to the Pirate King himself.
“Come now, Sebastian, you can’t have had this girl very long.” Rinori pokes a grape between her lips.
“We just picked her up the other day in Knockaine,” Silas says cheerfully. “Captain’s not attached at all. He’d be happy to give her up, wouldn’t you, Captain?”
The words sound merry enough, but there’s a sly challenge in them, and in Silas’s dark eyes.
From my position draped over Bash’s shoulder, I can see the side of his face—in fact, if I turn toward him, I’d almost be kissing his cheek. A muscle in his jaw flexes briefly and then he says smoothly, “You forget that I require a whore for magical purposes. Since Merrina and Jaq left us, I need someone else, and for now, that person is Risa.”
“A pity.” Rinori takes a tiny knife from a wrist sheath and uses it to pluck a grape seed from between her teeth. “Let us know when you’re done with him, won’t you, Risa? You’ll have far more fun with us.”
“A delightful offer. I’ll think on it,” I reply.
Bash clears his throat. “Down to business, then—you said you’ve been looking for me?”
“First, I must tell you one story about our last voyage. Silas will appreciate this.” Rinori winks at the quartermaster. “Ana and I are in this tavern, see—the Dancing Frog in Rhissenberg—when who should walk in but Engis Volc, captain of the Bitterthorn! You remember him, Silas?”
“By the powers, I do! How’s the old fart faring?”
My attention drifts from the conversation, focusing on Bash’s cheek. He hasn’t shaved since the night at the Orchid, and there’s a very tempting swath of dark stubble decorating his jaw and the arches of his upper lip. I let my cheek drift against his temple for a second, and he visibly tenses.
A naughty impulse slithers through me, and I move the hand that’s under his coat, until my fingertips are poised over his left nipple. The smooth fabric of his shirt lies between me and his skin. I trace a circle on his breast with my fingernail, then run my fingertips over his nipple until it hardens to a tight bud.
With my breasts settled on his right shoulder and my hand playing with his left pectoral, under his coat, I feel a sense of delicious power over him. And when I look down into his lap, the crotch of his pants is poking up. He shifts slightly in his chair, his eyes fixed determinedly on his guests.
“I’m so tired of standing,” I murmur, delighted when he shivers slightly at my warm breath on his ear. “I think I’ll have a seat.”
Before he can protest, I step around the chair and slide neatly onto his thigh, my legs between his. The table is a little higher than most, to serve the navigator when he’s standing as well as sitting, so there’s enough room for me.
I have two purposes here—to find out the pressing information these women plan to share with the Pirate Lord, and to make him suffer a little. To make him realize that no matter how much he despises me, he also craves me. I’ll show him that I can be a predator, too, and reduce him to a limp, helpless puddle at my feet.
The table hides my legs and his lap from the others. Hides the motion when I scrape my fingernails along the bulge in his pants.
Whatever his resistance to pain might be, he remains sensitive to pleasure. His cock twitches under the fabric, and I hide a smile, pretending to listen to the stories exchanged among the pirates. Apparently when they say they need to “be quick” about something, they really mean chatter among themselves for a while before getting down to business.
I find the tip of the prominence under Bash’s trousers, and I tap it lightly, over and over, until a bead of wetness seeps through.
He leans forward, his hot mouth brushing my ear. “Shouldn’t you find something else to do?”
I giggle softly as if he said something funny, and I whisper against his cheek, “I’m a poorly educated cockroach. I don’t know how to do anything else.”
He has the grace to flush a little, which surprises me. But I will have no mercy. I drag one finger up the underside of his erection, then poke my nail against the fabric, teasing the area right beneath his cock head.
When I glance back at his face, his brown eyes are molten and every feature is rock-hard—rather like another part of him.
Bash lowers his hand from the table, letting it rest on my knee. The heat and strength of his palm is distracting, but I keep tormenting his bulge, stroking it with one finger, then pausing, then circling the blunt head, coaxing more precum through the fabric.
Suddenly a tickling breath runs over my pussy, and I almost gasp. I barely manage to suppress the sound.
A breeze snakes along my thigh, filtering through the silk that covers my crotch, lifting the fabric a little. A thin cushion of air quivers just above my clit.
Teeth clenched, I look down. Gauzy tendrils of blue light are curling from the Captain’s fingers, disappearing between my thighs.
Fuck him, he’s cheating.
Another tendril of the magical breeze squirms deeper between my legs, gaining entrance to my opening no matter how firmly I press my thighs together. The air is a concentrated force, an invisible finger probing into me, nosing through my channel, flexing and thrusting. Meanwhile the bit of air over my clit forms a tiny tornado, silently buzzing, humming, pulsing—I’m helpless to the stimulation—I can’t stop my body from—
Pleasure rips through my clit and floods my lower belly. It’s a sudden, searing orgasm, forced out of me by clever magic.
Forget Bash’s cock. I clamp my hand over his thigh instead, clutching it hard, sinking my nails into his flesh as viciously as I can in the frenzied effort to be silent and expressionless while I come. It’s a monumental effort to stay unnoticed—and it’s useless, because as the orgasm fades, my vagina expels the air he put into it.
Expels it loudly. So loudly everyone at the table looks our way.
Bash pats his stomach with a grin. “That was me, lads and ladies. Apologies. Never eat beans for breakfast.”
The pirates erupt in laughter, and I sit frozen on Bash’s knee.
He spared me from embarrassment. Not that I haven’t been embarrassed by worse than a little pussy flatulence; but in this setting, with these people, it would have stricken me, and somehow he knew that.
“As much as I love a good story and a merry meal, you said you’ve been looking for me,” Bash reminds the pirate captains. “Is there news I should know?”
Ana and Rinori exchange glances.
“It’s a rumor, received third-hand from a dubious acquaintance,” says Rinori. “Regarding the Iron Minstrel.”
Bash’s whole body stiffens, tension thrumming through his limbs into mine. Judging by his reaction, the ship they named is important. At least I’m guessing it’s a ship.
“She be taking a course through Harrow’s Labyrinth,” Ana says, her gaze locked with Bash’s. “They say she’s aiming to avoid the eye of a certain pirate captain who haunts the Straits and the slavers’ usual routes.”
“Trying to avoid me, is she?” Dark glee threads through Bash’s voice. “Fat chance of that.”
“Harrow’s Labyrinth, Captain,” Faris says quietly.
“That’s right.” Atticus rises, planting both huge tattooed fists on the table. “We all know what lurks in those waters. They’re mad to pass that way, and you’re mad to think of chasing ’em. Tell him, Cal. You’re the one what told me stories of that place.”
Cal flips a thin piece of metal between his fingers—an iron quill of some kind. “Just stories, Atticus.”
“But there’s truth in ’em.”
“More truth than in most of the tales I tell,” Cal admits. “It’s a dangerous place, Captain.”
“But you can get us there—get us through,” Bash says. “You’re the best steersman and navigator in this part of the Shorn Seas, Cal. I trust you. And I trust this ship.” He turns his gaze on Brom. “What of our lady the Fate? Can she handle a little more speed, and a battle to follow?”
Brom’s mouth works meditatively for a few seconds under his silver beard. “Aye. She’ll do.”
“Fuckin’ aye!” exclaims Silas, leaping up. “It’s a chase and a battle we’ll be havin’! Thank you, fair captains, for your news.”
“Our pleasure.” Rinori kisses her hand to him.
“Brom, see to the ship,” Bash orders. “Silas, tell the men where we’re headed, and have them ready their weapons and then rest awhile so they’re fresh for battle. Atticus, you and Red prepare the guns and check the powder stores. Cal, chart a new course. Faris, we’ll need an ample supply of potions and poultices. We’re bound to come out of this with some wounds. I’ll see these ladies back to their vessel.”
Bash tips me off his knee as he rises. I’m surprised to see that his pants are dry—just the faintest spot or two on the crotch. He must have used a little air magic to dry them during the discussion. I didn’t notice—too occupied by the conversation and the afterglow of my surprise climax.
I watch from the quarterdeck as Bash says farewell to the pirate women, and I wave to them as they swing back over to their ship. It’s a mark of their friendship with Bash that they came over to our vessel unaccompanied and unprotected. Or maybe they are simply formidable enough that they don’t need men to defend them.
I want to be like that. Self-sufficient, strong, a good fighter. I already know how to move my body—why not learn new aspects of what it can do? Use it for defense as well as allure?
Maybe I can ask someone aboard to teach me combat skills. Silas, Atticus—or the Captain himself. Though he’s probably too busy to teach me anything. Probably doesn’t consider me worth teaching.
Cal has taken over from the man at the helm—the rugged, dark-haired pirate I agreed to entertain. He’s standing awkwardly nearby, obviously waiting for my signal.
The familiar sense of my feminine power comforts me, soothes the hurt from the scornful words of the Captain.
This, at least, I know how to do.
I curl my finger at the pirate, and he follows me down into the hold.
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I’ve been after the Iron Minstrel for a long time. It’s fast, propelled by the magic of another wind-wielder. Under the guise of a simple merchant vessel, it travels constantly back and forth between Knockaine and Thannira, sometimes with a stop or two at island ports. I’ve never been able to prove that it’s carrying slaves and drugs—the few times I’ve seen it in port, the goods being unloaded looked harmless. No matter how many times my men and I have tried to sneak aboard or follow it, the guards have deterred us or the ship itself has eluded us.
This time will be different. The Iron Minstrel will have to slow down to make it through Harrow’s Labyrinth, and then we’ll have her. I’ll need to fuck Risa a couple times to ensure my energy is filled to the brim. I can usually come two or three times in close succession—another unique quality of my magic. Faris thinks there are multiple gods in my ancestry, mixed into my human bloodline. Either Beirgid, goddess of health, growth, and fertility, or Aine, goddess of love, would explain the sexual aspect of my abilities, as well as the self-healing. Borrum, god of wind, could have yielded me my power over the air.
Since I never knew my mother, I’ve asked my father who she was. So far he has refused to tell me, but someday I hope to force the truth out of him.
After consulting with Cal about our new course and giving the sails a fresh burst of wind, I head for Risa’s cabin, aching to be inside her again. But she isn’t there.
Several quick strides bring me out on deck, but she’s not there, either.
Fine. I’ll fuck her down in the hold. I need to go below anyway, to check on those blasted prisoners. Maybe one of them will finally crack and give me information I can use against the Iron Minstrel.
After climbing down the steps, I cross the galley and open the door to the food storage area—only to stop short at the scene that greets me.
Risa kneels on the floor, blinking prettily up at one of my crewmen, who is coming in her mouth.
Fury boils up through my veins, a searing red haze in my brain. I reach down, grab Risa by the hair, and drag her away from the sailor. She gasps and chokes a little.
“Spit it out!” I roar. “Spit it out, now!”
She spits the cum onto the floor, coughing.
I let go of her hair and round on the pirate, whose dick is still hanging out of his pants.
“Captain,” he says, eyes wide with terror. “Captain, I paid from my wages. I thought—”
“Get out of my sight before I rip your dick off,” I snarl.
He scrambles away, clawing his pants into place.
“What the fuck was that?” Risa is still on the floor, glaring up at me.
I can’t answer. Rage thunders in my chest.
“I was only doing my job,” she snaps. “Remember, the one you hired me to do? You said I could choose which crew members to entertain. That man was my choice.”
I can’t argue with her logic. So I slam my fist into the wall, denting the wood.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she gasps.
Teeth gritted, I reach down and seize her beautiful hair in my fist again. With my other hand I loosen my pants and pull out my cock. “Open.”
She keeps her teeth clamped together, even when I shake her by the hair. “Open, Risa.”
“No.” Teeth still gritted.
“Fine.” I drag my hand along the burning length of my cock, aiming it at her face. “You’ll take this from me, and you won’t wipe it off until I say you can. Understand?”
“You’re an animal,” she hisses. Her cheeks are scarlet, her eyes bright.
She teased me unbearably in the navigation room, and though I played her right back, I’ve been hungry for her since the moment she sashayed into that room, intent on joining the meeting. And then she had the audacity to take someone else in her mouth? By the old gods’ bones, it makes me angrier than I’ve been in months.
I stroke my cock faster. Great broken breaths heave from my lungs as I grip her hair, holding her face ready.
The orgasm cracks through me with heart-jerking violence. She startles and blinks as the first line of cum hits her face. I come on her, jet after jet of cum, until my balls are drained and her mouth is glazed with milky white.
This release did nothing for my magic—I have to be inside her to absorb her energy. Still, it’s fucking satisfying.
A long groan of relief, of possession, rolls from my chest.
“Feel better?” she says through her cum-coated lips.
“Yes.”
“Are you going to do that every time I service one of the crew?”
I don’t know how to answer, so I bark, “Get up. You’ll spend the afternoon on deck so I can make sure you don’t disobey me and wipe it off.”
She walks in front of me, through the gun room, past Atticus and Red, who are prepping the guns. Atticus notes the state of her face and turns away, his jaw set, while Red stares openly.
As Risa starts to climb the ladder, her skirts part, revealing her long, silky legs. From the set of her shoulders, I can tell she’s seething.
Atticus looks over his shoulder at us. I see him pause for a moment, as if he’s memorizing Risa’s pose, her slim arms extended, delicate fingers gripping the ladder, one leg arched, bare feet poised. She’ll show up in one of his picture books, no doubt.
If he sells that story to anyone but me, I’ll have to kill him.
“Did you ever make Merrina do this?” Risa gestures to the cum on her mouth and cheeks. Her hazel eyes meet mine, afire with disapproval.
“Up the ladder. Now. And if I see you touch your face, I’ll fuck you in front of the whole crew. Understand?”
She climbs the ladder quickly, reaching the sunlit deck a few seconds before I do. Some of the men are tending the sails, making the most of the wind I set in motion. It will last a few more hours before I need to renew it. Between now and then, I need to have her. I need to be buried deep inside her while she arches that pretty upper lip in disdain, while she glares at me with those eyes of emerald and golden-brown—eyes like sun-dappled noon in a green forest—
What am I thinking?
And what the fuck is she doing?
She’s walking straight across the deck to the side of the ship. She climbs onto the railing, and even as I shout for her to stop, she dives off the side.
I’m there in a second, throwing aside my coat and hat, tearing off my boots and belt. My foot slams onto the railing as I spring after her. Arrow-straight, I slice into the water.
There’s a warm current in this part of the sea, so the shock isn’t too bad. I rise, bobbing above the surface, scanning the surf.
At first I don’t see her, and it terrifies me. I send a blast of wind over the surface, clearing aside the froth until I glimpse something scarlet. Arm over arm, I swim toward that spot.
She’s under the waves, so I dive as well, gritting my teeth as the salt sears my eyes.
Risa’s crimson hair floats around her face in a silken cloud. Her scanty skirts rise around her waist, revealing her bare pussy and her long legs. Her eyes are open despite the sting of the saltwater.
She looks like a goddess of the sea.
I glare at her through the blue, and she smiles, a flood of bubbles escaping her lips.
She washed off my cum. Without touching her face.
She’s challenging me without actually disobeying me.
And she’s mad. Raving mad, because she leaped into the sea from a fast-moving ship.
I swim to her, catch her by the waist, and pull her above the surface with me. She sucks in a huge breath, blinking away glittering drops.
“Fuck,” I gasp, shaking water out of my own eyes. “What were you thinking?”
The Reaper’s Fate has already skimmed far away. It will take the crew a while to wrestle against the magical headwind, turn the vessel, and get back to us. Mentally I snap the tether connecting me to the wind, so it will die down and my men can get control of the ship faster.
Risa’s red hair is slicked to her scalp, and water glosses her cheeks and lips. Her clothing is soaked, melted to nearly nothing. As I hold her against me, I can feel every lush curve, and the tiny pebbled nipples pressed to my chest.
“You’re lucky no monsters haunt these parts,” I tell her. “We’ll have to wait until the crew comes back for us. So you have time to explain yourself. Was defying me worth risking your life?”
Her lips tighten.
When she doesn’t reply, I release her with a huff of frustration, expecting her to tread water—but she shudders and reaches for me, fear fracturing her eyes. “I can’t swim! Please hold me.”
I wrap an arm around her, pulling her close to my body again. I’ll have to tread water for both of us. “You can’t swim, yet you jumped overboard?”
“I wanted to see if you’d come after me.” She looks up into my eyes, mischief and sadness mingled in her gaze. “I wanted to know if you really meant what you said—that I’m nothing, worthless to you, except as a slot for your dick.”
“You’re a person,” I tell her. “Every person has worth. Even mad women who jump overboard.”
“But compared to the Pirate Queen, I’m a worm.” The look she gives me is cunning now, and curious.
“I was wrong to say that. I ask your forgiveness.” Through my clenched teeth, I speak the truth I hate. “Anyway, the Pirate Queen belongs to someone else.”
My heart swells sore at the words, even as I unfurl a little magic to steady the water around us and smooth out some of the larger swells. The fangs of a desire I can’t quench have ravaged me inside for longer than I like to admit.
“Tell me about her,” Risa says. “How long have you known her?”
It sounds so stupid when I say it aloud. That’s why Faris is the only other person I’ve told.
“I met her once,” I grit out. “She barely knows I exist.”
“Oh.” She’s clinging to my shoulders now, so I can use both arms and legs to tread water and keep us afloat. Her face is much too close to mine. Glittering water beads on her pale skin, making her look like a crystallized siren of the deep.
Her beauty hurts me deeply, delves inside me like a silver spade intent on uprooting the obsession I’ve held for so long.
So I look away from her, over the undulating swells of gleaming water, to the distant shape of the Reaper’s Fate. Out here, afloat on the vast belly of the mighty ocean, separated from my ship and my men, I feel wretchedly vulnerable. I despise the feeling, and yet it loosens my tongue, spurs me to spill more of my heart into the strange quiet of the sunlit sea.
“I met her when I took my commission from the Pirate King.” The words tug from my soul as if they’re splinters Risa is pulling out of my heart, one by one. “The captains who sail under the flag of the Pirate King pay him a toll, and in exchange we gain benefits, like the aid of other ships that fly the Crowned Skull-and-Bones. The other captains have my back, and I have theirs. There’s also a network of havens, taverns, and ports that are friendly to us and give us discounted goods, lodging, food, and service in exchange for the Pirate King’s clemency and patronage.”
Risa nods encouragingly, so I continue.
“The Pirate King’s ships have a home port at the pirate city of Ravensbeck, and each captain gets a room in the Ravensbeck vaults to store their personal share of the loot. But the location of Ravensbeck is meant to be a strict secret. Every man, woman, or child who enters that place must be tattooed if they wish to leave—tattooed with a magical vow that they will never reveal its location. It’s a protective measure for the Pirate King’s fleet. Because of my impervious flesh, I can’t be tattooed, so I’ve never been allowed to visit Ravensbeck. I’m the only captain flying the Pirate King’s flag who hasn’t been there, who doesn’t get to store his treasure in those great vaults.”
“It makes you feel different, and alone,” she says softly.
“I’m a fucking pirate captain,” I retort. “I’m not alone. And different is better—sets you above the rest. The Pirate King gave me a special dispensation—if I sail under his flag and prove my loyalty by completing a certain mission, he will allow me to sail in and out of Ravensbeck freely, even without a tattoo. I’ve done so well that he sent me a letter two months ago, with a medallion and his gift of the official title ‘Pirate Lord.’ A mark that I’m gaining his favor.”
My lip curls—I can’t help it. Much as I admire the Pirate King, I hate him, too. He has everything I want to possess.
“Back when the Pirate King first gave me my ship and my commission, I met him in person at one of his favorite ports,” I continue. “The Pirate Queen was with him. She christened the ship. Congratulated me, smiled at me, even let me kiss her hand. There was a feast on deck afterward, and I got to sit near her, a few seats away. I watched her throughout the meal. I’d never seen a woman like that, with her hair shining like blood under the sun, and her freckled skin. Her joy and strength and beauty overcame me, as it were. She and the Pirate King had a quick bout of swordplay after the meal—they were equals in skill, but she won. He kissed her afterward, and I thought my heart would crack, I wanted her so badly. And I wanted to be him, king of it all, with the power to control others, to extend his influence across oceans, to deny admittance to his city—to kiss her whenever he liked. She has magic, too, you know. A remarkable woman—the very best. And that’s what I want—the best. I’ll settle for nothing less.”
When my gaze returns to Risa, my heart nearly stops. The sunlight is shining full in her eyes, turning them glassy and golden, with streaks of green fire. Her full lips are parted, showing the gap between her front teeth.
“There are things I crave as well,” she says. “Safety. Choice. An education. Wealth. The security of those I care for. You can understand that, can’t you? Whatever we do in pursuit of those goals—it’s necessary.”
“Necessary,” I echo. In the daze of her beauty, blue light is leaking out of me—the last bits of my magic, since I put so much into speeding the ship along its new course.
“Shit.” I try to halt the outflow of power, but it’s too late. “I was using magic to smooth the water for us, but I’m empty now. Hold on tight—the swells could get rough.”
“Should we try to swim for the ship?”
“I’m strong, but I can’t swim that far with both of us,” I reply. “Best to wait here. They won’t leave us behind.”
“If you had more magic, could we use it to get closer to the ship? Or smooth the waves again?” She holds my gaze, her pink tongue tracing her lower lip.
“To gain more energy, I’d need to fuck, and we can’t fuck in the ocean,” I point out.
A smirk curves her mouth. “I’ve never tried it. But I believe anyone can fuck anywhere. All it takes is persistence and creativity.”
Risa tightens her left hand on my shoulder and reaches underwater with her other hand, tugging at the buttons of my pants. With a little effort on her part, they yield.
It’s the strangest feeling—treading water, my head and shoulders above the surface; but in the rippling gloom beneath the waves, I can feel Risa’s slim fingers creeping into my pants, circling my soft cock, drawing it out.
I barely manage to keep moving my arms and legs rhythmically as she begins stroking me under the water. Her scanty dress has sagged low, revealing both her breasts—pale, shining globes, her tight pink nipples bobbing at the liquid edge of the water. The longer I watch them, mesmerized, the harder my cock grows. Lucky for us, the sea is warmer here, thanks to a current coming from the underwater volcanoes to the east. If the water was freezing, I don’t think even her ministrations could make me hard.
“See?” croons Risa, her fingers caressing the underside of my cock. “This will work. I’ll just tuck you inside—don’t let me drown.”
“I won’t,” I promise in a strangled voice.
She wraps her legs around my waist and reaches between our bodies to feed my cock into herself. Entering her feels rubbery at first, but she’s slick deep inside, and I shudder at the exquisite sensation, forgetting to tread water for a moment.
We dip beneath the waves, but I push us both back up quickly with firm strokes of my arms.
Risa is locked around me, clinging tight. “Don’t do that again,” she gasps.
“I’ll try not to.”
“Just keep us up, and I’ll do the rest.”
I can’t answer her, because she’s fucking herself on me, using my body for leverage, synchronizing each flex of her hips so it coincides with my movements as I tread water. It’s a clumsy motion, but so effective I have to fight to stay in control, to stay afloat… stay… stay focused… shit…
How does she feel so good, even here, even with the awkwardness of what we’re doing?
Risa slides one hand to my chest and circles my nipple with her thumbnail. I’ve always been sensitive to nipple play, and the touch drives me higher, closer to the peak. I’m about to come, right here, in the middle of the ocean, with the fresh, salty breeze in my lungs and the sun on my skin and this beautiful girl working her hips against me—goddess—fuck—
“I’m going to come,” I gasp. “Keep—keep moving—keep touching me—”
My whole body bucks as the orgasm begins—I forget to move my limbs—and as we plunge under the surface, Risa panics.
She’s flailing, struggling, her body galvanized with frantic strength. I’m underwater, the ocean gurgling in my ears, bubbles and froth clouding my vision. I think I inhaled some water—I can’t breathe, can’t expel bubbles, can’t figure out whether I’m still inside her—I think I am—we’re still locked together, but she’s pushing me down, using me as a raft, climbing on top of me in her desperation for air.
My body continues the orgasm, holding me captive to pleasure even as my lungs tighten.
Magic, where’s my magic—I can’t—
Can’t breathe—
I thrash, trying to orient myself, trying to reach for the quivering rays of sunlight, but Risa’s hand plants itself on my face, pushing me under. She’s still panicking. She needs to calm down.
Crimson is creeping along the edges of my vision. My chest is going to crack apart—I have to breathe, have to let the ocean in.
I’ll survive it…
Won’t I?
My mouth opens, and the sea rushes in.
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Years ago, I saw two men drown in the bay of Knockaine.
One fell in, and the other tried to save him. The first man was wild with panic, and ended up shoving the other beneath the surface for too long.
People stood along the docks and ship railings, watching while they both died. No one else jumped in to help. I wanted to, but Sylvie held me back. Said she couldn’t risk losing my wages.
I lied to Bash when I told him I couldn’t swim. Leaping overboard was part of a plan I concocted while the scruffy helmsman was washing his dick, right before our little interlude in the storage room. Granted, I didn’t intend to put the plan into action so soon—I was going to “accidentally” fall overboard later in the day—but then Bash gave me an opportunity I couldn’t pass up.
I knew he’d jump in after me. He has a need to rescue people. And I knew the ship would sail on, that he and I would be left alone in the water awhile. The rest took improvisation—I had to lead him gently toward the idea of fucking in the sea, so he wouldn’t suspect anything but a desire to refuel his magic and get back to the ship as quickly as possible.
When his climax hit, he couldn’t hold us both above the surface. We sank, as I thought we would, and at that moment I pretended to panic. I mimicked the mindless frenzy of a drowning person, shoving him recklessly beneath the waves.
That’s what I have to keep doing—holding him down, pretending I’m out of my mind with fear.
It isn’t hard to feign panic in this situation. The vast expanse of the ocean terrifies me, and more terrifying still is the idea that somewhere, way down below my flailing legs, there are living things. Creatures, monsters. Things that wriggle and bite.
I can’t worry about them now, because Bash is still fighting me—weakly, but he hasn’t given up. Lucky for me, pleasure and shock prevented him from struggling with all his strength. I think he inhaled water when he first went under.
In case he survives this, he can’t suspect I’m holding him down on purpose. He has to think I’m scared beyond reason. And his crew must believe it, too, or they will kill me when they find us.
How long do you have to hold an invincible pirate underwater before he drowns? Is he only vulnerable during the actual orgasm, or during the afterglow as well? I suppose I’ll know soon enough.
His body jerks under me, the last spasms of a dying man, and then he goes still.
Slowly, his body begins to sink.
Triumph and terror clash in my heart as I take a quick gulp of air and follow him below the surface. I have to know if I did it, if I actually managed to kill him.
Despite the sting of the sea, I force my eyes to stay open. In the gilded sunbeams filtering through the water I see him, floating motionless and beautiful, eyes closed, long limbs splayed as his body drifts slowly down into the dark.
It hurts me to think of that lovely, strong body stilled forever, that husky voice quieted. No more breath lifting his sculpted chest, no more light in his brown eyes. Fish will nibble at him, gnawing him down to bones.
I think I’m crying, but the ocean swallows my tears.
I barely know him—I don’t like him. Not even after he confessed all of that to me, about the woman he’s wanted for years, about the life and the power he craves.
It’s better this way. One less pirate to terrorize the Shorn Seas. I’ve done a good thing. I’m saving Sylvie and Aisu, claiming a better destiny for myself…
Guilt claws through my gut. Should I dive after him? But my lungs are already tightening, and I need another breath. By the time I descend again, he will be too far away.
It’s over. It’s done.
Aching for air, I turn toward the surface—but three dark shapes appear, outlined against the blue glimmer as they swim down to me. Three of the pirates from the Reaper’s Fate.
One of them grabs my arm and drags me upward, while the other two dive for Bash’s disappearing figure.
Salt sears the inside of my nose as I break the surface. I choke and gasp, clinging to my rescuer—Cal.
“Easy, lass, easy.” Securing a one-armed grip on my neck and shoulder, he tows me toward the ship, where three thick ropes trail in the water. He grips one, wraps it twice around both of us, and shouts, “Up she goes!”
“Steady there, and heave ho!” bellows someone above.
My feet and my arm scrape against the hull as Cal and I are hauled up. I tumble onto the deck, shaking, conscious of silent stares from the pirates.
Faris kneels in front of me, jerking my chin up with his hand. A hannas stick is clamped between his teeth. “What happened?”
This is the moment I’ve been dreading. I must tell the story exactly right, or I’ll be hung, or forced to walk the plank.
“The Captain told me I had to walk around with his cum on my face all day, that I couldn’t wash it off,” I confess. “It made me angry, so I jumped into the sea to defy him. I can swim, but not well. He jumped in after me, to save me.” I release a sob. “I shouldn’t have done it—I didn’t realize the ship would sail away so quickly. We had sex in the ocean so he could refill his magic and get us back to the ship faster, but while he was coming he took us both underwater, and I panicked. I wasn’t thinking. All I knew was I had to breathe—I don’t even remember what happened next, but I think he was under too long…oh gods…” I burst into sobs—real ones, because I can’t shake the image of Bash’s handsome face vanishing into the depths.
“Fuck me,” Faris says hoarsely. Red whimpers, clutching one of his charms.
There’s a scuffle by the rail, more hauling and shouting, and then Atticus and Silas drop Bash’s corpse onto the deck.
Faris lunges forward and crashes to his knees beside the Captain. I don’t get a chance to see what he’s doing, because Atticus seizes me by the neck, drags me to my feet, and rams my spine against the mast. Seawater streams from his blond beard, and his eyes are stricken with pain.
“What have you done?” he bellows. “I’ve a mind to toss you over the side now, you treacherous bilge-snake!”
“Belay that!” roars Silas, striding forward and shoving Atticus away from me. I crumple to the deck. “She’ll tell her side of it, and then we’ll judge the truth.”
“She nearly drowned too,” Cal interjects. “She told her story, just now.” He repeats what I said, choosing words that make me seem even more foolish and helpless. Which is a good thing, I suppose, if I want to live. I can’t have them thinking I’m the sort of conniving bitch who arranged that scenario so I could kill the Captain.
A retching, splattering sound draws everyone’s attention away from me. Faris has Bash on his side, and Bash—gods preserve me, he’s spitting out seawater.
He fucking survived.
Relief rushes over me, but it’s immediately followed by a wave of frustration and disappointment. All that effort, that danger, and I didn’t manage to kill him. Now I’ll have to do it messily, with a knife, while he’s inside me. Blood and blades are much more difficult to explain than an accident at sea.
The crew have forgotten me entirely. They’re crowding round the Captain and Faris, praising the healer and welcoming Bash back from the dead. Red walks around the group, muttering prayers and tossing pinches of salt and herbs, kissing his jade antler charm between each verse of his chant.
Finally Silas shouts for quiet. “Hold your tongues, you lot of babbling muckrakers, or I’ll crack your skulls and have Cook fry up your brains for dinner! Let the Captain tell his tale, if he has the strength.”
I curl tighter into myself, still sitting against the mast. Between the legs of the pirates I glimpse Bash’s face as he speaks. He’s pale under his tan, obviously shaken.
“I demanded something of Risa that was not part of her contract,” he says. “To punish me for the insult, she leaped overboard, forcing me to follow and save her. We waited for the ship awhile, but then we decided to have a quick fuck in the sea, so I’d have enough magic to smooth the waves and speed our way back. But I couldn’t keep us both afloat, and she panicked. Could have happened to the best of us. Fear of a drowning death can steal the wits of the bravest sailor.”
“Aye, so it can,” affirms Cal. “I stand witness to the fact that she nearly drowned herself as well. But such things happen at sea, and there’s not a man-jack of us what hasn’t had one close call or another during our years before the mast. It’ll make a fine tale, it will! I’ve a feeling we’ll have stories aplenty by the time this pretty lass takes her leave of us, eh?” He winks at me, then jostles the elbow of the pirate nearest him.
Chuckles break out among the crew. Bash is helped to his feet and ushered off to his cabin, while Atticus approaches me, regret on his broad face.
“My temper got the best of me,” he says gruffly. “Apologies.”
I take his offered hand and climb to my feet. But I can’t manage to speak, so I only nod in response before creeping away to my room.
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I’ve barely finished changing into dry clothes when someone raps on the door, then shoves it partway open without waiting for an answer.
Cal slides through the aperture and shuts the door behind him. “We need to have a chat, you and I.”
“I need to rest,” I begin, but he cuts me off.
“I got to you first, in the sea. I reached you before they did, and I saw you, lass.”
A jittery panic races through my veins. I turn away from him, dividing my wet hair into sections and beginning to braid it. “What is it you think you saw?”
“You weren’t drowning. You were watching. You watched the Captain sink, and then turned as if you’d swim for the surface.”
“I think you misunderstood—”
Cal grabs me by the back of the neck and pulls me toward him. I start to cry out, but he clamps his other hand over my mouth.
His red beard brushes my cheek as he whispers, low and intense. “Don’t fucking lie to me, whore. You still want him dead. I don’t know why, nor do I care. The only reason I don’t tell the crew, the quartermaster, and the Captain himself is that you and I—we want the same thing. You’re my best chance of seeing it happen. Seeing him ended.” He bites out the last word, his spit flecking my face.
I’m panting, my spine curved backward by the force of his grip on my neck. When he removes his hand from my mouth, I choke out, “Why are you telling me this?”
“The Captain has an eye for you the way he didn’t for Merrina. You keep workin’ on him, and you’ll be able to sway him. If I tell you to suggest a certain port to him, or a certain route, you’ll do it. You won’t mention me—you’ll say the idea came from one of the other men, savvy?”
Swallowing, I nod. “I understand.”
“And you won’t try to kill him again until I say the word.”
“But I—”
Cal tightens his grip on my nape, and pain shoots through my spine.
“Yes, yes, I’ll wait for you to give the word,” I gasp.
“Good girl.” He lets me go, and I stagger to the bed, clasping the back of my neck.
“That might leave a bruise.” Cal jerks his chin toward me. “Keep it covered with your hair. Had to make my point, as it were. Now you and I can be friendly and work together, eh? You’re already damn friendly with my brother.”
“Red is sweet,” I say defensively.
“He’s soft in the head,” Cal retorts. “Don’t get any ideas about tricking him into trading his wages for your holes. And you won’t be taking none of my coin, neither. If I want your services, it’ll be free.”
My heart collapses a little, yielding to his threat. I’m familiar with submitting, with letting men take what they want from me.
I almost give in. My shoulders are slumped, my head bowed. Words of obedience quiver on my tongue.
But the spark of resistance that always lived in my soul has grown into a small flame, encouraged by my stay at the Orchid and my brief time aboard ship. I’m worth more than I thought. I can be assertive, and bold.
I straighten, lifting my chin as I glare at Cal. “Don’t push your luck. I’ll keep your secret, but you won’t be fucking me freely—in fact, you won’t be fucking me at all. Touch me again, and I’ll confess everything to the Captain, I swear. I have little to lose. Less than you do, anyway.”
He glares, but at that moment footsteps clomp past my cabin door, and he appears to think better of pressing the matter. After listening at the door for a moment, he leaves my room without another word.
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Silas helps me along the corridor, while Cal carries my hat, coat, boots, and belt. My lungs still feel sore and raw, and my head aches. Faris used his small amount of healing magic just to drag me back to life, and didn’t have enough left to ensure my comfort.
Once we reach my cabin, Faris shoos the others out. Then he shuts the door and rounds on me, his olive skin paler than I’ve ever seen it. “You’re a fucking idiot, Bash.”
“This is well known.”
“I almost couldn’t pull you back.” His voice trembles. “The lack of air left damage in your brain, which I had to heal. You’re only alive because of your gods-blood. I felt a thread of life in you, and I seized it, and I pulled—” He takes a long inhale of his hannas stick, then sways where he stands. Cursing, he stumbles to the swivel chair bolted to the floor by my desk, and he sits down heavily. “I pulled on that thread until I drained my own magic to nothing, and even then it almost wasn’t enough.”
“Thank you, my friend.”
“Don’t ever make me do that again. I’m exhausted now—I need to sleep and regain my energy. But before I do, you’re going to promise me you’ll find a different girl at the next port. This one’s not good for you.”
“It was a stupid accident, Faris.” I strip off my wet clothes and grab a fresh pair of trousers. “I shouldn’t have agreed to fuck her in the ocean. I should have known I couldn’t keep us both up. Of course she panicked when we went under—she’s never been out to sea. The vastness of it and the peril of drowning could twist anyone’s mind.”
Faris blows out a cloud of smoke. “I’m not sure she panicked.”
“You think she held me under on purpose?” I scoff. “You weren’t there. I felt her fear. She didn’t know what she was doing.”
“Whose idea was it to fuck in the open sea? Yours or hers?”
“Hers, but—”
“There it is.” He points the hannas stick at me. “She wants you dead, Bash.”
“But she has no motive. I don’t know her—never met her before that night. She’s far from the influence of whoever hired her, and we’re paying her well.” I hesitate, chewing my lip. “Maybe not well enough. Once we’ve dealt with the Iron Minstrel, we should make a stop at the Cove. If she is trying to kill me for a reward, I’ll give her enough jewels to drive any bounty right out of her mind.”
Faris closes his eyes, his expression one of supreme frustration. “You want to take her to our hideout? And you want to give her jewels?”
“I don’t believe she’s got murder on her mind,” I persist. “I doubt she even realizes I can be killed during an orgasm.”
“And in the moments immediately afterward, apparently.” Faris shakes his head. “If you won’t listen to reason, at least promise you’ll be careful around her. She’s a deeply wounded soul, Bash, and wounded souls are the most dangerous. Like injured animals, they’re apt to bite the hand that tries to help them.” He turns to leave, but adds, “Rest. Don’t think about managing the winds until you’ve slept awhile.”
I give him a mock salute. “Aye-aye, Captain.”
“Bastard,” he mutters, and closes the door behind him.
Sighing, I sit down on my bunk. Water drips from my hair onto my bare shoulders.
The incident in the ocean partially refilled my energy, but I’ll need more if I’m going to get the Reaper’s Fate back on track to intercept the Iron Minstrel. I’ll have to face Risa again, after I behaved like a jealous fool and then nearly killed both of us.
I remember what happened in the sea, but the edges are blurred. Perhaps death does that to memories. But I recall her panic, her body separating from mine, her limbs thrashing. She behaved like a frightened, drowning girl, not an assassin.
For several long minutes I try to sleep, but my brain keeps coming back to Risa like a shark to a bloody carcass. At last I fling myself off my bunk and head for the door, wearing only the pants I pulled on. I snatch a dagger from a drawer on my way out.
I can’t face Risa yet, but I can use this time to interrogate my prisoners. The truth about the Iron Minstrel and her cargo will be mine, if I have to carve it out of them.
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I should be resting, but I can’t. Every time I close my eyes I’m tortured by the image of Bash’s dead face in the water, his body sinking to the depths.
When I try to turn my mind elsewhere, I’m wracked by thoughts of Aisu suffering, of my mother’s cries of pain—so similar to the fake noises she makes when she’s being fucked.
I shouldn’t know what my mother looks and sounds like when she has a man inside her. My brain shouldn’t churn with vile memories of stubby dirt-seamed fingers squishing my breasts, stinking cocks wedged into my pussy, ragged nails scraping over my skin, vomit flooding my throat after a client made me gag on his dick. My most vivid childhood memories shouldn’t involve the seedy insides of a brothel or the stink of the playhouse I built from refuse in the back alley.
What memories do normal women have? Schoolyards and farmyards? Sunny lawns and cool lakes? Laughter and bedtime stories?
I learned to swim in the tepid water of a bathhouse. Got my schooling from the tattooed, sweaty matron who worked at the dice house next door and taught me the basics for a few coins a week. My bedtime lullabies were moans and cries from the denizens of The Winking Siren, filling my ears as I curled up on the crusty sheets of whatever bed happened to be unoccupied.
I should be able to sleep on these smooth sheets, in my own cabin. But since Cal’s visit, my cabin feels less safe.
Why does Cal want Bash dead? I can’t imagine what his motive might be.
So far, the people who crave the Captain’s demise seem worse than he is. I need to find out the truth about him, and to do that I need more information from both sides—those who like him and those who don’t.
The Captain is resting now, and the crew are busy getting us back on course. It’s the perfect time to slip below and question those prisoners. I’ll go to the galley, claim that I’m hungry, and take a little food with me to the brig. Maybe I can exchange the food for some information.
I’m wearing simple clothes—soft leggings and a loose, thin tunic. My loosely woven braid covers most of the bruise Cal left. I hunt down a floppy cap I found earlier and pull it on. Hopefully I’ll be nondescript enough to avoid notice as I cross the deck.
To my relief, the crew are all too busy to mark my appearance or my descent belowdecks—except for Red, who is busy chalking symbols onto the boards, right where Bash’s body was. Red looks up, right in the middle of dribbling herbs over a symbol, and he meets my eyes. When I hold a finger to my lips, he flushes slightly, nods, and goes back to his ritual.
In the galley, a handful of pirates are talking and playing a game of cards, but most are resting. We’ve lost time today, so we’ll be running fast tonight, which will require more hands on deck. They’re taking advantage of these quiet hours, until Bash’s magic is replenished and he sets the winds again.
The Captain can’t have fully refilled his power during that interrupted session in the sea, which means he will need to fuck me soon. I don’t know if I can face him. When he spoke to the crew, he seemed convinced my drowning him was an accident; but what if, deep down, he suspects the truth? What will I say if he challenges me? Will I be able to lie to his face?
Lying might be easier on a full stomach. I set my cap on a table and approach the cookhouse cautiously, eyeing the mass of congealed rice, oily mushrooms, and fatty sausage sitting in a pot on the counter.
The skinny cook plucks at his greasy mustache, looking me up and down. “What is it you be wanting?”
“Something to eat,” I venture.
He points to the rice glop.
I wince. “Anything else?”
“Oh, you’re too good for this, eh? The whore from the docks needs to be eatin’ something finer? I’ve got just the thing to tickle your innards, as it were.”
He reaches under the counter and pulls out two large, dripping clams, except they’re not like any clams I’ve seen—they’re larger, misshapen. The cook sets them down on the counter, jabs a dirty knife into the crack of one shell, and pries it open. The creature inside wriggles frantically, its gray jellylike appendages glistening as it squeaks in terror.
“Gelligants. Shellfish from Caligo. Got these off a ship we captured. Ever tasted one?”
“No.” I recoil a step.
“They’re delicious raw. A delicacy. I’ll carve one out for you.”
I can’t tell if he honestly thinks he’s doing me a favor with this “delicacy” or if he’s trying to disgust me. “I’d just like some bread, if you have it. Maybe some of the cheese and fruit I saw earlier, in the navigation room?”
“That’s captain’s and first officers’ fare. You ain’t approved for that.” He tosses the gelligants back under the counter with a splosh—he must keep them in a bucket back there. “You’ll have what’s on tap. I’ll throw in a couple ship’s biscuits cause I’m feelin’ generous.” He scoops a blob of the rice-and-mushroom mess into a wooden bowl, sticks two dry biscuits into the blob, and hands me the dish.
“Do you have a spoon?”
He glares, then begins rummaging under the counter. “Fine lady needs a spoon. Pretty little whore can’t get no crumbs on her pretty fingers, oh no. But I’ll bet you’ve stuck those fingers up an asshole or two, eh? Not too finicky for that, are ye?”
Enough with this bastard. I lean over the counter, lowering my lashes and shifting my voice into a sultry cadence. I tap my fingers lightly on the wooden work surface. “Is that what you like? You want these little fingers in your tight asshole? Could you come like that, with my fingers inside you, and your cock pumping in my mouth?” I slide my tongue along my lower lip.
The cook gapes at me.
“Would you come down my throat?” I say softly. “Would you watch me… swallow every drop… like this?” He’s leaning toward me, mesmerized—I tip up my chin and swallow slowly, and his eyes glaze over at the movement of my throat. He shudders slightly, and then he turns and reaches into a basket. Wordlessly he hands over a ripe plum.
“Thank you,” I murmur, giving him a wink.
I saunter out of the galley, feeling quite pleased with myself. I’ll save the plum for later and use the greasy glop to bribe the prisoners.
I descend into the hold and light a candle. But as I’m working my way through the maze of cargo toward the back of the ship, I notice the glow of a lantern and catch the sound of a familiar voice.
The moment I recognize it, I blow out my candle and duck between two big crates.
I thought the Captain was resting. Why is he here?
The Captain’s voice is low, almost soothing, punctuated by the sobs of another man.
Cautiously I creep nearer, until I reach a pile of wooden boxes tied down with ropes. Cloaked in shadow, I peer around the edge of a box.
The sobs are coming from the ragged man I spoke with when I first came down here—the one who said he used to be a ship’s captain. Bash has taken him out of his cell and chained him to the wall. I didn’t even notice the shackles there on my first visit.
The light of a nearby lantern spills over the captive. He’s naked, streaked with his own filth. Blood drips from small cuts on his chest and belly. He has several tattoos along his right side, and more on his left hip and thigh.
Bash stands nearby, clad only in a pair of loose pants that hang low on his hips. He’s twirling a dagger in his hand and talking meditatively, almost companionably.
“I really don’t enjoy taking such extreme measures,” he says. “You and I both know that cumming in your cell is one of the last earthly pleasures you possess. But when I think about all the places your dick has been—the women who screamed as you invaded them—well, then I don’t feel so bad about castrating you.”
“No,” whimpers the prisoner. “Please, gods, no.”
Bash’s hand moves so fast I barely see it. A slash opens along the prisoner’s cheek, oozing crimson blood.
“How dare you invoke the gods?” Bash grits out. “As if they’d take pity on a child-stealing piece of shit like you. I’m the only god who should matter right now. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll leave your dick intact.”
The prisoner is sobbing, drooling. “I won’t tell you anything.”
“I don’t understand your stubbornness, I really don’t.” Bash crouches, poking the man’s flaccid penis with the tip of his dagger. “Do you fear retribution if you reveal this secret? Trust me, no one else will do anything worse to you than what I’ll do if you keep resisting. Tell me about the wind-wielder on the Iron Minstrel. Tell me about the ship’s secret cargo, and her routes. Tell me what the vessel’s weaknesses are.”
The prisoner’s mouth opens, and the cords of his throat stand out rigid. It’s as if he’s straining to speak.
Gingerly Bash lifts the man’s penis and sets the knife-edge against the base, in the nest of dark hair. “Would you rather I cut it off in bits, or all at once? Maybe I should peel it like a potato.”
“I won’t—won’t—I can’t,” gasps the man.
Something clicks in my mind—something Bash told me.
Every person who enters Ravenbeck must be tattooed with a magical vow that they will never reveal its location.
I’ve heard of people with tattoo magic. They are among the rarest magic-wielders in our entire world. When a tattoo mage uses their ability on someone, that person is bound to any vow they speak during the tattoo’s creation. Which makes that sort of wielder among the most dangerous in existence.
Hastily I set down the food and the unlit candle, and I step out from behind the crates. “He really can’t tell you,” I say.
Bash startles, nicking the prisoner’s flesh a little. “Fuck, Risa!” He rises from his crouch to face me, and I can’t help letting my gaze trail over his well-cut chest before I meet his eyes. My heart thumps harder, impulsively, as if it’s trying to get to him. I’m glad you’re alive, I’m so glad you’re alive…
I push away the thought and explain. “He’s got a magical tattoo, like the ones you told me about. Someone has bound him to secrecy.”
Bash’s eyes light up with the realization. “Shit. I should have realized that.” He glances back at the prisoner, who is sagging with relief in his chains. “Took a page out of the Pirate King’s rule-book, did they? No wonder I’ve had such trouble finding these slavers. The ships we’ve captured so far were mostly luck—we caught them in the Straits—but I haven’t been able to get the captains to tell me anything.”
“They didn’t warn you they were magically tattooed against interrogation?”
“Part of their vow must have included not speaking about the tattoos.” Bash notches his dagger under the prisoner’s chin and tips his face up. “Are you tattooed with any magical vows?”
The man winces, struggles, then gasps. “No.”
“I’ll be damned.” Bash steps back again, twirling the knife. “Well, he’s got a number of tattoos. Difficult to tell which one holds the vow. I suppose I’ll have to cut them all off.”
Cold shock vibrates through my limbs. “What?”
“If another magic-wielder or a sorcerer tries to interfere with a binding tattoo, the tattoo’s bearer dies,” Bash explains. “But maybe if I cut all his tattoos off, he can talk.”
“Wouldn’t someone have tried that already? If magical tattoos could be broken simply by removing the tattooed skin, they wouldn’t be very useful.”
Bash hooks an eyebrow at me, smiling. “Clever minnow. And you’re right, there’s probably not much chance of breaking the magic. But if he can’t tell me anything, it’s no use keeping him alive. I may as well try the experiment, on the off chance I can get something out of him. Either way, he won’t live to see the end of the hour.”
The prisoner is sobbing wretchedly now, and I cringe at the sound. “There’s going to be a lot of blood.”
“That there is. You should go.” Bash turns back to the prisoner, and my stomach clenches at the cool, casual way he studies his captive’s skin, pondering which bit he should slice off first.
It’s the first time I’ve witnessed how violent and bloodthirsty he can be. He didn’t gain the title “Pirate Lord” through acts of kindness.
“Why do you want to know about this ship—the Iron Minstrel?” I ask. “Why do you pursue slavers?”
Bash turns around again, slowly. “We take their cargo, kill the crew, and burn the ships. We’re pirates, darling.”
“Yes, I know, but—what about the slaves?”
His brown eyes hold mine, glowing with an emotion I can’t read. “What do you think we do with them?”
My throat goes dry, and I can barely manage the words because I’m so afraid of the reply. “Do you sell them?”
If he says no, I’m not sure I’ll be able to kill him. And that will spell certain doom for Sylvie and Aisu.
But if he says yes, my heart will crack wide open and weep tears of blood. Because I’ve done the thing Bess warned me against—I’ve let my walls dissolve. I’ve begun to care about the men aboard this ship. And I don’t want them to be monsters.
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I should tell Risa exactly what we do with the slaves we rescue. But an obstinate, devilish part of me wants to keep her guessing. She’s looking for a reason to like me or hate me—she has a moral code, this wounded soul from the docks of Knockaine, and she wants to know if I’m worthy of her respect—or if I’m the most depraved kind of monster.
Hiding the truth from her is twisted, demented. But maybe I want her to discover it for herself. Maybe I want her to hate me, yet desire me anyway. Maybe I want to know that she craves me helplessly, against her own will and morality, against all reason. Maybe I want to be the object of a passion so fierce, so reckless, that no sin of mine could ever quench it.
Or maybe, if she thinks I’m a monster and treats me as such, I’ll be in less danger of having every waking thought occupied by her face, her form, her voice, and her eyes. Risa is a distraction, but her hatred could clarify my purpose again, and drive me back to my one true obsession—the Pirate Queen.
“Do you sell the slaves?” Risa persists. Her features are tight with anxiety.
I saunter toward her, spinning the blood-wet knife. “I’m not a good man, Risa. Money, magic, power, and pleasure—these are the only languages I speak.”
Horror floods her gaze, and she starts to recoil from me—but then she pauses, and she peers into my eyes.
“You like to rescue people,” she says quietly. “That’s one of the first things you told me about yourself. Your men said it, too, except I didn’t let it sink in, that night. I was too cold, wretched, and scared. But they said you react with pity, then anger, and then you do something stupid.”
“Who said that? I’ll have him keelhauled.” But under my feigned offense, I’m shaken. The way she’s looking at me—it’s as if she’s opening up my soul and rummaging around, tossing aside all the terrifying facades I display and finding the tender, raw things that cower in the corners.
“Even the way you were talking to your captive just now—you despise what he’s done to the helpless. You abhor his cruelty. That’s why you treat him like this. It’s a kind of justice.” Risa is slinking toward me, and my heart hammers against my ribcage. She’s not wearing anything salacious—simple clothing—and yet my whole body is aflame, blood hot as lava racing along my veins.
“You’re not stealing the slaves and selling them yourself.” Risa is right in front of me now, her fingertips ghosting over my breast. “You’re saving them, aren’t you?”
“It’s the task given to me by the Pirate King,” I say hoarsely. “Clear the slavers out of the southern reaches of the Shorn Seas. Discover all ports of call on their routes, and unearth the hidden players in the sex-slave trade. Thannira is one major source and consumer, but there are more. I’m hunting them down.”
“You’re getting their attention. Drawing them out by burning their ships and taking their cargo,” she says.
“That’s right.”
Risa’s eyes sparkle with sudden joy, and she gives me a smile—wide, glorious, beautiful. I’ve never seen such a heart-stopping smile. “So you’re a good man.” And then her face falls, despair filling her gaze. “Fuck… you’re a good man.”
“I’m not, I swear. Watch me skin this bastard, and you’ll think differently.”
She sighs. “Too late. I believe in your goodness now. You can’t fool me.”
What thoughts caused her smile to disappear? I want to drive those thoughts out of her head. Heat rolls through my body—rage, disappointment, lust, and a strange, fierce yearning, blended into one volcano urge.
“A good man, am I?” I growl, throwing down my dagger. Its point sinks into the wooden floor. “Would a good man do this?”
Taking her thin tunic in both hands, I snap through the collar seam and rip it wide open. The sight of her bare breasts steals the remainder of my self-control, and I shove her back against a pile of crates, cupping one hand roughly between her legs, flexing my fingers against her pussy through her trousers.
“Bash,” she gasps, with an apprehensive look at the prisoner.
“Let him watch,” I growl against her neck.
“We haven’t talked about before—in the ocean—I’m sorry—”
“We were both stupid, and we nearly died. Let’s leave it at that.” The scent of her skin fills my nostrils—a delicate perfume Merrina used to wear. Somehow the fragrance is new on Risa—a different alchemy of the skin. The intimate sweetness of that scent drives me insane, and I tackle Risa to the floor, seize the waist of her pants, and tug them down.
She kicks at me, but when I look up at her, there’s a heated mischief in her eyes, a naughty smirk on her lips. It’s there for a bare second, then gone—but it’s enough to let me know she consents to this.
I drag her pants off completely and flip her over, a scant two strides away from the prisoner. Risa squirms away from me on her belly, but I tug her back by one ankle and smack her ass twice, loving the way her beautiful flesh quivers at the impact of my palm.
Hooking both hands around her hips, I jerk her ass up, until her bottom is high in the air. There’s glistening arousal between her pink pussy lips, and it’s all the encouragement I need.
With a groan of hunger, I plunge my face between her smooth thighs. She smells of the sea—salt, and a hint of fish, and crisp air. No elegant courtesan ever smelled so good to me, or tasted so delicious. I run my tongue along the slick groove of her sex, savoring every bit of her flesh.
“So good,” I murmur against her pussy, and she quivers—whimpers, a sweet helpless sound that hardens my cock almost to the point of pain.
I never did this for Merrina. I’d bring her to climax with my fingers sometimes, as a matter of fairness and equal pleasure—but it was a friendly transaction. I never felt this ravenous longing for her pussy, her skin, her voice, her everything. This girl—this beautiful woman—I want to tie her to the mast and fuck her in front of my men so they know she belongs to me. I want to cover every bit of her skin with my scent. I want her belly full of my cum, always.
A sound escapes me—one I’ve never made—a growl, a moan, a desperate sob—I pull her closer to my face and angle my head so I can attack her clit with my tongue. I need to make her come. I need it like I need air to breathe.
“Come for me,” I whisper harshly against her trembling sex. “Come for your Captain. That’s an order.”
I roll onto my back, so I’m looking up at her pussy, and I take her clit in my mouth.
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I come so hard I see stars, with a gush of wetness that drenches the Captain’s face. Each breath that leaves my lungs is a wild, startled shriek of pure ecstasy.
He ate my pussy with a compulsive violence that was both frightening and delightful. The sensation of him pulling my clit into his mouth—I’ll never forget it, and I’ll crave that moment again and again, as long as I live. I forgot about the prisoner, the ship, my mission, everyone I ever knew, the whole damn world. There was only him, and the magic of his mouth, and the growled command, “Come for your Captain.”
The blaze of the orgasm sinks into a slow pulse of satisfied pleasure. My thighs are quivering, but I keep my ass up.
“I’m sorry,” I pant, “about the—the mess—I don’t usually—do that—”
He climbs out from under me. “Don’t fucking apologize.” There’s a sound of buttons punching through holes, and then he hauls me back onto his bare, warm cock. I’m so wet that he slips in beautifully, easily, despite his huge girth. The cargo hold fills with the sounds of him fucking my soaked pussy.
I come again, softly—a mild rush of pleasure rippling along my limbs. He gasps, gripping my hips to hold me tight against him while his cock flexes deep in my channel. His orgasm seems to continue longer this time—he’s about to pull out, and then he sinks back in with a surprised moan, as if he’s shocked that the bliss isn’t over yet.
When Bash finally slides out, he bends over me for a moment, pressing his forehead against my back. I love that he needs a minute before he can stand.
At last he helps me up, tucks himself away, then wipes his face with a handkerchief from his pocket. Veils of blue light undulate around his body, transforming the musky hold into a place of ethereal beauty.
“This is the most magic I think I’ve ever held at once,” he says, awe in his voice. “You’re a marvel, Risa.”
I’m about to reply, but then I catch sight of the prisoner. He’s slobbering, whining, a lewd craving in his eyes. His cock is erect.
I pull the torn remnants of my tunic over my breasts. “Bash, I don’t like the way he’s looking at me.”
“It’s all right, minnow. I’m about to cut off his dick and put out his eyes. You should go up on deck.”
My imagination paints what he’s going to do all too clearly. Bash may not be a rapist or a slaver—but he can be cruel. He’s a pirate.
The prisoner is begging unintelligibly—I think he’s asking me for mercy, but I ignore him, pulling on my pants and threading my way through the hold, snagging the plum as I go. If what Bash said of him is true, the captive deserves what’s coming to him. I heard no sound from the second prisoner. Either he’s dead, or he wisely kept silent to avoid attracting Bash’s attention.
After changing my shirt in my cabin, I wander out on deck. Atticus and Red are checking a few cannons along the railing—smaller guns than those on the lower level, able to swivel and point in different directions.
I approach the two men cautiously, remembering Atticus’s violent reaction earlier—justified, maybe, since I did try to kill his Captain—but it still hurt. He’s usually so calm. I felt safe around him, like he’d protect me, and now that has changed.
I should know better than to trust men.
Atticus glances up and meets my eyes. Instantly his gaze fills with so much regret I nearly gasp. There’s a tender guilt in his expression, a sore repentance.
He’s truly sorry for scaring me. And I… I’m honestly sorry for what I almost did to Bash.
Neither of us can change what happened, but maybe we can move on from it.
Atticus gives the thick rope he’s holding a sharp tug to secure the knot. “Captain got his fill yet?”
Red sneaks a look at me, flushing to the roots of his orange hair. His shy smile emboldens me to come closer.
“I got my fill of him, that’s for certain.” I lay my hand on the sun-warm metal of the cannon, musing aloud. “It’s so massive, so heavy and solid. So thick—” I look up and see the stunned expression on the two pirates’ faces. “Oh my gods—the gun. I’m talking about the gun, you salty perverts. Not the Captain’s dick.”
“Well, shit, I knew that,” growls Atticus, but the corner of his mouth slants up under the golden beard. He slaps the cannon with a giant tattooed arm. “Would you like to know her better? Learn how she’s fired?”
My interest ignites at once. “Yes.”
Atticus shows me the various parts of the cannon—bore, rings, knob, vent field, fillet—I nod, knowing I won’t remember it all. I’m more interested once they begin to explain how firing actually works.
“We measure the powder ahead of time,” Red explains. “It’s in small bags in the powder room. When we’re fighting, a couple members of the crew run the bags to the gunners. I signed on as a powder monkey, though lately I’ve been doing more firing than running.”
“Got a knack for shooting, he has,” confirms Atticus. “Discovered it by accident, we did, during a heated battle. One of the crewmen caught an arrow to the chest, y’see—fell right over, and Red here jumped in to take the shot. Blew the other ship’s mast to splinters. ’Twas a tough shot to make, so I tested him again to see if it be luck or talent. Turns out he has an eye for a target, eh lad?” He claps Red on the shoulder.
Red winces a little, but he’s glowing with pride. “Should we let her fire it?”
“Don’t see why not,” Atticus says. “Captain might fuss, but I’ll tell him we was testing the gun. This beauty shoots a mite to the left, see. Each gun aboard ship has her quirks and qualms, like any woman.” He gives me a wink. “Best to be familiar with them all.”
“You have to know the distance each gun can manage,” Red adds. “And you must think about the roll of the ship, the pitch and yaw. Are the waves low or high? How fast are we moving, and what’s the speed and angle of the other ship? It ain’t as easy as some think.”
After explaining the mechanics of firing, Atticus helps me load the ball and Red tells me how to ram the wadding in. Then they use the ropes to run the cannon up to the railing. Red fetches a bag of powder, and Atticus shows me where to stand while I poke the long, lighted pick to the touch-hole to ignite the powder.
“Fire in the hole!” yells Red.
With a deafening boom, the ball explodes from the cannon, shooting far across the waves and sending up a sheet of white spray as it plunges into the sea. The cannon recoils with the power of the shot, jerking back from the railing; but the knotted ropes keep it from rolling back too far. The other pirates on deck barely take notice, but Silas shouts a reprimand from the forecastle. “Save the shot for the fight, you sloppy cumrags!”
“Aye, sir,” Atticus calls back. “Just showin’ Risa how it’s done.”
My ears are ringing, but I’m laughing, and I feel gloriously alive. “Can I do it again?”
Atticus chuckles. “Not now. She’s gotta be sponged out, see, to make sure there’s no fire left in her—otherwise she could set off too soon when she’s loaded again. Deadly beasts, these. I’ve seen the back explode off a gun that wasn’t cared for properly, and I’ve seen ropes loosen or break, setting the cannon free to roll about and crush folk. We take our job serious, don’t we, Red?”
“Aye.” Red nods soberly. “Check and double-check. That’s what Atticus taught me.”
“Good lad.” Atticus grips Red’s shoulder again. “Swab her down. I’ll see to Annabelle.”
As he strides away, I give Red a quizzical look. “Annabelle?”
“One of the other guns. Atticus has named them all.”
“Oh.”
“Might seem strange to you. But it helps when we’re in a fight, so everyone knows where they should be and which gun is going off next.” Red chews his lip, flushing again. “And I anoint them too, before a battle.”
“Anoint them?”
“Just water, nothing flammable. An infusion of fellseed and bellswort, with a pinch of salt. I say a prayer over ’em, every time. A prayer to Macha, goddess of war.” He dips the cloth-wrapped end of a pole into a bucket of water and jams it down into the bore of the cannon.
“I used to pray.” I run my fingertips idly around the knob on the back of the gun. “But I was never spared or saved, so I quit praying.”
“Spared?”
I meet his eyes. “Do you think I chose this life?”
Awareness flashes into his gaze. “Shit. I thought—”
“Don’t worry, I enjoy it now. Most of the time. But I started training to be a whore when I was far too young, and I was given clients before I was ready.”
He’s scarlet, won’t meet my eyes. “So you were like them—the ones we rescue from the slave ships. Only they ain’t paid for each lay—they’re bound in service for life. Thannira is the biggest consumer, though sex-slaves be popular in a few other kingdoms among the Seven.”
The Seven Kingdoms lie along the western coast of this continent, bordering the Shorn Seas. They gave themselves that exclusive name, as if they believe they’re the most important nations in the world, when in reality there are far more than seven kingdoms, not to mention confederations, republics, and territories. I don’t know all the countries’ names, but I saw a map in the reading room at The Royal Orchid. The world is bigger than I ever imagined.
Red gives the gun a final swab. “Those Seven Kingdoms be the powers against which the Pirate King wages war. He says they settle islands and use up their resources without a care for the people who lived there first. And he says the kings tax their people too heavily so the nobility can live in luxury.”
“I don’t know much about politics, but I’d say he’s right.” I walk to the railing, gazing out at the water. There’s cloud cover today, and the sea is more silvery-gray than blue.
Red sets aside the swabbing pole and comes to stand beside me. Pulling a thin chain over his head, he rubs its pendant between his fingers. “I picked this up on one of the isles. It’s said to be infused with the lustful essence of the fertility goddess herself. Dipped between her legs, as it were.” He clears his throat. “The old healer who sold it to me said it has the power to summon Beirgid when it’s wielded by a true servant of pleasure.”
He holds out the token—a bit of rose-colored wood with rounded edges, engraved with a lily that looks remarkably like a vagina. Three tiny crystals, no bigger than large grains of salt, sparkle on its surface.
“It’s beautiful,” I tell him.
“I want you to have it. For protection, and if you ever need the goddess’s help.” Red picks up my hand and presses the charm into my palm. “You’re a true servant of pleasure if I’ve ever seen one.”
“What about Merrina?” I hook an eyebrow at him.
Red’s fair skin turns a deeper shade of scarlet. “She wasn’t like you.”
He doesn’t explain further, and the next moment Bash’s voice cuts across the deck, strident with displeasure. “What the fuck was that cannon blast? I was busy with some very delicate work in the brig, and that boom startled me badly. The resulting mess is—not my fault. I need someone to go clean it up.”
Silas comes swaggering down from the forecastle, his dark eyes sparkling. “’Twas Atticus, Red, and our pretty little whore, playing with one of the guns.”
“Oh.” Bash clears his throat. “Red, go to the brig and clean up what you find there. Just—dump it over the side. You’ll need some vinegar and baking soda for the floor, and a good stiff brush. Take a couple of others with you—there’s a few louts in the galley who could use something to do besides drinking and dice.”
“Aye, Captain.” Red bounds away.
“Thank you,” I call after him. The charm he gave me fits neatly in my palm. I slip the chain over my head, letting the pendant settle between my breasts. It feels warm to the touch, and I find myself rubbing its glossy, rounded edges. The sensation is oddly comforting.
“What’s that, then?” Bash’s voice at my elbow startles me.
“Something Red gave me.”
He doesn’t answer. When I glance at him his jaw is set, and a muscle flexes along his temple.
For a second I feel compelled to reassure him—that my friendship with Red isn’t the same as the connection I have with him. But I hold my tongue. If Bash doesn’t want me servicing the other men aboard ship, he needs to tell me. Until then, I’m within my rights to entertain anyone I choose.
Bash shoves himself away from the railing. Blue light leaks into the air around him as he stalks to the center of the deck. He throws his head back, spreads his arms, and pours a swirling storm of magic into the air. The sails belly out, taut with the force of the fresh wind, and the Reaper’s Fate leaps ahead with a jolt that makes me grab the railing for balance.
“Tell me we’re on course, Cal,” shouts Bash, and the navigator calls back from the helm, “Aye, Captain, we’re on course.”
Hearing Cal’s voice sends an anxious ripple over my skin. I curl my fingers around my new pendant and send out a wisp of a prayer—not even a prayer, really, just a thought. Protection from him.
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I wake to a flare of lantern-light and Bash’s low, urgent voice. “We’re nearing Harrow’s Labyrinth. I need you, right now.”
I’m too warm and groggy to respond. Sleepily I pull up the skirts of my nightdress and roll onto my belly. He moves one of my legs, bending it at the knee to open my entrance.
“I’m using some of the lubricant I used with Merrina. Might feel cold at first,” he warns.
“Mm.” I nod.
A cool, wet substance touches my flesh. Bash slathers it around and plunges two fingers inside to spread it more. His touch vanishes for a moment, and then the big, heated mass of his cock pushes into me.
He pumps steadily, talking to me all the while.
“When I’m done here, get dressed and come out on deck. Wear something with skirts, no panties so I can use you freely. Remain under the quarterdeck steps, and I’ll come there if I need to fuck you again. Otherwise, stay low, hold onto something, and watch yourself. We’ll be traveling through a maze of rock formations, and it will be dangerous. Cal and I will be working together, using his steersman skills and my magic to guide the ship. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I murmur sleepily.
“Good.” He sighs, placing one big, warm hand on the right cheek of my bottom for extra leverage as he thrusts. “I would have preferred to attack in full daylight, but it’s likely the Iron Minstrel stopped for the night somewhere in the labyrinth, and we can’t afford to waste any more time. I won’t let her escape me again.”
“How big is this maze?” My voice hitches a little with each of his thrusts. There’s a delicious heat glowing in my body, surging higher the longer he fucks me.
“The labyrinth extends for leagues upon leagues, blocking the shortest path between Thannira and the continental coast,” Bash explains. “Going around is the usual way, but it adds days to the journey. Ships have to give the maze a wide berth because of the whirlpools and vicious currents along its edges. My ship usually haunts another popular route not far from here—a place called the Straits. But we’ve taken down one too many vessels there lately. Word is getting around.”
“So I gathered.” My voice comes out more breathless than I’d like. His movement is bumping my clit against the mattress, and the friction is extremely pleasant.
He pushes up my nightdress and strokes one hand down the center of my spine, all the way to the crease of my bottom, where he tucks the tip of his thumb into my asshole. I suck in a breath, the arousal in my body spiking suddenly.
“You’ve had cocks in here?” He pries at the puckered skin.
“Not many, but some, yes.”
“Hm. Did you like it?”
I debate what to tell him. It’s never been my hole of choice, mostly because of the stretching, the burning, and the potential for accidentally shitting on someone’s dick. I could handle the insertion of his tip, maybe, but the thought of having his whole massive cock in there is terrifying. “I don’t enjoy it as much as other things.”
“Understood.” Bash wraps my hair around his hand and ruts into me fiercely for a few seconds until he finishes with a heaving groan. “Gods. I swear your pussy is like magic, minnow.”
His thickness emerges from me with a slow tugging sensation, and I’m left feeling empty, missing his cock, his hands, his warmth. His voice.
The door of the cabin scrapes shut. Sleepily I smile against the pillow, and I murmur a prayer of thanks to Beirgid for this comfort, this pleasure.
But I can’t linger in bed. I have a job to do, and judging by what Bash said, we’re in for several hours of peril, both from the maze and from the ship we’re pursuing.
I pull on a low-cut dress with a full, wide skirt, and I bundle my hair into a loose braid. After relieving myself and washing up, I emerge on deck. The southern reaches of the Shorn Sheas are threaded with warm currents, but the air is still chilly at night.
The Reaper’s Fate is running with more lanterns than usual. It will make us more visible to the ship we’re seeking, but I suppose the extra light is necessary to ensure we survive Harrow’s Labyrinth.
I’ll stay under the stairs once the fighting starts… but for now, I’m mightily curious about the maze we’re about to enter, so I make my way up to the forecastle. Bash stands at the bow, clutching the rail. His attention is fixed ahead, and he doesn’t notice me. But Silas sees me when he leaves Bash’s side and heads for the main deck. His dark face is more serious than I’ve ever seen it.
He pauses and lays a hand on my shoulder, leaning close to murmur, “Watch yourself, love. We’ll be too busy to protect you, and I’d hate to see harm come your way.”
I nod gratefully, and with a final squeeze of my shoulder he moves on, raising his voice to bellow at the pirates on deck. “Make ready, you scrawny bilge-rats! We’re in for it now! All for the Pirate Lord and the Pirate King!”
The men chorus a hearty response. I glance toward the back of the ship, where Cal stands at the helm. Uplit by lantern light, he looks inhuman, almost devilish. Our fate is in the hands of a man who wants the Captain dead. But surely Cal won’t do anything to jeopardize the ship—after all, he and his brother are on board with the rest of us. I have to trust that Cal’s sense of self-preservation will carry us through.
A violent lurch sends the Reaper’s Fate scudding to the right. With a quick, almost careless gesture, Bash creates a burst of wind to stop her from keeling over. He doesn’t even look back as he does it—just keeps his eyes fixed ahead.
“To the ropes!” bellows Silas, and begins shouting all sorts of orders I can barely hear, because the rushing of the sea grows louder, and the waves leap higher, crashing against the hull as if the ocean is a living thing, determined to smack the boat around until she cracks like an egg and spills us all into the depths.
Staring over the side, I watch the heaving waves—like the hulking backs of monsters, like great undulating limbs rolling through the surf, like serrated spines racing in circles, churning the waves into whirlpools. In the darkness I can’t be sure if what I’m seeing is only the dangerous tides Bash warned me of, or something more solid and sinister. It’s easy to imagine that here, there be monsters.
A spatter of icy spray hits my face, and I gasp with the shock of it. I dare not let go of the rail, because the ship is pitching horribly now—rising on the hunched shoulders of one massive wave only to be dumped down its far slope, nearly swamped but not quite. Now I understand why ships give Harrow’s Labyrinth a wide berth.
Another swell, another stomach-dropping dive. Despite the danger, I rather like the keen thrill through my belly every time we plunge downward. Skeins of Bash’s magic twirl past me, lighting the droplets of spray like blue diamonds—and I can’t help laughing aloud at the wild beauty of it, at the sparkling glory of his power as he battles the tormented sea.
He must hear me, because he twists around, looks back, and meets my gaze. The laugh is still in my eyes and my heart, and an answering grin flashes on his face—every bit as mad and reckless as I feel, dazzled by spray and thrilled by each perilous dive of the ship.
In this moment he and I are twin souls, laughing wild and wicked in the face of the sea herself.
“Captain!” roars Silas, and Bash whips back around as a column of black rock rears up in front of the ship.
A scream rips from my throat as with a groaning of timbers and a blast of wind, Bash and Cal steer the ship around the rock. The deck slants so drastically I fear I might slip, but I hold onto the railing, and within seconds the Reaper’s Fate rights herself again, with a crash of cold spray over the decks.
A figure appears beside me. Blue light and orange lantern-glow reveal the silver beard and weathered face of Brom, the boatswain. He stopped by my cabin recently to inspect the fit of the door, but he hasn’t had time adjust it yet.
Without speaking, he produces a piece of thin rope and ties it around my waist before knotting it to the railing.
“Thank you,” I tell him.
He grunts and nods before heading back to the lower deck.
We sail on, avoiding one or two more rocks, but mostly navigating the strange whirlpools and currents coiling in this part of the sea.
“How far to the Labyrinth?” Bash calls over his shoulder, and Silas passes the question through the crew to Cal. The response comes back: “Any moment now!”
It’s not raining, but between the rocking and bobbing of the ship, the near-constant spray, and the flashing of the wind-blown lanterns, I can barely make out who is who among the pirates. But I manage to discern the huge tattooed figure of Atticus, half-naked, sea-slicked, hauling at ropes with his massive arms—and I glimpse the lithe form of Red up in the rigging, tending to a sail. Faris must be in his cabin—he’s the healer, not a sailor, and they need him safe, ready to tend any injuries.
I’m surprised Bash hasn’t sent me back to the spot under the stairs where he ordered me to stay. Maybe he saw that I was enjoying myself and decided to allow it.
As if my thoughts summoned his attention, he turns around and strides toward the spot where I’m tied to the railing.
I’m soaked to the skin, shivering a little, my hair windblown, but I have never felt more alive.
I smile at him as he approaches, and heat sparks in his gaze. There are glints of blue in his brown eyes, tendrils of azure smoke curling around his fingers. He’s hatless, coatless, his ivory shirt slicked to his damp chest.
“There will be a brief calm before we get among the rocks,” he says. “I’ll take you now.”
“Now?” I falter, breathless. “Here?” I cast a glance at the other pirates busy on deck. The thought of them watching sends a flare of tingling heat through my core. Somehow this is different from being roughly rutted in an alley by a sailor. This is transgressive, dangerous—and wildly exciting.
“They’re used to it. I had to fuck Merrina in front of them many times,” Bash says. “They won’t be able to see much. Bend over for me and spread your legs, minnow.”
I obey, gathering my skirts out of the way. Bash takes out his cock and strokes along my slit with the head.
“You’re wet, and not from the ocean,” he murmurs. “If I didn’t know better I’d think you rather like me, minnow.”
“Or maybe I just like fucking in public,” I retort.
“Do you then?” His hand sweeps over my breast, squeezing lightly, and I inhale with surprise and pleasure. “Perhaps we’ll have to make it a show for them sometime. A lesson, so they’ll know—” He cuts himself off, his cock head prodding my entrance lightly. The nudges from the warm tip are driving me insane—I need him inside me.
“So they’ll know what?” I prompt.
“Fuck this,” he says in a strangled voice. He drags my skirts back into place. “Get on your knees and open your mouth.”
My heart does a double flip.
He wants to see me when he comes, like when he painted my face in the storage room. His possessiveness makes my knees weak, so it’s easy to sink down before him. Thankfully there’s enough slack rope between my waist and the railing for me to manage it.
Bash holds my jaw and feeds his cock into my mouth, until my lips and throat are stretched wide around his girth. He pulls back enough to let me breathe, then clamps one hand on the top of my head and begins fucking my throat with a ferocity that sends tears to my eyes.
Another break for me to breathe, and then he’s back again, moving my head on his cock while I make strange gulping sounds and struggle against my gag reflex.
He withdraws again, allowing me a breath while the tip of his dick rests on my tongue. “Suck me,” he commands.
Eyes streaming, I clasp one hand around the base of his length and work my mouth along him, pausing to suckle the head of his dick every few seconds.
He groans, and then both his hands clasp my head, forcing himself deeper as his great cock throbs on my tongue. Every pulse sends another stream of thick cum down my throat. I swallow convulsively, and he moans again.
When I open my eyes, he’s enveloped in blue light—his magic refilled.
He pulls out with a shuddering sigh, and I swallow the rest of his cum, pleasantly surprised that there’s a sweetness to it along with the salt. I’ve never liked the taste of cum, but his flavor appeals to me.
After tucking his cock away, Bash leans down, cups my chin again, and lifts my face to his. “Open for me. Let me see that you swallowed it all.” I open my lips obediently, and he nods. “That couldn’t have been easy, minnow.” His words resonate beneath the rush of the wind and the low roar of the waves. “You did so well, taking me as deep as you did. Such a good girl.”
“Thank you, Captain,” I reply. But I smirk at him, a sly counterpoint to my submissive words.
Bash’s gaze turns suddenly intense.
Swiftly he bends lower—and plants a warm, salty kiss on my lips.
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I end the kiss the moment it begins, and I stride back to my place at the bow of the ship.
I kissed her.
Fuck.
I never kissed Merrina on the mouth—only on the cheek or the forehead, only in jest or friendship.
I’ve been branded now—seared by Risa’s lips. The sensation of her mouth on mine is like a phantom imprint as I guide the ship into the fringes of Harrow’s Labyrinth.
I fucking kissed her.
Couldn’t help it. She looked so beautiful, so rebellious, so magnificent and debauched and delicious.
Risa, laughing in the face of ship-wrecking currents and towering waves. Risa, calmly explaining why torture wasn’t working on my prisoner. Smiling at me beneath the water after she leaped into the ocean. Coming on her own fingers in her cabin. Poring over Atticus’s naughty stories in the galley, her red hair spilling onto the table. Kneeling on deck, her lips and throat straining to take me in.
Risa…
Mine. She has to be mine. Mine always, mine alone.
But I can’t let that possessive impulse distract me anymore tonight. The lives of every person on this ship are in my hands, and Cal’s.
I maintain my place at the ship’s bow, sending out rivulets of magic to steady the ship, watching the inky emptiness for danger. When the shadows of the oncoming rocks loom out of the darkness, I hurry back to Risa and slice the ropes holding her to the rail.
“I need to stand at the helm with Cal for this part,” I tell her, raising my voice over the restless roar of the sea. “You must wait under the forecastle steps, like I told you.”
She lets me hustle her along the deck, toward the stern. Silas has things well in hand on the main deck—every time I spot something that needs tending, he’s already bawling an order to one of the crew.
I push Risa into the hollow beneath the steps, advise her to hang on, and then climb to the helm.
“All right, Captain?” Cal asks as I take up my post beside him.
I don’t like Risa being out of my sight, especially during such a time as this. It’s unsettling. But I can’t confess that to anyone. So I respond, “I’m right as a brisk headwind on a clear day. You did well getting us through those currents.”
“Best in the business,” he says crisply. “Worth my weight in gold, wouldn’t you say, Captain?”
He’s always hinting that he deserves more than the percentage we set when he signed on. I’ve learned to ignore him. He’s already paid more than anyone except Silas and me—I’m not sure what else he wants.
“Beware of that one.” I point to a jagged spike of rock that towers thrice the height of our ship. “And that one.”
“I see them.” Teeth gritted, Cal hauls at the ship’s wheel, while I manipulate the wind to help us change direction faster. We’ve done similar maneuvers many times, he and I. We know how to operate in sync. We’ve even braved the edges of the Labyrinth before—but never as deep as we’ll need to go this time.
“If only we had a water-wielder, eh?” I send another pulse of magic out, flattening the waves ahead, pushing them up on either side so the ship can skim between two rocks easily. “I’ll bet the Iron Minstrel has one. Water and wind magic, helping her slip through my fingers. Not this time, though. This time I’ve got her. To the right, Cal.”
For hours we work in tandem, with his steering expertise and my wind magic. We’ve had to slow our speed considerably, just to keep from knocking a hole in the hull and foundering. The strain of constant threat unravels me, frays my nerves to quivering threads. My skin is clammy, and my body shakes from the effort of constantly shifting the winds. I want a drink and a whole roast chicken—tender meat with crackling golden-brown skin, sprinkled with salt. And then I want a good hard fuck and a warm bed.
But there is a hunter inside me who craves his prey more than any of those comforts, so we push on, weaving ever deeper into the maze of black rocks. Some are enormous and sprawling, like the backs of huge, sleeping sea turtles. Others are knobby and oddly shaped, as if a giant squeezed lumps of clay in his fists and then dropped them into the ocean. But it’s the impossibly tall, slender stones that chill my blood. Something about their height and shape is so unnatural that my brain sounds an alarm through every fiber of my being.
We’ve been running with lights—we’ve had to, to keep from wrecking the ship—and I can only hope our prey is using lights as well, so we can spot them. They won’t be expecting company, and even if they’ve anchored somewhere, they would likely still have a lantern or two alight, so they can watch for the creatures rumored to inhabit Harrow’s Labyrinth.
Last time we skirted the edges of the Labyrinth, we saw things. But we were bone-weary, bleary-eyed, and desperate at the time, so I don’t give much credence to my memories of that night. We fled at the mere glimpse of the creatures. Never went near enough to see them well, or battle them. I’d rather believe we were victims of a shared delusion than admit what we saw was real.
It can’t have been real. There are monsters in this world, but not monsters like those.
The sea has grown progressively calmer, and now it’s quiet—too quiet, almost glassy in its stillness. We’ve passed through the whirlpools and currents that surround the Labyrinth, and the only sound or movement that remains is the faint rush of my wind in the sails, the occasional groan of the ship’s timbers, and the soft slop of water against the hull.
No more shouts, no more curses or conversation from the men. We sail through silent waters in the gloom, between ragged edges of stone and sheer columns of rock.
I’m wary of disturbing the heavy quiet, so I speak low. “Cal, do you recall the last time we came this way?”
“I do, Captain.”
“We had some—visions.”
“Mighty powerful visions, if visions they were,” he answers. “The kind you tell stories about.”
“But we’re deeper in this time, and we haven’t seen any—things.”
“That’s not to say we won’t.”
“You think I should order them to have guns ready?”
“Might be best,” Cal says. “But I ain’t the Captain.”
Rather than shouting an order, I send a thread of blue magic down from the quarterdeck, along the main deck, until it dances in front of Atticus. He turns, and I wave for him to approach.
He climbs the steps, with Red trailing behind him.
“Have a couple of the guns ready,” I say quietly. “Tell Silas to keep a weather eye open.”
Atticus strokes his hair back with both hands and bundles it into a knot—his usual practice before a battle. “Has a ship been sighted, or are you expecting trouble of another kind?”
“I’m not sure.”
Red’s eyes are big as cannonballs. “Is it the monsters? The ones Cal tells stories of?”
“Those were a dream. Just a tale, nothing more.” I clear my throat. “Go on. Ready the guns, and tell Silas to be watchful. Send Brom up to me, if you see him—I want a report on the state of the ship.”
“Aye, Captain. Come, lad, and be quick about it.” Atticus thumps down the steps again. With a nervous glance at his brother, Red follows.
“Just a dream, eh, Captain?” Cal’s tone is caustic. “Have a look off the starboard side.”
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I’m so weary of waiting for something to happen. Weary of sitting under the stairs, wedged between barrels, while the pirates take us farther into Harrow’s Labyrinth.
Two weeks ago I’d never have dreamed I’d be here, on a pirate ship, hunting a slaving vessel deep in the most dangerous part of the southern seas. I wouldn’t have pictured myself as the fuck-toy for a pirate lord, or imagined that I might enjoy the way he uses me.
Yet here I am, anticipating the moment when he might need me again.
I know this soundless glide through the maze is probably going to end in cannon fire and blood, but I can’t help appreciating the strange beauty of this place, and the tenuous peace of the moment.
Until a light off the starboard side catches my eye.
It’s not torchlight—this gleam is turquoise, purple, and pink. Lines and swirls of glimmering color, shining from the surface of the black rocks. Must be a kind of luminescent crystal. It’s damn beautiful.
I emerge from beneath the quarterdeck stairs and move to the railing, lured by the beauty of the lights. The nearest ones glow from the dark bulk of a rock formation, so close that if we were on land, I could reach it in several paces.
Eagerly I lean over the rail, squinting, trying to get a better look at the source of the glow.
The black rock divides, a great chunk of it splitting off. A long, jointed leg jerks free, hitches upward—then another crooked leg, and another, and more. The bulky section that divided from the rock is rising, resolving itself into a flat carapace etched with glowing marks.
It’s an enormous, spidery, crablike creature. A monster.
All eight of the jointed legs bend low, then extend as the creature springs from the rock, sailing right over my head as I shrink under its arc. It lands on the deck of the ship, seizes a pirate with two of its serrated legs, and promptly bites his head off. The severed head rolls away, while the monster clamps its jaws over the neck-stump and gulps the fount of blood, like a man might swallow his favorite ale.
A horrified scream tears from my lips.
Echoing cries erupt from the pirates, and Silas bellows, “Look alive, men, we’ve got company and it’s un-fucking-welcome!”
The creature throws the drained body of the pirate aside and raises itself up on eight crooked legs, each of which ends in a tapered point. The legs tap on the deck as it revolves to face me. Its eye-stalks, two bulbous knots of glossy black orbs, telescope in my direction. Blood-stained mouthparts click open, and skinny tentacles writhe out.
Silas whisks between me and the thing. A blade flashes in his hand, and the next instant half the creature’s mouth-tentacles lie squirming on the deck while it shrieks in protest.
“Find shelter, love,” Silas orders.
But I can’t respond, or move. I can only point past him, to the darkness beyond the ship, where countless lights are winking to life—purple, pink, turquoise, and pale yellow. The lights are moving, scuttling upward along the rocks.
Silas follows my gesture. “Shit.” Then he yells, “Fetch poles to shove them off, you lazy lumps! Use swords and pikes to skewer the ones that get aboard!”
I hurry back to my hiding spot and watch as the men fight off the spider-crabs. A restless lust churns inside me—the urge to be out there with them, to help defend the ship. But if I’m eaten by a monster, who will replenish the Captain’s magic? I have to stay here and focus on surviving, for his sake—no, for all our sakes. For Sylvie and Aisu. If I die, they will be slaves to the Wolf for the rest of their days.
Blue magic snakes across the deck, coiling around the legs of spider-crabs and flinging them off the side of the ship. But more keep coming, faster than Bash and the others can push them back.
A body falls to the deck in front of me with a sodden thump, and a pike rolls free of the corpse’s limp hand.
It’s a sign. I have to help them.
I seize the charm Red gave me and press it to my lips. Goddess of pleasure, assist me, your true servant.
As I think the prayer, the charm pulses against my mouth. A heartbeat or an orgasmic rhythm—I’m not sure which, but it throbs. Like a living thing.
A rippling sensation flows over my skin, and an answering thrill races along my veins, lighting me up from the inside. I have never felt so strong, so energized, so invincible.
I grip the pike in both hands, and I stride onto the deck.
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There’s a sickening tug in my gut, a sure sign that I’m using up my magic too fast. But I don’t see what other choice I have, with more monsters leaping out of the dark every second. Some of the spider-crabs are the size of dinner plates, others as big as horses. Their luminous shells flicker everywhere—the rock formations are crawling with them.
One of the creatures springs onto the quarterdeck, its mouthparts snicking as it creeps, leg over leg, toward Cal at the helm. I yank a broad dagger from my belt and charge to intercept it. Its razorlike appendages slash at me, but every laceration in my flesh heals immediately. Gritting my teeth, I close the distance, seize the monster’s eyestalk, and drive my knife down at the root. The blade digs into soft brain matter, and with a squealing whine, the creature slumps to the deck.
“What the fuck is she doing?” Cal’s exclamation draws my attention.
Down on the main deck, Risa is fighting the spider-crabs with a pike. I should be angry with her for leaving her hiding spot, but I’m too busy gaping at her appearance. She’s fucking glowing. Her whole body shines with a golden light that surges from her skin, turning her clothes transparent. The radiance gilds the pike, too, and whenever she strikes a monster, veins of yellow light spread outward from that spot. Judging by the beast’s screams and spasms, the effect is toxic and painful. When the creatures jostle against each other, the light-veins leap from one monster to the next, and the next, joining them in a chain of agony, immobilizing them so my men can move in and finish them off.
Around Risa’s neck swings a tiny, fiery star. The pendant Red gave her.
“Shit,” I breathe.
Red picks up all sorts of religious and superstitious paraphernalia at the various ports we visit—most of it useless and inert, a waste of coin—except for the ember-eye that keeps our bathwater purified and hot. It looks as if he finally laid his hands on something else worthwhile.
I walk down the steps slowly, mesmerized by the frenzied grace of Risa’s movements, the whip of her scarlet hair, the ferocity with which she stabs, and whirls, and stabs again.
“Risa,” I say softly, and somehow she hears me through the cries of the crew and the screeching of the monsters.
She turns to me, with murderous glory in her smile.
My stomach flips, and my heart responds to that look—to her.
I love you. I think it over and over, impulsively, recklessly. Love you, love you, love you.
“The goddess,” she gasps, touching the shining pendant. “I prayed, and she answered.”
“Whatever it is, I’m glad for the help.” Then I bellow, loud enough for all to hear, “Now let’s drive these damn beasties off my ship!”
The crew roars in reply, diving into the fight with redoubled vigor. Risa and I stand back to back, and we move in tandem, revolving in a slow circle. Her magic paralyzes the monsters, and then mine sends them tumbling overboard. Blue veils of light, yellow veins of poison—my heart is thundering in my chest, my body thrilling with the blaze of this fight. I have never felt so invincible.
The spider-crabs seem to have a vague sense of self-preservation, because once their companions begin dying in greater numbers, they stop leaping aboard. Under Cal’s guidance, we move through the belt of rocks they inhabit, into a part of the maze without any telltale luminescence.
The crew crowds around us, with Red at the forefront. His eyes are huge, and so is his smile.
“Got a bargain with that, I did.” He points to the charm around Risa’s neck.
“Do you want it back?” she asks.
“No, no! I told you, it’s meant for a true servant of pleasure.” Red nods, beaming. “I had a feeling it should be yours. I was right.”
She grins. “Thank you. I’ve never felt so powerful. It was—amazing.” She chokes out the last word, tears glittering in her eyes.
Faris appears at my elbow, moving past me toward Risa. He must have been watching from the cabin hallway. Taking the hannas stick from his lips, he says grimly, “You’ll likely feel tired and emotional after channeling such powerful magic. You should rest.”
“Not yet,” replies Risa. “Do you have any kind of stimulant? Something to give me a little energy until this is over?”
Faris nods. “There’s a potion I can mix for you. And once we’re clear of the Labyrinth, I want to take a closer look at this pendant of yours. Such artifacts are rare, and sometimes they can have strange side effects.”
“Stop worrying,” I interject. “This was a gift from the goddess. Why question it?”
Faris glowers. “Gifts from gods are often too good to be true.”
“Pay him no mind, minnow. You were a triumph.”
Her eyes meet mine—luminous, magnetic. I fear my men will hear my thunderous heartbeat if I keep staring at her much longer.
“What are you addlepated rogues gaping at?” I bark. “Back to your stations! Red, to the crow’s nest and see what you can spot.”
“You heard the Captain!” Silas echoes, with a wink at Risa before he slaps two pirates up the back of the head. “Get to work, you flea-bitten dogs! Lay our dead gently aside and cover their faces until we can send them to Arawn. Then check for damage, mind the ropes, and toss those beastly carcasses over the side! Put your backs into it!”
The men disperse, and Faris disappears into the cabin area to make the potion.
I’m left with Risa, whose glow has faded entirely now, taking some of her confidence with it. The pike nearly falls from her trembling fingers, so I catch it and stick it into a coil of heavy rope.
Risa twists her hands together. “This is more than I can—I didn’t expect—what was that, exactly? What happened to me?”
I fight the urge to gather her into an embrace, to press her head to my chest. “We’ll sort it out later. For now, all we need to know is that you had magical help in our moment of need.”
“I don’t know if I can do it again.”
“We won’t count on it. We’ll battle the Iron Minstrel as we always have—with wits, cannon, and wind.” I flash her a smile.
She smiles back, tentative, but there’s a cautious edge in the expression now that she isn’t high on goddess-power. Her lips look plump and deliciously kissable.
The kiss I gave her before was a crumb, the tiniest taste. I want a meal of her kisses. My whole body roars for the pleasure of her mouth, so loudly that I can hear nothing, see nothing except those perfect lips, painted amber and blue by lantern-glow and night-shadow.
Her eyes, her eyes—they are liquid, gleaming, her lashes soft and sensual. The glisten of the very tip of her tongue, gliding along her lower lip, drives a spike of painful desire deep into my chest. She’s breathing fast; the creamy mounds of her breasts sink low, then rise high, pressing against the neckline of her simple dress. I love the deep groove where those luscious breasts meet. I want to plunge my face between them.
Desperate, I move in, my hands spanning her hips, and I push her lightly against the mast. Her fragrance rushes into my head, into my lungs, and I am enchanted, overcome. My head tilts, lowers, my mouth aligning to meet hers, to inhale her breath as mine—
“Ship ahoy!” Red shouts from above. “‘Tis the Iron Minstrel, Captain, and she’s spotted us, I do believe! Lots of movement aboard.”
A rush of triumph heats my blood. “Now we’ll see,” I murmur against Risa’s lips. “This will be a true test of their mettle and mine. Will they run from us again, or will they fight?”
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When the enemy ship is sighted, the Captain’s body practically vibrates with eagerness against mine. He’s spoiling for a fight, and judging by the whoop Silas lets out, the quartermaster feels the same way.
Bash’s long fingers gather my skirts, scrunching them up higher and higher until I feel the salty breath of the sea across my bare pussy. He doesn’t ask for permission. Doesn’t seem to care that several of the pirates are side-eyeing us, even as they go about their work. Warm arousal pools in my core and tingles in my clit.
“Hold your skirts up, minnow,” he says hoarsely.
Gulping a breath, I pin the fabric in place around my waist while he undoes his pants. He reaches down with his left hand, cups beneath my knee, and lifts my leg, opening me to him. Then he grasps his cock and nudges the head into my entrance. With a heavy sigh he places his right hand on the mast above me and rocks his hips, pushing himself all the way in.
Then he looks down at me, and his eyes meet mine, full of fierce possession.
It’s the first time he’s been inside me while we’re face to face.
Tears start to pool in my eyes as he rolls his body against mine, fucking me firm and slow.
He’s holding my gaze. He’s not imagining some unattainable fantasy woman anymore—he sees me.
And then he says, “You have magic now. That’s so fucking incredible.”
My heart plunges into cold, gurgling darkness, into the icy depths of the ocean.
I should have known. He’s only doing this because he saw me use magic, and he likes powerful, admirable women. But I’m neither powerful nor admirable, really. All I have is a gifted trinket that may never work again. I can never measure up to the person he really wants—the crimson-haired Pirate Queen. She has true magic, born in her bones. She probably comes from noble stock, while I’m just the spawn of a whore from Knockaine.
I bite my lip and try to force my body not to respond to him. I try to ignore the way his strength delights me, try to pretend I don’t feel delicious wriggles of pleasure circling through my clit. I’m determined to remain aloof, unaffected, as if he’s just another mark I’ve seduced in the alley by the docks.
He means nothing. He means nothing.
Bash presses in closer, his body crushing me against the mast, his soft lips teasing my cheek. “I want you to be mine.” A rough whisper over my skin. “Mine alone. You’ll take no one else. After this fight I will make it official. I’ll warn them all not to touch you.”
I turn my face away from his. “And what if I say no? What if I want the opportunity to earn extra coin? What if I enjoy sampling other cocks?”
He gives a frustrated growl and fucks me harder. “No.”
“The terms of my contract are clear. I can—”
“I said no.” He shoves his huge cock up inside me so roughly that I gasp. “That’s an order, minnow.”
“You fucking bastard,” I manage, even as uncontrollable thrills roll through my belly because he rammed against some secret, delicious place inside me, and the pleasure is coming, an irresistible climax even though I’m trying to hold it back, I’m fighting—gods, he’s moving again, each thrust a mighty surge that jolts against that sensitive spot, and I’m straining to not come but gods…
My breath hisses through gritted teeth, and I let out a broken, frustrated whimper.
“Stop fighting it, Risa,” he growls in my ear. “You’re going to come for me. You’re going to lose your shit over my cock, right in front of them all. I’m going to make you squirt again, so they can see what I do to you.”
“I won’t,” I gasp, breathless. But he hitches my leg higher with his left hand and changes the angle of the friction against my pussy. At the same moment his right hand surges over my breast. His fingernails graze my nipple, then swirl around it while he thrusts deep, deep—
I scream—hoarse and helpless, while the orgasm flays my body with glittering knives of bliss. Wetness gushes from me in violent spurts, soaking us both.
He’s coming too, heaving, his cock pulsing in my channel.
We’re a mess, he and I, wet and gasping, braced against the mast. I cling to him convulsively because I can’t help it, but as my climax eases, a mad rage blinds me, and I claw at his face, leaving bloody scratches along his cheek.
He seizes my wrists, pins my hands above my head. His body holds me there, firmly impaled on his cock. Magic swells out of him, unfurling around us in wisps of blue.
His brown eyes are nearly amber in the lantern light—a pair of glowing coals. “Risa, I mean it. I want you to be mine—”
“Get out of me,” I hiss.
He pulls out, and my dress falls into place, covering me again. Bash sends a whirl of air over our clothes to dry them.
“Wait for me under the stairs,” he says quietly. “Do not come out again, not even if there is a battle, not even if the charm’s magic returns. I won’t have you risking yourself twice in one night.”
I don’t answer. As I shove past him, I see Faris standing there, potion in hand, a hannas stick hanging forgotten between his lips. He was watching us.
I snatch the goblet from his hand on my way to the stairs.
Faris mutters something to Bash, and though I can’t hear the words, his tone is disapproving. Then the healer comes to me, where I sit on the deck under the steps, morosely sipping the potion while pirate cum leaks out of me.
Faris leans against the wall by the cabin door, takes a long draw of hannas, and breathes it into the cool night air. “I didn’t have all the ingredients I needed, so I’m afraid that potion isn’t very strong. Its effect won’t last long.”
“I’m grateful,” I say tightly. Then, because I can’t help it— “The Captain says you’re all used to seeing that sort of thing. He says he took Merrina on deck many times.”
“He did.” Faris taps ash from the end of the stick. “But he never fucked her like that.”
He brushes a few stray flakes of ash from his yellow robes, then pulls open the door to the cabins and heads inside.
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She’s angry with me.
I was a fool to think that being restricted to my cock alone would be some kind of prize for her, that it would mean anything beyond a loss of potential income. Of course she doesn’t want to be only mine, not with so many opportunities for extra coin walking around this godsdamned ship.
The magic I drank from her swells against my skin, pressing the boundaries of me, aching to be released. The scratches on my cheek sting, a constant reminder of Risa’s displeasure. She delivered them during my climax, which means I’ll wear them until they heal at the normal human pace.
I’ve no time to wrestle with my churning emotions about my little whore, so I channel my rage toward the silhouette of the Iron Minstrel. The sky is still deep blue overhead, but a red dawn is coming, and it paints the horizon in bloody pink.
“Bring us broadside, hold her steady, and ready the guns,” I call. Silas follows up with more specific orders, repeated across the decks to the crewmen.
We’re flying the Crowned Skull-and-Bones proudly. Defiantly. They know we’re here, and they know who we are.
Silas springs to my side, his brown eyes bright and his dark fingers playing restlessly over the hilt of his sword. “We’re ready to say hello, Captain.”
“Then let’s give them a greeting.” I turn and call to the men, “What say you, gents? Shall we let them know that the Pirate Lord and the crew of the Reaper’s Fate is here for a reckoning?”
A yell of bloodthirsty glee rises from the men, and I exchange grins with Silas. “Let the guns speak.”
“Fire at will,” Silas bellows.
But the smile drops from my face as I turn my gaze back to the other ship. Her sails, which were hanging limp, have bellied out, and she’s beginning to move, sliding between the rocks of the Labyrinth. The guns boom, but the damned Minstrel is already past our line of fire, moving with supernatural speed.
“She’s on the run,” I call. “After her, with a will!”
Bracing myself in the center of the main deck, I send a tempest of wind into our sails, and we leap forward, guided by Cal’s practiced hand. At least—his practiced hand should be guiding us—but we skate perilously close to a rock, and nearly grind our hull on another.
“What is that fool up to?” I grit out, glancing back at the helm. “He’ll tear the hull open and then we’ll lose them.”
“If we don’t lose the mainmast first,” Brom adds. I didn’t realize he was standing so near to me.
“Is there risk of the mast breaking?”
“Aye. She won’t take much more.”
“Damn.” I wheel around and race up to the quarterdeck. “I’ll take the wheel, Cal. You’ve done enough.”
“I can keep going, Captain.”
“You’re slacking. You’re exhausted. With you at the wheel, we’ll lose them again. Go and have a rest.”
But Cal’s jaw sets. “Captain, you can’t manage the winds and the wheel at the same time—”
“I swear by Arawn himself that I can. I’ve given an order—now be off with you.”
Cal releases the wheel, but he gives it a final wrench as he lets go, and I have to catch it quickly to correct our course. I glare at his back as he stomps into the navigation cabin.
It’s almost as if he doesn’t want us to catch up to the Minstrel. Maybe he doesn’t want Red in another fight. But risk and danger are part of this life, and every man aboard knows and accepts it, even Red.
The Iron Minstrel skims ahead, her black hull and gray sails weaving through the rocks with an ease that would be impossible for any ship without multiple wielders aboard. There’s a wind-wielder, for certain, and likely a water-wielder to help with sharp turns and fast currents. Which should put me at a grave disadvantage, since I’m but one man.
And yet, I have something they don’t. When a normal wielder runs out of energy, they need many hours of rest to replenish it. For me, all it takes is a quick fuck, and I’m at it again. All I need to do is outlast them, keep them in sight, and godsdamn the consequences. I will not let this vessel escape me this time.
Surf sprays outward from our bow in twin white streams, and the air of our speed scours my cheeks even as I push more wind into the sails. The timbers groan as Brom and several pirates work to reinforce the mainmast, adding ropes and metal bands. Those won’t last long if we keep up this pace. We’ve lost masts before, and it’s never a pleasant experience. When we don’t have a spare aboard, we must limp to the nearest port for repairs.
If she can hold just a little longer—just a bit more— “Come on, beauty,” I murmur to the ship. “Give me all you have.” I jerk the wheel aside, narrowly missing a jutting spike of stone.
Ahead is a short span of clear water before the next forest of rocks. It’s our chance to catch up.
Red and Atticus are on the forecastle, prepping the two guns that overlook the bow. If I can get us close enough to give them a shot, we can hobble the Minstrel and she’ll be at our mercy.
My energy ebbs faster than usual over the next hour, and my arms ache from the nervous strain of guiding the ship alone while channeling the wind. But they haven’t managed to leave us behind. Not yet. I won’t allow it, not if the Reaper’s Fate fractures into splinters and I’m left skating across the waves on a couple of broken timbers. This is the flagship of the slavers, I know it. Wrecking it will be a powerful blow to the men behind the trade.
I haul on the reserves of my magic and blast a fresh gust of wind into the sails. The bow of the ship lifts clean out of the water as we leap ahead over the waves. A cracking, splintering sound comes from the mainmast, but she remains upright… for now.
“You’re insane.” It’s Cal’s voice at my elbow, savage and bitter. “You’ll damage the ship and leave us stranded out here. Give up this mad chase.”
“We nearly have them. Just a little more.”
“You’re a fool.”
“And you’re earning yourself a few nights in the brig,” I snap. “Hold your tongue, or I’ll have Faris clip it out and preserve it in one of his jars.”
“Go ahead. Cut off my tongue—and my dick as well, why don’t you, like you did to that prisoner. I heard about the mess you left of him down below. Red vomited three times after you ordered him to clean it up.”
“I told him to get some help with the body,” I retort. “The lad needs a stronger stomach if he’s going to last out here. Now get back in the cabin and find something useful to do, or I’ll have Silas take you below and lock you up, I swear to gods!”
He mutters something, but I’m no longer paying attention, because a surge of water is rolling toward us—mounting higher and higher, rising two, three, four times the height of the mast.
It’s a tidal wave, a wall of seawater so massive, so devastating, it will smash us to pieces, sink us at once.
As I suspected, there’s a water-wielder aboard the Iron Minstrel, and this is their great work, their final effort. We refused to give up the chase, and now everyone aboard the Reaper’s Fate will die.
Cries of terror spike from every part of the ship as the tsunami rises, curves, and plunges down toward us.
With a mighty effort, I gather my magic and hurl it around the Reaper’s Fate like a cloak, like a wall of whirling air. At the front of the ship, I form a blade of piercing wind.
The tsunami splits, cleaved by the blade, and flows outward, around the air-shield I’ve created. It crashes into the sea on either side, smashing rock formations. Chunks of stone blast into the air. One slams onto the deck, crushing one of my men in a splatter of blood. I collect the air from the shield and use it to roll that heavy chunk of rock overboard, smashing it right through the railing before its weight can sink us. The body tumbles into the sea after it.
Harren. The man’s name was Harren, and he was a good pirate.
Enraged, I fling the last vestiges of my magic at the sails.
“Fire!” I roar, and Silas bellows, “Fire!”
Red and Atticus have their target. The powder is lit, and both front guns explode with a force that makes the mast quake dangerously. There’s a flash—a crashing impact—smoke rising from the other ship.
I snatch my spyglass from my belt and peer through it. “It’s a hit. Praise the gods, we’ve got them. Fire again! And someone bring Risa to me!”
Waves are rolling beneath the Reaper’s Fate, swells raised by the tsunami. I tuck away my spyglass and grip the wheel, trying to keep the ship steady as I can. The rest is up to Atticus and Red.
We may have a chance now. The water-wielder aboard the Iron Minstrel likely used up their energy aiding the ship’s speed and conjuring that great wave. They’ll have little left with which to battle us.
One of my men mounts the steps to the quarterdeck, pulling Risa along by her arm. She looks none too happy to serve me this time.
As she reaches me and I open my mouth to speak, Red’s gun booms again.
And with a deafening crack that echoes off the rocks of Harrow’s Labyrinth, the mizzenmast of the Iron Minstrel snaps in two. The top half keels aside, then crashes down in a tangle of sail and rigging.
“Fucking aye!” howls Silas from the main deck. “That’s how it’s done! That’s how it’s fucking done!”
I glance sidelong at Cal, who hasn’t moved from his place beside me. “Now you’ll have a tale to tell about your brother. I’ve a mind to give him a chest full of coin for making that shot.”
“Have you now?” Cal replies. “And what of me, the man what steered us through the Labyrinth?”
“The man who called me a mad fool wants a reward?” I hook an eyebrow at him. “I’ll think on it. Maybe I’ll spare you the brig and we’ll call it even.”
Cal glares, more fiercely than he ever has in my presence. He has a temper, it’s true, and he can be unkind, but never has he dared challenge me so boldly as he has today.
“I said I’ll think on it,” I tell him, with less acid in my tone. “We’re tired, you and I—bone-weary, and there’s still a battle to be fought. We’ll have a drink afterwards and forget all this.”
“That’s right, Captain,” he says. “Nothing wrong with us that a bottle of rum won’t fix.” He shoulders past Risa and the pirate beside her, pausing to address her sharply with a single word: “Soon.” He lifts his middle finger to me as he clatters down the steps to the main deck.
I shake my head, turning my attention to Risa. “He’s a rat-bastard.”
Her hair has come undone, and her face is like a delicate bone-white carving between rivers of blood. There’s such stark dread in her eyes that my heartbeat stutters.
“It’s all right, minnow.” I reach for her. “We’ve got them now. It won’t be long until this is over. That wave must have been terrifying, but—”
“Let’s get it done,” she says tightly.
“Right then.” I nod to her companion. He’s the pirate I caught her with in the storage room, and he’s used to taking the helm when Cal is otherwise occupied. “Hold the wheel for a moment. Open that pretty mouth for me, minnow.”
Risa sinks to her knees.
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With the salty, rich taste of Bash’s cum on my tongue, I watch the fight from the doorway of the navigation room.
The Reaper’s Fate pulls alongside the Iron Minstrel, and the pirates swing over onto the other ship. The two magic-wielders aboard the Minstrel must have used all their energy, because I don’t see wind or water being used in the fight. But unluckily for the pirates, the enemy crew is equipped with pistols and muskets, which seem to be of far better quality than the one Atticus mentioned buying.
I can’t see much in detail, with the broken mast and limp sails of the Iron Minstrel partly blocking my view of its decks. All I can make out is a muddle of moving bodies, and the occasional flash and bang of a gun.
Every time a shot goes off, I cringe. I pray to the goddess, kissing the charm and squeezing it in my hand, begging for her help, but this time there’s no response, no surge of magic. And without that power, I’m helpless.
The pirates are being slaughtered. I just know it. There have been so many shots fired—and even though pistols and muskets are notorious for misfiring and being inaccurate, at such close quarters the enemy couldn’t have missed every shot. I can make out some bodies on the deck, slumped together—some pirates, some strangers.
Dread churns in my gut, but I can do nothing. Nothing except wait, and watch.
It’s a slight comfort to know that no matter what they do to him, the sailors of the Iron Minstrel can’t kill Bash. The immortal Pirate Lord will return to me, if I can only be patient.
Well… he’s not truly immortal, is he? And I’m the one perfectly placed to end him.
A stray bullet zings past my ear and lodges in the doorframe. After that close call, I obey Bash’s earlier order and sit down, staying low, out of sight. If I can’t help the pirates, at least I can avoid dying.
For a while I sit, and then I slump, and then I lie right down on the floorboards. Between channeling the charm’s magic and Bash’s siphoning of my energy through sex, I’m exhausted. The weariness washes over me suddenly, unexpectedly, a tsunami of its own kind. My eyes drift shut as I listen to the yells, the gunshots, and the ring of clashing blades.
I startle awake when a great shout rises from the deck of the Iron Minstrel. Someone has triumphed, but I’m not sure who, nor do I have the strength to look out. I lie still, dimly aware of creaking timbers, shouted orders, and the distant thump of boots.
The Iron Minstrel is a slave ship—or so Bash appears to believe. I wonder if there are slaves aboard. They’ll be glad of the rescue. Maybe Bash will find someone among them he likes better than me. I don’t care a bit if he does. Not one bit.
My eyelids fall shut again, anchored by my weariness. In the blurred doze that follows, I dream of Aisu and my mother, a nightmare born from the low refrain of anxiety that hums constantly in my soul. My brain heightens that low drone of repressed worry, sharpens and clarifies it into a twisted vision of my mother’s legs being torn off so her captors can have full, unfettered access to her holes—of Aisu being impaled by a cock so massive her body splits open from the strain.
It’s so vivid that when I wake, I retch hard and nearly vomit on the floor of the navigation room. But I hold the bile down. And I don’t scream, or cry.
I’ve let myself drift from my purpose—rescuing the only two people in my old life who have a right to my love and loyalty. What kind of daughter am I? What kind of friend?
If I told Bash about them, would he help me? Would he care? He seems to like me, but I can’t imagine him changing his route and risking his men for a couple of dock-droolers. I have to obey the Wolf’s order and Cal’s wish. It will pain me deeply to do it, but I’ll recover, as I’ve recovered from so many terrible things in my life.
As Cal passed me earlier, he muttered, “Soon.” Before long he’ll let me know that the timing is right to kill the Captain. He’ll help me get away with it. And then we’ll part ways. I’ll get passage on another ship and return to Knockaine. I’ll make sure Aisu and Sylvie are safe, and I’ll begin my new life as a courtesan of The Royal Orchid. I will fuck the most beautiful and powerful men, until I forget the way the Pirate Lord tasted when he kissed me.
My nap may have destroyed me emotionally, but it gave me a little physical strength—enough to pull myself to my feet and hobble out of the navigation cabin.
My heart jolts when I see Cal at the helm. Under his guidance, we’re moving slowly away from the Iron Minstrel, using the natural winds.
For a moment, I have the impulse to kill Cal instead of Bash. I don’t know why—except that he’s a complication, and I want him gone.
My fingers curl around Beirgid’s charm, but it remains inert. Apparently it chooses when it wants to activate—or perhaps it was only good for the one time. That thought makes my heart sink. I want power of my own, and not just the sexual or mental power of a beautiful, clever woman. I’ve had a taste of raw, violent magic, and I’m very much afraid that nothing else will satisfy me now.
I’m about to speak to Cal, but then I notice Red standing on the main deck with a longbow. He’s disheveled and bloodied, but alive, which is more than I can say for the eight bodies lined up behind him. Eight members of our crew, gone. Not to mention the others who perished from spider-crabs and giant chunks of rock.
I hope defeating the Iron Minstrel was worth their sacrifice.
“Get the target in your sights, lad,” calls Silas to Red, and relief washes over me at the sound of his voice. I’m so relieved he’s not among the dead. “Fire at will!”
“Aye-aye, sir,” Red responds. He nocks a flaming arrow in place and fires it at the Minstrel. The enemy ship ignites at once in a roar of flame.
My heart flies into my throat, choking me. “Were there slaves aboard?”
Cal whips around. “Fuck! Don’t sneak up on a man like that.”
“Are there people on that ship?”
“Aye, what’s left of the Minstrel’s crew, and the two wielders, and the captain. We found a holding area and chains belowdecks, but she’d already dropped off her shipment of slaves—thank the gods. I didn’t fancy having another passel of weeping sops in our hold, and having to ration supplies until the next port. No, this time we got something better.”
“Something better?”
He nods to the piles of cargo on the lower deck, not far from the line of corpses. “Silks and lace, fruit and spices, and several blends of hannas. Goods we can actually fucking sell. Not only that, but the Minstrel was carrying the most potent cinnar I’ve ever seen.” He looks toward the forecastle, where Bash stands motionless, wearing his captain’s coat and hat. “One last rich haul before he goes to meet Arawn.”
I lower my voice. “You said, ‘soon.’ How soon?”
“We’ll be heading for our hideout next, to drop off the non-perishable loot. Then we’ll go somewhere to sell the rest of it. You need to convince him that Suggton is our best bet for that.”
“Suggton? Is that a port?”
“Not so much a port as an island, and not so much an island as a town built upon bones. Nasty place, but they’ll offer plenty for this kind of goods, if the blasted Captain will let us sell them. Last time we took on a load of cinnar, he made us dump it in the ocean. Said he wouldn’t be responsible for the lives it would ruin. Fucking softhead.”
“Is that why you hate him so much?”
“I got more reasons.”
“I’d like to know them. You’re a storyteller—tell me a story.”
Cal snorts. “Just work your part of the problem, see, and get him to head for Suggton after our stop at the trove. And keep him from dumping the cinnar, if you can. When we get to Suggton, you’ll do him in, and I’ll make sure you get away free. You can go running back to Knockaine, and I’ll have what I want.”
“Which is?”
At first I think he’ll brush me off again, but he scratches his reddish beard and mutters, “I’m sick of chasin’ slavers. I’m tired of being aboard a ship what can’t make port in Ravensbeck, savvy? Red and I were recruited and assigned to this vessel, but it ain’t what I expected by a long shot. We need a place on a different ship, with a different captain who can take us to Ravensbeck at last. We can have a home there, Red and I. Bank up some money, and then get out of piracy and go into steady trade, merchant work, taking on passengers and the like. Respectable and all. Besides which, it ain’t natural for any man to have such powers as the Captain has. Got an unfair advantage, he does. It’s bloody disgusting, that’s what, not to mention plain eerie.”
“You’re sounding as superstitious as your brother,” I say wryly.
“Never,” he snaps. “My brother’s a fool and a dreamer. A good hand with a gun or a bow, but not much else. Still, he’s blood, and it’s my job to see that he’s cared for, and to make sure that we both climb up in the world, as it were.”
My next words are barely a breath. “None of those are good reasons to kill the Captain.”
“Family and future are reason enough.” He shoots me a calculating look and turns the ship wheel to avoid a boulder. “You got your reasons for wanting him dead, too. Ain’t no way you get clear of it without my help, though, you savvy?”
“You’re probably right,” I admit. “Suggton, you say?”
“Aye. Suggton.”
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When I descend to the main deck, I walk along the line of corpses. Among them is the second helmsman, the one Bash caught me sucking off in the storage room. I stand at his feet for a moment, transfixed and sorrowful. He was decent enough, for a pirate.
He’s the only one of the eight that I know. The others I recognize, but I didn’t learn their names.
A hand wrapped in a patched glove squeezes my shoulder. “They’ll be sent over the side to meet Arawn, once we get clear of the Labyrinth.”
I look up into Silas’s face. He has a wound on his brow, and blood has congealed in his black braids.
“I kept hearing guns,” I tell him. “I thought none of you would survive—except the Captain, of course.”
“Yes, they had excellent guns. Better than any I’ve seen. Their secret weapons. If we’d known about them beforehand, we could have prepared better and lost fewer men.” He sighs heavily. “None of the other slaving ships had such weapons. This was the big one. The flagship of the fleet, as it were.”
“So Bash will be done with his task now?”
Silas winces and sucks his teeth. “If only evil were so easy to root out, love. But I’m very much afraid it’s not. I’ve a task for you—go down to the men’s quarters, and see if Faris could use your help. We’ve several wounded languishing below.”
“Of course.” I hesitate, then say quietly, “If the Captain looks for me, will you tell him where I am?”
“I will. I must say I enjoyed the show you two put on.” He manages a half-grin. “His trysts with Merrina were fun to watch, but the way he is with you—it’s hot as Beirgid’s own bosom. If I’m not mistaken, that fuck against the mast was the final word on it—he’s the only one allowed to take you.”
“He said something like that,” I mutter. “I’ll go see if Faris needs help, as you suggested.”
“Not a suggestion, love. It’s an order straight from the quartermaster. You’re one of the crew, ain’t you?” He gives me a warm smile and a wink. But there’s grief in his eyes, and I go belowdecks weighed by the realization of what that smile cost him.
Faris has set up a makeshift healing center in a corner of the crew’s quarters, where seven men lie on blankets or in hammocks. He’s kneeling beside one of them, his yellow robes pooled around him. His hands shake as he tries to spread cream on an open wound. No doubt he’s used most of his energy for healing the worst injuries, and now he’s exhausted.
“Let me do that.” I kneel beside him.
His olive skin is sweat-glazed, and his eyelids are swollen and pink with weariness. “Rub your hands with a little of that tonic first, to clean them.” He points to a bottle in a wooden case nearby.
For the next two hours, he and I work together in tight silence, broken only by his occasional crisp directions and the groans of the wounded men.
“I wish I could have helped in the battle.” I wipe blood from a pirate’s mangled fingers as gently as I can, then stroke the man’s brow while Faris splints the broken digits. “I tried using my charm again. It wouldn’t work. And then I was so tired I fell asleep—I couldn’t help it.”
Faris nods. “Magical exhaustion. I know it all too well. Some charms have a safety measure spelled into them. In all likelihood, the charm wouldn’t work because it could sense your body’s resources were low.”
Hope ignites in my heart. “Then it will work again?”
“I expect so. When you’ve had some rest, and when your need is great.”
“That’s good news.” I release a grateful little laugh, and immediately feel awful for making such a sound when so many of the crew are dead or hurt. “Oh gods—I’m sorry. It’s just… I’m relieved I’ll be able to use it again.”
“I understand.” Faris tips a spoonful of tonic into our patient’s mouth. “It’s painful to lack the power you need to help others.” His lips tighten as he corks the tonic bottle and sets it back in his case.
“You do your best,” I murmur. “They’re lucky to have you aboard.”
“Perhaps. Though I don’t doubt they could find a better healer than me. I’m only here because I’m a friend of the Captain’s, from before he joined the service of the Pirate King.”
My interest spikes at once. I’ve barely considered Bash’s origins. “How did he choose this life?”
“That story is best told by the Captain himself—or perhaps by Cal, if you want an embellished version. I will only say that we tend to follow our parents’ paths in spite of ourselves.” Faris absently touches one of the bone-bead necklaces he wears. “One might say the life chose him.”
“So Bash’s parents were pirates?”
“His father made a career of it, yes. He’s a rogue pirate, though—one of them that doesn’t like answering to a higher power such as the Pirate King. Bash doesn’t know who his mother was. He likes to say he’s god-born.”
“Not too far-fetched, considering his power.” I rise stiffly from where I’ve been kneeling. My whole body aches, and my skin feels grimy, salt-crusted, seamed with sweat and smoke. I sniff my armpit and wince.
Faris huffs a chuckle. “The baths will be in high demand once we’re clear of the Labyrinth and the men have eaten something. Best to have one now, if you like.”
“I want to keep helping.”
Faris shakes his head. “Appreciated, but you need your rest if you’re to serve the Captain.”
“You should rest too.”
“I will, soon. And I have my eye on some of the hannas we liberated from the Minstrel. There’s a sleep-inducing blend among the others, and I plan on smoking a full stick of it once these men are resting comfortably.”
“You deserve the indulgence.”
I turn to go, but he says sharply, “Risa.”
I glance back at him.
“I thought you weren’t really with us,” he says. “I went so far as to suspect you of meaning harm to my friend. But last night, and this morning, you’ve shown your loyalty to this ship and her captain. You have served well, and I believe you mean well.”
Guilt churns in my stomach, but I manage to say, “Thank you, Faris.”
One of the wounded men speaks up. “Perhaps you’ll return later, eh, poppet? Give our other parts a little attention, since we was wounded in the line of duty, as it were? I’ve heard there’s no better pain tonic than cumming between a pretty lass’s lips.”
I give him a tentative smile. “I’ll have to ask the Captain. I’m not sure that would please him.”
“That wouldn’t please the Captain,” says a voice from the doorway. “It wouldn’t please the Captain at all.”
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Bash stands behind me, a dominant presence despite his disheveled brown hair and the red scratches my nails left on his cheek. He has abandoned his hat and coat somewhere, and his shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows in the usual distracting fashion.
He surveys me grimly. “If you’re quite finished here…”
“I am. I was just going for a bath.”
“Perfect. I’ll join you.” He takes my arm and tows me out of the crew’s quarters, through the galley. On the way he snatches a couple of hot bacon biscuits right off a rack where they were cooling, holding them both in one hand. They’d probably burn the fingers of anyone else.
“I don’t want you to join me in the bath,” I protest. “Aren’t you needed on deck? For navigation and orders and such? What if there are more spider-crabs? What if—”
“I’m empty.” His voice scrapes from his throat, hoarse and painful. “Drained of magic, which makes me useless. But I can’t fuck you right now, don’t you see? I can’t get hard, not when I’ve watched so many of my men die. The one the spider drank, and the one who was crushed, and the ones who died in the battle, and all those wounded—this is a fucking mess, and no mistake.”
He lets go of me long enough to open the door to the bathing room. There’s a porthole inside, whose smoked glass allows a dim haze of daylight to enter. The room is tiny, wreathed in heavy steam that thickens my breath. Bone-colored tiles line the ceiling, the walls, and the strip of floor between us and the tub. Every tile is slick with moisture.
“No need to worry about the spider-crabs,” Bash continues, handing me one of the bacon biscuits. “They don’t seem to like the sun. We saw some of them crawling down the rocks and going below the surface, so I don’t think we need fear them in the daylight. Cal and Silas have things well in hand, but if I’m to regain my magic and help them, I have to get hard somehow. Maybe a bath and the sight of you will do it.” He hangs the beads outside to signal that the bath is occupied, shuts the door, and takes a huge bite of biscuit before saying thickly, “Take off your clothes.”
A familiar seething rebellion rises in my soul—the resentment that springs up whenever he commands me. “You first.”
His brown eyes spark with restless anger. “I gave you an order. Obey me.”
“Aye-aye, Captain.” I deliver a mock salute, but I make no move to undress. Instead, I take a deliberate bite of the biscuit he gave me and chew it slowly, holding his gaze.
“You’re angry.” His voice is low, tense, as if he’s trying to be restrained and reasonable and finding it very difficult. “You’re angry because I want you to be mine alone.”
“You only want that because you saw me use magic. Not because you actually like or respect me, but because with the added power, I’m nearer to your concept of an ideal woman. With magic, I resemble your obsession even more closely, so you need to have me all to yourself. You can’t bear the idea of sharing me, any more than you can bear the idea of the Pirate King fucking his red-haired queen who probably doesn’t remember that you exist—”
“Shut up.” He casts aside the remnant of the biscuit and takes one step closer to me, the golden heat of the steam clouding the air between us. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know you’re a fool.”
“You’re not the only one who has called me that recently,” he says through gritted teeth. “Strip, Risa, or I’ll tear the clothes from your back.”
I set all five fingertips against his chest, right over his heart, and claw together a fistful of his shirt. “I said. You. First.” And I wrench at the gathered fabric.
The shirt is damp and well-worn, already tattered in a few places, and it rips at my sharp tug, leaving a large swath of his chest bare. I didn’t expect it to give way so easily, and I gasp a little, staring at the piece of fabric in my hand.
My eyes flick up to his, and I give a small breathless laugh out of sheer surprise. “Well, shit. I suppose I owe you a shirt.”
A quiver of humor crosses his mouth. “I’ll take it out of your wages.” He reaches out and takes two handfuls of my dress, ripping it open like he did when we fucked belowdecks.
“You have to stop doing that or I’ll have no clothes left. I’m already living in borrowed garments.”
“We shall have to fix that at our next stop.”
I take another bite of biscuit. It’s greasy and dense, but I haven’t eaten in hours, and I’m fairly sure it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. “Our next stop, eh? And where will that be?”
“A secret hiding place of ours, a place we call the Cove. And then on to a trade port where we can sell the loot from the Iron Minstrel. Well… not all the loot. Some will have to be tossed.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s cinnar, which enslaves people as surely as the sex traders do.”
“But it’s their choice to purchase cinnar or not,” I counter. “Besides, you’ll be selling it to a dealer, not directly to users. What the dealer does with it is his choice. Couldn’t your crew use the extra money? At the very least you could view it as—compensation. Yes, that’s it—compensation for the families of the pirates who died in the battle for the Minstrel.”
He’s been staring at my breasts determinedly, but he looks up again. “That is a decent suggestion.”
“I’ve got brains as well as beauty,” I say wryly. “Is the view working for you?” I lean forward a little and shake my shoulders, letting my breasts bounce.
But he closes his eyes. “I wish it was working. But all I can see is powder burns and blood spatter and bullets punching through flesh, through faces—gods.” He turns away, angrily stripping off his boots and the rest of his clothes. “I can sever a man’s dick and peel off his skin, but when it comes to death by bullets—I can’t bear it. I must be mad.”
“I don’t think so.” I watch him slide into the water, my heart quickening at the lithe strength of his body. He’s telling the truth about his mental state; his cock is limp, not a twitch of arousal.
Stuffing the last bite of food into my mouth, I remove the ruined dress and ease myself into the bath as well. I inhale steam and exhale relief as the hot water soothes my tired limbs. “You’re not mad. You can torment people who deserve it without feeling a qualm. But when your own men die, you mourn them. That seems not only sane, but natural.”
“Hm.” He sinks beneath the water, coming up again with his brown hair darkly wet and his handsome face streaming. The four red lines on his cheek disturb me, though I don’t really regret making them. Maybe it’s the fact that they show his vulnerability, which in turn reminds me of what I must do to him in the near future.
What if I simply—refuse to kill him? What if I ignore Cal, the Wolf, and everyone else, and continue to live like this with Bash, for as long as he’ll have me?
But he won’t want me forever. I’m a placeholder to him, a substitute.
I’m the fool here. I’ve done what Bess warned me against. I’ve blurred the lines, conflated sex with sincere affection. I’m wanting things I have no business wanting. Best to get on with my terrible purpose before I get even more attached.
I have to think of him as just another mark. Just a body to be pleasured.
“I’m going to seduce you, Captain,” I say softly, drifting toward him through the steam. I don’t have to go far—the tub is small for two, and our legs are practically entangled as it is. “Relax, and let me show you my skills. But don’t close your eyes—keep looking at me. Fill your vision with something besides the battle.”
The ship tilts suddenly, and water sloshes out of the bath. Bash and I both freeze, but there’s no grinding impact, no shuddering crash. Cal avoided whatever obstacle lay in the ship’s path.
I move nearer to Bash, shifting my position until my breasts are smushed against his left arm. My hand clasps his pectoral, reveling in the packed muscle, and then I begin to tease his nipple with a fingernail, all the while holding his gaze with mine. I keep my expression soft and seductive—my lashes lowered a bit, my mouth parted, my neck and shoulders angled just so, revealing the lines of my throat and collarbones to the best advantage.
“You said we’ll have to stop to trade, after we visit your hideout,” I murmur, nuzzling lightly along his cheek. “Is your hideout anywhere near Suggton?”
“Suggton?” He draws back a little. “Where did you hear that name?”
“Back home, on the docks. I had a client who wouldn’t stop raving about the place, and I’ve always wanted to visit.”
“You’ve always wanted to visit Suggton?” His eyebrows lift. “By the powers, Risa, I do believe your client was playing a joke on you. Suggton isn’t a place anyone wants to visit, unless you’re a rogue pirate with nowhere else to sell your swag.”
“But if you’re going to sell cinnar, wouldn’t you rather conduct that business in the shadows, in a less-than-savory place?” I pinch his nipple lightly and kiss the corner of his jaw.
“That’s true. Fuck, you’re clever tonight. Magic suits you.”
“My cleverness has nothing to do with any magic,” I say crisply, pinching his nipple harder. He sucks in a breath, which means he felt the pain, which means—I glance down through the water and notice that his cock has lifted—not much, but he’s getting hard.
“That’s not what I meant.” Bash wipes a wet hand over his face, which makes his scruff gleamingly damp. I sow kisses along his jawline.
“Of course not. Men can say anything they like, and when they’re challenged on it, they simply claim the obvious meaning isn’t what they intended, and therefore everyone should forgive them.” I smile sweetly at him and pinch his other nipple.
“You vengeful little vixen,” he breathes. His hand slides around my bare waist, then sweeps down to grasp my ass cheek.
“You can’t have me yet.” I slither from his grasp and reach for a bar of soap that hangs in a netted bag near the tub. “We both stink. We’ll wash first.”
In the golden haze of the tiny room I wash him thoroughly, top to tail. I massage his muscles the way I saw Bess massage a client at The Royal Orchid. I work my fingers along his scalp, then rise on my knees to pour double-handfuls of water over him to rinse away the soap—an act which brings my shining, wet breasts right in front of his face.
After washing his broad chest and his back, I take my time delving between the cheeks of his perfect ass, soaping up his balls, and stroking his cock with the suds. Every slick, squeezing rush of my fingers makes him harden more, and when I deftly massage the spot right beneath the head of his cock, he vents a sharp moan of pleasure that makes me grin.
In this cozy pocket of warmth, light, and hot water, he and I are alone. Even the movement of the ship doesn’t seem as noticeable when we’re in the bath. I could almost believe we’re safe on land in our own cottage, clear of Harrow’s Labyrinth and far from danger.
What harm could it do to pretend? To have a little pleasure and joy while I can, until I’m forced to end his life?
I wash my body next, dipping my hair as well. Bash watches me with the eyes of a starving man. The fierce, pained hunger in his gaze surprises me—after all, it’s not as if he’s starved for sex. We’ve been fucking frequently. But still he looks as if he could devour me whole, inhale me into himself.
With fingers that tremble slightly, I place the soap back into the bag. My hand circles his cock once more, and it bobs compulsively at my touch. “I do believe you’re ready, Captain.”
With a low rumble of desire, Bash pulls me in, close to his body. His tip pokes against my pussy under the water.
“One moment.” I plunge my fingers between my legs and coax out some of the slick arousal to ease his way. It’s much better doing this here than it was in the ocean. Back in Knockaine, having sex in the water was rare, but I did it sometimes, at the local bath-houses. Aisu used to warn me against it. “Too easy to pick up sickness in those places,” she’d say. “The waters are unclean.”
But of course, Sylvie insisted we spend time seducing clients in the baths. Sylvie always insisted… insisted on so many things… things that I hated…
Fuck…
My limbs lock up as a knot of panic tightens in my gut. I try to relax—try to remain pliable and soft in Bash’s arms, but I’m not in control of my body anymore. He’s tucking his tip inside me, pushing me down onto his cock—it’s all right, it’s fine, all I have to do is endure it—don’t speak, don’t move, just endure—
“Risa.” He takes my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Where did you go?”
I can’t speak. I’m a broken doll, stiff and voiceless.
“Are you all right?” He pulls back, concern etching his forehead. “Did I hurt you? I know I can be rough, demanding, but I—gods, I would never—”
My voice comes out as a croak, forced through my stricken throat. “I… I…”
“Do you need me to stop touching you?”
I manage to shake my head.
“Well then. Come here.” He draws me in, cradles me against his chest.
I lean against him, mute and suffering. My lungs and throat are so tight I can barely draw in sips of air.
“Whatever it is, it can’t touch you now,” Bash says, low. “It has no power here.”
He’s still inside me. The willpower it must take for him to stay still, to just hold me and not fuck me—
Black glitter is dancing in front of my eyes.
“You’re not breathing, minnow.” Bash’s voice pierces the glitter. “Breathe for me.” His hand spreads over my back, large and warm, easing my rigid body a little. “Breathe with me.” His chest surges against mine and I drag in a matching breath. “Again. In and out. That’s it. Good girl.”
His words grate against the memories roiling in my brain. “I’m not a good girl,” I whisper. “I’m wicked. I’m the worst kind of wretched, disgusting filth you can imagine. I can’t say no, not to her, not to anyone…”
“You refused me, just now, when I told you to undress.”
“You’re different.”
“Am I?” Each slow, heavy breath swells his chest against my breasts. His thick, hot length inside me isn’t an invasion—it’s a comfort. I curl against him, my head on his shoulder, while the tension eases from my limbs.
“Who did you mean, when you said you couldn’t say no to her?” Bash murmurs.
I could tell him about my mother right now. But I can’t bear it. If I start telling someone about her, I have the desperate feeling that I won’t be able to stop—and I can’t bear for Bash to know who she is to me, and what she has made me do.
“Just fuck me,” I whisper. “Please. But gently, if you can—if it’s not too much to ask.”
Bash’s hands slide up my arms, over my shoulders, clasping my face carefully, his fingers tangled in my hair. He looks into my eyes, sincerity shining in his gaze. “Anything you need.”
He leans forward. Salty warm lips touch mine, sinking softly deeper, and a rush of sweet pleasure suffuses my body. Then Bash takes me by the waist and moves me on him, a steady, reassuring rhythm. I lace my arms around his neck, my forearms propped on his shoulders, and I look into his brown eyes, bathing myself in their warmth.
After a few moments, Bash rises from the tub, clasping my body to his, with his cock still inside me. He grabs a couple of towels, whips them out, and throws them down on the narrow tiled space by the tub. Carefully he lowers me and himself onto them, laying me on my back without letting his cock slip out of my heat.
In this new position, he pushes into me deeper, while his calloused thumb probes for my clit. There’s a rough sweetness in the way he circles the bud of flesh, toying with it, coaxing it, watching me closely to see what makes me arch and sigh.
He lowers his mouth to mine, a brush of salt-seared lips. “Say ‘no’ to me anytime, minnow.”
I breathe words over his tongue. “Right now, I just want to say yes. Yes… Sebastian… yes… yes…”
We come at the same moment, a gentle flood of delight, a duet of blissful moans.
“Bash,” I gasp, my face pressed to his. “Bash… gods…”
He groans and takes my mouth, humming his deep satisfaction against my lips.
I’m barely conscious when Bash wraps me in towels and carries me to my cabin. He lays me in my bunk, places a towel under my wet head, and pulls the sheets over me.
“I want you to sleep as long as you need to,” he says. “I won’t wake you, but may I enter you while you’re sleeping, if I require more energy? Getting us safely away from here will consume a great deal of magic.”
The idea of someone invading me while I slept was a very real fear of mine back at The Winking Siren, and it happened more than once. But in Bash’s case, the thought of him slipping inside me while I’m asleep is oddly titillating. So I give him a smile and a nod by way of consent, and he leaves the cabin with a quiet, “Rest well, minnow.”
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We manage to get clear of Harrow’s Labyrinth and the surrounding currents before the mainmast splits right down the middle with a searing crack.
I use up my remaining energy keeping it aloft until the crew can cut the ropes free, and with the last dregs of my magic I raise the pieces of the mast and dump them overboard.
I’ll have to work with the remaining smaller masts and sails to get us to our hideout. Thankfully the island isn’t far from here, and it’s heavily forested with strong, mature trees. We can cut another mast to replace this one. We’ve had to do it enough times that the crew has become very savvy about the process.
While Brom and Silas oversee alterations to the rigging and sails, I head into Risa’s cabin for a refill of my energy. The red dawn this morning did not lie—clouds are piling up in the sky, and it looks like we’re in for quite the storm. I’ll need to be at full power if we’re going to weather it safely.
The window in her room is covered, but enough clouded light seeps through to show me her nude body, limp and relaxed on the bunk. She’s on her back, sheets tossed aside, and her scarlet hair is strewn across the pillow like spilled crimson ink.
Quietly I approach, admiring the rich, creamy softness of her breasts, the smooth expanse of her silky stomach, the thick curves of her thighs, and the delicate parted folds of her pussy.
I used to believe that the best sex could only be had in the palatial chambers of The Royal Orchid, with a perfectly coiffed, exquisitely scented, flawlessly trained courtesan. But since Risa came into my world, I’ve had the best sex of my fucking life, over and over. She has flavors, this one. It’s never the same with her. I think I could fuck her for the rest of my days and never be bored, never desire anyone else.
From one of the drawers I take more of the lubricant Merrina and I once used, and I slick my cock with it. Easing myself onto the bed, I move between Risa’s thighs and push her legs open, so that her pussy splays wider. My hand closes around my dick, and I feed it carefully into her small hole.
She sighs in her sleep and flings an arm up onto the pillow, above her head, but she doesn’t wake as I penetrate her deeper.
The sensation of perfect, velvety softness, of wet, welcoming heat gloving my cock—it’s a bliss beyond anything else. Being inside this woman demolishes all my goals and purposes. I have no bravado, no boldness, no future or past—nothing but a craven need to be always here, always with her.
Sharp thrills roll along the length of my cock as I slide in and out. The need, the intense desire, the burning heat—it heightens, tightens, crashes through me and I spill everything into her. The pleasure tugs a cracked gasp from my lips, sends goosebumps over my skin.
Energy floods my body, replenishing the dry, aching recesses of my magical reserves, filling me to the brim, even as I’m filling my beautiful girl. My balls pump again, again, and I push in tight, squeezing every drop of cum deep into her womb.
For a moment I have a primal urge to know that I’ve filled her with a child of mine. It’s not possible, because I dose myself regularly with a tonic that keeps me infertile. But the urge startles me. I’ve never desired that before.
Slowly I draw my cock out of Risa’s sleeping body. My shaft is wet and gleaming, and as it emerges, her pussy lips fall back into place, pink and damp from stretching around my girth. Her pussy spasms a little, and a milky drop of cum appears in her opening.
I tuck my cock head under that drop of cum and nudge it back inside her. Then I give her a fond pat before refastening my pants. Much as I would like to stay and play with her, we still have a long way to go.
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We arrive at the pirates’ hideout amid thunder and sheets of gray rain. I can barely make out where we’ve anchored—a small cove bordered by low cliffs, a strip of pale beach, and some wind-blown dunes. Beyond the dunes I glimpse the smudged, dark shapes of hills, but I’m too busy hunching deeper into my hooded cloak to identify anything else.
Atticus rows the skiff I’m in, his powerful arms propelling me and a handful of crew members toward one of the cliffs. He turns the skiff shortly before we reach the rock face, and I realize that the cliffside isn’t flat after all—it only appears so from the front. There’s a vertical ridge in the rock, and behind it lies a dark, quiet channel, a tunnel leading into the heart of the island—into a cave.
One of the pirates lights a lantern, which tosses eerie shadows over the rocky walls. Spikes of rock extend downward from above, and long fingers of stone push up from beneath, lining the passage like warning fingers.
Beside me, Red mutters a half-intelligible prayer and tosses intermittent handfuls of salt and herbs over each shoulder.
“Water’s already salty, Red,” Atticus says. “Twon’t do you no good to add more.”
“It’s for luck,” says Red, very emphatically. “And there’s black pepper in it, to fend off dark spirits.”
Atticus shakes his head and keeps rowing.
The passage isn’t long, thankfully. It ends with a rickety-looking dock, where Atticus pauses to drop us off before heading back out again to pick up another load of pirates and cargo.
Beyond the ramshackle dock are half a dozen shacks, built of weathered wood. I throw back my hood, pick up a couple bundles of the loot we brought with us, and trudge after the pirates. They open the door to the fourth building from the left, and we walk through an empty room to the back wall.
“Which knothole is it again?” asks one of the pirates, peering at the wood.
“The one what looks like an evil eye,” Red says.
“Aye, that be the one.” The pirate pushes it, and the back wall of the shack pops open, revealing another stone passage, large enough for a man of Atticus’s size to walk comfortably. The tunnel empties into a large cave, mostly dry, but there must be openings somewhere high up inside it, because I can faintly hear the howl of the storm, and there’s a current of fresh, cool air. The center of the cave has been worn smooth by tools or by frequent use, but more of the strange rock formations cluster along its edges. Between the spikes of rock are crates, chests, and barrels, more than I can count. The pirates’ stash of treasure and supplies.
“It’s a good enough place.” The pirate with the lantern attaches it to a chain hanging from the ceiling. “Good enough until we can earn our place at Ravensbeck.”
“It don’t seem fair sometimes that the rest of us can’t see Ravensbeck, just because the Captain can’t be tattooed,” mutters another pirate.
“The word of the Pirate King is law,” replies the first man.
“So it is.”
Group by group, the rest of the crew arrive, except for Faris, who stays aboard to keep an eye on the wounded, and Cal, whose job it is to watch over the ship.
I overhear Bash muttering to Silas, “Did you remind Cal to feed the prisoner? Not the one I cut up… the other one.”
“That old shit’s still alive?” Silas’s eyebrows rise. “I thought he died weeks ago.”
“He’s a tough bastard. No matter—if Cal remembers to tend to him, so be it, and if he starves, it is the will of Arawn. Gods know he deserves any suffering that comes his way, for the pain he dealt to others.”
There’s little talk that evening, and no stories or songs. I had a good long sleep after my bath, but most of the crew haven’t slept since we entered Harrow’s Labyrinth.
Lying on the stone floor with a couple of blankets and a pillow, I begin to realize just how wonderful it is to have my own cabin aboard ship. The entire cave is a tempest of snoring, snuffling, and pungent farts. It’s enough to drive a girl fucking mad. Not to mention the unyielding rock beneath me makes a poor substitute for the very comfortable mattress in my bunk.
At last, unable to sleep, I get up quietly, take one of the lanterns, and poke around the edges of the room. When I happen upon a crate of books, I nearly squeal with relief and delight. Here is something to break up the long, monotonous hours while the others rest.
I tuck a few of the books under my arm and move down a nearby passage, away from the grunting and snorting and the smell of pirate.
The passage is longer than I expected, and it opens into a secondary chamber, much smaller than the first, with fewer spikes of stone. This room is full of weaponry—a couple of large cannons, some smaller guns, and a forest of spears, swords, pikes, and crossbow bolts.
There’s an iron hook bolted to the rock wall, so I hang my lantern on it, choose the book that looks most interesting, and set the others aside. I seat myself on one of the cannons to read.
Unfortunately for me—or perhaps fortunately—the book I chose happens to be a very naughty novel. And I’m not immune to its effects, even though I’ve watched people have sex my whole life. This book has a way of building up to each touch, each kiss, and finally each sexual interlude, in a way that makes my stomach flutter and my body thrill. It’s so effective I find myself soaking wet after the first six chapters.
When I dressed, I omitted my underthings, as usual, and the skirt I’m wearing is quite short, so my bare pussy is pressed right against the ponderous metal bulk of the cannon.
Bash is sleeping in the other cave with the crew. I want him, but it would be selfish to wake him—he’s exhausted.
My gaze settles on one of the smaller cannons, whose barrel is only slightly bigger than Bash’s cock. I’m not such a fool as to impale myself on it—but what if I sat astride it and—rubbed?
The sheer ridiculous naughtiness of the idea makes me grin. I deserve to have a little wild fun on my own. After all, I just survived the most dangerous event of my life. I could have died so many times, and the fact that I didn’t makes me feel sharply alive and strangely reckless.
Eyeing the smaller cannon, I lay aside the book and strip down to my bare skin. The cool air of the cave breathes softly over my body, like a gentle kiss. Feeling deliciously wicked, I walk over to the cannon and run my hand along its surface, checking for any sharpness or rough spots. But it’s perfectly smooth, and looks clean once I’ve wiped off the dust.
I hook one leg over the gun and settle into place astride it. The slight uptilt of the cannon barrel causes the perfect amount of pressure against my clit, and I breathe out a sigh of satisfaction. Slowly I begin to rub myself along the cannon, slicking its surface with my arousal.
A flash of light at the entrance to the room. I freeze as a lantern bobs into view, and with it, the shirtless figure of Bash. In his other hand he clasps a small wooden box.
He takes in the sight of me, naked astride the gun, and his eyes widen, sparkling with humor.
“Risa,” he says softly. “Are you fucking a cannon?”
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In my most debauched fantasies, I never imagined a sight so wildly arousing as Risa sitting naked astride a cannon, with her slim fingers clasping its surface and her back prettily arched so her mound can press more tightly to the smooth metal. Her breasts look so fucking pert, nipples beaded and rosy, and her scarlet hair tumbles down her back in rich waves, right to the creamy curve of her bottom. A flush of arousal and guilt paints her cheeks.
She tenses as if she’s about to dismount from the gun, but I bark, “Belay that! Don’t you dare move.”
“I don’t know what I was thinking,” she falters as I approach. “I was reading a book, and I was alone, and I—I had this idea—”
“I applaud your instincts. I think you’re a fucking genius. If I could paint, I’d paint you exactly like this and jerk off to the image every day.”
“I thought you were asleep,” she whispers.
“I was. The snores of Atticus could wake every spirit in Arawn’s Pit, I swear. I woke up and saw you were gone, so I decided to find this—” I hold up the box in my hand— “and then look for you. It’s something I planned to give you, and trust me, there is no better moment than this one.”
Risa’s eyes follow my movements as I set down the lantern, open the box, and draw out two ropes of sparkling rubies and diamonds, linked by silver swirls. Each necklace is longer than my arm.
“What?” she gasps. “Where did those come from?”
“From a prince of the Seven Kingdoms. These were a bride-price that I happened to have the opportunity to collect.”
Confusion swirls in her eyes. “But for the price of those, you could all leave the sea and live as rich men.”
“None of our usual buyers are wealthy enough to give us the full value of these,” I reply. “My crew wanted to pop the stones out of their settings and sell them one at a time, but I wouldn’t allow it. Look at the craftsmanship.” I hold the necklaces closer to her, and she leans forward, hunger in her gaze.
“They’re stunning,” she breathes.
“They are yours.”
Her eyes flash up to mine, startled. “You can’t give these to me. What would I do with them?”
“Wear them in private?” I give her a wry grin. “You won’t be able to sell them or show them off, but you can enjoy them. Here.” I put the necklaces over her head, then lift her hair through and settle the gems in place. They drape over her shoulders, wreathing her bare breasts in glittering stars of pure white and blood-scarlet.
“I have never seen anything so beautiful.” Fuck, I said that out loud.
The flush on her cheeks deepens.
“A dock girl who can blush so prettily—what a treasure.” I step back, crossing my arms. “Don’t let me stop you from enjoying yourself.”
A flicker of uncertainty traces through her gaze. Her teeth pinch her lower lip briefly, and my cock twitches.
“Bash, I don’t think—”
“Please.” The word is a harsh prayer, torn from my lips. Death has a way of making me frantic for the things I enjoy, and she is one of them—maybe all of them.
“Is the Pirate Lord begging?” Her eyebrows arches.
I drag in a long, slow breath and blow it out. “Yes, I’m fucking begging. I want to watch you make yourself come on that cannon, while you’re wearing those priceless jewels. I want this memory of you, minnow. Please.”
“It sounds as if you think we’ll part ways soon.” She’s watching me, and once again I feel as if she’s delving into my head, holding up my naked thoughts for inspection.
“Never, if I have my way.” Damn it—once again, I’m speaking things that are better left unsaid.
Risa’s slender fingers glide up the string of gems. She caresses her breast, toying with the nipple, then smirks at me, lashes lowered. “Are you going to touch yourself while I do this, Captain?”
“Fuck yes.” I tug down my pants hastily and wrap a hand around my cock.
I drink in the sight of her as she moves—her flawless skin, her perfect body undulating against the cannon barrel, the dazzling diamonds swinging from her throat and bouncing against her breasts.
Madly I fuck the tunnel of my hand while heat swells my cock. The tiny opening at the tip is leaking precum, and I swirl my palm over the wetness and slick my shaft with it. That feels even better, and I groan aloud, reaching between my legs to cup my balls, squeezing their weight just enough while my hand flies along my cock.
Risa is bucking against the cannon, her neck arched and her eyes closed. I could watch this forever, the flex of her thighs and the luscious movement of her breasts… she tucks two slender fingers against her clit for a moment, and a soft cry leaves her lips. Both hands on the cannon again, and now she’s coming… beautiful woman… she’s flushed and panting, pressing her clit hard against the metal.
I step up to her, my hand frantically stroking my cock, and I paint her thigh with my cum. It’s a good, hard climax, a fierce throbbing pleasure that tightens every muscle I own.
She reaches out, uses my shoulder for leverage as she hops off the cannon, and presses her bare body against mine. Not trying to kiss me, just—standing right against me, as if my proximity is a comfort.
My heart has never been as tough, sun-dried, and salty as many another pirate captain. It’s a raw, bloody, passionate thing—tumultuous, hungry, and angry. Always wanting, never sated, vicious and vengeful.
Until Risa presses her beautiful, soft self against me in that quiet, seeking way, and I wrap my arms around her, and my heart settles, calm as a windless sea under a clear blue sky.
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The next day, the pirates sort and stow the loot they brought from the Iron Minstrel. There are several items I hadn’t noticed before, including an array of pistols and muskets, which Bash takes charge of. He puts them in a huge chest and strides off down the tunnel to the room with the cannons—the one where he and I spent such a strange handful of moments last night.
Coming on my skin didn’t refill his magic, but he doesn’t ask for me again, not for the whole day. So I occupy myself by wandering the beach and exploring a couple of cliffside paths.
Cal comes ashore for a few hours while another pirate takes his place aboard ship. I have a feeling that Cal in particular would not approve of Bash’s gift to me, so I keep the necklaces hidden under my dress, and wrap a filmy scarf around my throat as well, to make sure no stray glint reveals my secret.
But Cal doesn’t speak to me at all. He lurks in the caves, while the other men work at hoisting the new mast into place. It’s an easier job than I thought—or maybe they make it look easy, having done it so often.
“We carry an extra mast or two sometimes,” Brom tells me around a wad of cressweed. “Ran out, though. Captain likes to push ’em hard.”
Brom is unusually talkative today, and his blue eyes twinkle as the new mast is fitted into place. His connection to the Reaper’s Fate fascinates me. Perhaps there’s a subtle kind of magic that makes him more attuned to the ship’s health than others.
By the late afternoon, we’re ready to make way again. Once we’re aboard, Bash fucks me against the wall of my cabin, hard and quick, and kisses me fervently several times before buttoning his pants and heading out to fill the sails. I sink to the floor, blushing, incapable of keeping a ridiculous smile off my face.
“Stop it,” I tell myself sternly. “No. You can’t be like this with him, not when you have to kill him—”
But I don’t think I can do it.
I have to tell Bash my true purpose on this ship. I must tell him about Aisu and Sylvie, and I have to admit that I tried to drown him. If I confess, Cal can’t use that secret to force me to commit murder.
But what if Bash hates me then? What if he confines me to my room or puts me in the brig? What if he goes back to using me without looking at me?
I’m not sure I could bear that, either.
After taking a moment to collect myself and straighten my clothes, I follow Bash to the main deck and watch him conjure the wind we need. Atticus and Silas stand on either side of me, and I’m reminded, with a rush of emotion, how they rescued me that first night and escorted me safely to the ship.
“What’s our heading, Captain?” shouts Cal from the quarterdeck.
“We make for Suggton,” Bash replies. “There’s plenty of coin to be had there, if we trade what we took from those generous lads aboard the Iron Minstrel.”
“Suggton?” Silas mutters in disbelief. “Is he mad? There’s naught in that place but thieves, assassins, card sharks, and cheats. Not to mention the whores are covered in warts and boils, and you’re lucky to get one with all her limbs intact and a pair of breasts that ain’t waist-length.”
Atticus shrugs his enormous shoulders. “Captain’s got reasons.”
“Of course he does,” Silas groans. “But why can’t those reasons include a few fine pairs of tits? Used to be, the quality of the brothels was one of the prime considerations for choosing a port, and now—Suggton?”
“Things have changed for the Captain.” Atticus jerks his head in my direction.
“Well, fuck, I know that.” Silas gives me a wink. “But Captain needs to think about other dicks besides his own, like Colossus here.” He cups between his legs, feigning a doleful expression. “He’s getting’ mighty weary of traveling the same five-fingered tunnel over and over.” He curls his fingers and makes a significant up and down motion, waggling his eyebrows.
I burst into giggles, and Atticus rumbles a low chuckle.
“I’d be happy to give Colossus something new to explore,” I tell him. “Except… you know…” I cut my eyes toward the not-so-distant figure of Bash, standing beneath the new mast.
“Aye, love.” Silas plants a swift kiss on my forehead. “You’re his new obsession, and that’s a fact, and it’s grateful we are, indeed. Not a man-jack of us would spoil it for him.”
“Come to the galley, lass,” Atticus says. “We’ll see what Cook has that’s edible. And I’ve an idea for a new drawing. I’d be glad of the company.”
I spend hours with Atticus and Red in the galley, and then I follow Brom around awhile before helping Faris with the wounded again. Most of them are nearly healed, thanks to small doses of his magic. I even wander down to the brig, but all the cells are empty. The other prisoner must have died and been given to the sea.
Finally I admit to myself that I’m avoiding Bash. Avoiding the confession and confrontation, avoiding the problem of Cal, avoiding thoughts of the Wolf and the vengeance he will wreak on my loved ones if I fail to perform my mission.
I can wait to resolve this until we reach Suggton. It’s no use telling him before then, really. Maybe Cal will think better of his plot. Maybe I can conceive of a way to persuade Bash to help me with the Wolf. Maybe… maybe a sea monster will swallow the ship and I won’t have to decide.
In some ways, that feels like the most desirable ending to this mess.
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I always smell Suggton before I see it.
The stench is a blend of old eggs, unwashed bodies, mildew, rotting garbage, and rancid shit.
With my arms propped on the ship’s railing, I watch the town emerge from the mists that perpetually swirl around it.
“Town” is too fine a name for this ramshackle tumble of slipshod buildings, erected on a tangle of monstrous bones—the interlocked skeletons of ancient beasts.
Risa comes to my side, and Cal moves in beyond her, his eyes bright with an eagerness unusual for him. Risa seems to shrink from his good mood.
“So this is Suggton,” she says, in a tone of deep disappointment.
“In all its glory. Whoever talked it up to you was lying.”
“Now, now,” Cal interjects. “This place has a fascinating history. See those giant skeletons? It’s said that they are the remnants of arcane beasts, monsters of the ancient world who carried magic inside their very bones. Some say there are those in our world who know how to extract such power from the dead marrow of these ancient creatures.”
Risa’s fingers tighten on the railing. “Power?” There’s a glint in her eye, and I can’t help smiling. Now that I’ve seen her use magic, it seems to me as if she was born to wield it.
Her neck is bare except for her charmed pendant, so she must have found some place to hide the jewels I gave her. Good. It pleases me to know that even if she and I must part ways eventually, she’ll have something valuable she can use for her own survival. If she employs those gems wisely, she’ll never have to return to the life of a dock girl.
And if she is still bound to an employer, under contract to assassinate me, the price of the necklaces should far exceed any bounty on my head.
If she were determined to kill me, she would have tried again by now. Faris himself admitted to me yesterday that he was mistaken about her—he no longer mistrusts her motives.
She is one of us.
I glance over at Cal, who is still peering eagerly through the mist at Suggton. “Cal, if you’re here, and I’m here, who is steering the fucking ship into port?”
“Brom wanted to do it. Says he needs to ‘feel the rudder’ or some such nonsense. Thinks it might need repairs after our trip through the Labyrinth.”
“He’s probably right.” I release a slow, heavy sigh. “That will be expensive.”
“Cheer up, Captain.” Cal grins. “We’ve got plenty of loot to sell. Leave the disposal of the cinnar to me—I’ve got a contact we can use.”
“Of course you do,” I mutter. “Remember, the profits from the cinnar will go to the relatives of the pirates who died during this voyage. Make sure you get a good price.”
“For a charitable cause, I’ll give it my best effort.” He touches two fingers to his brow and walks away.
Risa relaxes visibly once he’s gone, and I frown. Has Cal done something to upset her? I gave him a pass on his rudeness and rebellion toward me, but if he has laid an unwelcome finger on her, I’ll chop off his hands myself.
“Has he hurt you?” I ask abruptly.
Risa looks up, startled. “No, of course not. Why?”
“You seemed tense near him. If he’s done anything you didn’t like, I’ll have him whipped, or worse.”
“It’s not that.” She scrapes the edges of her thumbnails together, a nervous habit I’ve noticed. “But there is something I should tell you—”
Before she can say more, Silas barrels in between us, looping one arm over Risa’s shoulders and the other over mine. “Here we are, at the most inhospitable place in the world. No—I take that back—the Caligo Islands are worse. Far worse. Where the devil do you intend for us to stay tonight? There are no inns or brothels worthy of our patronage. Not to mention we must guard the ship well, or she will be stolen by brigands in the night.”
“Most of the crew will remain aboard ship this evening,” I tell him. “The men can go ashore in shifts if they like, but I want all hands back on the Reaper’s Fate by midnight. And since you hate this place so much, you can be the officer who remains aboard from midnight until morning. I’ll give the other officers the choice of sleeping in their usual berth or in Suggton.”
“Fair enough. And the lovely Risa? Will you be taking her ashore?”
“If I can find a decent place for us to share a meal and a room. The Wench and Witchling wasn’t so bad the last time we were here. Relatively few insects, decent service.”
Silas peers at Risa’s dismal expression, then laughs aloud. “I’m not sure ‘few insects’ is much of a recommendation, Captain—especially for someone who got a taste of a courtesan’s life at The Royal Orchid.”
“I’ve learned to manage my expectations,” Risa says dryly. “I’ll wager it’s better than some places I’ve slept.”
The Reaper’s Fate moves into a free berth by a rickety pier, and Silas strides off to give the final orders for the securing of the ship. Risa turns toward me, her eyes full of anxiety, but once again she’s interrupted, this time by Faris. He’s looking better than he has for a few days—the wounded men are whole again, and he’s had time to fully replenish his energy. He’s also been smoking his way through the hannas from the Iron Minstrel at an alarming rate. I’ve scarcely seen him without it since we left the Cove.
He plucks a lit hannas stick from his mouth and exhales rushed words in a great gust of smoke. “Did you see? Did you see who’s here?”
“What do you mean?”
He points with the hannas stick. “There. Isn’t that—”
“Fuck me,” I breathe. “No. We’re turning around, we’re leaving—”
“Bash.” Faris reaches past Risa to grip my arm. “It’s time you faced him. You have questions to ask.”
“The fuck I do.” I’m conscious of Risa watching us both quietly, her eyes narrowed with that look of perceptive cunning I’ve come to dread and adore in equal measure. There’s no point keeping her in the dark. “See that ship? With the fanged skull and crossed sabers?”
Risa nods, so I continue. “It’s my father’s vessel, the Baneweather. Faris here wants me to talk to the man who dragged me with him for years and made me do all the worst, most dangerous jobs because I was invincible. You know how I can only feel pain when I’m aroused? Well, when I was a child that wasn’t the case—I could feel pain every single time I was hurt. It was quick pain, since I healed immediately, but it was pain nonetheless. I’ve been crushed by masts, torn by countless blades, knocked off the ship by a cannonball, suffered falls from the rigging and from cliffs, scraped through tight tunnels of rock on my belly—I was forced to dive into the bowels of the sea and endure the incessant agony of drowning just so I could retrieve treasure from shipwrecks for my father. It was a relief when I started the change to manhood and the pain began to affect me only when I was aroused. The gods had mercy on me at last, after all the torture of my youth.”
Risa lays her palm against my chest, stroking my skin through the opening of my loose shirt. “I understand how it feels to suffer at a parent’s will,” she says softly. “But we love them anyway, don’t we? Despite everything they’ve done. We love, even if we can’t forgive.”
Faris lifts his eyebrows and gives me a slight nod.
I cup my hand over Risa’s fingers, which are still pressed to my chest. “You think I should speak to him?”
“Maybe. If, as Faris said, you have questions.”
“By all means listen to her and not to me,” Faris says in a wry tone, but he’s half-smiling.
“Shit.” I tip my head back, exasperated. “Fine. I will send someone over to his ship once we dock, and I’ll tell him to meet us at the Wench and Witchling.”
“Excellent.” Faris exchanges a smile with Risa, and I feel as if I’ve been managed and manipulated very handily by the two of them. “If I may steal the Captain for a moment, Risa, I’d like to go over a list of supplies I want to purchase here—items only sold on the black market, but very useful for certain potions.”
“Of course.” She nods to him and heads across the forecastle deck, toward the steps leading down to the main deck. Her walk is a blended one—the elegant glide of a courtesan, with a little of the bounce and sway of a voluptuous whore. It is hers alone—unique, and utterly entrancing.
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I’m not sure how Bash and his father are supposed to carry on a conversation inside the Wench and Witchling. The first floor of the inn is a tavern as loud as a hurricane, gusty with drunken laughter, slick with splashed rum, boisterous and raucous. The tavern’s floor dips and rises, a muddle of random steps and raised platforms and sunken booths.
As we enter, the other pirates from our crew spread out, some to tables and some to the bar, while Bash grabs my hand and draws me through the crowd. He’s wearing his coat, his feathered hat, and a vast collection of stolen rings and necklaces, while I’m clad in the finest dress Merrina left behind, a gown that enhances my hips and leaves most of my breasts exposed.
We’re cheered as we pass, and several men offer to buy us drinks. As much as Bash hates this place, he’s clearly known here, and popular. Or perhaps people simply like to curry favor with all the captains of the Pirate King’s fleet.
At The Royal Orchid, Bash was accepted and well-treated because he had money to pay for the services—but I could sense his caution, his uncertainty about truly belonging in that place—as if he didn’t feel quite good enough. Here, the coin has flipped—he passes through the noisy, motley crowd like a magnificent flagship, like a king through rabble, like a god above simpering mortals. My heart throbs with a quick thrill of pride at being beside him, the one chosen to cling to his arm as we make our way to a booth somewhat more secluded than the rest.
A bleary-eyed, red-faced man staggers up to us as we settle into our seats. “Is this your new ship’s whore?” he shouts. “What happened to old Merrina?”
“Merrina is happily married now,” Bash replies coolly.
“You traded up, I’ll say.” The man leers at me. “By the powers, she’s a beauty. Look at those juicy tits. What’s the going rate for a dip in her holes?”
“Well, I don’t know,” Bash says thoughtfully. “It’s up to her. She likes men with big hands, you see.”
“Big hands mean big dicks,” chuckles the sailor.
“Indeed. Do me a favor, friend,” Bash says, with a genial smile. “Put your free hand just here, so my lady can see it.”
Laughing, the man splays out a large, grimy hand.
With a twinkle of lamplight on metal, Bash whips out a dagger and plunges it through the back of the man’s hand, right into the table. The sailor drops his bottle of rum and shrieks.
“By the gods, how clumsy of me,” Bash says. “Let me help you with that.” He grabs the man’s wrist and pulls the knife from the table, lifting the hand at the same time, still with the dagger jammed through it. “Good gracious, we can’t have that thing sticking out of you all night.”
With a savage grin, Bash twists the knife sideways before yanking it out. The sailor screams again, and a wet patch spreads across the front of his pants. He staggers away, clutching the wounded hand to his chest.
“That will teach everyone else in this place to give you the respect you deserve.” Bash settles back against the leather-covered bench seat.
The respect I deserve? Since when have I ever deserved respect?
Would he say that if he knew everything I’ve done, and all I’ve planned to do?
A serving girl approaches us, eyeing the blood on the table. “Would you like me to clean that up, my lord?”
“If you’d be so kind.” Bash hands over a few coins. “For your trouble.”
“Thank you, my lord.” The girl bobs a curtsy. When she returns, she’s not carrying any cleaning implements, as I expected, but a huge smoky-black feather as long as my forearm. When she presses it to the spot on the table, the stain disappears immediately, as if the blood soaked right into the feather. But the feather doesn’t look wet at all.
“A unique treasure of this establishment,” the girl explains, when she sees me gaping in wonder. “A feather from the god of death, Arawn himself. It drinks blood. Comes in handy here.” She nods toward a brawl that’s beginning in the far corner of the tavern. One man punches another in the nose, resulting in a loud crack and a spurt of scarlet.
The serving girl sighs. “It’ll be a long night. I’ll take your order in a few moments, my lord and lady.”
As she moves away, another figure approaches our table—a broad-chested man with a heavy shock of brown hair. His long beard is divided into five braids streaked with gray. Layers of salt-cracked leather, thick wool, and hammered metal form a sort of armored casing around his body, adding to its bulk. His earlobes droop from the weight of huge, heavy gemstones, and another gemstone sparkles beside his nose. His right eyebrow is strung with four gold rings, and beneath his eyes are black tattoos, like forked cracks in ice or splinters of inked lightning. His chapped lower lip bears a tattoo of several lines and dots. Between stained teeth he clamps a long toothpick, or maybe a matchstick—it looks as if the end has been coated with sulfur.
He grips the back of a wooden chair, drags it over to our booth, and sits down heavily. “Sebby boy,” he grunts.
Bash’s nostrils flare, and his jaw tightens.
So… this must be Bash’s father. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea for them to meet, after all.
When Bash doesn’t speak, I venture, “I’m glad you could join us, Captain. I’m Risa.”
The pirate captain’s kohl-lined eyes flick over me. “Well, you can call me Ahab, sugar.” He mouths his matchstick, then looks back at Bash. “New whore?”
“She’s more than that.”
At Bash’s words, my stomach shivers with delight.
“Lover, then.” Ahab nods. “About time.”
Bash snorts. “You want me to settle down? You never did.”
“No one was ever good enough.”
“Not even my mother?”
“Your mother,” says Ahab slowly, “is the reason no one was ever good enough.”
“I want you to tell me who she was. I’ve waited long enough—I deserve to know.”
With a light scoff, Bash’s father takes off his battered captain’s hat and plops it onto the table. Baring his teeth, he drags the sulfurous end of the matchstick across them with a rasp, and flame hisses up. Pinching the unlit end of the match between his jaws, he rocks his chair back on two legs and looks at me, while the tiny flame eats up the splinter of wood, drawing ever nearer to his lips.
“He does this,” Bash says aside to me. “Thinks it makes him look dangerous.”
“You used to do it with me, Sebby boy.” Ahab grins around the match. “You always won. Toughed it out till your mouth got burnt, ’cause you wanted to win so bad.” Just before the fire touches his skin, he spits the matchstick onto the table and blows it out. “He was always driven to win, this one. Once he got a thing in his head, nothing could put him off it.”
I prop my elbows on the table and cup my chin in my hands. “Tell me your favorite stories about him.”
Ahab needs no further encouragement. Over stewed chicken, biscuits, roasted apples, cheese wedges, and countless mugs of rum, he tells me story after story about Bash. Some make me laugh, and some make me ache for the silent man at my side—so impervious to harm, and yet so deeply wounded.
The more drunk Ahab gets, the more I realize how depraved he is compared to Bash. Ahab has a certain charm, but he’s a callous, malignant man—the kind who’d probably rape me casually if I happened to be aboard a ship he captured. One of his tales makes me cringe for the women he treated so savagely. Yet he finishes the story with a boastful flourish and a lecherous laugh.
“That’s the thing about sailing under the flag of this fucking Pirate King.” He waves a sun-darkened hand. “You can’t really be a pirate. You can’t do the things a pirate is supposed to do, can’t live the life as it’s meant to be lived. You sail under that sop of a King, you gotta follow all his little piddling rules. You gotta suck his dick, so to speak. Pay him tribute, follow all these fucking moral laws he sets up. It ain’t for me, by the powers. I go my own way, even though his kind—” he points to Bash— “make it fucking hard to do a bit of honest, traditional piracy in these waters.”
Bash has been stewing all evening, and blue magic has been leaking from his skin for the past hour. He leans suddenly forward, as if he’s about to spew a torrent of angry words at his father.
But I intercept before he can speak. “I’m so curious about Bash’s powers, where they came from. Do you have powers, too?”
Ahab gulps more rum. “Nay, sweetheart, I got none of that. His gifts come straight from his mother, blessed be her name.”
I touch Ahab’s fingers lightly, keeping my voice silky and light. “Will you tell me about her? Please?”
The older pirate blinks, coughs a little. “Well… I suppose. She was a right beauty, she was. Met her after I shipwrecked off the coast of some island—I ain’t never been able to find it again, but there was a temple there, and no one else but me and her. When she told me she was a goddess, I thought I was fucking dreaming.”
I nod encouragingly. “I can understand why.”
“Anyway we fucked every which way for days on end. I don’t remember being hungry or thirsty, just craving her.”
Bash clears his throat and lifts his mug, muttering something into his rum.
Ahab doesn’t seem to notice. “She told me how the gods make their children. When it’s a god fucking a human woman, she grows the babe and births it the normal way. But goddesses don’t want to be pregnant, see? So when they fuck a human male, they give him a sort of essence in his body, and the next woman he breeds with will have a babe with magic. And the magic gets passed down through generations, changing as it goes.”
“So the next woman you slept with after the goddess—she was Bash’s mother?”
“That’s the thing.” Ahab leans across the table. “The goddess told me she loved me. Said she wanted to bear my child herself. I still thought I was dreaming. One day I woke up, and I wasn’t on the island no more. I was sleeping on the beach near a village in Brintzia. And there was a chest full of gold lumps beside me—not coins—lumps. Raw, unformed gold. I got me a ship and a crew, determined to go find that island again. I couldn’t stop thinking about her, and wanting more of that divine pussy. But I couldn’t find the isle, or her, ever again. And then this baby showed up in my bunk one day, smilin’ and blinkin’ at me, and somehow I knew it was hers and mine. Our son.”
“That’s amazing,” I breathe. “Do you know which goddess it was?”
Ahab glances at Bash. “Sebby used to guess who it might be, but I never told him. Bugged the shit out of me, the way he’d ask about his mama all the time. Fucking sap.” He snorts, drinks, slams down the mug. “But I’ll tell you, sugar-tits.”
Bash tenses, but I lay a warning hand on his thigh under the table and give Ahab my best smile. “I’m honored, Captain.”
“It was Beirgid,” he says. “The fucking goddess of fertility birthed my son herself. Guess she wasn’t up to carin’ for no infant, but shit—I got a pretty good deal out of it. I realized he was invincible when I popped him across the face for the first time and he didn’t bruise. After that, we used him for all kinds of things. Made us a load of loot, he did—until he turned traitor and abscondicated—as it were.”
“Absconded,” says Bash tightly. “And that’s not the word you want.”
“Turned traitor, then,” snarls Ahab. “That suit you better, boy? Don’t know why I’m even sittin’ here with the traitor wretch, the boy that shit on his father and scampered off to lick the asshole of the Pirate King—”
“You’re drunk,” Bash snaps. “I’ll take you back to your ship, or wherever you’re staying.”
“I got a room upstairs. I’ll go on my own.” Ahab stands up, then reels and nearly crashes to the floor.
Bash leaps to catch him under the arms. “Stay here a moment, minnow. I’ll take him to his room and come right back. See, there’s Cal, just coming in, and a few of the others are at the bar—they can keep an eye on you.”
“I’ll be fine,” I assure him. “No one will dare disturb me after what you did to that sailor’s hand.”
With a faint grin, he nods, pulls his father’s arm across his shoulders, and makes his way through the crowded tavern.
He’s barely out of sight when Cal slides into the booth beside me.
Fear quivers in my stomach, but helping Bash deal with his father has given me fresh strength. I square my shoulders and say calmly, “Before you say anything, you need to know that I’ve decided not to go through with any of it. I won’t kill Bash. I’m telling him the truth myself, and trusting to his mercy.”
“His mercy?” Cal snickers and strokes his red beard. “Oh, lass, you don’t know him as well as you think you do. And you seem to have the wrong idea about your position here. See, I’ve spoken with a contact of mine, one with the kind of magic that lets me communicate with people far, far away—as far away as Knockaine. I’ve just had a very interesting conversation with an old friend. Turns out you know him, too.”
A chill ices my very bones.
Cal leans in, close to my ear. “The man who hired you in Knockaine—he knew that the Captain is vulnerable when he’s aroused. Who do you think told him that? And who told him about the Captain’s liking for redheads?”
My voice grates through my fear-stiffened throat. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying I’ve been working for the other side of things—the side that pays more,” Cal says quietly. “I thought you could manage to kill the Captain without the two of us swappin’ secrets—but now you’re softening. And I can’t have you going weak on me. It’s time for you to know what’s at stake, and who I’m partnered with.”
“You’re lying,” I hiss. “You don’t know who hired me in Knockaine, and you couldn’t have spoken to him.”
“Oh, but I do know. It’s been a while since I communicated with him—until tonight, our last contact was before Merrina’s wedding—but I know who you work for, better than you do. I know he wore a wolf mask whenever he met with you. I know he fucked your throat in his carriage. He tells me you give very good head, by the way. And one more thing—he says he has a couple of dock-droolers chained up in his cellar. People you care about. One of them is your mother, I believe?”
How could he know all that unless he’s telling the truth, and he has communicated magically with the Wolf?
Cal knows everything. He’s one of them. He’s working for the slavers Bash has been fighting.
I can’t breathe. Slowly I reach for the pendant between my breasts.
“Ah, no.” Cal catches my hand and forces it below the edge of the table, where he squeezes it in a crushing grip. “You see, if anything happens to me—if I don’t report back to the Wolf before one o’clock tonight, with news of the confirmed death of the Pirate Lord, the Wolf and his servants will rape your mother and your friend to death, and then skin them. Or maybe the other way around—I can’t remember what he said. Either way, they will die tonight unless you do this.”
“Why?” I whisper.
“Because the Wolf and his friends are tired of the Pirate Lord’s interference in their trade. They want him gone. Well… the Wolf wants him gone. There are others who can imagine a different use for him. I don’t care what happens to the bastard, as long as he’s out of the way and I get what I’ve been promised.”
“Your brother would hate you for this.” The words shiver between my gritted teeth.
“Maybe. But if you tell him, I’ll kill you myself, savvy?” His grip tightens, and I almost cry out from the pain in my hand. Cal presses in closer, his hot breath against my cheek. “My brother won’t hate me when I’m captain of our own ship and he’s my first gunner, when we’re dining on the finest food and fucking the most luscious whores.”
He pries open my fingers and presses something into them. When I look down, the sight of a tiny, pearl-handled pistol lying in my hand makes me gasp. I cringe, nearly dropping it.
“Stay fucking quiet,” Cal hisses. “This belonged to the water-wielder aboard the Iron Minstrel. She shot Bash with it three times before he managed to get it away from her. I thought maybe she’d killed him, but no—his flesh pushed the bullets out like Brom spittin’ melon seeds.” He gives a low, incredulous laugh. “I took it from the stash while we were at the Cove. You can use it on him when he comes in your pussy tonight. I re-loaded it, and you’ve got three shots. It won’t fire until you slide this latch aside, so make sure you time it right.”
Cal releases my aching fingers, and I close them limply around the gun.
He leaves the booth, raps his knuckles on the table, and bends near me again, speaking low beneath the riot of the tavern. “Make it happen, Risa. By midnight. He’s got a room reserved for you two upstairs—tell him you want to go up early. I’ll be waiting down here. When it’s done, tell me, and I’ll send a message to the Wolf and ensure that your friends are freed. I’m a man of my word, and as long as you keep this between us, I’ll help you get away. I’ll secure your passage on a ship headed back to Knockaine, and you can have your reward. What was it the Wolf promised you? The life of a whore—beg pardon—a courtesan? Same thing, ain’t it?” His cheeks crease as he grins. “But if you fail, your friends will die in agony, and I’ll give you the same treatment the Wolf gives them. Bash won’t be able to protect you.”
He backs away from the booth and gives me a two-fingered salute. “Enjoy fucking the Pirate Lord one last time.”




30

[image: A picture containing black, darkness  Description automatically generated]
I tuck the tiny pistol under my corset. I can’t conceive of a functional weapon this small—I didn’t know they’d been invented, but here it is, pressing against my ribs like the insistent fingers of the death god himself.
I’m shaking. I’ve no doubt my face is ghost-white.
Bash will return any moment. I have to get myself together. I have to—I have to decide.
But I never decide. I let things happen to me, and then I adapt. I’m weak, malleable… flexible, yes… but despite my bravado in front of Bash, I’m not strong. I’m not. I’ve never been able to say ‘no’ loudly enough, or often enough. Not when it really mattered.
When it comes to my mother, I’ve always broken myself so she would be pleased with me, sacrificed pieces of my soul so I could take care of her.
“Be thankful you’re alive,” she’d tell me, over and over. “I could have gotten rid of you, you know. You owe me.”
I’ve been grateful. I’ve tried to show her how grateful I am—tried to understand what made her the way she is. Ever since I was barely old enough to make myself useful, I’ve tried to make her life better because of my existence, not worse. I didn’t want her to regret me.
If she dies tonight, it will be my fault. It’s my damned red hair that got us both into this mess. If I wasn’t a fucking redhead, the Wolf wouldn’t have selected me, and none of this would have happened.
I wonder if my father had red hair. I suppose I envy Bash, in a way, for knowing who both his parents are. It must be satisfying—and also overwhelming. He just found out his mother is a goddess. Of course he already knew, more or less—but now he has the full story, as well as the goddess’s identity and the fact that she carried and birthed him herself.
When he comes back, I’ll use his mother as a topic of conversation. We’ll talk about his feelings on the subject, and that will be excellent cover for my own churning emotions. Any awkward reactions I have toward him tonight I can pass off as me adjusting to the idea of his demi-god status.
A demi-god—yet still vulnerable. Not entirely immortal.
If only I could fake his death somehow—trick Cal into thinking I killed him. Maybe if Faris was around, he’d have a tonic or a potion that could help me—but I haven’t seen the healer since we came ashore, and I have no way to get back aboard ship and find anything useful. It must be nearly midnight by now.
I’m going to have to kill Bash. I have to kill that beautiful, passionate, driven man while he’s inside me, while he’s looking at me with those sun-warm brown eyes—
Fuck. I can’t think about it—I have to disconnect myself from the act. This is so much worse than when he was a stranger in The Royal Orchid. I know him now. I love him now… Oh shit… No, no I don’t love him—I can’t, because I have to do this.
I’ll divide myself in two. I will separate the sobbing, pleading, love-stricken Risa and the cool, sultry, collected Risa, the one with a courtesan’s grace and a sinful smile. I’ll crush the broken Risa into a closet within my mind, throw chains over the door, and refuse to allow her thoughts in my head until it’s done. I’ll play the part, like Bess would. When it’s all over, when I’m back at The Royal Orchid, maybe I can find some small comfort in her arms, if she’ll have me.
But hers was an icy heart, despite her gorgeous body. I think, after Bash’s heat, any affection of Bess’s would feel cool by comparison.
Oh gods, Bash is coming back. Even in my peripheral vision, I know his shape like I know my own reflection. The way he moves through the crowd, his gait, his voice—he’s like a beacon for my heart and mind. Nothing else shines quite as brightly.
He throws himself into the booth beside me, seizes the neck of a bottle, and takes a long drink of rum. “Well,” he says. “What did you think of my father?”
I counter with a question. “Do you believe his story about your mother?”
He passes a hand over his flushed face and sighs. “Do I believe it? Honestly… yes. Is that strange?”
I shrug. “Why would it be strange? You’re one of many people with powers, and this isn’t the first time I’ve heard rumors of magic’s true source. With your unique abilities, it makes sense you’d have a closer link to one of the gods.”
He drinks again. “You know what’s even stranger? You’re wearing my mother’s charm around your neck. A charm that is actually connected to her. It’s as if you and I were meant to be, Risa. Our meeting wasn’t chance, nor a villainous scheme—it was fate.” He says it very seriously, but his words slur a little.
“You drank a lot during your father’s stories,” I tell him. “I think it’s finally catching up with you.”
“No, no.” He shakes his head. “I made sure to eat as well, to soak up the rum. The Pirate Lord doesn’t get drunk.”
“Well, you’re mighty close to drunk.” I rise carefully, slowly, until I’m sure the pistol is secure under my corset. “We have a room here, don’t we? Shall we go to it?”
My voice shakes a little on the last few words, and Bash frowns. “Are you all right, minnow?”
“Never better. Just a little shocked, I suppose, because I just found out I’ve been fucking a demi-god.” I manage a smile. “I’d like to do it again.”
“Well then.” He rises, swaying slightly, and takes his hat from the back of a nearby chair where he hung it. He sets it on his head carefully and fluffs the feather. “Let’s go to bed.”
He manages the stairs well—he’s certainly not as drunk as his father was. The room we enter is small, but there’s a tiny fireplace filled with cheerfully crackling flames, and a colorful quilt adorns the double bed. I fold back the quilt and inspect the sheets, which appear clean. Not that it will matter once his life-blood is soaking through them…
“Finest room in the house.” Bash spreads his arms. “The Pirate Lady deserves the finest.”
“Pirate Lady?” I laugh breathlessly, pretending to check the pillows so I can keep my back to him. “I’m no lady, Bash, or have you forgotten? I’m a dock-drooler. I’m no one.”
“Oh no, love.” He catches me by the waist and spins me around to face him. His eyes are glossy with drink, but his expression is soft, sincere. “No, you—you are everyone.”
I reach down and shift his hand lower, terrified that he’ll feel the shape of the pistol. He grins and squeezes my ass, then ducks his head to kiss my mouth.
“Do you know something, minnow?” He kisses me again, and again—hot, fervent kisses that set my heart racing. “I think I rather love you. I think I love you more than I have ever loved anyone.”
“No!” The word rips out of me, a cry like he just stabbed me through the heart. “Don’t say that, please don’t.”
Bash pulls back, startled, pain flashing through his eyes.
“I mean—don’t tell me that here,” I amend. “Tell me somewhere nicer. On the deck of the ship at dawn, or on a beach at sunset.”
“Ah, I see.” His smile returns. “She wants to be wooed. And so she shall be. But first, she shall be soundly fucked.”
“I do want your cock, my lord,” I purr in my best courtesan’s tone. “But let’s try something new. You strip and lie down on the bed, and then I’ll come to you.”
“You’re going to ride me, aren’t you?” He groans with delight. “I swear to gods, Risa, you are the best lay I’ve ever had. And I’ve had—well, a lot of lays. Too many to count.” He shucks off his coat and shirt. “More than Silas, in fact. Does that bother you?”
“As you know, I’ve fucked more than my share of men.”
“Right, of course.” He chuckles. “See? We’re a well-matched pair, you and I.”
The heartbroken Risa is pounding on the door of my mind, begging to be let out, but the wicked, murderous, deceiver Risa is still in control. Barely.
“What about the Pirate Queen?” I murmur.
Bash gives a wry laugh as he takes off his boots and pants. “Do you know, I hardly think about her anymore, and when I do, she feels like what she has always been—a dream. She’s the essence of something I wanted, and I loved her only because she was the closest thing to it that I’d ever seen.”
He drapes himself on the bed, entirely naked. He tucks both hands beneath his head, and he has never looked so beautiful as he does in this moment, with his shining brown eyes, his scruffy jaw, and his tousled brown hair. The sight of him makes me want to weep.
“It’s like the books Atticus draws,” he says. “She may have been on the first page, but the rest of the story is you.”
My eyes sting as I crawl onto the bed and swing astride him. I reach under my skirts, my fingers circling his warm cock and guiding it into my entrance.
“You’re drunk, or you’re lying,” I whisper. “You don’t mean any of this.”
“I mean every fucking word.” He clasps my hips and pushes me down onto him. His eyes close, a low moan of bliss issuing from his throat. “I promise I’ll take care of that sweet little clit in a moment—but right now I can’t help being very selfish, because you feel so damn good.”
“I can wait for my turn,” I hear myself say.
Mechanically I lift and lower my body, his shaft gliding through my channel—but I’m transfixed, tortured, dreading the approach of the climactic moment.
Bash’s face is tensing, an expression like pain—he’s close. He isn’t one to last long.
His eyes are still closed, so I tug the tiny pistol out from beneath my corset… push the lever aside… point the barrel at Bash’s breast, which glimmers with a faint sheet of sweat as I ride him.
“Ah, gods… Risa… fuck…” His body tenses, his cock pulsing inside me.
Now.
For my mother, for Aisu.
Now.
I have to do it now.
I set the mouth of the pistol against his chest…
No.
Too much, Mother. This is too much to ask.
Bash’s eyes fly open—he’s still gasping from the orgasm, but the dazed bliss shifts to confused alarm as he realizes what I’m doing—what it is that I’m pressing to his heart—
Too late to back down—too late—
But I can’t do it. I—
My finger twitches against the trigger.
The gun goes off with a loud pop, jerking against my palm.
Bash’s face. Stricken, wide-eyed.
My mouth opens in a silent, agonized scream.
“No,” I rasp, tears flooding my eyes. “No, no, no, no.”
I lunge off Bash’s body and throw the gun across the room. It goes off again, a soft bang not much louder than chair legs hitting a wooden floor.
There’s a tiny scorched circle on Bash’s chest. His eyes are still wide, fixed—he’s not breathing—
My heart is tearing itself to shreds, screaming he’s gone, he’s gone, he’s gone…
“What the fuck, Risa?” he says.
I slam both hands over my mouth, bending over in a paroxysm of horrified relief. A huge sob tightens my throat, but I hold it back until I feel I might burst. Tears slick my cheeks.
“You’re alive,” I gasp out. “You’re not dead.”
“Disappointed?”
“No, gods no.” I let the sob out, a huge, ugly, shoulder-shaking spasm of my whole body, grief vomited as sound. “How are you still alive?”
Bash looks down at his chest and gingerly probes the wound with his finger. “There’s no bullet. I think it misfired. Burnt me a bit, but I’m not killed. Maybe you loaded it wrong.”
Not me—Cal loaded it wrong.
Bash sits up and swings his legs off the bed. There’s a hardness to his gaze, the same merciless intent I saw when he was torturing the prisoner. That hard look is edged with pain, with betrayal.
“What the fuck, Risa?” he says again, quiet and cold.
I’m panicking. Terrified. Oh gods, Sylvie and Aisu…
“Can you pretend to be dead?” I ask desperately. “Just for a few minutes, please. There are two lives at stake.”
“You need to tell me what’s going on, Risa. Right fucking now.”
I nod, struggling to hold back another wrenching sob. I swallow it down, and then I tell him.
I tell him everything.
Bash listens, standing shirtless beside the small fireplace, with the burn mark over his heart. The dancing flames gild his skin until I could almost imagine him as a god himself, full-blooded divine. A god of vengeance. A god whose love I killed in a moment. Because after this, he won’t be able to love me.
When I’m done, he stares into the fire for a few minutes.
At last he says, “We need to convince Cal that I’m dead, long enough for him to contact the Wolf and spare your loved ones.”
“I wasn’t going to kill you,” I whisper. “I couldn’t.”
“And yet you pulled the trigger.”
I bite my lip. No use protesting that the trigger was more sensitive than I expected. I did point the gun at his heart, after all. I was a split-second from making that choice.
Bash lies down on the bed again. “I need some blood, Risa. Cut yourself wherever you can bear it, and drip your blood on the wound.”
I decide on cutting my forearm, closer to the elbow than the wrist, where my sleeve can hide the wound from Cal’s view. After dripping a plentiful quantity of my blood on Bash’s chest, I bind the cut with a strip of the pillowcase and pull my sleeve down to cover the bandage.
“You’ll have to hold your breath,” I tell him.
“I can hold it as long as I need to. It’ll be uncomfortable, but it won’t kill me. Go get Cal to witness my demise. Then make him call off the Wolf immediately, do you understand?”
“I understand.” I hesitate by the door. “Thank you for doing this.”
He stares up at the ceiling without looking my way. “I don’t want two women to die on my account. But make no mistake, after Cal makes contact with the Wolf, both of you are going in the brig. And he’ll be walking the plank once we get out to sea. You might be joining him—I haven’t decided yet.”
I don’t reply, because nothing I can say will make a difference. He’s angry, and rightfully so. He confessed all those tender, intimate things to me, and then I betrayed him. No matter if the shot was accidental or not—the fact is, I let myself come too close to actually murdering him. I deserve his anger.
I descend the stairs and see Cal at a table with Faris, Atticus, Red, and Brom. When Cal sees me, he makes some excuse to the others and follows me upstairs.
As I push open the door, Cal shoves past me into the room. He peers at the bloody wound on Bash’s chest, then holds his wrist in front of Bash’s mouth to feel for breath. When he reaches toward Bash’s throat to feel for a pulse, I whisper urgently, “Someone’s coming!”
Cal gives Bash’s limp cock a flick with his fingers, then saunters back to the door. “You did it after all.” He joins me in the hallway and closes the door. “I’ll deal with this once the others have gone back to the ship. Then we’ll get you booked on a vessel headed for the coast.”
“First you have to contact the Wolf. I want to know my people are safe.”
“Safety is an impossible guarantee,” Cal says. “But I’ll get in touch.” He shakes his head, chuckling. “What a night, eh? What a night.”
“How are you going to explain this?” I whisper, following him to the head of the stairs.
“There are plenty of murderous, kidnapping types lurking about in Suggton. Not too far-fetched to assume one of them interrupted you two mid-fuck, shot him dead, and then captured you, savvy?”
“And how does that get you your own ship?”
“Never you mind. Your part in this business is done. Stay up here in the room until I come to fetch you.”
He descends a few steps, but halts when I say firmly, “No.”
Cal turns around, eyes narrowing. “No?”
“I’m coming with you. I want to make sure you’re really contacting the Wolf. Otherwise I walk out into that common room and I tell the crew everything.”
He rubs his red beard. “Fine. Follow me.”
At the foot of the stairs, we take a sharp turn into a narrow hallway. The door at its end empties into a corridor lit with lanterns, whose red-painted glass shades turn everything a lurid crimson hue. In alcoves along the passage, naked bodies undulate and jerk, or lie insensate under the influence of cinnar or some other drug.
We turn left down a short passage, and Cal flings back a heavy curtain, revealing a big room full of tables. The place reeks of heavy spices and mildew, and most of the people at the tables are masked or hooded. Chains of tiny bones, hundreds of bird skulls, and strings of ebony beads dangle from the ceiling, twinkling in the dim light of smoky lamps.
“Night market. Banned magical artifacts,” Cal mutters. “Come on.”
In a back corner, inside a tented booth, sits a cloaked figure. When Cal passes them two small bright jewels, they slink deeper into the booth and begin rummaging in the shadows.
“You stole those jewels from the hoard at the hideout,” I say under my breath.
“Stole? No. I consider them my fair share.”
“Atticus told me no member of the crew can withdraw objects or coin from the hoard unless the others agree.”
“What do you care?” Cal says impatiently. “You’ll be off on your merry way by morning. You’ll never see any of us again.”
The booth owner returns with a mirror, a quill, and a bottle of glowing ink. Cal dictates a message, announcing Bash’s death in veiled terms. The sorcerer writes on the mirror with the quill, and the words soak into the glass and vanish.
After a few minutes, an answering message appears.
“Well done. Your escort will arrive tomorrow night. Hold your present location, but send the girl back to me. Tell her the two hostages will be freed at once.”
“In good health and unharmed,” I nudge Cal’s arm. “Write back and tell him they must be unharmed.”
“Won’t do much good. He’s probably been ‘harming’ them since you left.” Cal shrugs. “Best I can do, lass. Now let’s see about getting you passage on that ship back to Knockaine.”
“Oh, that won’t be necessary,” purrs a familiar voice.
Cal whirls around, his face paling.
Bash stands a few paces away, resplendent in his big coat and feathered hat. Atticus, Faris, and Brom flank him, with Red lingering behind.
The booth owner slinks back into the shadows, apparently desiring no part of the impending conflict.
“You—you were dead,” Cal falters.
“Not quite so dead as you might have wished.” Bash grins, but there’s venom and fury in the smile.
Red pushes his way forward, between Brom and Faris. He’s even paler than his older brother. “Cal, tell me it’s not true. Tell me you and Risa didn’t try to kill the Captain.”
Cal grimaces. “Lad, it’s not what you think. It’s all for our good, our future.”
“But you said...” Red’s lower lip trembles. He jabs a shaking finger toward his brother. “When you told me you had plans for us, I didn’t think it would be this. Hurting our friends? And… and you, Risa…” He turns watery eyes on me. “I gave you the pendant. You and I… we were… I liked you. I thought you liked me.”
“I do,” I say brokenly. “I was being forced to—”
“Belay that.” Bash snaps his fingers. “Tie them both up and take them to the ship. We’ll lock them in the brig until I decide what to do with them.”
Cal tenses and then bolts, but Atticus is in front of him in two strides, gripping his arms and lashing them together with a coil of slender rope. I hate the look of grim pain on Atticus’s face. Brom is expressionless, chewing his cressweed as he approaches me with a second rope.
My fingers find the pendant between my breasts, and for a moment it warms at my touch.
I could fight this. I could hurt them all and make my escape.
Or I can accept the consequences of what I’ve done.
I lift my head and meet Bash’s gaze. His eyes are alert with suspicion, with tension. He saw me touch the pendant. He knows what I’m thinking, I’m sure of it.
If I try to escape, he will fight me. It’ll be his control of wind against the channeled magic I’m still unfamiliar with. And I wouldn’t be able to hurt him anyway.
It’s no use running—he’d catch me. But that’s not the reason I drop the pendant and hold out my wrists to the old boatswain, without breaking my eye-lock with Bash.
I want him to know I’m choosing this. I’m going to the brig willingly, without a fight, because I truly regret what I’ve done.
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Bash hasn’t come down to the brig. Not once. And we haven’t weighed anchor and left Suggton yet. Maybe the Captain and crew have been busy, selling the cinnar and some of the other loot. But it’s more likely that he simply doesn’t wish to speak to me, and hasn’t yet decided my fate.
One of the pirates brought me and Cal some food, twice, which is how I know a full day has probably passed outside. But sitting in the darkness, in the bowels of the ship, amid the reek of former prisoners, it’s easy to imagine that I’ve been here forever. That I’ve been forgotten, and will never be forgiven.
He has to forgive me. He knows I was operating under duress—that has to count for something, doesn’t it?
Maybe not to a pirate lord who prizes the unflinching loyalty of his crew.
When the food was brought, I asked the pirate who delivered it to give Bash a message—that I have something urgent to tell him. One phrase in the reply from the Wolf keeps troubling me— “Your escort will arrive tomorrow night.”
What does that mean?
Bash has stirred up a nest of evil men who make fortunes off selling human beings into sexual servitude. And somehow, Cal and the Wolf are both connected to that depraved network—Cal, because he thinks helping them will create a path to the future he craves—and the Wolf, because he is one of the powers behind the slave trade. He must be. The Wolf has close connections to The
Royal Orchid—which means the gleaming haven I admired all my life, the shining paradise I wanted to be part of—it’s soured in my mind, cracked and soiled. The best future I imagined for myself isn’t good enough anymore, and that’s frightening. But not as terrifying as the fact that I may have permanently lost the love of the man I yearn for with all my heart.
I can’t go to him and beg his forgiveness. So I wait in the dark, for him to come to me.
I’m not sure how I managed to fall asleep amid the soiled straw, but I wake to the yellow halo of a candle, shining into the cells of the brig.
I sit up, flicking dirty straw from my hair. “Bash?”
“It’s me.” Red’s voice. He sets the candle down.
“Red? What are you doing down here?”
But he turns his back on me, speaking into the opposite cell where his brother lounges against the wall. “I have this charm—s’posed to open locks, see, as long as they ain’t too complicated. I thought I’d try it. Captain keeps talkin’ about making you walk the plank, Cal, and no matter what you’ve done, I can’t bear watching you die, savvy? So I’m going to let you out. We’re still docked. We can run, you and me. Go deep into Suggton, where there’s plenty of places to hide. We can start over.”
Cal rises. “Well now. Maybe you ain’t got scallops for brains as I always thought. Get me out of this, lad, and we’ll leave together, like you said. It must be night now, eh?”
“It is. Captain and most of the others are still in Suggton, dealing the goods. There’s a few men on deck to keep watch.”
“Never you mind them. Once you let me out, you can sneak up to Faris’s cabin and get the powder in the green packet, from the shelf right above his bunk. I’ll put it into some rum, and you can take drinks to the men to lighten their watch, savvy? The powder will make them fall right to sleep, and we can make our getaway. Try that unlocking charm of yours. Let’s hope it works better than most of the shit you spend your wages on.”
“That’s not fair.” Red kneels by the lock and holds a brass ornament close to it. “At first I bought a lot of duds, but I’ve gotten better at knowing what’s a real relic and what ain’t. You just been too busy to notice.”
He spits on the ornament and mutters a few words. The item changes shape in his hand, molding itself into a key, which Red inserts in the lock. A click, a twist, and the cell door swings open.
“I’ll be damned.” Cal saunters out. “Good work, little brother.”
“Red, this is wrong.” I clasp the bars, trying to catch his eye. “Cal isn’t telling you everything. The people he’s working for, they—”
Cal’s fist shoots between the bars, smashing against my cheekbone. I gasp and stagger back, my face blazing with pain.
Red gives a startled cry.
“She had it coming.” Cal wrings out his hand. “She’s the one who convinced me to work with her against the Captain. She was going to pay me to help her get away with it. I’d never have agreed to such a thing, except it was such a sum of money, lad—I thought we could start over. Find respectable work on a merchant ship.”
“That’s not how the Captain told the story,” says Red doubtfully.
“You gonna believe him? He’s always hated me and paid me less than I’m worth. You too. You’re the best shot on this ship, and he pays you as little as some nose-wiping cabin boy. Yet you’ll believe his tale over what your own flesh and blood tells you? That hurts, Red, it really does.”
He throws an arm over Red’s shoulders and leads him away from the brig, into the hold, still talking. Their voices fade as they ascend the ladder.
Something isn’t right. I can’t imagine Cal running away, not after that message from the Wolf. This isn’t finished. There’s something I’m missing—something Bash missed…
I pace in my cell, cupping my bruised face, chewing over and over the bits of information I’ve got. But it isn’t enough to see what lies ahead.
My fingers clasp the goddess’s pendant, but I hesitate to activate it. If Bash comes back, I don’t want him to think that I tried to escape. I need to save its power for a moment of greater need. Besides, I think it only does that one kind of magical attack—I doubt it would be much good at opening cell doors.
My pacing continues for what feels like an hour or two, maybe more.
When footsteps scuff against the wooden floorboards again, I jump to the barrier of my cell, craning my neck to see who’s coming.
But the figures advancing toward the brig, carrying lanterns, aren’t men I recognize.
These are strangers. Big, bulky, leering strangers. On the Reaper’s Fate.
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I’ve been such a fool. No better than a lovesick boy.
I’m so angry at Risa I can’t think straight, and I’m furious with myself for being furious with her, because, fuck me, I understand why she did it. I understand why she endured the threat to her loved ones in silence—why she didn’t turn to me. She didn’t confide in me because I made it clear she was an object to be used, a whore to be paid. Not a friend, not someone I cherished—I didn’t tell her how I felt until I was drunk, and it was too late. What I said to her is blurred—I can’t recall my exact words. But I remember confessing my love, and I remember her begging me to stop, with tears in her voice.
I’m standing with Atticus near the corner of a crooked alley, watching Silas and Faris handle the sale of the cinnar because I can’t. I’m not in a place to be interacting personally with the kind of vermin who sell cinnar to addicts. I’d probably slay the dealer on the spot.
Faris speaks calmly, explaining the properties of the different blends. He had the foresight to bring along a helpful logbook from the Iron Minstrel before we sank her, so he knows what we have for sale and he can speak knowledgeably about it.
Silas glances over at Atticus and me. Well… at me. In this narrow, shadowed space, my quartermaster’s ebony skin is thrown into deeper darkness, making it hard to discern his expression. But I can imagine it. Concern, mostly. Maybe a little irritation. Sympathy. Caution.
He and Atticus have been restless since it happened. We must always be on our guard in such a wretched place, but they are twice as edgy today. The fact that our enemies reached right into my crew and turned two of my own against me…
But Risa wasn’t one of mine. She has always been one of theirs.
No, that’s not fair to her…
Atticus shuffles his huge boots, shifting his weight from one foot to the other and recrossing his arms. He’s had his hair pulled back all day. His sign of being ready for battle.
“It’s a fucking shame,” he says abruptly.
“What is? This?” I nod toward Faris, Silas, and the dealer. “I thought we could use the proceeds to support the families of the crew who died on this voyage.”
“Did you now?” He grunts. “A good plan, Captain. If it must be sold, then by the powers, let the money go to a rightful cause.”
I clear my throat twice. “It wasn’t my idea. I can’t take credit for it.”
“Whose was it then?”
I grit my teeth, looking away.
“Ah.” He sucks his teeth. “It was the little traitor’s idea.”
“You mean the perfidious whore,” says Silas cheerfully, walking up to us with Faris at his elbow. He shakes two bags of coin, and Faris holds up a third. “A right good haul. Should pay for a new rudder.”
“This money isn’t for that,” I growl.
“It be for the families of them what died in the battle for the Iron Minstrel,” Atticus explains.
“And don’t call her that,” I throw in.
Silas’s eyebrows fly up. “Call her what? Perfidious whore? Very well, I’ll try something else. How about treacherous minx? Duplicitous vixen? Double-crossing cunt?”
I lunge at him, my teeth bared, but Silas dodges my fist easily, almost lazily, as if he was expecting the blow.
“There it is,” he says. “There it is, Captain—you love her, though she tried to murder you. No matter how many times she tries to kill you, you love her still. In fact I do believe you love her more for the murdery-ness. Is that a word? Murdery-ness?” He glances at Faris, who shakes his head. “Damn. I thought for certain it was.”
“We’ve been gone from the ship all day,” Faris says quietly. “Perhaps it’s time you spoke with her, Captain.”
“I’ll speak with her when I’m good and ready. When did the lot of you turn into a bunch of soppy swabs, talking of love and nonsense? I swear I’ll rip the balls off the next man who prattles about love in my presence.”
I stalk out into the street, which is more rightly another alley, built with layers of limestone and mortar atop the bones of the great sea beasts. In some places, walkways wind around teetering buildings or slant upward to a higher level of the slipshod town.
My men follow me in silence, hands on their weapons, bags of coin tucked under their coats. Though we belong to a well-known ship and serve the Pirate King, it isn’t wise to walk about these streets with treasure in our hands. There are too many wandering rogues, some with magic that’s banned in most civilized places.
My inner reserves of energy are half-full. Before we get underway, I’ll need to replenish them. But I can hardly stand the thought of facing Risa, let alone fucking her to refill my magic—and the thought of having sex with anyone else turns my stomach. Maybe we can sail with the natural winds awhile. We’ll go to a better port, get the rudder replaced, and plan our next move in this game.
I must make a move, and soon. My enemies cannot know how deeply they’ve hurt me. I’ve been taunting and tormenting them, and it irks me that they were able to strike back so hard. They may think I’m dead now, but they’ll soon learn the truth. I must press my advantage before then.
When we reach our dock, I trudge up the gangplank, my thoughts fixed on how I can hurt the slavers back for this—how I will lay ruin to all their ships, burn their warehouses, waylay their routes, free their captives—
“Captain,” Atticus says sharply from behind me.
There’s fear in his voice.
I have never heard that tone from him, not in all our voyages together.
I look up as I step onto the deck of the Reaper’s Fate.
And there, standing by the mast with her wrists bound, is Risa, in the grip of a towering man who looks as if his cannonball biceps might explode through the tight sleeves of his black coat. He wears a tri-cornered hat with a white feather. In his massive hand shines a silver dagger, which he’s dragging lightly along the line of Risa’s throat, without breaking the skin.
Above his head, bodies dangle from the yardarm. The bodies of the men I left to guard the ship. Red is slumped nearby, weeping, and Cal stands near him, arms crossed, surrounded by sailors I don’t recognize—bulky, meaty fellows with heavy weapons.
This is both a mutiny and a conquest.
“Ah, Pirate Lord,” says the big fellow holding Risa. “Was wondering when you’d stop by. We’ve had ourselves a little party here. Hope you don’t mind.”
Atticus vents an angry growl, like a bull ready to charge, but I hold my hand behind my back and gesture for him to wait, and be silent.
I dare not let my magic unfurl, not yet. Not until I know what these ruffians want, and whether I can get Risa safely away from their leader.
The big man speaks again. “The thing of it is, we were told you was dead. Done to rights. Dragged down to Arawn’s Pit. But then this good fellow—” He points to Cal with the tip of his dagger— “he confesses that it was all a sham. Which is downright unfriendly, seems to me. See, we was all set for a nice easy takeover of this ship, but come to find out you locked our friend in the brig and was planning his demise. Shame, ain’t it, lads?”
“A fucking shame,” echoes one of his crew.
“But this whimpering slob you see before you—he let his big brother out of the cell, savvy? And the two of them poisoned the pirates who were on watch, to ease our way.”
“Cal said it was a sleeping powder!” Red bursts out desperately. “I didn’t know, Captain, I swear—”
One of the ruffians kicks him in the mouth. As Red coughs and spits blood, Cal steps forward. “Do that again and I’ll put your teeth through the back of your skull. My brother goes with me. He ain’t a part of their crew.”
“Is that true, Red?” I say quietly. “Are you with them? With him?”
“Now, now, leave the lad be,” says the big man. “Don’t want any rifts between brothers, do we? You should be more anxious about what I’m going to do to this little lady of yours. Cal tells me she’s precious to you.” He nuzzles against Risa’s cheek, inhaling her scent, and my vision darkens, blood pounding in my skull. A hideous panic churns my stomach and ignites every nerve I own as I watch the dagger-point dragging along her soft skin, denting her flesh here and there as if to tease a reaction out of me.
But I’ve had practice wearing a mask. And I must wear one now, if I’m to have any hope of saving her.
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Bash steps forward, one hand on the hilt of his sword, the other braced on his hip. “What is it you want?”
The man holding me—Growen, they call him—chuckles. “Now we’re getting down to business. See that ship, just over yonder?” He points to an immense galleon moored at the next dock, bristling with guns. “That there is the new power of the Shorn Seas. We’ve been building her secret-like, and this is her maiden voyage, you might say. She’s our new weapon against the Pirate King and his lackeys, such as yourself.”
If Bash dislikes being called a lackey, he doesn’t show it. In fact, there’s no emotion on his face at all, except for vague disinterest and faint disdain.
“Impressive,” he drawls, in a tone that says quite the opposite.
“Why do you think we let you take the Minstrel?” chuckles Growen. “You followed her so closely, like a lost puppy. Thought yourself important, didn’t you? Yet you had no idea what we were building—what we have planned. The Esper Warden is our new flagship, see?”
“You let me take the Minstrel, is that it?” Bash smirks. “And I’m supposed to believe that you willingly sacrificed the best two wielders at your disposal to… what? Teach me a lesson? Surprise me with a monstrosity that lacks the speed and maneuverability the Minstrel possessed? Don’t make me laugh.”
Growen tenses and seethes under his breath. Bash has struck a nerve.
My own nerves are thread-thin. A breath would snap them. Being stroked with a razor-sharp dagger tends to do that to a girl.
“My ship could best yours for speed any day,” Bash continues.
“Oh, we’re taking your ship as well,” Growen replies. “The Reaper’s Fate will be rechristened, and she’ll be running slaves and cinnar until long after you wish you were dead.”
“You seem so well-informed,” Bash says smoothly. “What makes you believe I’ll allow you to take my ship and put her to such despicable uses?”
“Y’see, there’s some truth to what you say. We have lost our wielders. But they were getting used up anyway. Weakening—especially the wind-wielder. Getting more sickly every day. There’s some in our business who think you’re best dead. But there’s others, like me and a few in Thannira, who see the use of you. You’re the most powerful wind-wielder to ever sail the sea. Got a strange way of refilling your magic, but who am I to judge another man’s pleasures?”
Growen’s crew laugh, low and rough and mocking.
“If you think I would ever join you—” Bash begins.
“Here’s what you’ll do.” All traces of humor and geniality fall from Growen’s voice, leaving only a hard-bitten command. “You’ll drop your weapons. You’ll use no magic. You’ll walk right over here, to Afflinch—wave to the Pirate Lord, Afflinch! Afflinch is our tattoo mage, see? Got the idea from the Pirate King himself. Tattoo mages are rare creatures, and this one has his faults, but he does well enough. You’ll submit to a tattoo, binding you to a vow—that you’ll use your wind magic only as commanded by me, and you’ll fuck whoever I say, whenever I order you to do so. If you swear that vow and accept the tattoo, your fellow pirates, both here and whoever’s left in Suggton, can go free. You and the Reaper’s Fate will come with us.”
Bash is frowning. “But I can’t be tattooed.”
Growen smacks his lips, a horrible sound that I want to cringe from, but I can’t—not with the dagger still caressing my throat. “Well now, here be the awkward part. You can be tattooed—if you’re coming while it’s done. We’ve got a blend of cinnar, cooked up by some friends in Thannira, that makes a man climax over and over, with barely a breath in between. It’s terrible for the heart—not many survive a full dose of it, but I daresay you can. We’ll give you that, and while you’re having your jollies, we’ll pin you down so Afflinch can make your tattoo. Won’t take much—just a small tattoo and a few words, and you’ll be ours forever.”
“And if I don’t?” says Bash coolly.
“Why, then, I dig a little deeper, and your precious lady-love’s blood stains the deck,” replies Growen.
“Lady-love?” Bash laughs. “By the powers, you think I’m so attached to her that I’d swear myself into slavery? I’m not. Though I’d advise you not to kill her, but keep her for your own use. Killing her would be a fucking waste of a perfect cunt.”
“Whether she’s wasted or not is up to you.” Growen catches me by the back of the neck and holds the dagger-point a finger’s-width from my eyeball, while I suck in tiny, desperate breaths and try to stay perfectly still. “If you submit to the tattoo, she lives. She’ll be sent back to the Wolf and set up in his brothel.”
His brothel?
Shit—the Wolf isn’t just connected to The
Royal Orchid—he’s one of the house-masters. One of the men I secretly admired and wanted to meet, or entertain.
The thought of Bash being tattooed and forced to submit to these monsters—forced to work for them—it’s more than I can bear. I can’t reach for my pendant—I haven’t had a chance since they dragged me from my cell and bound my wrists. I’ve tried summoning its power by thought alone, but apparently it requires the touch of my fingers to activate.
I can’t get us out of this mess. But Bash is clever, strategic. He’ll come up with something, won’t he?
And yet he’s silent.
“Make your choice!” Growen bellows.
“The rest of my crew goes free.” Bash’s voice is hollow. “The girl as well.”
“No. Weren’t you listening? She’s to be sent to the Wolf, or killed. No bargaining, boy.” Moving the blade from my eye, Growen grabs my hair, wrenches my head back, and lowers the dagger to my neck again. This time I feel the keen edge shearing into my skin, splitting the top layers. Warm blood oozes from the cut.
“I yield!” Bash cries out, a convulsive desperation in his voice. “Stop, stop. I yield.”
“Captain, we can fight them.” Silas’s voice.
“No, we can’t, don’t you see? We can’t. If I try to use magic, if any of you draw weapons, they’ll kill her. Go, all of you. Go and warn the others not to return to the ship. Obey this, my final order, do you understand? Leave. Now.”
“Aye, Captain.” Silas’s voice falters, but then he raises it, loud and firm. “Red. You can come with us, or you can stay with your brother.”
Growen doesn’t protest Silas’s words—he couldn’t care less what Red does. I’m relieved Growen isn’t cutting me anymore, but the dagger still hovers over my pulse point, primed for a quick slash.
“You’ll be coming with me, lad,” says Cal.
But Red rises from where he’s been slumped on the deck. His fingers uncurl from the religious charms he’s been clutching, and he looks down at his own two hands as if, for the first time, he’s seeing all that he needs.
With a long, hard stare at his brother, he turns and walks toward the gangplank, pausing in front of Bash. “Forgive me, Captain.”
“Aye,” Bash says hoarsely.
Red moves to stand with Silas and the others.
“Come back here, you fool boy,” Cal hisses. “We’re going to manage this ship, you and I. Me as captain, you as the gunner.”
The ruffians burst into raucous laughter, and Growen says, “Who told you that, friend?”
“It’s what was promised to me,” Cal replies, frowning. “The Reaper’s Fate is my prize. My reward for all this.”
“You’ll be lucky if we don’t use bits of your dick to chum for sharks.” Growen barks a mocking laugh. “You think we want a traitor and mutineer among us, with what we do? We need men who are loyal, and keep their mouths shut, not bilge-worms who rat on their captains and poison their mates. Go ashore here or come aboard the Esper Warden as a powder monkey—I’ve naught else to offer you.”
“But the reward—” Cal falters.
“Your life ain’t enough for you?”
Cal backs down, but he looks positively gray with dread, with the realization of what he has done. He went from being the respected navigational officer of a renowned pirate ship to the powder monkey on a slaving vessel. And he lost his brother.
I can’t summon any sympathy for him. Not when Bash’s future and mine look so wretched, all because of him.
“Come on.” Growen gestures for Bash to approach. “May as well get this over with.”
“A moment.” Bash takes off his hat and turns, placing it in Silas’s hands. He speaks, low and urgent, but I hear the words. “Don’t abandon her.”
Does he mean the ship? Or me?
“Very touching,” Growen drawls. “Now tell them to be off.”
“Go,” Bash urges, and the pirates retreat down the gangplank. The moment their feet hit the dock, Growen’s crew remove the plank, and then our enemies close around Bash, hiding him from my view.
I can’t see how they administer the cinnar. But as I’m shoved toward the cabin area by Growen and another sailor, I look back, straining for a glimpse of my Pirate Lord—and I see him being thrown down, pinned to the deck, his shirt torn off, men kneeling on his arms and legs to keep him still. I see Afflinch approaching Bash, unrolling a set of tools in a leather wrapper. And just before the door closes behind Growen and me, I hear Bash scream.
Growen pinches my nose, forcing my mouth to open, while the other pirate dabs something on my tongue. A thick, sour spiciness fills my mouth, spreading along my cheeks, down my throat, and up into my sinuses. My vision blurs, and I fall into the dark.
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“Up, cow. Get up. We’ve got to wash you and make you presentable for the Wolf.”
I blink, dazed, unable to focus my eyes on the person leaning over me. I’ve been floating in a blur, sometimes sinking, sometimes nearly resurfacing, but not growing lucid enough to do anything before I was dosed again with that sour, spicy paste.
I close my eyes, trying to think. Trying to remember.
They’ve been keeping me drugged. The stench of piss and excrement and sweat that pervades the air—it’s me. They’ve let me lie here in my bunk, wetting and shitting myself, drooling and sweating under the influence of the drug. At least, in my grotesque state, it’s unlikely that anyone stopped by to rape me. Not that I’d remember it if they had.
“Up!” demands the sailor, a thickset, heavily bearded fellow who doesn’t seem to like the task he’s been given. “I’m to take you downstairs for a wash. We’ve nearly reached Knockaine.”
Knockaine? How many days have we been at sea?
I try to ask, but my throat is parched and my lips are flaked with dry skin. When I lift my arm, I’m shaken by its thinness. Have they not given me any food or water?
“Oh, I forgot.” The stout man reaches into a greasy pouch belted to his waist. “I was supposed to give you this. It’s a restorative. Should heal you up right quick. Swallow it down like a good girl.”
With his help, I gulp the restorative potion. Immediately I feel a bit stronger, and I’m able to stagger along the hallway in my soiled dress. I’m left alone to bathe, and I scrub myself thoroughly, trying not to think about when Bash and I shared this very tub. I have no energy for tears, and although I touch my pendant once, it doesn’t respond. It knows I’m too weak to channel any magic.
This helplessness, being prey to the will of others—it’s familiar. It’s safer to let myself sink into it—to go along with whatever they want—to endure, and not resist. So when I’m taken back to my cabin, I dress in the scanty clothes they give me—scarlet to match my hair—and I swipe kohl on my eyes and paint on my lips. I brush my hair until it gleams.
The bed has been stripped, the mattress is gone, and the window is open, admitting fresh air and sunlight.
Strange, the effect of sunlight. I drift toward it, marveling at the way hope ignites in my heart at the touch of the sun. I remember Bash standing on the quarterdeck in the full blaze of day, guiding his ship proudly.
He’s a slave now, bound to the service of the wicked people he fought so hard to bring down. They own him, and his magic. I don’t even know if he’s on the Reaper’s Fate, or aboard the Esper Warden. My guess is they took him onto their new flagship, to speed its journey. Which means they’ll have someone aboard for him to fuck when he needs his magic refilled. Someone who isn’t me. Another slave, perhaps.
I clutch at my chest, tears bursting from my eyes, a silent cry forcing my lips open.
I can’t bear the thought of Bash’s pride being crushed, his body used, his magic employed for despicable purposes.
Maybe the Pirate King will hear word of his captain’s downfall and send help. Or perhaps he will shrug off Bash’s failure and find a new Pirate Lord to take his place.
Maybe Bash’s crew will rally and steal a ship, and go after him. But they cannot break the tattoo he’s been given. It isn’t humanly possible.
Not humanly possible.
But it might be possible for a goddess to do it.
Bash’s own mother could free him, if she will only listen.
I don’t have much time. Soon someone will enter my cabin, and they’ll wonder why I’m still wearing the small wooden charm instead of the jewelry they provided. I must do this now, even if the effort kills me. I have to try.
I wrap my fingers tightly around the pendant. “Hear me, Beirgid, goddess of fertility, goddess of health and growth. I am a true servant of pleasure, a devotee of yours and of your sister Aine, goddess of love and beauty. To you I cry, Beirgid, and I beg for your grace, your favor. I need you to hear me, to grant me one request, only one, please. If you ever showed mercy to a mortal, show it to me now, and come to me, and graciously give what I ask.”
Over and over I pray, variations on the words—a quick, earnest, muttering chant that reminds me painfully of Red.
“Beirgid, hear me. Please, please… my time is short. I am a true servant of pleasure, and I beg you—”
“Enough,” says a voice behind me. “By the stars, child, you’re persistent. Some might call it annoying.”
I turn from the window, blinking as my eyes readjust to the cabin’s lesser light.
A woman stands in the room. Pink hair flowing down to her feet. A glistening green dress. A face so stunning I can’t believe such perfection exists. Her glory shocks my consciousness like an explosion of fireworks, like a tsunami smashing against a cliffside.
“I’m hallucinating,” I whisper. “It’s the drug they gave me—”
“No, dove, I’m quite real. I believe it’s customary to kneel, prostrate yourself, make vows of devotion—that sort of thing.”
I drop to my knees instantly and touch my forehead to the floor. “My goddess.”
“There, there. Breathe, child. What is this request you make so urgently? I suppose you want me to give you wealth, power, and magic, so you can free yourself from the wretched men holding you captive?”
“No, goddess. I don’t ask for your magic or your favor for myself—I can manage. I’ve survived on my own before—I can do it again. I speak to you as one who loves your son, your own son Sebastian, carried in your womb, birthed from your body. He is in danger, and in pain. He needs you. Wicked men have bound his power to their will by a magical tattoo, and he is suffering—” My voice cracks, and I draw in a deep breath to steady myself. “I plead with you on his behalf. Find him, and free him.”
After a moment of silence, Beirgid says, “Look at me.”
I lift my face, and she clicks her tongue in disapproval. “These louts have wrecked you, haven’t they?” She touches my cheek lightly, and the hum of magic flows through my body—a ripple of strength and health. “There, that’s better. I must say it’s been rather fun watching you and my son get to know each other. I keep an eye on him from time to time… more often during the past year. You see I did something recently, in the kingdom of Cerato—something I regret, and since then I’ve been trying a new thing—helping mortals. Making up for—certain events.” A shadow passes over her lovely face. “My brother recommended a sort of penance. When I heard you calling so insistently, I had to come see what you wanted—whether you would request something for yourself, or for my son. You do love him, don’t you?”
Lips trembling, I nod.
“Once I do this for him, I will not appear to you again. The charm will continue to lend you my magic in times of need, when you are strong enough to channel it. But we will not speak face-to-face. And do not tell my son of this meeting, or he will try to seek an audience with me.”
“You don’t want to meet him?”
“I can see him whenever I like. It is enough.”
Her response seems rather callous, but I’ve heard that the gods are a distant, disdainful race, volatile with their mercy and gifts, so I dare not press her any further. I’m a little disturbed by the fact that Bash’s mother may have watched me having sex with him. But I suppose any of the gods could be spying on such things at any time. Best not to think about that, or about the fact that they see all the terrible pain and wickedness of the world, and they do nothing to stop it.
“I have a question, most magnificent goddess,” I say. “What is the magic that I channeled through the charm? You are the goddess of healing and fertility, and yet this magic seems to communicate a sickness, or a toxin.”
“Every god possesses an antimagic, which is the counterpoint to their primary abilities,” she replies. “My antimagic is the creation of disease and sickness. The charm was created by a one-time lover of mine, with my permission, and it contains one strain of my antimagic. Its connection with you allows you to direct the virulent sickness only to your enemies, leaving others untouched. It is a rather beautiful device. Its creator was very talented, in so many ways.” Her eyes turn distant, and she smiles a little. “A pity he was mortal.”
“One more question, if your Divinity will permit me,” I say. “Why is Bash gifted with wind magic, as well as healing?”
“As the goddess of fertility, I control the wind, which carries pollen so that plants may be fertilized. I am one of a few deities with power over the air, and Bash inherited that as well as his healing gift.” She tips her head as though she’s listening. “Your captors are about to return. I fear you will suffer at their hands, little one. But know that your sacrifice is not in vain. I will break my son’s tattoo, and he will experience more freedom and power than he has ever known, for as long as his mortal life shall last.”
She vanishes instantly, and I breathe my thanks over the pendant, kissing it twice. I’m not sure exactly what she meant by “more freedom and power than he has ever known,” but it sounds promising.
The sailor who woke me earlier bursts into my cabin, cursing when the door drags across the floor.
He guffaws at the sight of me. “On your knees already? That’s the spirit.” Then he tilts his head, looking at me more closely. “By the gods, that restorative must have been powerful stuff.”
I glance down at my arms. They’re no longer salt-white and emaciated—they’re healthy and pink, thanks to Beirgid’s touch.
“We’re coming into port, so get up and put on them jewels,” the sailor orders. He strides forward, rips the charm from my neck and tosses it away. It slides under the desk. “The Wolf is waiting.”
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The smell of the docks floods my nostrils—fish, refuse, the reek of breweries, cooking grease from the taverns and eateries, offal from the ditches along the street, and perfume from the whores clustering nearby, eager to take full advantage of the ship’s arrival.
The new captain of the Reaper’s Fate isn’t Growen, but a copper-skinned man with a shaved head. He leads me down the gangplank by my chained wrists. I’m clad in thin scarlet silk that ripples in the breeze, giving passersby a peek at a few places I’d rather they didn’t see.
I wish I could have managed to get my charm back, but the sailor who fetched me gave me no chance. It will remain in my cabin, as will the jeweled necklaces I hid among Merrina’s stash of clean menstrual rags. When Bash regains his power, maybe he’ll take back the Reaper’s Fate and find those items. He’ll prioritize reclaiming the ship, of course. I can’t imagine he’d try to rescue the girl who tried to kill him so many times.
Near the docks, a familiar carriage waits on the cobblestones, its curtains drawn against the afternoon sun. Inside, the Wolf waits for me. I follow my captor toward the carriage, dread souring my stomach. I wish for my pendant, as if wishing could save me now.
“Risa?” A thin voice. A voice that sends every nerve of my body into a singing panic.
Sylvie creeps out of an alleyway, uncertain but eager, a greedy recognition in her eyes. “Risa, you’re back!”
She looks thinner. Fading bruises pepper her arms and her cleavage, and weariness darkens the skin beneath her eyes. Aisu cowers nearby, peering from the shadows of the alley.
They’re free. Alive. They’ve returned to the work they know.
At least the Wolf kept that part of his bargain. Though I suspect he’ll snatch them up and threaten them again if I resist his future plans for me.
I stop where I am, and I call out to Aisu. “The attic. Fourth rafter from the back—there’s a bag. Take it, run, and don’t ever return here.”
She hesitates, then bolts away, a rabbit fleeing the hounds.
She’ll find my stash of coin. It’s enough to get her away from Knockaine. Maybe she’ll find a better life.
My mother registers my meaning more slowly. It takes her a moment to realize I was communicating the hiding spot of some valuables. Her face flushes with irritation, with desperation. “What the fuck, Risa? What did you give her?”
My captor is tugging on my chains—I stumble forward, ignoring Sylvie.
“Whatever you have should be mine.” Sylvie hurries forward, her voice strident. “You owe me—”
“No.” I resist the painful tug on my wrists for a moment longer, holding her gaze. “I owe you nothing. And I will sacrifice nothing else for you.”
“Got all uppity while you were away, did ya?” She sneers. “Think you can forget about me, now that you’re somebody? I taught you everything you know! If you’ve made something of yourself, it’s because of me!”
The sheer audacity of her, to say I’ve “made something of myself” when I’m shackled, being delivered to a man who will own my body and use me as he sees fit. She’s so far beyond reason. Beyond truly caring about anyone, even herself.
“Goodbye, Sylvie,” I say.
My captor yanks open the door of the carriage, plants a hand against my back, and pushes me inside. Sylvie’s tirade is cut off, along with the sunshine, as the carriage door closes.
And I swear to myself, as I’m shut in with the threatening figure of the Wolf, that is the last time I will ever speak to my mother.
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It’s been seven days.
Seven days since I lost Risa. Four since my magical tattoo vanished, freeing me from Growen’s control.
I spent three days under his sway—dark days in which he made me fuck one of the slaves from the hold whenever my magic needed replenishing. I was gentle with the woman, and she was resigned to it—she knew I had no choice, any more than she did. She seemed to like me, in fact. But my heart was so shredded and my will so broken, I couldn’t manage to give her the ghost of a smile.
When the tattoo disappeared, I was on deck, preparing to fill the sails of the Esper Warden at Growen’s command, my mind tortured with thoughts of Risa in the hands of the Wolf.
I saw it happen. Saw the tattoo on my forearm vanish. Felt a fresh vitality inside me—the return of my control over my magic. I didn’t pause to think—I blasted every man on deck overboard, and then I strode below and killed the rest of them with lashes of wind and blades of whirling air. I did not torture or gloat—I simply ended them as swiftly as I could.
The last man I found was Cal, hiding in the galley, with two butcher knives clutched in his hands. My magic plucked the blades from his fingers and drove both into his chest, even as he babbled for mercy.
Then I freed a dozen more slaves aboard ship, and we took charge of the vessel.
Every bone in my body groaned for Risa. But three of the youngest slaves were sick, likely to die without care, so I determined to save them first.
My new crew and I painted the Crowned Skull-and-Crossbones on the ship’s flag, and we guided the ship to Tennak, a port known for its friendliness to the Pirate King’s vessels. The freed captives took valuables from the galleon and went their separate ways, for healing or for home, while I began to hunt for a crew that could help me manage the Esper Warden.
And there, in the very first pub I entered, I found my own men, gloomily drinking at a corner table. After much shouting and clasping of hands, and clapping of my shoulders, they told me how they left Suggton on a tiny, rickety vessel they hired with the coin from the sale of the cinnar. When they reached Tennak, the whole crew sold every piece of jewelry they owned to send a magical missive to the Pirate King, letting him know about the taking of the Reaper’s Fate. They had faith he’d send help, so they could come rescue me and reclaim our ship.
It gives me satisfaction that I freed myself before the Pirate King could come to save me.
I’m sitting with my crew now, around a table in a noisy pub, like old times, as if nothing has happened. As if the woman I love isn’t a captive at this very fucking moment.
“The others wanted to rescue you first,” Silas says. “I told them you’d want us to go after Risa.”
“But I reminded him that we have no idea how to find her,” interjects Faris, with a sharp look at Silas. “It would take weeks, maybe months to locate someone like her in a city like Knockaine, and all the while, you’d be suffering. So we voted to find you first.”
“Someone like her.” I slam my tankard down, and Red jumps. “What exactly do you mean, ‘someone like her’?”
“I mean no disrespect,” Faris says.
“Then don’t say words that sound disrespectful.” I shove back my chair. “Enough of this. Are your bellies full? Why sit here and drink when we could be on our way? We don’t need to wait for the Pirate King’s fleet—we have a ship, a big one. The Esper Warden, recently emptied of its captives. I gave them the treasures I found in the Esper Warden’s hold, and they must make do with that and fend for themselves. We can do no more for them—we have a member of our crew to fetch.”
“Aye!” Silas leaps up, his eyes flaming, and Atticus rumbles “Aye.” Red jumps up as well, and Brom rises stiffly from his seat, his silver beard twitching with something that might be a smile.
With a sigh, Faris pulls a folded leather packet of hannas sticks from his coat. Meditatively he selects one and lights it, while we all watch. My pulse is pounding, but I grit my teeth and wait.
Faris tucks the hannas between his lips and puts the packet away, carefully buttoning the pocket.
After a long pull at the stick, he rises slowly, takes the hannas from his mouth, and releases a swirl of smoke onto the air.
“Aye, Captain.” His eyes meet mine, gleaming with conviction. “Let’s be off to fetch our friend.”
“They’ll fucking wish they’d never taken her,” exclaims Silas. “We’ll cleave them in pieces, we will!”
“Much as you love a good fight, we’ll have to do this carefully,” says Faris. “Else they might kill her before we can save her.”
“I have a plan,” I assure him. “Now gather what you need from that half-sunken tub in which you sailed here, and let’s be off.”
“But Captain…” Red’s voice wavers, and he blushes deeply. “You just made port here in Tennak. Don’t you need a little time to find a woman and—fill your magic?”
I’m surprised he’s bold enough to mention it. Perhaps he has gained confidence since he chose my crew over his brother.
“That’s a point of interest, Red,” I tell him. “Since the tattoo vanished, my magic hasn’t run low. Not once.”
Faris nearly drops his hannas stick. “What do you mean?”
“I mean I have as much energy as I need, all the time. I drove the Esper Warden here at peak speed, and not once did my magic waver.”
“By all the powers,” Silas murmurs. “That’s fucking incredible.”
“You say your tattoo simply vanished?” Faris narrows his eyes. “How? Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“Magical tattoos don’t simply vanish.”
I shrug. “Perhaps their tattoo mage was not very good. Perhaps his magic failed. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is getting Risa back.”
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In two hours we’re aboard the Esper Warden, making her ready to sail. Our crew is much smaller now than it was when we docked in Knockaine on that fateful night—the night I had my throat slashed by a pretty red-headed courtesan. We have lost so many men along the way, and the ache of it weighs my heart. I’m a different man than I was—darker maybe, more reckless, and more determined than ever.
When I want a thing, I will obtain it, whatever the cost. And the thing that I want is Risa. Only Risa, forever Risa… Risa, Risa. Her name resonates in my head like a drumbeat, like the roar of the pounding surf, like the thump of my own heart. I stand at the helm of the Esper Warden, power pouring out of me in endless blue waves. It eases my rage a little, letting the magic unfurl from my body. There is so much of it now—an endless supply. Or if it has an end, I’ve not yet found it.
Silas mounts the steps to the quarterdeck, accompanied by Brom. “Well, Faris is happy. There’s a well-stocked infirmary on board, and a private closet filled with healing herbs, as well as several varieties of hannas.”
“And Atticus?” I lift an eyebrow. “Is he pleased with the weaponry?”
“See for yourself.” Grinning, Silas points to the main deck, where Atticus and Red are racing back and forth from one gun to another, shouting at each other as they discover new notable features and qualities of the armaments.
“Top-of-the-line weaponry.” Silas gives a satisfied nod. “And a ship as new and solid as they come. Bit of an upgrade for us all, eh Brom?”
Brom grunts.
“I know you’re not used to her yet, old friend,” I tell him. “In time, she’ll speak to you like the Fate did. And we’re not abandoning our former ship to slavers—not by a long shot. We’ll save Risa, and then we’ll get back the Reaper’s Fate.”
“But we’ll keep this ship, eh?” Silas says it so hopefully that I smile, for the first time since I lost Risa.
“Aye,” I reply. “We’ll keep this ship, too.”
He gives a whoop and takes off his hat—the one I gave him back in Suggton. “It’s only rightful that I return this.” He plops it on my head. “Never did fit me right, anyway.”
I clasp hands with him, and he leans in, wrapping an arm around me.
Fuck, my eyes are watering. I clear my throat and bellow, “Enough of this. Back to your posts! We’ve a heading and a purpose, and that’s all any man needs to set sail!”
“Aye, Captain,” they chorus, and Silas swaggers down the steps of the quarterdeck, bawling orders in his usual tone.
With all the yearning of my heart and all the rage of my soul, I pour magic into the sails—many more sails than the Reaper’s Fate had, and bigger too. They billow out, taut with the force of my power, and with a great surge, the mighty ship moves out to sea.
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I drive the Esper Warden hard the next few days. When I see stormclouds on the horizon, I send a fierce wind to push them away and keep our skies clear. I barely sleep or eat, except when Faris shouts at me to take care of myself, or when Brom comes up to the helm and stands solidly in place, glaring from under his bushy eyebrows until I accept food and water. My entire existence is one driving thought, one all-consuming goal, one word.
Risa.
Whatever we have done to each other—whatever harsh words, secrets, or pain lie between us—I want her. I want all her sorrow, all her lies, all her regret. She fills me. She is the slayer of my old love, the murderer of my former obsession, and now she is everything. She is mine.
At last, after what feels like centuries, a smudge on the horizon signals our approach to the coast. We’re mere hours from Knockaine now, and my heart is thundering, thundering. A vortex of magic churns inside me, round and round, seething, mounting, threatening. The sails are stretched tight with as much wind as the ship can handle safely, and still I have more, much more.
Faris comes to stand beside me. “Grip that wheel any tighter, and it might splinter.”
I don’t answer.
“You said you have a plan?”
“Yes.”
“Hm.” He lets smoke trail from his mouth. “We’ve been friends for a long time, Bash, so tell me truthfully. Is the plan to rush into the city and yell for Risa until she comes running out to meet you?”
“No,” I growl.
Then, after a long moment, I mutter, “The plan is to walk into the city and smash everything in sight until her captors bring her to me unharmed and prostrate themselves at my feet for judgment.”
“Well, fuck. That should work just fine.” His tone drips with sarcasm. He raises his voice, addressing Silas, who is mounting the steps to the helm. “Hear that, quartermaster? Our captain’s plan is to destroy the private property of random citizens until the Wolf delivers Risa and bows down to accept his own death.”
“Consider this small adjustment to your plan, Captain.” Silas meets my gaze, and behind the amused twinkle in his dark eyes I see a determination that matches my own. “Choose your targets strategically. I suspect the Wolf is highly placed in Knockaine—not one of the lower classes who live near the docks or along the outskirts of the city, but right in its heart. If you must wreak havoc, wreak it upon the rich who enable the vile trade, who buy human beings for their own pleasure, and who care nothing for the poor who suffer in the streets.”
“Well said,” Faris exclaims. “There’s that expertise in court law, making its appearance.”
“Well said indeed,” I reply. “I’ll take it to heart. Ready the men, and tell them that once we make port, a few of us will be going ashore, heading for the heart of the city. I’ll need you to serve as my crier, Silas, to spread the word of our demands as we go.”
The dockmasters are startled by our arrival aboard the Esper Warden. They’ve come to associate me with the Reaper’s Fate, as well they should—and perhaps they’re aware of the true origins of the ship we’ve commandeered. To prevent anyone from taking over the Esper while I’m absent, I leave most of my men aboard ship, bringing with me only Atticus, Silas, Faris, and Red.
As we pay the docking fees, I announce loudly, “We’re here to secure the safe return of Valerisa Kearnsey. She is to be delivered to me immediately, unharmed, or your city will be destroyed.”
Faris chokes a little behind me. He probably disapproves of the last statement, but I may as well declare my intentions honestly.
The dockmaster who’s accepting our payment chuckles with disbelief.
Atticus steps forward, his huge arms crossed. “Does the Pirate Lord look as if he’s joking?”
The dockmaster meets my gaze and gulps. “No… no, he does not.”
“I’m not sure he believes you, Captain,” Silas adds. He lifts his arms and shouts to the crowd that’s beginning to gather. “The Pirate Lord will now demonstrate his sincere intent to flatten your city, unless Valerisa Kearnsey is brought to him safe and unharmed.”
I barely wait for him to finish before I send a stream of raging wind over the heads of the crowd, right into the dockmasters’ station. The top two floors erupt in an explosion of bricks, mortar dust, shingles, and splintered wood.
Shrieks rise from the onlookers, and the dockmaster and his partner exchange frightened looks. I grab the man in front of me by his ruffled collar. “Bribe-takers,” I seethe. “Enablers of the foul trade that flows through this city. Destroyers of lives. You deserve this and more.”
I throw him backward and stride off the dock, onto the cobbled street. “Get me an open carriage.”
“A carriage for the Pirate Lord!” squawks the dockmaster.
The carriage is brought forward, and I order the driver to take us to the city center. “But stop by The Royal Orchid first.”
As we roll through the streets, I stand braced in the carriage, one foot on the driver’s bench, while Silas and Atticus take turns crying out my demands: that Valerisa Kearnsey must be brought to me unharmed, or the city will be destroyed.
When we halt before The Royal Orchid, Silas bawls the decree even louder, and a few of the courtesans come out, along with Jorjana, the hostess. Among the women I recognize Elbeth, a redhead I’ve hired before.
“You.” I point to her. “Is Risa here? You knew her as Fire-Rose.”
She shakes her head, eyes wide. “She was here for a short while, about a week ago. She started serving clients again, but then one of the masters took her somewhere else. Wanted her for himself, I believe.”
Took her… wanted her for himself…
For himself… took her…
The vortex inside me is swelling larger, louder. Blue light streaks out from my skin in jagged lines, and the air pulses with a frenzied force I can’t manage, can’t restrain—not that I want to—no, I am done with restraint, done with them all—I’m through with the proud, disdainful people of this place, people who took my coin while making me understand I would never be good enough—that I would never attain the heights I craved…
I’m done…
I rise straight out of the carriage, borne on the writhing current of my fury and my magic, soaring into the sky above the gables of The Royal Orchid—and with a thunderous blast of my power, its walls and windows explode.
I don’t stay to watch, or to wonder who survived. The violence of my rage carries me higher still, until I spot the pillared buildings of Knockaine’s governmental sector. I streak toward them, and as I fly, I pull on the currents of the air, drawing clouds together like leashed hounds, all of them coming to my call, building themselves into a titanic thunderhead that casts the entire city into deep shadow.
From that towering bulk of stormclouds I descend, sheathed in the blue glow of my power, and I aim a concussive blast against building after building, exploding them one at a time.
I have no pity for the politicians in those structures, no regret for tearing down the strongholds of their corruption. I am nothing but purpose, and longing, and rage. Not a Captain, not a Pirate Lord, but the son of a mighty goddess. The gods do not often have mercy on the weak, nor do they punish the wicked, but I will do both, as is my divine right.
Atop the mountain of rubble that was once the courthouse, the site of so much injustice, I land, and I bellow my demands again. Buoyed by my magic, my voice resonates through the air in deafening waves.
“Bring me my beloved, Valerisa Kearnsey, or this city will be destroyed.”
There are people running, screaming. Families in fine clothes, paid for with the labor of the unfortunate wretches in other sectors of the city. Those children will grow up to be thieves, kidnappers, rapists, and murderers like their parents. I feel no pity for them.
A shearing blade of wind flies outward from me, slicing off the tops of nearby buildings.
“Where is she?” I repeat, the greatness of my voice shaking the ground. “Why won’t you give her to me? Do you think I want to kill you all? Bring her, and this will stop.”
In the back of my mind is the scratching, squirming knowledge that this is madness—this is far beyond anything my men expected me to do, despite my threats, despite the decree they helped me voice. This is beyond what even I intended, at first. I’ve never had so much power, never used it like this. It is glorious and terrible. The force of it fills my mind, and with every passing second it’s becoming more difficult to form coherent thoughts. The whirling wind in my head is beginning to tear at my brain, even as my heart twinges with concern for the people who might be innocent, caught in the wake of my wrath.
But no one is innocent, not truly. They are all complicit in some way, every one of them. Everyone who might hide my Risa from me.
“Risa.” My voice rolls out again, burying the screams of the citizens under its power. “My beloved. Give her to me.”
Someone is shouting at me. Waving their arms—a group of men. I know them, but I cannot think what they are called. Their names have been shredded by the storm, carried away, and there is only one name I remember, one name that matters.
“Risa,” I repeat. “Beloved.” I prowl through the wreckage of the city square, and buildings crumble to rubble as I pass. “Risa.”
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A burly man crashes through the door into my chamber, and I startle up from the bed, clutching the sheet over myself. I haven’t been allowed to wear clothes for days.
“Come, now.” The man looks terrified, stricken. It takes me a moment to recognize him—he has always worn a mask while fucking me. It’s the Wolf himself, and he didn’t bother to cover his face before bursting in here.
I’m used to him entering suddenly, without warning, at least twice a day. I’ve quit fighting him when he comes to enjoy me. He seems to like the struggle, and it only leads to more bruises. My thighs, stomach, breasts, and arms are covered in them.
“Didn’t you hear me, whore? Come with me!” His eyes bulge, desperate and panicked. “He’s tearing the city apart. Quick, quick!”
He shoves me out into the hallway, calling for his servants. “Give her a robe or something. Fetch a healing tonic—she must look healthy, unharmed.”
I’m hurried along the corridor, while a robe is thrown around me. They covered my head with a hood when I was brought to this house, but now I’m being towed down the luxurious halls, escorted right out through the front doors. The light outside is strange—there’s sunshine along the horizon, but the courtyard is shaded by a massive thunderhead in the sky.
I’m handed a potion bottle and told to drink it all. Half of it spills down my front, soaking the robe.
The Wolf shoves me down the steps of his mansion. “Is the horse ready?”
“Not yet, Lord Mayor.”
The title chills my heart.
“Fuck that stable-boy—I’ll kill him,” snarls the Wolf.
A boy runs up, leading a saddled horse. With a surge of his powerful body, the Wolf lifts me up and plops me onto the saddle. I cringe at the impact of the hard leather against my sore pussy.
“Ride to him,” orders the Wolf. “Quick as you can, and beg him to spare the rest of the city. That way!” He points toward the darkest part of the blue-gray stormcloud. “Go, go!”
Hope surges in my heart even as the healing potion begins to take effect, easing my soreness. I pick up the reins and ride out of the courtyard of the Lord Mayor of Knockaine, the Wolf who has held me in bondage since the night I first met him.
The wind swirling beneath the stormcloud and racing through the streets is the strongest I’ve felt in this city—so strong that my heart leaps, even as fear ices my skin.
This can only be Bash.
People are running past me, terrorized. In the distance I can see buildings convulsing as the wind hits them, shattering their masonry into fragments.
More freedom and power than he has ever known, Beirgid said.
What did his mother do to him?
I’ve only ridden on horseback a few times, and I’m not sure how to make the beast go faster, but I lean forward as I’ve seen others do, and that action seems to relay my impatience to the animal. He picks up his pace, galloping along the street toward the city center while I cling desperately to the saddle.
“Turn back!” screams a woman, running by with two children in tow. “He’s coming!”
More people rush past, while I keep going against the roar of the oncoming wind.
Darkness shrouds the street, a deep shadow heralding Bash’s presence right before I see him. He’s wreathed in veils of blue light that swirl and dance around him. His clothes are tattered, his hair is windblown—if he had a hat, he has lost it somewhere. His eyes are glazed, unfocused, glowing violently blue from corner to corner. He walks with grim purpose, now and then flinging out a skein of wind magic to crumble a wall or smash a window.
His voice echoes through the wind, low and mournful, then dark and demanding. “Risa. My beloved. Bring her to me, unharmed.”
“Bash,” I call, but the wind steals my voice away. The torrent of air rushes into my throat, whips tears from my eyes, rips open my robe, and forces me to my knees. But I keep crawling toward him over the cobblestones, crawling and croaking his name, while my hair streams behind me like a torn flame.
“Risa,” he moans again, and this time I plant both hands on the stones, summon every bit of my will and desire, and I scream, “Bash, stop!”
He halts, a dozen steps away. Looks down at me, kneeling there. “Risa?”
“Bash,” I sob, and he lunges forward, seizing me, pulling me up into his arms, against his pounding heart.
“Risa,” he says faintly.
“I’m here,” I choke out. “You came for me.”
He pulls back, stares at me with brilliant brown eyes, shot through with streaks of luminous blue. “Of course I did.”
“And you did this, all of this—for me?”
“I would do anything for you.”
“I think I’ve been waiting my entire life for someone to say that to me.” I smile through my tears, and I rise up to kiss him.
But Bash looks down at my shoulder, where one of the worst bruises lingers, shrunken from what it was, but still visible.
He touches the spot, gentle and sorrowful. “I told them you were to be unharmed,” he says softly.
And folding me in his arms, he lets his power explode around us.
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When the dust settles, Risa is still in my arms, safe and alive and warm. My mind is clearer, and the tempest inside me has quieted. I can still feel the energy at my core, an inexhaustible well, but my divine side is no longer ascendant. I have control again.
Too late.
The city around us has been reduced to rubble, as far as I can see.
“Fuck.” My voice is a shaken whisper. “Silas, Red, Atticus, and Faris… they…”
“They were with you?” Risa asks.
I nod.
“We’ll find them,” she assures me. “They’ll be all right.”
“If I killed any of them, Risa…”
“You didn’t,” she says firmly, as if her statement can make it so. “Where did you last see them?”
I lead her to the place where I saw the four men shouting and waving to me—men I now remember as part of my crew.
And there are Red and Silas, coated in dust, battered and bruised, but alive. Faris is crouching beside a burly, prone form.
“Atticus took most of the impact,” Red falters as I hurry toward them. “He protected us. Are you—you’re back to yourself now, Captain?”
“Aye.” I crouch beside Atticus. “Is he…”
“He’ll live.” Faris is sweating, trembling. “I had to give him all my energy. It was enough, barely.”
I pinch the bridge of my nose, fighting the swell of tears. “I don’t pay you what you’re worth, Faris.”
He glances up. “I don’t do this for payment.” In his eyes I see warmth, relief, and—what breaks me apart—forgiveness. Forgiveness for what I’ve done. What I’ve put them all through today.
I sit down amid the broken stone, and I sob. Heavy, raw, wrenching sobs that I can’t control. Risa comes to me, holding her tattered robe together, and she wraps her arms around my bowed head, kisses my hair. Red comes close, and Silas, their hands on my shoulders.
Atticus stirs, lifting a palm to his forehead. “Who’s blubbering?”
I choke a laugh through my weeping. “Just a demigod who fucked up more than usual.”
The others chuckle quietly. Quietly, because even though we are safe, and more or less whole, the destruction around us is catastrophic.
At last we rise, with Silas supporting Atticus, Red lending a shoulder to Faris, and me carrying Risa so she doesn’t have to walk the devastated streets barefoot.
We pick our way through the wreckage without stopping to look for survivors. Let the wretches of this city deal with their own people, living or dead.
Risa strokes my chest as we walk, and I find myself feeling more and more settled, as if her presence balances the new volatility of my magic.
After we pass several bodies crushed under chunks of stone, she asks, “Are you all right?”
“I don’t feel guilty, exactly, or tormented, as I probably should,” I reply. “I’m not even sure I regret this. That makes me a monster, doesn’t it?”
“Maybe.” She touches my cheek. “But you’re my monster.”
“If it helps, I don’t think it will happen again. As long as no one is foolish enough to steal you from me.”
“I don’t think anyone will be idiotic enough to try, ever again,” she says dryly. “Not after the world hears of this.”
“And they will,” Red chimes in. “The story will travel, as stories do—in the mouths of those who love to tell them.” A shade of sadness crosses his face.
“I’m sorry about your brother,” I tell him. “You’ve probably guessed I killed him when I took the Esper.”
Red nods. “I understand why you had to. Family isn’t always about blood, though, is it?”
“No,” says Atticus firmly, at the same moment Risa says, “No, it isn’t.”
We continue through the streets of the wealthy neighborhoods. No one stops us, or hails us—except for one husky figure who stands before the ruin of his mansion, at the gate of what was probably a beautiful courtyard. He bellows at Risa, “What did you do, foolish girl? What have you done?”
Risa presses her hand against my chest. “Stop. Put me down.”
I freeze instantly and set her on her feet.
“Do any of you have a dagger?” she says calmly. “Something very sharp.”
Faris hands over a short, curved blade.
“Do you think you could use your wind magic to hold that man still for me, Bash?” Risa says sweetly. “Don’t hurt him—just hold him tight.”
I send whirling balls of air to envelop the man’s hands and feet, splaying him wide, holding him in place for her. She stalks toward him, brandishing the knife. Clearly she has a score to settle with this one.
“Who is that man?” Red whispers.
Faris answers, low and wondering. “I think that’s the Lord Mayor of Knockaine.”
“The fuck?” I hiss, and I tighten my magic a little.
The man cries out, and Risa whirls, shooting me a glare. “Just hold him, Bash. I’ll do the rest.”
“Fine.”
She closes the distance between her and the Lord Mayor. “This is for everything you have done to me and mine.” Her words are clear as a bell, not a quiver of fear or uncertainty.
He doesn’t answer. Doesn’t beg. He knows he will get no mercy. I want to destroy him myself—strip off his skin, slice him to bits for what I suspect he has done to her—but she needs this more than I do. And from this day on, her word and her wishes are a higher law to me than those of any Lord Mayor or Pirate King.
Risa speaks again, loudly enough for us all to hear. “One good slice across his throat, and then stab his heart and his eye socket for good measure. All three, just to be sure.”
The Lord Mayor lets out a whimper, which is abruptly cut short.
When it’s done, Risa walks quietly back to me, bruised and beautiful, on her dusty bare feet. She hands the blood-slicked knife back to Faris, who wipes it on his pants and puts it away.
“Thus ends the Wolf,” says Risa, and holds out her arms to be lifted. I scoop her up, cradling her against my chest.
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As it happens, Bash did not destroy the entire city. Only most of it. The fringes are still intact, and so, thankfully, are the docks and the ships. We leave at once, none of us eager to stay in a place the Pirate Lord has so thoroughly devastated.
A few days later, halfway to the Scarab Archipelago, the Esper Warden is hailed by five ships—four of the Pirate King’s fleet, including his flagship, the Lichfell. The fifth ship is the Reaper’s Fate.
The Lichfell pulls alongside us, and the Pirate King and his Queen come aboard, along with a few of their officers. Tension knots my stomach at the sight of the Pirate Queen, the woman Bash has pined after for so long—but Bash pulls me tight against his side with a reassuring little squeeze that soothes my anxiety.
She is beautiful—freckled, redheaded, and strong, with sparkling green eyes. And the Pirate King is dashingly handsome. But they are a pair—inseparable, as Bash and I are. I have nothing to fear.
“We came to lend our aid,” says the Pirate King merrily, extending a hand for Bash to clasp. “But you seem to have taken care of the problem yourself. Care to tell me about it?”
The story is a long one, told over a meal in the enormous galley of the Esper Warden. The slavers kept the ship well-stocked with food, and inwardly I confess that it’s the best meal I’ve ever tasted—heartier and more delicious than the delicate dining at The Royal Orchid. Maybe it’s the jovial company, or Bash’s presence beside me, or the fact that this time, my station as his equal is assumed, not questioned. Maybe it’s the truth that for the first time in my life, I am actually free. Free to live on the sea whose wildness I find so exciting, with the man I choose to love.
The Pirate King and Queen exchange several long glances as Bash tells of the events in Knockaine, and their aftermath.
“You were flying my flag at the time?” says the Pirate King soberly.
“Aye, sir.” Bash grimaces.
The Pirate Queen speaks up. “Would you say this is likely to happen again?”
“I doubt it.” Bash looks over at me. “The magic seems to be under my control, now that she’s back with me. And my motive for the incident was a strong one.”
“Of course,” the Queen says sympathetically.
“We can’t have you sailing from coast to coast, blowing up cities, even if they are hubs of the slave trade,” the King adds. “But I’m of a mind to let it pass this once. Not that I could punish you for it, even if I wanted to, eh?” He grins. “You could smash the Lichfell with a thought. You’re the direct descendant of a goddess, you say? By the powers, that’s interesting.”
“Interesting, but best kept to ourselves, yes?” The Queen arches an eyebrow at him.
“Very well, very well.” He scoops up her hand and kisses it. “Now, to business. Will you take the Reaper’s Fate, or keep this mighty vessel?”
Bash looks to Brom, who gives the smallest of nods.
“We’ll keep this one,” Bash says, a grin breaking over his face. “The Reaper’s Fate has served me well, and I would have gone after her—but since she’s back in your service, I can rest easy. My crew have taken a shine to the Esper Warden. We plan to use her for the exact opposite of the purpose for which she was built.”
“I like the sound of that.” The Pirate King chuckles. “I’ll give the Reaper’s Fate to another worthy soul—in fact, I have just the young captain in mind. And where will you be off to next, with this fine ship?”
“We’re headed for Ganaine, to refit parts of the Esper that need altering,” Bash says.
“And to take on more crew,” Silas adds. “We lost good men in this venture.”
The Pirate King glances sideways at his wife, who smiles and nods. “Perhaps you’d rather do the refitting and hiring in Ravensbeck?”
Under the table, Bash grips my hand tightly. “If that’s an option, then yes, Sire.”
“You’ve certainly routed the slavers in the southern reaches of the sea,” the Pirate King says. “They won’t soon recover from the blow you’ve dealt them. Some might think me a fool to let the man who wrecked a city into the heart of my kingdom, but maybe it will be a sign to the remnants of this vile trade, to find a different line of business. You’re welcome in Ravensbeck, all of you. Captain, you’ll be exempt from the tattoo, but everyone else will need to have one, preventing you from ever sharing the location.”
“We’re happy to comply, Sire,” Faris interjects. There’s a quaver in his voice and a brightness in his eyes that surprises me. Bash isn’t the only one for whom Ravensbeck is a life goal, the ultimate haven.
As for me, I don’t mind a tattoo. In fact, I rather think I’d like several. One for Ravensbeck, and the others for fun. Because I want them, and my body is all my own, except when I give it to Bash… which I haven’t done since Knockaine, and am very much looking forward to doing again.
“How will we find Ravensbeck, Sire?” Red ventures.
“You won’t need a heading,” replies the King. “I’ll send Cyprus, captain of the Dreadmorg, to guide you there. The rest of us are headed back up north. We have business in Cerato—a cordial meeting with the Queen and her new King—a rather interesting fellow, or so I’ve heard.”
“Very good, Sire.” Bash squeezes my hand tighter, and I whisper, “Ow.” He loosens his grip immediately and gives me a sheepish look.
“I hope you’ll visit us next time we’re all in Ravensbeck,” says the Pirate Queen—and she’s smiling at me, with a friendly warmth in her eyes. “You’d be most welcome in our home.”
“Thank you,” I tell her, with an answering smile.
Before we part ways, a number of us stop by the Reaper’s Fate to reclaim possessions we left behind. Some of the items were discarded or broken by the previous occupants, but most of the things I inherited from Merrina are intact, which pleases me. My two necklaces are still in their hiding place. My heart sinks when I don’t find Beirgid’s charm under the desk, but when I step into the privy, there it is, on the floor by the toilet, where it must have slid during the voyage. I put it around my neck immediately and vow never to take it off again.
Back aboard the Esper, we watch the Lichfell, the Reaper’s Fate, and the other two ships as they sail away. Then Bash appoints one of his men to steer the Esper as we follow the Dreadmorg.
“I can’t use magic to speed the voyage along,” he says glumly, “since there is no wind-wielder aboard that other ship. We must poke along behind them, at their pace.”
I walk my fingers up his shoulder and bury them in the waves of his hair. “I may have some ideas about what we can do to pass the time.”
“Is that so?” He gives me a slow grin, his brown eyes gleaming.
“Well, you may not need sex to fuel your magic anymore, but who’s to say you must stop having it altogether?”
“No one is saying that.” He cups my waist, pulling my lower body flush with his. “I’ve left you alone since Knockaine because I wasn’t sure you’d want to, so soon after—after what the Wolf did—”
“That’s thoughtful of you. But I’ve had sex with enough men when I didn’t want to. I’m not about to deprive myself when I really, truly, do want to.” I nuzzle my face against his, then kiss him softly.
He kisses me back with an eager, hungry sound. “Fuck, I’ve missed this.”
After a few minutes of ardent kissing, and wet tongues, and sparkling heat, I pull back enough to notice the entire crew standing motionless on deck, watching us.
At my blushing smile, Silas shakes himself and bellows, “Go on, the lot of ya! What are you swabs starin’ at? Get to work! I want this deck scrubbed so clean I can see my reflection!”
“That ain’t possible, nohow,” complains Red. “Reflections in boards? Ain’t no science in that.”
“Science, boy?” says Atticus. “Since when have you been interested in science?”
“Since always. There’s science in guns, that’s what you told me—only Cal would never let me learn.”
“When we’re in Ravensbeck, we’ll see if we can’t find you a few good books on the science of ships and weapons, and other things. Less rituals and more facts, eh?”
“Just remember, rituals have their place too,” I call after Red. When he turns, I wink and tap my pendant significantly. His eyes widen, but Atticus is already calling for him, and Bash is towing me toward the captain’s cabin, probably with a mind for us to christen the big bed there.
“What was that winking at Red for?” Bash asks.
“Jealous?”
“No… but it seemed to have something to do with that.” He points to the pendant.
“Maybe I’ll tell you someday. But can you trust me when I say it’s not the right time?”
He purses his lips. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I trust you? You’ve only tried to kill me half a dozen times…”
“You like it.” I flounce ahead of him, giving my hips a little extra wiggle as I walk. As I suspected, he can’t stand that for long—I don’t make it more than a few steps when he bundles me up in his arms, totes me into the captain’s cabin, and kicks the door shut behind us.
When he tosses me onto the bed, I fling my arms up across the pillows, delighted with the softness, the safety, and the sheer joy of being here, with him.
He pulls off his shirt and climbs onto the bed, bracing himself over me—but he doesn’t kiss me, or take out his cock. He looks at me. Just looks, as if he’s an artist planning to draw me from memory.
“You know I love you,” he says. “You’ll let me say it this time, without protest. I love you.”
“You’ll make me cry again,” I whisper. “I love you, too. So much.”
“Have you thought about your Ravensbeck tattoo?” Bash kisses my neck. “What will you choose?”
“I have several in mind. But I think my first one, my magical one, will be a minnow.”
He laughs, and then he kisses me, while the sea breeze flows through the open window, and the sunlight breathes hope into our cabin.
I dreamed of the future, and so did he. Those dreams seem small compared to the vista that stretches before us now. It’s coming closer with every breath of wind in the sails.
And I’m more than ready to meet it. 
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Rain spits against my wings as I bank to the left and spew a controlled line of liquid fire from my jaws, lighting up a section of the city wall. Soldiers drop their weapons and writhe, tiny four-limbed creatures flailing in the glow, crumpling quickly onto the stone.
My fire is a mercy. Hotter than the flame humans typically wield, it brings death in mere seconds. When I’m precise with it, I can explode stones into ash.
For the survivors, the ones forced to surrender to the King of Vohrain, death will come much more slowly.
A heavy beat of wings on my right draws my attention. Mordessa glides beside me, her golden wings spanning wider than mine.
“One more battle, maybe two. And then home,” she says in Dragonish.
“Home, with the Merrinwold Isles as our reward,” I reply.
“We will have all the food we need for mating season and the resulting brood of hatchlings.” She slow-blinks her golden lashes in my direction.
I search within myself for the answering warmth I’m supposed to feel—the surge of joy, of harmony. The most I can summon for my Promised is a feeling of friendship, of pleasant loyalty. It is enough.
It will have to be enough.
A gust of wind passes over both of us—a speeding black shape with white patches on her wings. My sister Vylar, aiming lines of searing light at the remaining guards along the city wall.
“Stop ogling each other and get back to work, you two,” she advises.
I dive lower, avoiding an acid bomb launched from a nearby airship.
We must finish this battle, here at Guilhorn, and then suffer through one more to take the capital city and force the Queen of Elekstan to surrender. We expected her to yield weeks ago, but her pride proved more formidable than any of us anticipated. She has sent droves of her people for us to slaughter. By now, she must have barely anyone left, and almost no supplies or weapons. What kind of ruler destroys her own nation in this way?
Our Vohrainian allies have suffered losses, and my clan has endured the deaths of two dragons. But we have slaughtered the Elekstan troops by the hundreds.
Just a little longer, and then we win. A little longer, and my bone-oath to my father will be fulfilled. No more war or killing. No more watching the humans dance like charred insects in Mordessa’s lightning or turn to smoke beneath Vylar’s intense rays.
The female dragons have been most intent on winning this war. They know what’s at stake—the survival of our race. A primal urgency has spurred them through each battle and carried them to a place beyond guilt, where necessity and fear blend into savagery. I’ve watched it happen, and longed for the day when we’re all home again and the dread of extinction no longer drives them.
Vylar mounts higher in the sky, calling orders in Dragonish. She is the chief liaison with the army of Vohrain, and knows what moves we’re supposed to make. I’ve been in the war meetings too, but even though I am the firstborn of the Bone-King, my sister has a better head for battle, so she has taken the lead in this campaign.
A large red-and-black dragon bursts out of the smoke ahead. Grimmaw, mother of the Bone-King—my grandmother. One of the oldest in our clan, and still a formidable warrior despite the occasional aches in her tail and wings. My father took a bone-oath from her, too, before he died… but I have never asked her what promise lives in the piece of his spine that she wears around her neck.
“Guilhorn has fallen,” she says, hovering near Mordessa and me. “The highest tower of the fortress bears a black flag.”
“The sign of dishonor and a dark day.” I dip my head, relief flooding my body. “It’s over then. Perhaps the Queen will finally yield and we can avoid an all-out battle against the capital.”
“Perhaps—” begins Grimmaw, but before she can continue, a spasm runs through her body. Her jaws gape for a moment, as if she’s trying to speak.
Then she falls. Wings lax, neck limp, tail inert… she falls.
I plunge after her, but a great golden shape catches my eye. At first I think Mordessa is diving to help me catch Grimmaw—and then I realize she is also plummeting to earth, unconscious.
Grimmaw smashes into a building and rolls into the street in a shower of bricks. Humans run screaming from the scene, but several are crushed immediately as Mordessa’s golden body thunders to the ground. One of her wings demolishes three rickety buildings, sends them toppling aside one after the other.
I land between my grandmother and my Promised. With a roar I warn the humans to stay back, and they scatter.
As I turn to Grimmaw, I see the thing I most feared—a smoky serpent gliding from her open jaws. It writhes into the sky and vanishes before I can cry out.
I whirl to Mordessa in time to see her spirit leave as well, a serpentine wisp of golden mist. It climbs high before evanescing into the roaring chaos of burning buildings and smoking towers that once was the prosperous city of Guilhorn.
From the canopy of the night sky, I see more dragons falling, one after another, scales flashing, necks and tails limp, wings at strange angles. The sound of each impact reverberates through the city. A deafening boom for each heavy body. The tumbling roar of destroyed buildings, the quake of the earth at the concussive force of death.
“Kyreagan!” cries my brother Varex, his voice taut with grief and terror. Varex, Vylar, and I were all born in the same hatching season—a rarity among dragons. “Kyreagan, what is happening?”
A cataclysm. The end of the world. My voice will not work, my mind cannot form thoughts…
“Kyreagan!” It’s Ashvelon, one of our section leaders, a dark gray dragon gifted with frost-fire. “My Prince, we can’t stay here on the ground. Come. We must fly.”
At his urging, and with the prodding of my brother’s spiked wingtip, I muster the energy to climb a nearby building and take off from its roof before it crumbles beneath my weight. Human structures, like their bodies, are flimsy and fragile.
Ashvelon, Varex, and I rise together in a triangle formation. As we gain altitude, I spot the tallest tower in the city—the one Grimmaw mentioned, the one that bears the flag of surrender.
Skewered on that flagpole, its metal spike wet with her blood, is my sister. Vylar’s body drapes the steep cone-shaped roof of the tower, black wings spread against the red shingles. The white patches on her wings shine like reflected moonlight.
Varex and I roar at the same time, red fire spewing from my mouth and black void magic from his. The void orb Varex emitted flies straight toward the nearby airship, sucks in the entire vessel, and implodes on itself.
“It’s the females,” says Ashvelon. “Can you feel it?”
But neither Varex nor I have been through our first mating season yet. We do not have the same link to the females of our race that the older males do.
“We can’t feel it,” I snarl at him. “Speak! What is happening? Is some magic targeting the females in this battle? Should we tell the rest of the clan to withdraw?”
Ashvelon’s blue eyes are wide, stricken. “It’s too late. They’re already dead.”
I can feel more fire building in my belly. Fire and panic. “Every female warrior, dead?”
“Not just the warriors.” Ashvelon’s wings beat slowly, devastation threading his tone. “All of them. Every female dragon, of every age, everywhere.”
“The fuck?” chokes out Varex.
Every female dragon, of every age, everywhere.
I sweep my wings, great pulses against the air, pushing me higher, higher. The rest of the dragons follow me up, away from the burning, defeated city.
We’re half the number we were. I scan all of them quickly, my eyes raking through the gloom, finding the jaw spikes and elbow spurs on each dragon. They’re all male.
Ashvelon is right.
I turn to an elder dragon with more jaw spikes than any of us. “Did you sense it? Is it true? Are they all—”
“Yes, my Prince.” He’s weeping, great tears rolling along his scales and dripping from his snout. It’s rare to see another male cry. Among dragons, tears are reserved for the greatest of grief.
Every female of our race, dead. And with mating season just one week away…
This was never part of the plan. Vohrain never indicated that their enemies were capable of such devastating magic. If we’d known, my father would never have agreed to the alliance. This is wrong, this cannot be happening, this is a nightmare, the end of the world—
“Kyreagan.” Varex brushes his wingtip against mine. “What do we do?”
My anger is slow to spark, but when ignited, it burns hot and furious. I can feel it now, churning in my chest, flaming along every nerve.
“We will determine who is responsible for this,” I announce to the other dragons, my growl echoing through the sky. “And we will take from them what was taken from us.”
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