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Prologue

First Age

3rd Day of Calibration 

City of Meru, Blessed Isle
The chiming of the essence clock pulled Veras from a vivid dream.  Bits and pieces slipped through his fingers like sand as he came fully awake.  A ship in a storm.  A red head with captivating eyes.  The rest faded leaving nothing but vague impressions.

Veras raised a corner of red silk to peer at motes of dust drifting through shafts of sunlight.  It was far too early for civilized people to be awake.  Giving a luxurious stretch Veras contemplated another hour of sleep, but couldn’t afford to be late.  Sliding from the sheets he sighed at the loss of the inviting warmth.  By the Sun he needed some coffee.  

The canopied bed floated two feet off the ground on a cushion of swirling essence.  It sprawled in scarlet opulence across the southern corner of his chambers, a monument to decadence.  He’d never liked the monstrous thing, but the women certainly did.  The imprint his companion for the evening had left was already cold.  She must have left sometime during the night.  What was her name?  Sara?  Suni?  Eh, something like that.  Hera would know.

"Good morning, young master," chirped a golden skinned automaton as she hurried into the room, ruby eyes twinkling.  She wore a not quite human smile, pristine white robes draped over her arm.  "I've brought your clothing for the feast."

"Thank you, Hera." Veras yawned as he crossed the marble floor to the shower chamber along the south wall.  He slid out of his night robe leaving the silvery fabric in a pool next to the opaque doors.  They slid open with a hiss at his approach and he stepped into the tiled chamber.  As the doors closed a rain of pleasantly warm water washed over him.  
“More pressure.  Hotter,” He ordered.
“Of course, master.” Sheryle answered.  The spirit of the house tended to the tasks Hera wasn’t able to.  The water increased in temperature, and the soft rain became a hard staccato.  He relaxed and closed his eyes as it cleansed the sweat from last night's exertions.

Veras gestured at the doors and they slid open.  As he stepped through a gust of pleasantly warm air dried his well muscled form.  A selfbrush rose from the night stand to comb his long blond hair.  Another magical convenience he’d accepted, though he felt ridiculous relying on magic for such trivial things. Unfortunately he was lazy, so it was hard not taking advantage of such conveniences.

 Veras gazed through the bay window at the city of Meru thousands of feet below.  The city sat atop a perfect disk a dozen miles across.  The disk was affixed to Mount Meru with a narrow spire of rock shooting through the center.  From here the city had the look of a sundial, with the peak shrouding the western section of the city in shadow.

Ivory towers of all shapes and sizes stabbed into the azure sky, some rising even higher than his floating pagoda.  Thousands of airships from tiny soarboards to massive battleships moved in precise lines between the towers.  Below them millions of ant like figures crawled across the city floor, though the sun had only been up for a half hour.  

The city had risen early to prepare for Salina's Great Feast, and many of the buildings had been decorated with essence murals to commemorate the occasion.  The ivory spire closest his window showed a man far enough beyond handsome to be called beautiful.  Each perfect white tooth was taller than a man, and twinkling blue eyes big enough to pilot a warbird through sparkled in the morning glare.  Desus.  Damn, the man was everywhere.  

Veras’ gaze was drawn to movement in the south side of the capital.  Odd.  The throng gathering there was larger than he expected.   Countless figures were arrayed in clean lines.  He'd seen parade presentations by the Dragon-Blooded host, but never so many before.  There had to be at least a million.  Nearly a tenth of the host had been called back to honor the Solar?  Veras frowned.  It seemed so wasteful.

"Shall I dress you, master?" Hera inquired.

"Please," Veras allowed Hera to drape his ceremonial robes over him.  As the white fabric settled over his chest essence rippled through it.  Golden highlights arranged themselves into a hollow circle with a smaller solid circle in the center.  The mark signified his place in the Eclipse caste, but the resemblance to a target wasn’t lost on him.  At least the Unconquered Sun had a sense of humor.

He was rarely required to wear such formal attire, but today was a special occasion.  Every year the Solar deliberative gathered at a great feast prepared by Salina.  The event was held during Calibration, the chaotic five days that brought each year to a close.  Nearly two hundred and sixty Solar were likely to attend.  Only those with duties too delicate or too massive to pass off to underlings would be absent.  

"Will you be dining this morning, young master?  Or shall I fetch your cloak?" Hera gave a demure curtsey as she awaited his response.

"Just a cup of coffee, Hera.  If you’d bring the cloak as well I'd be grateful," he smiled at the automaton, returning her bow.  The scandalized look she shot him was surprisingly human.  Mero often chided him for treating the automatons as people.  The magical servants seemed just as uncomfortable being at the prospect.

Veras found it difficult treating them as anything else when they were clearly intelligent.  They had feelings as well.  It was one of many things he struggled to adjust to.  He'd only been a member of the Deliberative for a handful of years, and remembered how different life had been before his Exaltation. 
Not so long ago he’d lived as a street rat in Chiaroscuro.  He'd scavenged scraps of food among the lowest rung of society.  There'd been no servants, no plush clothing, and certainly no flying pagoda larger than any house he'd ever have dreamed of living in.  All of that had come later and his appreciation for the perks his station commanded was still fresh.  Most Solar had been exalted for at least several mortal lifetimes and simply accepted the adulation as their due.

"Your coffee, young master," Hera was still scandalized as she returned from the kitchen.  It was amazing how much emotion an artificial servant could display through body language.  She held a small platter with a single fluted mug in one hand, and a golden cloak with white trim in the other.

"Thank you, Hera," Veras plucked the mug from the tray draining the contents. "My cloak please.  Oh, and send some flowers to Sara, will you?"

"Her name was Miela, master," Hera corrected.  Her mouth was turned down in as close to a frown as her robotic features could manage.  Damn, he could have sworn the woman's name started with an S.  Wait, Sara was the girl from the party at Mero's manner last week.  Or was that Sierra?

"Send flowers to Miela.  Oh and get something nice for yourself." he leaned over to kiss the automaton on her cheek, prompting a metallic gasp.

Hera draped the cloak over his shoulders and fastened the clasp.  Mero had tried explaining how the artifact worked, but his research assistant was very distracting and Veras had missed most of it.  

"I'll be late tonight.  Don’t worry about dinner," Veras passed a hand in front of the window and it shimmered out of existence.  Clean, cool wind filled the room and he laughed as he dove through the wide opening.  The ground rushed up at him at an alarming rate, tiny figures growing as he fell.  He channeled a mote of essence into the cloak, and a pair of beautiful golden wings flared into existence.  

Banking sharply he avoided a trio of young Dragon-Blooded who sailed by on soarboards.  Veras angled his descent towards the palace marveling at its magnificence as he approached.  Five broad domes clustered around the tallest tower in the city.  Four chambers were devoted to a specific type of Exalt, the fifth held the banquet hall used for Salina’s feast.

Veras angled towards the massive gold pavilion reserved for the Solar.  Traffic thickened forcing him to weave around a number of airships on his final approach.  Touching down near a pair of massive orichalum doors he banished his wings.  The essence collapsed back into the cloak sending golden ripples across the cloth.  
The structure was even more impressive up close than from the air.  The tip of the dome towered nearly three hundred yards above him.  Veras scaled the marble steps two at a time garnering looks from the more senior Solar.  Their movements were stately and dignified, and they didn't appreciate his ‘youthful exuberance’.  He paid the old men no mind as he topped the steps and passed under the doors left open for any Solar wishing to enter.

The amphitheater was dominated by a raised dais in the center.  Around it lay ever larger rings of seats broken in precise intervals by walkways.  Soft sunlight filtered through the dome filling the place with warmth.
The dome was nearly empty though a few duos and trios dotted the room.  Most were deep in conversation, none so much as glancing at his entrance.  Not that they'd have reason to.  Veras was by far the most junior member of the Deliberative.  Most of his brethren would consider him wet behind the ears until he passed his fifth century.

"Veras," a familiar voice echoed from behind.  He turned to find Mero hurrying towards him from the amphitheater's private rooms in the outer ring.   His mentor wore a simple white robe similar to his own.  Mero’s only other accoutrements were a pair of orichalum bracers and a wide golden ribbon binding his midnight hair.  "I'm glad you found time for me before the feast."  His friend broke into a grin.

"I always have time for you, Mero.  Look how much trouble I get into with you watching over me.  I can’t imagine how much worse it would be without your guidance," Veras chuckled.  In the decade he'd served the Deliberative Mero had been his closest friend.  The man was both mentor and surrogate father.  Veras wanted nothing more than to make him proud.

"Most of what I taught you, you originally taught me," Mero laughed.  Apparently Veras' last incarnation had been a close friend.  They'd battled the primordials during the Great War.  Both were powerful sorcerers who'd worked closely with Salina on her legendary working.  Still, Veras couldn’t get used to people equating him with a man he’d never met.

 "I’ve always been the artificer and you’ve always been the sorcerer," Mero gave a grandfatherly smile.

"And will be again the way Salina drives me," Veras laughed, rolling his eyes.

"It’s a great honor that she chose to tutor you personally, Veras.  You realize that, don't you?" Mero raised a reproachful eyebrow. "You should focus more on your studies, and less on trying to get your hand up her skirt."

"If she wanted me to stop she’d ask me to.  She’s never discouraged me.  Not once," he grinned.  Nearly every sorcerer in creation held Salina in reverence, but it was impossible not to see her as a woman.  She wasn’t just beautiful, but brilliant as well.  He had a thing for intelligent women, especially ones with eyes so wide you could fall into them.

"She tolerates your behavior because she thinks you'll grow out of it.  And she’s right," Mero waggled a finger in his direction. "Eventually you will.  You always do.  For the first few centuries you drink, gamble and sleep with any woman that will slow down long enough for you to seduce her.  But that's not why I called you here.  I have something for you." 

"Oh?" Veras was surprised.  The artifacts Mero created were legendary.  Only a few of the man’s peers could rival his skill and many Solar waited decades for one of his creations. "What did I do to deserve such an honor?"

"It’s not an honor.  It’s a way for me to keep you out of trouble," the ghost of a smile played across Mero's features.  "Here, take a look at these."

Mero unwrapped a silk bundle revealing a pair of hand held essence cannons.  Each was crafted of a smooth white material Veras couldn't identify.  The handles, trigger guard, and barrel were embossed with orichalum.  He reached down reverently to pick them up.  
Essence flowed into the weapons forging a link between them.  They became an extension of his arm as he sighted down one the barrels.  He’d never handled weapons so fine.

"Legendary work old friend.  People will no doubt speak of these weapons for generations.  I'm honored," he turned one of the pistols over in his hand studying it carefully. "So what do they do?"

"They’re guns, Veras.  I would think their use would be obvious," Mero chuckled. 

“You know what I meant,” Veras laughed. “You don’t make simple things.” 
“I find simple boring,” Mero shrugged. “And it’s a good thing for you that I do.  These are the finest pair of weapons I've ever created.  My masterpiece if you will."

"Really?  Given some of your other work that’s one hell of a claim," Veras could barely contain his curiosity.

"The guns do many amazing things.  The most challenging was the bonding.  Took me nearly a decade to perfect the technique, but I've found a way to attach these guns to your Exaltation," Mero shone with pride.

"To my Exaltation?  Is that even possible?" 

"Possible?” his mentor snorted. “Of course not.  Do you have any idea how many impossible things I had to do to create these?  I spent months shaping the wyld into components that simply don’t exist in creation.”

“So how does it work?” Veras asked.  
“The cannons use a form of divination to locate your divine Essence.  Each time you re-Exalt they’ll be close enough for you to touch.  They’ll always be in the right place at the right time," Mero paused a moment for his reaction.  Veras gaped at him, and his mentor continued his explanation.  "That won't be your favorite part, though.  It has other powers you'll find of great use.  The pistols cannot be detected by any means unless you wish them seen.  As soon as you don them everyone else, myself included, will lose the ability to see them."

"So I can carry them anywhere?  These are perfect.  Mero, you're a genius," Veras clapped his friend on the back.

"I know, I know.  I am a genius.  You haven't heard the best part.  The weapons function like the Great Orrery of Athainu.  They detect probable causality affecting a positive outcome," Mero grinned like a proud father.

"So, they’re lucky?" Veras asked.

"That's a quaint way of putting it, but in a nutshell yes.  The guns make you lucky."

"Mero, they’re amazing.  I can't believe what you've accomplished.  You made them for me?  I don't even know what to say," Veras was overcome by affection for the older Solar.  This was a gift beyond measure.

"We’ll continue to Exalt through the ages.  Someday they'll save the life of one of my future incarnations, of that I have no doubt.  Think of it as a way to hedge my bet," Mero's grin was surprisingly boyish. 

"Someday whoever I end up being will thank you I'm sure," Veras smiled. "Should we head over to the feast?  Salina will be giving her address soon.  I'll have a chance to see up her dress from my seat and I don’t want to miss it."

"Alright," Mero chuckled. "Sometimes I forget how amusing you can be when you're young.  You have not a care in the world save wine, a set of dice, and as many woman as you can fit on your lap. "

"You say it like it's a bad thing," Veras smirked.

"Oh it’s not necessarily bad.  It's just amusing watching the changes you go through as you get older," Mero returned the smirk. "Someday you’ll find the woman, and when you do you'll give up everything for her.  You’ll pine after her like a lost puppy swearing off other women to win her favor.  That's how it starts.  A couple centuries after that she'll actually turn you into a respectable citizen.  You'll give up drinking and gambling."

"No," Veras was horrified. "Life would be so boring.  It’ll never happen."

"That's what you said last time," Mero's smirk grew into a grin. "Take a trip to the Chamber of Three Mirrors and look up your past memories if you don't believe me.  They're all archived."

"The Unconquered Sun gave us free will," Veras quoted from one of the holy texts. "So this time I can choose a different, less boring, path."

"If you say so.  Just remember who you should name as the best man at your wedding," Mero's sly grin was unnerving, but Veras refused to show a reaction.  The ancient sorcerer made a habit out of being right. "Shall we head over to the Peace Pavilion for the ceremony?  Better not let Salina catch you trying to look up her skirt."

"I never get caught.  That's what charms are for," Veras laughed as they left the Dome and headed for the neighboring Peace Pavilion.  A steady stream of Solar filtered into the Pavilion ahead of them and they joined the rough line as it wound inside.

The interior was as impressive as ever.  A raised platform held sixty tables arrayed in a perfect circle.  The tables at the head floated twenty feet off the floor, with each a bit lower than the last.  The lowest sat on the marble floor opposite the highest.  The finest cutlery and essence lamps decorated each table, and the soft scent of roses wafted through the room.  Plush cushions had been arrayed for people to lounge on before and after the feast itself.  Soft strains of orchestral music played through the room, though Veras couldn’t identify the music’s source.

The Solar would be seated according to seniority, which meant Veras sat at the lowest table directly opposite Salina.  Perfect.  He'd have an excellent view of her legs and she'd never even know he was looking.  He scanned the crowd to see what she was wearing.  There she was.  The sorceress was speaking with several senior members of the Deliberative.

Salina was a flaxen haired beauty with wide blue eyes that made a man say yes no matter his intentions.  She'd styled her hair in an elaborate coif wrapped in golden wire with little pearl studs.  A strapless emerald gown of the finest silk hugged her waist flaring into a bell as it touched the carpet.  It gave tantalizing glimpses of ivory ankles, though the curve of her neck and soft shoulders were even more enticing.

"I'm heading to my seat.  We'll talk after the opening ceremony," Mero clapped Veras on the back and headed to his place at the table neighboring Salina's.  As one of the oldest living Solar he was accorded a much more prestigious seating than Veras.  He circled the tables stopping to speak with Salina before taking his seat.  The pair exchanged words for several minutes with Salina bursting into gales of laughter as Mero pointed in his direction.  Damn, he'd kill to know what they were saying.  He should probably research a charm to do that, now that he thought about it. 

Veras slid into his seat and tucked his napkin into his lap.  He helped himself to the ever flowing goblet of wine, and popped a stuffed mushroom into his mouth.  He couldn't identify the vintage, but whatever it was certainly tasted better than last year's swill.  The plate of mushrooms was tastier than the crab dip they'd served the year prior.

"Veras," an acidic voice came from behind.  He turned to see a plain faced woman in similar robes save the symbol adorning the chest.  Ah, it was Melinda.  She was the second most junior senator in the deliberative.  Despite her plain face she was well endowed, so not a complete loss.  Plus, she had a sour disposition and those kind were nearly always worth the effort.

As a Twilight caste sorcery was her purview.  The fact that he’d mastered spells more quickly than she was a splinter in her craw that she couldn't quite reach.  

"Hello Melinda," he pulled her chair out for her and smiled politely.

"Don't pretend to be friendly.  I won't sleep with you," she growled, but accepted his help in seating herself.

"Yet," he breathed into her ear before seating himself.

"Pig.  I heard you've been after that poor Raksi girl.  She's scarcely old enough to marry.  Have you no shame?" 

"Not really.  She wasn't interested anyway," he sighed.

"I guess you aren't as charming as you think.  You're certainly no Desus," she invoked the name of the one man she knew he envied.   He was famous or infamous depending on whom you listened to, and Veras wished he had a fraction of the man's charm.

"You're right," he kept his voice contrite.  

"I'm right?  You're admitting I'm right?" She goggled like he'd grown a third eye.

"I'm no Desus.  What I need is practice.  Now if you’d join me for dinner…" he shot her a wink.

"I knew it," she groaned, rolling her eyes. "You are such a child."

"That’s not a no," he grinned.  She pointedly turned away from him to chat with the neighbor on her right leaving Veras with no one to talk to.  

He took another sip of wine and glanced at the head table.  Salina had glided to her feet and was about to begin her speech.  Perfect timing.  His grin was childish enough that it would have scandalized Melinda had she been paying attention.  Veras whispered the words to a spell he'd researched.  For a dizzying moment his perception was divorced from his body.  When he could see again his perspective was completely different.  The spell gave him control of a nearly invisible floating eye, and a tiny ethereal hand.

He maneuvered the eye near one of Salina's ankles sliding the hand around the hem of her dress.  A slight tug lifted it just enough for the eye to peek under the rich green silk.   What did she wear underneath?  He'd nearly answered that question when his vision spun wildly.  The eye was staring Salina right in the face.  She'd found it and was holding it in her hand!  

He hurriedly cancelled the spell and busied himself with the salad one of the servants had just delivered.  He glanced up to see if she was watching him.  She was.  Salina's fiery gaze beaded his brow with sweat making him sick to his stomach.  He shot back a weak smile and pointed at Melinda mouthing, "It was her."

Salina's ire melted into a faint smile.  Still, he was going to hear about this at his next lesson.  Veras watched as she tapped her fluted crystal glass.  The clear tone echoed through the chamber drawing all eyes to the beautiful sorceress.

"Honored champions of the Deliberative thank you for joining us.  This feast is a symbol of our conviction…" Salina began.  
Veras lost track of her words when agony shot through his temples.  He seized his head with both hands gritting his teeth as waves of pain crashed over him.  Another flare overwhelmed him and he staggered to his feet dizzily.  What was happening?

Melinda's hand was on his arm and she was saying something.  He couldn't grasp the words.  Her expression shifted from annoyance to concern as the world spun crazily and he crashed to the floor.  This couldn't be good.  Something was wrong with him.  Melinda's cool hands settled over his brow as she crouched next to him, but did nothing to quiet the pain.   The sorceress gave a worried look as she rose to her feet and turned to address Salina.

"A thousand pardons for interrupting, mother," Melinda's voice rang across the room.  An ethereal swan of pure sunlight rose gracefully into the air above her as she activated her anima banner. 

"What is it, my child?" Salina's placid demeanor never changed.  If the interruption bothered her she gave no sign.

"Veras has been poisoned, but his care is beyond my abilities.  I need the aid of a physician.  Is someone willing to help?" she scanned the assembly looking for aid. 

"Assembled guests excuse the interruption," Salina gave a regal curtsey to the room. "I'll tend to this myself.  Please, enjoy the refreshments."

The sorceress circled the ring of tables until she'd reached Melinda and Veras.  Kneeling next to him she placed a hand on his brow, and her frown deepened.  Leaning closer she breathed into his ear, "If this is an act I'm going to make you very, very sorry."

"Erk," Veras croaked through a throat that grew tighter by the second.  Blackness nibbled at the edges of his vision.

"I don't think he's faking," Melinda whispered.  

Out of the corner of his eye Veras saw Mero squat next to him.  The trio talked in low urgent voices but the pain grew so intense he couldn't follow their conversation.  It faded into a faint droning, drowned out by the drumbeat of his temples.  A cool hand settled on his brow and he gasped as ice flowed through his entire body.  A spasm wracked him as the poison in his veins boiled away.  The pain and nausea faded and his breathing slowed to a normal pace.

"He'll be alright now," Salina breathed a sigh of relief.  He blinked a few times as control returned, sitting up slowly.  Salina knelt beside him providing a wonderful view down the front of her dress.  

"Thank you," Veras rasped.  "What did you do?"

"I cleansed the poison from your blood stream," Salina wore a mask of calm, but he saw the cracks in her confidence.  She was more alarmed than she let on.  Veras was considering a response when Melinda's hands shot to her temples with a cry.  Salina wasted no time pressing Melinda flat onto her back.  Her face tightened in concentration for several seconds. "There.  She should be alright now.  It was the same poison.  Melinda, did you use any essence in the last few minutes?"

"When Veras collapsed I invoked my sorcerer's sight," she said after a moment's consideration. "Do you think there's a connection?"

"Melascano venom?" Salina turned to ask Mero.  

He absently stroked his goatee, "It makes sense.  It’s odorless, tasteless and will only activate when the host uses essence.  The question I want answered is how it was administered.  It must be something in our immediate vicinity since it affected both of them.  Veras, have you interacted with Melinda in the last few days?"

"Not in the way I'd like to," he croaked.  Salina's eyes narrowed and he hastily amended his reply, "I haven't seen her in over a week.  We only talked for a few moments before Salina's speech.  It must be something in the food, or possibly the wine."

"Mero, would you test the food please?   I'll address the assembly," Salina strode purposefully back to her seat at the head table.   Every eye followed her and the crowd waited expectantly for her next words.  

"Two members of the Deliberative have been poisoned.  Both used essence shortly before exhibiting symptoms and we suspect the use of Melascano venom," the room broke into shocked murmurs.  Salina waited for the clamor to die down before continuing. "Mero is testing both the food and the wine but for now please refrain from eating or drinking.  If you’ve tasted of either avoid the use of any charms or spells."

"Salina," Mero’s voice rang out.  He cradled a goblet of wine in his right hand raising it for the assembly to see. "The poison is present in both goblets.  I believe there is a high likelihood we'll find more of the same if we test them."

"I see," Salina's mouth tightened into a firm line. "Those of you with the ability to test for Melascano do so now."

Shocked gasps echoed through the room as person after person discovered the same thing.  All the wine had been poisoned.  How could this possibly be so widespread?  Who would poison so many Solar at once?  What did they hope to gain?

"Those of you with the power to cleanse this venom please help those in need,” Salina's clear voice rang through the chamber once more.  Each attendant moved to help those suffering the effects of the venom.  Salina beckoned the senior Solar to attend her.  Mero was one of them and gave Veras a squeeze before hurrying off.

The group surrounding the sorceress wore heavy frowns and worry rolled off of them in waves.  Veras had never seen any of that group lose their calm.  That frightened him more than the poison.  Most were old enough to remember the surrender of the Primordials, and many of the grandest accomplishments of the age could be attributed to one or more.

The earlier pain he'd experienced was nothing compared to the agony that crashed over him now.  Veras collapsed to his knees covering his ears with his hands.  It did little to blot out the painful shrieking boring into his brain.  He'd studied the Canata of Empty Voices and knew what the spell was capable of.  It sent out a blaring shriek so powerful it damaged the hearing eventually killing anyone affected.  
He'd dismissed it as not worth learning, but suddenly understood why the spell was so feared.  Veras instinctively called on his essence and performed the Sapphire Countermagic spell Salina had taught him.  The pain didn't slacken in the slightest.  Impossible.  Why didn't his counterspell work?

He wasn't the only one asking that question.  At least three dozen sorcerers throughout the room also used countermagic, though none had any more effect than he did.  Sticky wetness leaked from each ear, and sound disappeared as his eardrums cracked with a painful pop.  Veras could feel the sonic pulse of the spell slowly liquefying his insides, but his ears were so badly damaged he could no longer hear it.

Nearly every Solar in the room was wracked by pain.  Some had succumbed and collapsed where they stood, while others activated charms or spells to aid them.  Of the latter many collapsed with a shriek as the effects of the Melascano venom brutally punished them for their use of essence.

Each Solar called upon the essence that fueled their god like powers unleashing their anima banner, a brilliant display unique to each.  A golden falcon spread its wings over Veras, and several feet away a golden bull stamped and reared over Salina.  The brilliance flooded the room as the animas of so many Solar bled together.  Squinting against the glare Veras stumbled through the room searching for Mero.  There.  He stood near the double doors, eyes closed in concentration as he mouthed the words to a spell.  Snapping his arms over his head a dome of pure white light formed around him.  

Veras stumbled inside the dome and the cacophony liquefying his insides finally subsided.  Someone grabbed his shoulder and he spun to find himself facing Salina.  She was saying something, but with his eardrums destroyed there was no way for him to understand her.  

Salina placed a hand over each of Veras' ears, and ice flowed through every part of his body at once.  He jerked erect with a gasp as the essence surged through him, and when it had run its course all pain was gone.  More importantly he could hear again.  

"Are you alright?" Salina asked in obvious concern.

"I'm fine," Veras replied wiping still drying blood from his ears. "The host couldn't have done this on their own.  Who masterminded the attack?"

"The only group powerful enough to orchestrate this are the Lunar or the Sidereal," Salina mused. "Right now it doesn't matter which.  We need to get out of here."

Rubble rained from above as blast after blast bit into the golden dome from the barrage going on outside. The ceiling wasn't going to last long, and if they were here when it fell all of them were dead.  Salina was right.

"Who's the senior most Dawn left standing?" Veras asked.  A few more stragglers stumbled into the dome of light that Mero had erected.  The sorcerer stood in the center with eyes closed.
 

"I am," Barked a man that Veras had seen, but never met.  Gensa Verkaren was known as the Third Coming of the Auspicious Dawn.  His hair had been cut to short black stubble, and his eyes were the hard green of the ocean.  He wore a suit of orichalum plate, and a daiklaive was belted at his side.

"We need to get the elders out of here," Veras explained.  

"Agreed, and I already have a plan little brother," Gensa nodded.  He turned to address the handful of Solar who'd taken sanctuary beneath the dome. "It's time we showed these mewling terrestrials why we are the chosen of the Unconquered Sun.  Get ready for a fight, because we're launching our counter attack shortly." He boomed.

"We're going to punch through that hole there," the Dawn pointed at a massive fissure forming in the ceiling. "When it collapses we use the hole to launch a counter attack.  Iria, Gor and myself will deal with the initial assault.  As soon as we punch a hole Salina and Veras will use the distraction to flee.  The rest of us will cover their escape."

Veras was only half listening as he stared at Mero.  Beads of sweat traced lines down his jaw and neck.  How long could he hold the spell?  It protected them from the effects of the Canata, but the strain must be enormous.

"Veras," Gensa barked at him. "You're going to take Salina and flee.  If she uses her essence the Sidereal will be on her before you can blink.  That means you’re responsible for her safety.  Think you can handle that?"

Veras looked at Salina.  The elders had to survive, or the rule of the Solar was effectively over.  Younger Solar like him weren't much of a loss, as his essence would find a new host within a year or two.  Those with thousands of years of experience, on the other hand, were irreplaceable.  They'd be vital in gathering the Solar together for a counterstrike.

"I'll handle it," Veras steeled himself. "As long as you can give us a distraction."

"That's the spirit," Gensa grinned like a madman. "I have just the thing."  He closed his eyes and golden light flared around him.  

A portal to elsewhere opened, and pieces of armor far larger than anything a person might wear shot out.  They surrounded Gensa in a swirling ball of golden light so bright that Veras shielded his eyes.  When the light faded the Dawn was gone.  In his place stood a Royal Warstrider, a twenty-five foot tall humanoid killing machine.

"Everyone make your peace," Gensa bellowed through the Warstrider's voice amplification system. "We move out in thirty seconds.”


“I have the keystone to Mero’s manse to teleport us out of here.  Is it worth the risk?” Veras asked.  No one knew the ins and outs of sorcery like Salina, and she could tell him to the second how long it would take their enemies to respond. 

“All teleportation in Meru is tracked.  They’ll be on us quickly,” Salina cautioned.

"Will it buy us a few minutes?  That might be enough to get you somewhere safe," Veras asked.

“One way to find out,” Salina grinned.  Wait, was she enjoying this?  Damn the woman was crazy. "If we can get outside the warded area I can open a portal to Yu-Shan.  I have to reach the Unconquered Sun.  He must be told."

"Agreed.  Save your essence unless we're attacked by an advisor.  I can handle the Dragon-Blooded," Veras boasted, and not idly.  As powerful as the Dragon-Blooded were they were merely terrestrial Exalts.  They couldn't compare to the perfect power of the Solar.

"Alright," she rolled her eyes. "You must love the fact that you get to take care of me while I sit here helpless."

"I wouldn’t do this for anyone else.  You know that right?” Veras laughed. 

“Unless she was wearing a low cut dress,” the sorceress shot back.  Damn her for being right.  
Veras reached into his pocket and drew out a small Orichalum charm.  Mero had given it to him a few years ago, and he'd carried it with pride ever since.  It was an expression of the older Solar's trust that he allowed Veras access to his most private retreat, “Ready?”
“Do it,” Salina ordered.  Veras pulled her against him and channeled a mote of essence into the charm.  His vision blurred and a wave of vertigo passed over him.  When it passed they were standing on a marble dais in a large open room.  They’d made it inside Mero’s manse.
"Mero keeps an airship in the docking ring on the roof.  If we can get there we should be able to escape in the confusion," Veras stepped off the dais and headed for the mahogany doors on the north wall.  Other pairs decorated each of the cardinal directions.  Mero had a fondness for wood and used more than most of his contemporaries.  

"Wait," Salina grabbed his arm as he passed by. "During the feast you used a spell to look up my dress didn't you?"

"Uh.  Maybe.  I mean anything is possible.  With all the confusion I can't remember," his eyes widened as her grip tightened painfully.  Why was she bringing this up now?

"You researched a Celestial circle spell just to look up my skirt, didn't you?" she growled.

"I worked hard on that spell," he shot back. “Besides, you’re always after me about using my creativity.”

A ringing slap knocked his head back hard enough for his teeth to click together, "That's for using the Unconquered Sun’s power for something so petty.”

"You hit like a Yeddim," he rubbed his cheek.  Damn, she was stronger than she looked.  "And it wasn't petty.  Have you seen your legs?"

“You are so much like him," Salina sighed in what he took for fondness. Was she talking about his former incarnation?  What had their relationship been?

 
"If you hadn't cast that spell far more of us would have ingested the Melascano.  We'd have been defenseless.  This is for giving us a chance," Salina seized a handful of his hair and pulled him into a rough kiss, "If we get out of here I'll take you down to Chiaroscuro for a weekend.  We'll see about making a man out of you."

A thundering crash echoed from the front door of the manor.  Then another.  The Dragon-Blooded host had arrived.

"Time to go," they said in Unison.  Salina waved a hand over her dress and it shrank into a pair of form fitting pants capped by a comfortable blouse.  It looked a lot more comfortable for running, but the way it hugged her curves was distracting.

The pair sprinted to the door which slid open at their approach.  On the other side a long tiled hallway led to a spiral staircase that climbed out of sight.  They hurled past the hallway and up the stairwell, which emerged into a garden of roses in all different shapes and colors.  Many of the flowers began to sing as they entered.  

"Where is the landing bay?" Salina panted as they ran.

"This way," Veras sprinted through the flowers taking a left at the hallway on the other side.  It led to a flight of stairs which they took two at a time.  At the top Veras darted down a narrow passageway ending at a heavy silver door.  He laid his palm flat on the center and a pulse of golden light passed from his hand into the warm metal.  It slid open like an iris and he stepped through. "The hangar is two floors above.  Mero takes off from the roof."

Thump.  Thump.  A pair of immensely heavy somethings settled on the roof.  From below he heard shouts inside the house.  The host had made it inside and their escape route to the roof was blocked.   They were trapped. 

"Do you have any spells that might help?  Otherwise this is going to get ugly," Veras skidded to a halt in front of the next door.  He was reluctant to open it as it led to the stairwell that would take them to the roof.

"The fact that they found us so quickly confirms that the Sidereal are helping them," Salina sighed. "I need to save my strength to deal with their assault.  I promise you it’s coming, and when it does I'll need everything I have to deal with whomever they send."

"Looks like it’s up to me then.  Hold on," Veras didn't give her time to respond.  He scooped Salina up in both arms and charged the stained glass window overlooking the hallway.  It gave easily in a shower of multicolored shards, and just like that they were plummeting towards the ground thousands of feet below.  

"I hope you know what you're doing," Salina yelled over the rushing wind. "And get your hand off of my ass."

"Sorry, I can't.  If I let go I’ll drop you," Veras grinned.  

“Do you have to keep squeezing it like that?” Salina sighed in resignation.

“We’ll probably be dead soon.  That makes me the last man to appreciate your beauty, and I owe it to my fellow man to see that the opportunity isn’t lost,” Veras laughed.  Salina rolled her eyes.  He concentrated a mote of essence into the cloak unfurling the golden wings behind him.  
The imperial city was gone.  Dozens of warships glittered in the noon day sun where no ship of their kind was ever allowed to go.  The heavy cruisers ringed the Peace Pavilion and rained barrage after barrage reducing the streets around the palace to white hot slag.

Hundreds of warbirds darted around the cruisers flying in tight formation.  The one man craft resembled a falcon with the pilot perched on the bird's back.  They carried an essence cannon capable of killing even a Solar in a single shot.  Entire wings of the lithe attack craft coordinated strafing runs on any Solar brave enough to emerge from the dome.  More often than not they fell to arrows or bolts of essence that streaked up from the ground.  At least the Solar were fighting back.

Hundreds of thousands of Dragon-Blooded soldiers clogged the streets for miles in every direction, but they'd suffered catastrophic losses.  Countless bodies littered the grounds around the palace.   More and more fell before the might of the angry demigods as the Solar they sought to contain plunged deeper into their ranks.

Veras noted the entire scene in a second or two. "Is anyone following us?"

"Seven warbirds and twice that many skysleds are moving in our direction.  We need to land before they catch us.  Find us a tower and see if you can get us inside," she commanded.

A scarlet beam burned by his right leg.  Guess they were closer than he thought.  The second bolt blazed past his shoulder leaving a wave of heat in its wake.  He juked straight up twisting to the right as a hail of bolts passed through the area he’d vacated.  They made a small target for the airships trailing them, but the attacking craft were fast closing the gap.  

"I have a plan," he leaned close to be heard over the howling wind. 

"Does it involve taking your hand off my ass?" she called back with a laugh.  Yup, she was definitely crazy.

"Of course not," he mouthed into her ear.  Banking sharply he dropped towards a narrow spire jutting into the sky above them.  The pristine surface was patterned with neat rows of windows and the occasional narrow balcony.  Small apartments most likely.   He darted around the building using it to break sight with their pursuers as another stream of essence blazed by them.

One of the ruby shots washed over his back sending up a flare of agony.  The bulk of the blast hit the cloak searing through it and into his back.  He suppressed the wave of agony, focusing instead on survival.  The control unit in his cloak ceased to exist, and both wings flickered out sending them into a freefall.

"Is this part of the plan?" Salina taunted. "If so I'm not impressed."

"Patience," Veras shot back through gritted teeth. "Isn't that what you're always telling me to cultivate?

Veras channeled his essence activating one of his most powerful charms.  Whether The Trance of Unhesitating Speed slowed everyone else down or sped him up didn't matter.  The end result was the same.  Time slowed to a standstill as their fall was very nearly arrested.  Salina's hair writhed like a mass of flaxen snakes, and she twisted so slowly she barely appeared to move.  

Glancing up he spotted a warbird inching into view around the corner of the building.  The pilot wore a look of intense concentration as he scanned the area seeking his target.  His armor shone with the black and red of the 11th legion, and the knot of stars on his left shoulder identified him as a member of the highly elite Warhawks.  

Had Veras not activated the Trance the legionnaire would have gunned them down with ease.  Instead Veras had all the time in the world to react before the man was aware of their presence.  There was no way for him to get a clear shot at the pilot, because the bastard kept his body low against the back of the warbird.  Guess he'd just have to get creative.

Veras ripped his pistol from its holster and fired at one of the windows the pilot was passing.  The knot of golden essence reflected off of the mirrored surface, ricocheting to impact against the Dragon-Blooded's temple.  The strength of the impact was so great it ripped the pilot from his seat hurling him into the open sky.  His body twisted like a leaf in a strong storm as he plummeted towards the street hundreds of feet below.

Trance still active Veras turned to acquire his next target.  A flagpole jutted from the side of the building like a thin needle.  Perfect.  He aimed his cannon at the window above gently stroking the trigger.  The weapon roared as it belched forth a fist sized knot of essence which shattered the window.  Damn, these things were more powerful than he'd expected.

Veras and Salina fell in slow motion giving him all the time in the world to plan his next action.  The flagpole bent as they landed, but held under their combined weight.  He hurled Salina through the gaping window and she somersaulted to her feet next to a surprised family enjoying their breakfast.  One of the children's eyes widened, and she sat stupefied with a spoon clutched like a talisman.

Time returned to its normal flow, but the Trance had done its work.  Veras leapt straight up grabbing the tail of the now rider less warbird.  Slinging himself over the wing he landed lightly in the pilot’s seat.  He seized the controls in both hands whipping the craft around to hover next to the gaping hole he’d hurled Salina through.  

“Come on,” he yelled over the rumbling of the warbird's essence engine. “We have to get out of here.”

Salina sprinted across the room and dove out the window.  Veras tilted the craft in her direction and she landed behind him.  The warbird was designed to hold two passengers, but she squeezed pleasantly close anyway.

“I suppose your plan wasn’t so bad after all," Salina's hot breath washed over his ear.

He dropped the lean attack craft into a steep dive as several more warbirds whipped around the lip of the building.  They sent a continuous stream of scarlet blasts in his direction, but none came even close.  There were many things Veras was good at, but his prowess as a pilot was on another level.  Only a few Solar could match him, and none of the Dragon-Blooded had even a fraction of his skill.

He squeezed the throttle coaxing more speed until he was forced to grip the craft tightly with his legs to avoid being ripped off its back.  The warbirds pursuing them accelerated smoothly to match their pace.  Their piloting was superb, but they were only Dragon-Blooded.  Let's see how they deal with this.  

Veras banked sharply guiding the craft into a thick line of ships fleeing the destruction enveloping the city.  He sling shotted around a transport as three enemy craft plunged past them.  Falling in behind them Veras stroked the trigger sending a hail of ruby bolts that caught all three pilots in the back.  The rider less craft careened off in different directions exploding against neighboring buildings.  That left three more warbirds in close pursuit.

Renewing his dive Veras leaned heavily on the throttle coaxing as much speed as he could.  The ground rushed up at them at an alarming rate, but Veras did nothing to slow their flight.  At the very last second he leveled their descent, nearly scraping the smooth white tiles of the street below.  One of their pursuers wasn’t fast enough and cratered the street in a fiery explosion.

"You sure know how to show a girl a good time," Salina laughed wildly.

The remaining pair of warbirds pulled up in time to avoid crashing, and whipped after them down the city street.  Veras darted between abandoned carts as bursts of ruby essence shot past them.  Leaning on the left pedal he whipped the craft down a narrow alley between a massive tower and a squat warehouse.  The tip of each wing struck sparks from the walls as they careened wildly down the alley.  If he slipped even an inch it would rip the wing from the craft killing both of them on impact.

One of the pursuers made the mistake of following.  He was a superb pilot and nearly made it through the alley, but something struck his wing sending him cart wheeling into the warehouse wall in a fiery blossom.  The other pursuer banked skyward falling further behind but keeping them in sight.  If he was following procedure he'd be calling for backup, and soon that noose would draw closed around them.

"They'll be on us quickly," Veras called over his shoulder. "Before we leave the alley I want you to dive through that doorway.  Call a portal to Yu-Shan and see if you can escape into heaven."

"What about you?" she called over the tortured shriek of the wings as they scraped the walls.

"I'm going to die heroically so you feel bad about not sleeping with me," he shot back a grin.

Salina stiffened but before she could protest Veras put his plan into action.  Releasing the controls he seized Salina's hand yanking her from her seat and hurling her towards a closed door near the end of the alley.  She twisted midair kicking the door into a shower of splinters and sailing into the room beyond.

Flipping off the warbird Veras peppered the craft with shots from his new pistols until it exited the alleyway as a ball of flame.  That should throw them off the scent, even if only for a few seconds.  Hopefully that was enough.

Veras slid into the trance again and time slowed to a near stop.  Both feet touched the tower to the right and he sprinted straight up the wall in a blur of essence.  Drawing even with the last warbird he kicked off the building and launched a spinning roundhouse at the pilot.  It connected with the woman's helmet knocking her from her seat to plummet to the street below.

Landing in the pilot's seat Veras jerked the controls sending the warbird into a power climb.  He kept as close to the side of the building as possible, while eyeing the massive warship moving into position above.  The behemoth had no doubt been dispatched to coordinate the hunt for Salina, and that meant it had to go.  

The warship pivoted its nose in his direction and waves of cerulean essence rippled across the barrel of a huge essence cannon embedded near the prow.  Essence accumulators fed the pool of crackling energy until it finally discharged in a thick beam.  The warbird glided out of the way, but his hair stood on end as the rush of heat passed by.  The beam struck the base of the building severing metal cables and ceramic walls.  The top two hundred floors toppled towards him with a thunderous crash, and he laughed in excitement.  This would do nicely.

Guiding the warbird as close to the building as he dared Veras sped along the falling tower as it plummeted.  The massive fragment hid his movements from the heavy warship, and when he popped out from under it they were completely unprepared.  They no doubt expected him to flee instead of engaging a warship with his tiny fighter.

Dozens of smaller essence cannons sent barrage after barrage in his direction, but he wove through the hail of essence flawlessly.  Pouring on speed he blurred by the skysleds and enemy warbirds before they could get a lock.  They pivoted to follow but were a few critical seconds too late.

Maneuvering as close as he could Veras sped along the heavy cruiser’s hull.  Keeping that close would make it difficult for his pursuers to fire on him, as they risked hitting their own ship if they did.  Veras followed the hull flipping around a wide lip and onto the upper side of the ship.  There.  He'd finally spotted his target, the bridge.  

Stroking the trigger Veras fired a stream of pulses at the shielded window that served as a viewport for the people on the bridge.  Cracks spider webbed along the window, and the Dragon-Blooded behind it scrambled for cover.  They were aware of him, but didn't have time to get out of the way.  He squeezed the accelerator a final time coaxing as much speed as the craft was capable of.

Veras aimed the nose of his craft at the window ahead of him.  Leaping from the saddle at the last moment he watched as the warbird impacted.  Both wings were sheared off as the body of the fighter blew through the window.  It exploded on impact filling the bridge with fragments of super heated metal.  

Most of the artificers lining the room were killed instantly, leaving only a handful to moan in pain.  Veras tucked his legs against his body, and rolled through the opening he'd created.  Landing amidst the debris he flipped to his feet and prepared to battle the survivors.  

Only, there were none.  Bodies were strewn across the room, many partially covered in sheets of metal from the body of the warbird.  A few moans echoed through the room, but no one looked ready to oppose him.   He could hear the pounding of footsteps from the hallway outside.  Damn, that was fast.  Guards were already on the way.

Veras squeezed off several hurried shots at the doorway.  He was rewarded with a sharp curse from the soldiers on the other side as they dove for cover.  He sprinted across the room sliding into the captain's chair.  Veras slammed his hands down on the spinning vortex of essence imbedded in each of the chair's arms.

A tingle passed over him as his essence bonded with the ship.  He became aware of it in the same way he was aware of his own limbs, and used that control to close every door and hangar bay on the ship.  That should slow down his pursuers long enough for him to do what needed to be done.

A perfect sphere of multi colored light appeared before him as he summoned the vessel's battle map.  Inside dozens of blue dots floated in tiny clouds, and near the base of the sphere a few red dots moved around the miniature representation of the Peace Pavilion.

"Catalogue all Sunrunner class vessels in our immediate vicinity," Veras commanded the ship.  All cruisers were equipped with artificial intelligences meant to augment the captain's abilities.

"Unable to comply," chirped a cheerful female voice.  "Authorization denied."


Closing his eyes Veras flared his caste mark, revealing himself as a Solar.  Every ship in the Realm recognized the Solar as their rightful masters.

"Authorization granted.  Honor to serve, Lawgiver," the voice chirped happily.  The globe expanded and nearly thirty ships pulsed a deep green, each identical to the one in which he sat.  Veras studied the layout of the ships and weighed his chances.  He couldn't take them all, but at least he'd go down swinging.
 
Veras pivoted the battleship towards the dozens of cruisers circling the smoking ruins of Meru, "Computer, channel all available essence into the main cannon."

"Procedure is not recommended," the voice chirped back.

"Override," he snarled.

"Of course, Lawgiver.  Honor to serve," the voice agreed.  The essence lighting around him dimmed as every mote of essence was channeled into the massive cannon embedded in the vessel's prow.  Crackling blue lightning arced around the growing pool of energy forming at the tip of the cannon.

Behind him the center of the door leading onto the bridge glowed white hot.  The Dragon-Blooded were nearly through and he was running out of time.  Channeling his personal essence through the controls he activated one of the most devastating charms he knew, the Arrow Storm.  It divided one shot into many hitting up to fifteen targets at once.  

Fifteen identical blue beams blazed towards the fleet hovering over Meru.  Most were caught completely by surprise.  Essence washed over their hulls melting plating and fusing the essence engines into solid lumps of metal and gemstone.  Fifteen ships plummeted from the sky to shatter what remained of the city underneath them.  

A cracking far louder than thunder washed over the ship, and it took him a moment to identify the source.  Three ships had impacted in the same area of the city and the resulting explosion tore the foundations of Meru itself.  A slice of the disk holding the city aloft split, dumping hundreds of thousands of citizens to their deaths on the slopes of Mount Meru.


The two dozen remaining warships charged their weapons and took aim at his ship.  Behind him the door finally opened with a crash, and Dragon-Blooded poured into the room.  Which threat to deal with first?  He couldn't stop both.

Veras removed his right hand from the control sphere in the arm of the command chair.  Yanking one of his new pistols from his belt he filled the air with essence blasts.  The first wave of troops fell like wheat before the scythe, but dozens more flooded into the control room as they leapt over the bodies of their fallen companions.

Outside the ship the enemy fleet released a torrent of cerulean beams that burned a straight line towards him.  The ship shuddered as a shot impacted on the underside liquefying armor and destroying many of the warbirds still circling.  Another shot carved a fiery scar along the hull passing dangerously close to the bridge.  A third beam washed over the barrel of the main gun melting it to slag.  

Deep tremors passed through the hull as warning claxons sounded all over the ship.  Most of the Dragon-Blooded rushing into the room were thrown to the floor as the ship canted at a crazy angle.  The city floor rushed up at him as the ship fell from the sky.

"I knew a woman would be the death of me.  You'd better appreciate this, Salina." Veras laughed as he angled the nose of the ship towards the closest enemy vessel.  Making peace with death Veras whispered a prayer to the Unconquered Sun.  His life would be accounted short for a Celestial Exalted, but he'd lived nearly forty years and had loved almost all of them.  Dying was something he could accept, especially if it helped Salina escape the hell Meru had become.

Veras engaged the remaining thruster and the titanic vessel shuddered as it picked up speed.  Fueling the ship with the last of his essence he aimed the nose towards the closest battleship, continuing to accelerate as he closed.  His target finally seemed aware of his intentions, and the enemy vessel began turning away.  Too little, too late.

With a final burst from the thrusters the prow of the ship pierced its companion sending a flurry of explosions through both ships.  The tortured screech of metal screamed all around him, but he kept doggedly on course embedding his vessel further into the enemy ship.  

"Teesha, can you hear me?" a voice crackled across the bridge from the speaking tube.  He recognized the voice as Chejop Kejak, one of the senior Advisors.  "What in the bloody hell is going on up there?  You just took out over half of the 5th fleet."

Secondary explosions wracked the ship and Veras knew he had only a few seconds before a catastrophic explosion consumed both ships.  May as well have a little fun before he died. "Teesha is unavailable right now, advisor.  Is there something I can help you with?"

"Who is this?" the voice demanded angrily.

"Come now Chejop, you must remember me.  You were so upset when I slept with your daughter," he grinned. 

"Veras," Chejop bit back a curse.

"I wanted you to know it was me who destroyed your fleet, and that Salina has escaped.  She's somewhere you'll never reach her," Veras taunted the Sidereal. 

"It had to be done, Veras.  I'm sorry," Chejop said.  Surprisingly he sounded as if he meant it.

"Sorry?  You're sorry?" Veras screamed through the speaking tube. "You've broken three millennia of Solar rule.  Our capital lies in ruins and you're sorry?  Enjoy your victory, because its temporary.  We'll return one day Chejop, and you'd best find the biggest rock you can hide under when that day comes."

A tremendous wave of heat built beneath him.  The explosion blinded anyone looking skyward as it consumed both warships.  Veras last thought was of Salina.  He wondered what she wore under that dress.
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RY 768 
5th Day of Descending Wood
Waters north of Chiaroscuro
 
 
A fierce wind whipped along the waves dashing sea spray against the bow of the black sailed Galleon.  The ship’s sails billowed as it sliced a path through the night-shrouded waters.  Each gust tugged at the silks worn by the Linthan crew as if to hurl them overboard, dashing against the deck with a howl as its efforts failed.

The storm vented its fury with forked lightning, and the rolling thunder echoed down into the cabin beneath.  The deafening peal shattered the dream, and Yuri jerked awake to gulp greedily at the salty air.  His heart threatened to pound its way out of his chest as he fought off confusion and terror.  A sheen of sweat drenched him and the sheet had a stranglehold on his neck.  Tearing free of the coarse cotton Yuri struggled from the bunk and took a few deep breaths.  
As the first mate of the Galeta his cabin was less cramped than the crew's, but only slightly.  A small oaken dresser stood to the right of the narrow bed, and a heavy wooden chest sat at its base.  Clothing and wine bottles were strewn everywhere, and he nearly tripped as he stood.  Dipping his hands in the copper washbasin Yuri rubbed sleep from his eyes.  
The measured tread of heavy boots stopped outside his quarters.  They must belong to Captain Haquen as no one else would disturb him at this hour.  Most would be terrified by a visit from the infamous pirate, but the Captain’s cold brutality was something Yuri understood.  As with a storm if you took proper precautions you had little to fear.   A single mistake would kill you, but Yuri had been one mistake away from the Captain’s wrath for over five years.
At least the Lintha was preferable to the bloody dreams plaguing his nights.  They were filled people and places he almost knew, but try as he might he couldn't hold onto them after waking.  Already the latest slipped through his fingers like sand through an hourglass, leaving nothing but scattered images.  A feast.  Shining golden light.  Betrayal.

"Come," he croaked with a throat raw from last night's drinking.  The door burst open and the captain ducked as he squeezed into the cramped quarters.   If Yuri were forced to pick a word to describe the Lintha he’d use ridiculous, but anyone foolish enough to suggest that aloud would die.  On three separate occasions he’d seen someone make that mistake.  The Lintha were a proud race, and the captain was more haughty than most.
Leather vest and breeches strained to contain his bulk, and it was a fight the garments threatened to lose at any moment.  Aiding them in battle was a red sash tied tightly around the Captain’s belly, and a hideous purple hat perched atop a wrinkled dome.  Sickly blue skin glistened anywhere fabric didn't cover, and the gills on the captain's neck flared from exertion.  

"Yuri, get year lazy ass out of bed," the Captain growled. "The tides wait for no man.  We've a meeting in an hour and we're already late.  Get the crew moving, or I'll pick one of these dogs at random and feed him to the worm." The captain's barrel chest heaved as he panted out the threat.


"You're still set on meeting Ivari?" Yuri asked hesitantly.  It wasn't healthy to question the captain's decisions, but as first mate sometimes he had no choice.

"I don't like repeating myself, boy," The captain's eyes hardened into twin lumps of coal. "I know you've no love for Ivari, but you'd best put your personal feelings aside."

"Of course sir, forget I mentioned it," Yuri kept his voice deferential, and the captain gave a satisfied nod as he ducked out of the cramped cabin.

Yuri pulled well-worn boots over the breeches he'd slept in.  Buckling on his cutlass he knelt to fish a pair of ivory handled firedust pistols from the pile of clothing on the floor.  The third and fourth pistols had found their way under his bunk and took him longer to locate.  Along the way he found a half full bottle of wine and drained the contents.  It tasted like whale piss, but it took the edge off the day.  He tucked the first pair of weapons into his belt and the other into his boots.  

Grabbing a strand of rawhide from the nightstand Yuri bound his tangled mane into a ponytail ending between his shoulder blades.  The captain never made idle threats, and if he didn't get the ship moving the slowest human sailor would be dumped overboard for the worm to feast on.  Yuri pulled on the shirt least coated in brine before slipping from the cabin.  He preferred cleaner clothing, but such things were the price of weeks at sea.  
Ducking into the hallway he scaled the narrow ladder leading to the deck above.  The rumbling of the storm was further away, but rain laden gusts still slicked the deck.  The black and silver sails snapped in time with the howling wind, and the deck canted with each swell it crested.  The fat drops of rain were warm, at least.
  He’d served on many ships, but the Galeta had been home for five years.  She’d saved his life and he loved her for it.  Ninety feet from bow to stern she had fore and stern castles for boarding other ships.  Each rose a good fifteen feet above the main deck.  The forecastle contained quarters for the crew, and the sterncastle housed the captain and first mate.  The three-masted vessel was the fastest on the open waves, and had been in service two decades longer than Yuri had been alive.

The night watch had the look of too much rum and too little sleep.  With neither the captain nor the first mate to watch them four of the five crewmen had started a dice game.  The last, Rat, maintained his place in the crow’s nest some thirty feet above.  Rat was the only human besides Yuri on deck, which explained why he was also the only one working. 

The others were all Linthan sharing the same garish clothing and sickly blue skins the Captain.  Low laugher drifted from their place atop the sterncastle, and the howling wind masked his approach.  Yuri stood directly behind them while he waited from them to notice. 

Tranel scooped up a pair of well-worn bone dice whispering a prayer as he let them fall.  When the clattering stopped each die showed only one pip.  The cast was known as dead man walking, and gave the game its name.  It was the worst roll possible and the Linthan sailor gave a heartfelt curse as Dukara laughed and scooped up the silver bits from the pot.

“Pity that’s the last of your coin Tranel, I’d love to take more from you.  When we make port I’ll buy you a drink since you can’t afford it,” Dukara taunted while the other sailors laughed.  All save Tranel who’d spotted Yuri standing behind them.

“That’s assuming you live long enough to spend your winnings, Dukara,” Yuri pitched his voice low out of habit.   He knew the storm would cover his voice, but sound was tricky over the waves.  It was easy to give yourself away if you didn't take proper care, and he'd lived this long by being careful.

The other sailors sprang to their feet nervously, and Yuri made eye contact with each.  It was enough.  They hurried back to their tasks, and prepared the ship to change course.  Dukara made a show of counting silver into his purse, studiously avoiding Yuri's gaze.   
He wasn’t surprised.  They’d taken on crew three weeks ago, and whenever that happened at least one Lintha made a show of defying the first mate.  They did it because he was human, and their scriptures taught that Lintha were superior to all other races. The idea of taking orders from a mortal disgusted them, and meant every time they took on new crew he had to demonstrate why they took his orders.
“Are you comfortable, Dukara?” Yuri asked mildly.
“Very,” the sailor grunted back. “But, I’m tired.  My shift’s over.  I’m going down to my bunk.”
“Your shift doesn’t end for another hour.  Seeing as how you’ve decided to spend it dicing I’m adding four more,” Yuri kept his manner nonchalant while he waited for the eruption.  He wasn’t disappointed.  Dukara leapt to his feet and ripped his hooked auhzian blade from its sheath.
“I won’t take orders from some weak human.  I said my shift is over,” his eyes flashed a challenge, and he held his blade with practiced ease.  Dukara stood at the sixth or seventh Kur, which was better than most in the Sword Brotherhood.  
“I drank too much last night so forgive me for mishearing you.  Did you just say you wouldn't take orders from me?” faster than a viper Yuri darted forward.  

He seized the Lintha’s neck in a grip like an iron vice, kicking the feet from under the hapless sailor.  Yuri slammed Dukara’s head against the rail and pinned it there.  He plucked a pistol from his belt, and held the barrel less than an inch from the Lintha’s right eye.  Yuri guessed the sailor had accounted for at least one of the rum bottles scattered around the dice game, but all signs of drunkenness fled in the face of his unexpected peril.
“I must have misheard because refusing an order from your first mate is mutiny.  You know what the punishment for mutiny is, don’t you Dukara?” Yuri pressed the barrel against the Lintha’s eye and squeezed the trigger ever so slightly.  Any more pressure would cause it to fire.
“D-death.  The punishment is death,” Dukara panted.  His voice cracked and he squeezed his eyes shut.  Harsh sobs wracked him as a warm yellow puddle spread across the deck.
“Did I mishear you, Dukara?” Yuri growled.
“Y-yes sir.  I didn’t mean…I only meant...” the Lintha blubbered.  
“I’m glad to hear that.  Relieve Rat in the nest,” he released the Lintha and holstered his pistol.  The demonstration would cow Dukara, and served as a reminder to the crew.  The method was crude but effective.
His point made Yuri scanned the horizon.  The first rumor of dawn lightened the sky to the east suggesting a day of clear sailing.  To the west dark pregnant clouds stretched from horizon to the cold dark waves as the storm headed off to plague some other vessel.   

“Rat, what’s our heading and how far out are we?” he called over the wind as the mortal sailor climbed carefully down from the nest.  

“North by northwest, Sir.  We’re bout two or three miles out from the atoll the Captain wanted us to make for," Rat explained.  A casual glance revealed the origin of his name.  Rat had beady eyes, short whiskers and was one of the shortest men Yuri had ever met.

"Get below deck and wake the morning watch, then see about some sleep," Yuri clapped Rat on the back.  Being two humans among a crew of Lintha had created a bond between them.

"Aye sir," Rat smiled, giving Yuri a mocking salute before hurrying below deck.

"Tranel," Yuri barked. "Let out those sails.  We make landfall in an hour or I'll use your guts for caulking."

"Aye sir," Tranel replied.  The crew went about their tasks quickly and efficiently, and he didn't doubt they'd make their deadline.

"Have the dinghy prepared to launch.  As soon as you spot that atoll I want it lowered and the captain summoned," Yuri ordered.  He moved to the prow of the ship, watching as the Galeta ate up the waves.

The sky lightened as the sun slowly emerged on the eastern horizon.  The storm continued to move away, leaving clean blue sky in its wake.  At least the meeting wouldn't be in the rain.  It was bad enough that he had to meet Ivari face to face without getting soaked doing it.

The Lintha hated Yuri and would never forgive him for their previous confrontation.  Yuri laid even odds on the man trying to kill him, even with the captain there to mediate.  Ivari's pride was well known, and no one who slighted him ever survived.  No one but Yuri, anyway.

"Sir," Tranel called. "We've spotted the atoll.  You want us to get that boat in the water?"

Yuri pulled a long bronze tube from his belt, raising it to his eye.  Using the spyglass he took a long look at the stretch of sand in the distance.  It could hardly be called an island with a single scrubby tree on a fifty foot stretch of sand.  By mid morning the tide would cover the entire thing in two feet of water, but for now it made the ideal meeting spot.

"Do it.  Then wake the captain." Yuri ordered as he stared at the atoll.  This could be his final resting place if he wasn't careful.

A tremendous splash sounded off the port rail.  That could only be the dingy being lowered, and none too gently from the sound of it.  Yuri crossed the deck and knelt next to a rope ladder anchored to a pair of hooks bolted to the deck.  He flipped the other end of the ladder over the rail, and it unrolled down the side of the hull.  Yuri gripped the ladder with both hands and slid down it landing near the prow of the little boat.  It rocked slightly with each ocean swell, but he quickly found his balance.  

Yuri secured the ladder to the rail of the rowboat, making doubly sure it was tied tightly.  If it wasn't and the captain fell Yuri wouldn't live to see the sun set.

"If any of you mongrels so much as thinks while I'm gone I'll gut the lot of you," Captain Haquen bellowed as he appeared over the rail above Yuri.  Grabbing the top of the ladder he heaved his bulk over the side.  

Being a human on a Linthan vessel Yuri put up with a lot.  He took the insults and subtle slights in stride, and did all he was asked without question.  Still, the sight of the captain's ass looming above him pressed the bounds of his loyalty and turned his stomach.  He averted his gaze and waited for the obese pirate to climb into the boat.  Once Haquen was seated Yuri untied the rope ladder, and sat in the stern of the little boat.  Yuri’s muscles bunched as he heaved at the oars, propelling the dingy forward.  

The storm was nothing but a memory and Yuri shaded his eyes against the morning glare as he glanced over his shoulder.  There was no sign of Ivari, which meant they were the first to arrive.  Such things were important among the Lintha, and gave them a slight advantage over the rival captain.  

"Put yer back into it lad," Captain Haquen growled.  Yuri nodded, redoubling his efforts.  Haquen doffed his wedge shaped cap, mopping his pale blue skull with a handkerchief.  

"Captain," Yuri panted. "I know this meeting is important, but are you sure it’s wise going alone?  Ivari would slit his mother's throat for a bent piece of brass."

"I don't trust him, but we follow the code.  Captain and first mate, no one else," the Captain loosened the sash that struggled to contain his belly.  His gills flared with exertion even though it was Yuri doing the rowing. "Not even Ivari will break that.  Grandmother Haquen would bleed him like a stuck pig.  He'll not risk her wrath."

Yuri wished he shared the captain's optimism, but held his tongue.  The captain didn't like being questioned, and he'd been doing a lot of that lately.  Besides, it was too late to do anything about it anyway.  If Ivari did betray them, Yuri would make damn sure he dragged the bastard down to hell right alongside them.

"I understand your worry, lad," the Captain continued gruffly. "Ivari's never forgiven you for gut shooting him, but he's smart enough not to let personal feelings get in the way of business.  Besides, whether he likes it or no he works for me.  If he forgets that I'll end him." Haquen patted the pair of pistols tucked into his belt.  

The orichalum handled weapons shone in the sunlight, reassuring Yuri.  He'd never seen anyone survive a shot from one of the essence cannons, which wasn't surprising given their origin.  They'd been crafted in the fabled First Age, and the secrets of their making had long since been lost.  

"I'm more worried about his ambitions," Yuri replied.  The island grew closer with each heave of the oars. "Killing me is personal.  Killing you is business.  Smart business, from where Ivari sits."

"You're thinking like a Lintha," the Captain's smile revealed a mouthful of blood red teeth.  The stain came from marja weed, a vile drug many Lintha chewed. "It’s a pity you were born human.  You'd have gone far if your blood wasn't so tainted."

"I can't help how I was born," Yuri shrugged between heaves. "Besides, I'm happy with my place in the Family, though I still hope to become a captain someday."

"Lad, there hasn't been a human captain in the fleet in near two centuries, but if anyone can do it…it's you.  Who knows?  If you pull off this plan of yours you could find yourself with your own ship," the Captain's laughed, and clapped Yuri hard enough on the back that it nearly capsized them.

The dinghy shuddered as the hull scraped along the sandy bottom of the atoll.  Yuri pulled the oars into the boat, and leapt over the side into the azure waves.  The water was cool and refreshing after what felt like hours of rowing.  Grabbing the prow he dragged the boat onto the sand, and helped the Captain onto the shore.  

"There he is," the Captain stabbed a sausage thick finger towards the far side of the atoll.  Yuri could just make out a black spec crawling across the waves.

"Are you certain you want to tell Ivari the plan is mine?  He might object out of spite," Yuri asked nervously.  It was a topic they'd already discussed, but he still disagreed with the Captain's stance.

"It's a bold plan Yuri.  Your plan.  If Ivari can't see past the fact that it came from a human I'll cut out his heart." the Captain growled.  With anyone else that threat may have been an exaggeration, but Yuri had actually seen the Captain cut out a man's heart.  

The spec grew into a dinghy similar to the one they'd arrived in.  It came to rest on the far side of the sandbar, perhaps a hundred paces away.  A figure leapt from the prow to land lightly on the shore.  Yuri didn't need the garish red vest, or the purple wedged hat to identify Ivari.  The twin daiklaives belted at his side were unmistakable, and his hands rested easily on the hilts.  

Most of the blue skinned devils favored the hooked auhzian blades that made the Lintha so widely feared, though Ivari was more deadly than any of his brethren.  He stood at the second Kur in the Sword Brotherhood, which meant out of all the swordsmen in the west only one was accounted more dangerous.

The Linthan reached into the boat to help a second figure onto the shore.  His companion was bald and wore midnight robes stitched with blood red symbols.  That would be Yemmon, Ivari's brother and a sorcerer of the Cult of Dukantha.  The pair strode boldly across the sand towards Yuri and Haquen.

"You're late," Haquen growled. 

"But I'm here," Ivari smiled, hooking his thumbs near the hilts of his blades. "Why have you called, Grandfather?" Ivari made the last word a curse, though it was the highest rank a Linthan male could hold.

"Mind your tongue, boy," one moment Haquen's guns were tucked into his belt, and the next they'd appeared in his clenched fists. "Or I'll remove it."

Ivari's eyes narrowed, but it was Yemmon who reacted.  The sorcerer balled his hands into fists, licking his lips as he readied a spell.  Yuri ripped a firedust pistol from his belt pointing it at the Linthan's bald head. 

"Don't," he warned.  Yemmon's hands unclenched and his mouth shut with an audible click.

"Are we here to fight or conduct business?" Ivari hissed, gesturing at Yemmon to stand down.  His hands settled on the hilts of his blades, "You won't be Grandfather forever, old man.  Enjoy your position while you still hold it."

"As long as I hold it you'll do what I say, when I say it.  Now shut up and listen," Haquen roared.  Holstering his pistols he leaned down to pick up a dead branch that had fallen from the spindly tree.  Ivari's face was tight with anger, but he remained obediently quiet.  The captain handed the stick to Yuri, "Lad, explain your plan to these worthless mongrels.  Use small words so they understand."

"You brought me all the way out here to listen to a plan he put together?" Ivari snarled as he stabbed an accusing finger at Yuri.  "I'm leaving," He spun on his heel stalking across the sand towards his boat.

"Take one more step and I’ll gun you down like the dog you are," the Captain's voice held a deadly calm and stopped Ivari in his tracks.  The Linthan turned around, face purpled with rage.

"I have work to do, old man.  Work that will turn a profit, not some sad little plan concocted by this soft human," Ivari spat in the sand.

"Ivari," Yuri stepped forward. "Hear me out.  This could make you rich."

Rage and greed waged a war across his features, with greed the ultimate victor.  Ivari's schooled his features and resumed his place near the Captain, "Very well.  I've wasted hours already.  Another minute or two can't hurt.  Let's hear this 'plan', mongrel." He spat onto the sand, but Yuri ignored the insult.

"Very well.  One of the advantages of being human is that our ties to the family are less obvious," Yuri began.  Ivari's eyes narrowed, but he remained silent.  "About six weeks ago I infiltrated the household of the Feathered One, the ruler of Wavecrest.  I posed as a pearl merchant from one of the smaller islands, and claimed I had a cargo of pearls I wished to sell."

"Get to the point," Ivari interrupted. 

 Yuri hooked his thumbs through his belt letting them rest near his pistols.  He mirrored Ivari's stance and that fact wasn't lost on his rival.  It drew the Lintha's gaze, and a look flashed by so quickly Yuri nearly missed it.  Uncertainty, perhaps even fear. 

"The Feathered One was eager to allay my fears," Yuri explained with a grin. "He was more than happy to detail the security measures that would protect my pearls on the voyage to Chiaroscuro.  He also gave me a deadline, after which I'd have to wait another season.  That's the date the ship will be leaving Wavecrest, and its hold will be filled with the finest pearls Wavecrest has to offer."

"And you want us to ambush this vessel and take the pearls?" Ivari asked.

"Exactly," Haquen barked. "Now let the lad finish."

"This," Yuri knelt to sketch four ships in the sand. "Is the fleet bound from Wavecrest to Chiaroscuro.  One of the ships is carrying enough pearls to cover the hull of your ship.  The other three are the escort."

"Go on," Ivari waved dismissively.

"You'll sail north from Chiaroscuro on the Predator," Yuri added another ship to his drawing, just south of the others.  "If we time it right they'll cross your path at sunset.  It's vital that they see you coming."

"I mislike this plan already," Yemmon sneered. "You want them to see us?"

"You're the bait," Haquen growled. "Now shut up and listen you greasy little priest, or I'll pop you like a grape."  That seemed to cow Yemmon, who fell silent.

"When the escort sees you, all three ships will form a screen like this," Yuri drew a line between the Predator and the merchant vessel.  "The merchant will flee north, completely unprotected.  That's where the Galeta comes in.  We'll be waiting a few miles north, so the merchant runs right into our waiting arms."

"I have to kill all three escort vessels while you attack a defenseless merchant?" Ivari's words were clipped with anger. "What portion of the cargo will I receive?"

"Twenty percent," Haquen offered.  Yuri's eyes widened at the insult, and he wasn't surprised when Ivari sputtered in rage. 

"Twenty?  You motherless weasel," Ivari hissed. "I want a full fifty.  Shoot me in the back or no, I'll no sail for less."

"Done," Haquen agreed.  He spit in his palm and offered it to Ivari.  The pair shook hands, but glared daggers at each other.

"When does this ambush need to be in place?" Ivari growled.

"In two days," Yuri replied.  He kept his face passive.  Now that Ivari had agreed he didn't want any further trouble.

"This had better work," Ivari turned on his heel and stalked off.  Yemmon followed, though he shot a fearful glance at Haquen.  At least he was smart enough to fear the old Linthan pirate.  Yuri doubted Ivari had that much sense.

"Let's get back to the ship," Haquen ordered.  Yuri nodded, saying nothing.  He had much to think about.
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Terosh willed Chiaroscuro to appear on the horizon, but there was no sign of the First Age towers that would announce their arrival.  The sun sank slowly into the waves painting the sky with reds and golds as it gave way to night.  Maybe he'd see something once night had fallen.  He certainly hoped so.

The sorcerer drank deeply of the breeze as it washed over him, cooling his temper.  The four thousand mile voyage from Wavecrest was one he normally enjoyed, but this trip had been a nightmare since they'd left port three weeks ago.  Terosh glanced over his shoulder not looking far to find the reason the trip had been so hellish.

Standing near the wheel was a soft man, plump enough to float if he fell overboard.  'Captain' Adir the man fancied himself.  His father's position as Feathered One made him a prince of the island nation of Wavecrest, which left Terosh with no choice but to honor the man's every whim.  This was Adir's first voyage, but his inexperience didn't prevent him from barking nonsensical orders at the crew.  They'd learned to ignore their 'captain', though the man was oblivious.  Adir usually had no idea what he was asking the crew to do anyway. 

"Master," Ularin approached, sketching a quick bow. "You have to help me.  The bloody woman won't leave me alone." His pupil's eyes were wide with panic, like a cornered animal.

"Calm yourself, Ularin," Terosh rested a hand on his apprentice's shoulder. "Ignore her, no matter how vexing she becomes.  And by the gods don’t even think of giving in to her."

"She keeps trying to get me alone.  I can't concentrate long enough to work on my Cirrus Skiff spell," Ularin complained.

Terosh understood his apprentice's dilemma, but there was little he could do.  The woman in question was the other reason the voyage had been so trying.  The Lady Katrina was Lord Adir's wife, and had a well deserved reputation for seducing any man she could corner long enough to listen to her advances.  

Had she been married to any other man even Terosh would have been tempted by her beauty.  With Adir as a husband he'd never looked twice, much less encouraged her advances.  Adir was extremely jealous.  More than one man had gone to the gallows on the mere accusation that he'd done something indecent with the Lady Katrina.

The woman in question peered out from the doorway leading below deck, eyes fastened on Ularin.  She wore a sky blue dress cut so low it was a wonder her breasts didn't tumble out.  Platinum blond hair had been piled high in a coif atop her head, and her makeup had been laboriously applied. 

"We’ll arrive tomorrow morning at the latest.  Be polite and as distant as you can, and don't worry about mastering the spell," Terosh smiled. 

"Master sorcerer," Adir's high pitched voice rang across the deck and Terosh winced in spite of himself.  He turned from his apprentice with a sigh, threading his way across the deck to the captain's place near the wheel.

"I am honored to serve, your grace," Terosh gave a formal bow made more difficult by the thick white robes he wore.  Adir insisted both sorcerers wear their formal attire for the entire trip.  The heavy robes were ill suited to the southern heat, but they had no choice but to obey.

"When will we arrive?  I'm hungry and the only thing left to eat is oatmeal," Adir frowned as if this was the worst possible news he could imagine. "Can't you magic me something?"

"I'm afraid such powers are beyond me, Your Grace.  However, I can tell you that we'll arrive before dawn," Terosh gave a strained smile.  It was the best he could manage. "If Your Grace would retire we'll have docked by the time you wake."

"I'm not tired," Adir sighed.  He pointed at Dakon, the leader of the mercenaries protecting the vessel. "You, Macon or whatever your name is.  Come here."

Dakon stood head and shoulders over Terosh, and the sorcerer wasn't a short man.  The mercenary’s arms were corded with muscle, and thick black eyebrows gave him a hawkish look. Salt and pepper hair revealed his age, though his physique was that of a much younger man.  A livid scar traced its way from forehead to chin.

Terosh could guess what was going through the man's mind.  He was one of the most skilled mercenaries in Wavecrest, yet his current employer couldn't even remember his name.  The sorcerer was embarrassed for his liege.

"How may I serve, your grace?" Dakon dropped to one knee.

"You said these were pirate infested waters.  We're nearly there and I've not seen a single one.  Explain yourself," Adir frowned in what Terosh assumed was meant to be a threatening manner.  Even on his knees Dakon was still tall enough to look the man in the eye.  "He told me we'd see pirates, didn't he Lo?"

"Yes Captain," replied an effeminate boy in his late teens.  He wore a thin satin robe and his head had been shaved and powdered. "He said it was quite possible."  Advisor Lo placed a possessive hand on Adir's shoulder and the two shared a secret smile.  Terosh shuddered at the sight.  How could a man with such a stunning wife prefer the company of boys?

"Your Grace, I know you wanted to see pirates," Dakon explained with more patience than Terosh would have managed. "But the Lintha are dangerous and we should be thankful that they haven't troubled our voyage.  I have a responsibility to protect Your Grace, and I can't guarantee your safety should we be attacked.  Besides, it’s bad luck to talk about pirates at sea."

"Captain," barked a tall sailor with a dark braid down the middle of his back.  He was perched in the crow’s nest atop the mainmast. "Ship with black sails on the horizon."

Terosh met Dakon's gaze and saw his fear reflected back at him.  Black sails meant the Lintha, the worst pirates on the waves.  Very few people survived an attack, though with three rakers escorting them at least they had a chance.

"Your Grace," Dakon stood.  "It's best you get below deck with your lady wife.  We'll deal with these pirates."

"I'm the captain," Adir protested, placing both hands on his wide hips. "My place is with my crew.  I won't flee from dirty pirates.  Besides, how can I see anything below deck?"

"As you wish, Your Grace.  May I have your permission to conduct the battle?" Dakon gave a low bow.

"You may," Adir waved graciously.  

Dakon grabbed Terosh's sleeve tugging him to the rail.  A single ship was silhouetted by the setting sun to the south east.  At least they faced only one, though it was too soon to celebrate.  Infernal blood flowed through the Lintha, and they often summoned their demonic kin to aid them in battle.  They were implacable foes, taking no prisoners.

  Dakon turned to face the sorcerer, "I need you to relay my orders to the escort vessels.  How quickly can you get there?"

"Perhaps five minutes to reach all three," Terosh ran a nervous hand through his thinning hair. "Who do you want to send?"

"Is your apprentice ready for a fight?" Dakon shifted his stance nervously.

"He'll have to be," Terosh sighed.   The boy wasn't ready, but they had no one else. "I'd recommend dropping him on the Coral.  Station me on the Zephyr, and have the Sunrise hold back to watch Adir."

"My thoughts exactly," Dakon nodded.  He turned to face one of his subordinates, "Keran, get over here."

A portly man with a pair of short swords buckled at his waist bolted over to kneel next to Dakon, "Yes, my lord?"

"Terosh is going to take you to the Sunrise.  Tell captain Jolos to position himself behind the Zephyr and the Coral.  Have him watch for any other Linthan vessels.  They must be prevented from reaching this ship at any cost.  Do you have that?"

"Aye sir," Keran nodded confidently.

"Stand back," Terosh ordered.  Armed outstretched he barked the words to a spell.  His robes flapped about him as the wind built to gale strength.  A miniature tornado whipped around him as his anima banner roared into existence.  As an Air aspected Exalt his magic drew upon the essence of the wind, and that connection was visible whenever he used his power.

Thick white mist billowed from the ground near his feet forming a pool of clouds around him.  When he'd completed the spell he lowered his arms and stepped atop the Cirrus Skiff.  The spell was primarily used for transportation, though he often used it to scout and had once used it to impress a woman with a picnic in the clouds.  

"Get on," he ordered Keran.  The man obeyed, though his eyes widened as his feet sank into the fluffy cloud. "Ularin, attend me."

His apprentice hurried over, looking nervous and ill prepared.  Terosh hoped he wasn't consigning the boy to his death, but saw no other choice.  Ularin was the only other Dragon-Blooded in the fleet, and the two of them were the only thing capable of countering the demons the Lintha would send.

"Get on," he commanded.  Ularin took a deep breath and stepped onto the cloud. "I'm going to drop you on the Coral.  Watch for any demons, and if you see a sorcerer among the enemy do what you can to counter his magic."

"Yes master," Ularin clenched a fist in front of his heart in salute.  

Terosh mentally commanded the skiff to take off and they glided into the air.  The wind rushed by as they raced above the waves towards the Coral.  The two masted galleon grew larger as they approached, and Terosh slowed the cloud just above the deck.  Ularin gave another salute before leaping to the deck below.

"Good luck, my apprentice," Terosh whispered under his breath.  He gave Ularin a confident wave and commanded the cloud to take to the air again.  Whipping low across the waves he headed for the Sunrise, a two masted raker nearly identical to the Coral.

"Come in low, I'll jump," the solider called over the howling wind.  Terosh nodded, doing as Keran asked.  He came in low and fast slowing for just a moment as the cloud passed over the deck.  Keran leapt off, rolling to his feet as Terosh sped towards the Zephyr.

The Lintha locked on Adir's galleon like an arrow, ignoring the escort vessels.  The Zephyr and the Coral moved to flank the pirates, while the Sunrise maneuvered into the path of the Linthan vessel.  They'd just barely reach the pirates before the bastards could slip past.   Glancing at Adir's galleon he heaved a sigh of relief.  It was at full sail heading the opposite direction.  

Terosh guided his cloud into the sky keeping well out of counterspell range.  He'd seen a man plummet to his death when his Cirrus Skiff was dispelled.  Slowing to get a good look at the Linthan vessel he bit back a curse.  Four massive apes coated in blood red fur stood amidst the Linthan troops.

The Blood Apes, as they were aptly named, were demons of the first circle.  For demons they were considered weak, but any demon was more than a match for five men.  Only a Dragon-Blooded had a chance against one, and that meant only Ularin or himself could stop them from tearing apart their ships.  

Terosh's gaze was drawn to sudden movement to the east.  Glancing at the Coral he sucked in a sharp breath.  The prow of the ship was yanked violently beneath the waves spilling men over the rails.  Ularin was one of the few to survive the dunking, clinging to the mast as the ship righted itself.  The waters on the aft side of the ship roiled and bubbled as a slick, sinuous shape emerged from beneath the waves.

An ear piercing shriek echoed over the waves as the infernal worm reared up over the Coral.  Serpentine coils rolled through the waters around the ship, but the bulk of the worm rose thirty feet into the air.  Its midnight hide was covered in slime coated scales, and its mouth was layered with ring after ring of arm length teeth.

The skiff whipped through the sky as Terosh fought to close the distance to the Coral.  Ularin was brave but he wasn't ready for this.  Terosh watched helplessly as his apprentice engaged the demon, holding his breath as the combat unfolded.

The worm reared up, muscles rippling across its sinuous shape.  It plunged forward, mouth widening to engulf his apprentice.  Ularin rolled out of the way at the last moment, and the worm seized the mast instead, snapping it in two and sending a shower of splinters across the deck.  The banishment spell, use the banishment spell. Terosh willed.

Ularin flipped to his feet dodging a thick coil as it slammed down on the deck where he'd been a moment before.   Landing in a crouch he whipped a hand out before him, his first two fingers extended while the rest curled inward.  He barked three words, each triggering a vibration around him.  Those vibrations caused the air to shimmer, and each shimmer resolved into an iridescent ball of green flame.  Balls rotating wildly around him, Ularin barked a final word and pointed at the worm.

"Well done apprentice," Terosh laughed over the wind. Ularin had done a fine job with the banishment ritual, and Terosh waited for the flames to encompass the worm and send it back to Malfeas.  

Three fiery balls rocketed towards the worm, but before they'd covered half the distance they exploded in a shower of sparks.  The force of the explosion knocked Ularin across the deck, and he barely caught himself before plunging into the hungry waves below.

Terosh yanked his gaze back to the Linthan vessel.  Someone had countered his apprentice's banishment spell, and he needed to find and eliminate the enemy sorcerer.  Scanning the deck he found his target.  A bald Lintha in midnight robes was flanked by blood apes, and his attention was focused on the Coral. 

Glancing towards his apprentice Terosh willed more speed from the cloud.  Ularin had staggered to his feet, but looked disoriented.  The worm reared above him again sending Terosh's heart into his throat.  The titanic beast lunged forward leaving Ularin just enough time to look up in horror.  Its mouth snapped shut around his apprentice, and a bulge moved down its throat as it swallowed the Dragon-Blooded whole.

"Noooo!" Terosh screamed over the wind.  He'd promised his sister that he'd look after her son, and he'd failed.  At least the boy wouldn't die in vain.  He swooped in low on his cloud, enacting the same ritual his apprentice had attempted.  

Five balls of emerald flame manifested around him.  He released them in a swarm that flew into the worm and clung to the demon's skin like glue.  The flames flared brightly, winking out as suddenly as they'd appeared.  There was no trace of the demon, though Terosh knew it had been banished back to Malfeas.

The damage inflicted by the worm was hideous.  The hull of the Coral was a mass of broken planks and torn ropes.  Only a few sailors clung to the deck, and they'd be easy prey for the Lintha.  The Coral was lost and so was Ularin.  He had to focus on the living now. 

Turning his attention to the black sailed vessel he chanted another spell.  The flying guillotine was widely feared for good reason.  The spell would conjure a wickedly barbed chain that homed in on its target, decapitating them no matter how far or fast they ran.  

Before he could complete the spell his cirrus skiff evaporated into sparks, launching him into the evening sky.  Tumbling through the air Terosh searched for a spell that could help, but found nothing.  He impacted on the surface of the water with so much force that he skipped like a rock flung by a child.  His right leg snapped like a twig, and an anguished shriek ripped its way free of his chest.

Terosh summoned his concentration and placed both hands against the broken limb.  He was sinking below the surface, and needed to act fast.  Wrenching as hard as he could Terosh set the bone, and a flurry of bubbles was released as he screamed soundlessly under the water.  Reaching for his essence Terosh let it flow into his leg, and used the energy to knit the bone together and close the wound. 

"I will not die like this," Terosh hissed to no one in particular as he broke the surface.  His leg still ached, but at least it no longer flooded him with agony.  He was a Dragon-Blooded, one of the lords of creation blessed by the five elements.  His powers were legendary, and by the dragons he'd not be taken without a fight.

Terosh activated yet another charm and ran across the surface of the ocean as if it was smooth stone.  He sprinted towards the Linthan vessel, dodging the hail of shots that came from firedust pistols held by the pirates on deck.  He vaulted into the sky landing gracefully near the bald sorcerer.  The Linthan spun to face him, eyes wide with fear.

"You killed him!" Terosh screamed.  He delivered a vicious roundhouse that connected with the Lintha's jaw sending him spinning back into the rail.  

All four Blood Apes paced eagerly at the rail as the Linthan vessel closed with the Zephyr.  They reveled in destruction, often putting up token resistance when a sorcerer bound them.  Before they became aware of him Terosh was already casting.  

He enacted the Emerald Banishment spell he'd used on the worm.  Balls of eldritch green flame shot into the first ape, coating it in sticky flame consuming it entirely.  The other three apes spun to face him, but Terosh was already casting his second spell.  Another ape winked out of existence, banished back to Malfeas.

The bald sorcerer in the dark blue robes had regained his feet, and his face was twisted with rage.  He shouted at the remaining blood apes, "Ghartan, Borack rip off his arms and beat him to death with them."

Deep laughter boomed from the apes as they bounded towards him. Terosh assessed the situation in a split second, and knew there was no way he could stop both of them.  He gathered his legs underneath him, flipping into the rigging above.  He grabbed one of the lines with his feet dangling like a bat.  The two apes skidded to a halt underneath him, puzzled as to how they could reach him.  If they climbed into the rigging their weight would tear the sails apart.

The Linthan captain had no such trouble.  He drew twin daikliaves, each made of blood red jade.  The blue skinned devil leapt into the air landing on the cross beam attached to the sail, "Hello there, little Dragon-Blooded.  Why don't you come down and play with my brother's pets?  Afraid they might hurt you?"

Before he'd finished speaking he sprinted across the bar and leapt at Terosh.  The Dragon-Blooded ducked backwards, easily avoiding the swords as they whistled by.  It was only then that he realized he wasn't the pirate's target.  The Linthan’s blades sliced through the line Terosh had his legs hooked around, and he plummeted to the deck below.

Before he hit both blood apes leapt into the air.  The first seized him by the arms, and the second grabbed his legs.  Both yanked in opposite directions and Terosh screamed in agony as his limbs were torn from his body.  Terosh crashed to the deck in a rain of blood, agony blocking out everything.

 

He wanted to fight, to keep struggling against the pirates, but blackness already ate at his vision.  At least he'd done his duty.  Adir had gotten safely away.
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Twilight had given way to night by the time they located their prey.   Intended more for cargo than speed the merchant galleon crawled along the waves despite the stiff wind filling its sails.  It struggled towards the safety of Chiaroscuro's harbor, but it was a race the galleon had to know was already over.  
Even with escape impossible running was still the only sane response when the black and silver sails of the Lintha appeared on the horizon. Separated from its escort the galleon was woefully outmatched, and it wouldn’t be long before the pirates caught them.

The Galeta sliced through the waves much more quickly than any normal ship, thanks to the Infernal Worm towing the vessel.  The beast lay a dozen feet under the choppy waters, its strength pulling them ever closer to their prey.

"Boarders to the rail," Captain Haquen boomed from his place at the wheel.  A half dozen men followed Yuri to the aft rail.  The shadowy shape on the horizon gained more definition as they closed, and he estimated three minutes before they drew even with the enemy vessel.

"Are you ready boys?" Yuri fought the howling wind to be heard.  Sea spray dashed against the bow sending up clouds of mist that coated them in brine.  All six men were human, the only ones among the Linthan crew.  

"Aye, sir.  We're ready," Rat barked.  He clutched a battered rapier in one hand and a firedust pistol in the other.  

The largest man among them let out a fierce howl that overpowered the wind.  Garg looked more blacksmith than sailor with broad shoulders and corded muscles rippling under his jerkin.  His dark mane was similar to Yuri's, though Garg was taller and better built.

"Alright lads let's show the Captain what humans can do," Yuri called as the Galeta closed the gap.  The galleon was no more than two dozen yards away.  Yuri spun the rope he'd been holding, using the barbed hook to gain momentum.  Releasing it at the apex of his swing the rope shot across the gap.  The hook sunk into the wood with a thunk that echoed over the waves.  Moments later several more hooks found purchase on the enemy vessel.

"Pull em tight lads.  We've work to do," Yuri ordered.  Two sailors grabbed each line, pulling arm over arm to bring the vessels together.  Their prey stared defiantly from their vessel.  There were perhaps a dozen armed defenders, but it was difficult to be certain in the darkness.

The crash of wood on wood was deafening as the ships locked.  The deck pitched wildly, but Yuri kept his balance and used the rail to vault to the enemy deck.  He tucked himself into a ball, rolling to his feet as he landed.  

Four sailors waited with blades in hand.  Three wore boiled leather armor and moved with the practiced grace of trained mercenaries.  The fourth was likely their commander.  The towering beast of a man stood head and shoulders over Yuri, and carried a thick chopping sword in one fist.  Salt and pepper hair tapered to a window's peak above a hawk like face.  A long scar traced a path from his forehead all the way down to his chin.

One of the men in boiled leather lunged forward with a rapier.  His cry was meant to be intimidating, but the terror in the man’s eyes leaked into the sad yell.  Yuri allowed the rapier to slide by and slammed his forehead into the man's nose.  The blow sent his opponent staggering back in a spray of blood. 

Another pair of mercenaries attempted to flank him, but Yuri was already moving.  He dropped to his knees yanking a pistol from each boot.  Faster than the eye could follow he brought the weapons into line and squeezed both triggers.  Two feet of flame erupted from each barrel sending a projectile hurling into both attackers.  The first sailor staggered back as blood welled between his fingers that clutched at his throat.  The second took the shot through his right eye, pitching over the rail as his momentum carried him forward.

"Kill him Dakon," an effeminate voice shrieked.  The hawk faced man leapt forward with a roar.  He brought his chopping sword down in a wicked over handed slash designed to decapitate.  Yuri rolled to the right and it bit into the deck alarmingly close to his face.  Still smoking pistols clattered to the deck as Yuri dropped them and struggled to draw his cutlass.  
The thick broadsword carved another furrow as Yuri rolled frantically away.  Jerking his cutlass free of its scabbard he parried the man’s third strike, but the beast rained blows so swiftly Yuri barely kept up with them.  The man’s final strike sheared through his cutlass like cloth.  He stared up at the hawk faced man, knowing he was about to die.
A familiar roar sounded above him as Garg vaulted the rail, bringing his cutlass down on the hawk faced man like a bolt of lightning.  The mercenary was forced back by Garg's furious assault, eyes narrowed in concentration.  Garg swung again and again driving the mercenary before him.  Then the man grabbed Garg's wrist, and the muscles on both men's arms tensed as they fought for control.  The larger man forced Garg's arm against his chest, and his friend's cutlass moved ever closer to severing his own throat.

Yuri pulled the second set of pistols from his belt.  Taking careful aim he squeezed the trigger, prompting a roar from one of the firedust pistols.  It ejected a metal ball the size of his knuckle, which rode the gout of flame and spun into the hawk faced man's knee.  Cartilage and bone shattered with the impact, and the hawk faced man fell heavily onto his back, releasing Garg's wrist.   Garg rammed his blade through the man's heart with so much force it sank into the deck beneath.   The man gave a shuddering gasp and lay still.  

Rat had engaged another mercenary and the two were locked in a furious duel with their rapiers.  A second mercenary attempted to sneak up on Rat, so Yuri took aim and loosed his last shot.  It flashed towards the man taking him in the back and spinning him over the rail.  Rat's opponent made the mistake of glancing towards his doomed companion, and the diminutive pirate seized the opportunity to bury his sword in his opponent’s chest.

Their surviving opponents hung back cautiously, unsure now that their leader was dead.  All six pirates lined up behind Yuri with steel in hand.  Yuri smiled grimly, "Who's next?  Anyone?"  None of the sailors met his gaze.  "Wise move.  Who's in charge here?"

The crowd parted as sailors scrambled out of the way.  A space cleared around a single man so quickly he might have had the plague.  He wrung his hands looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.  The short man had thin red hair combed over a bald spot.  His distended belly and soft hands belonged to a merchant or noble, not a captain.  The clothing he wore reinforced that image, silks of the finest cut ill suited to life at sea.

"I am Yuri Silvertongue," he gave a theatrical bow. "And who might you be?"

"C-captain Adir.  My father is the Feathered one of the Wavecrest Archipelago.  Please, he'll pay h-handsomely for my return.  Don't hurt me," the fat man sagged to his knees seizing Yuri's tunic like a lifeline.  He looked on the verge of tears.  

In the shadows behind Adir stood a stunning woman in a sky blue dress that exposed a pleasant expanse of cleavage.  Yuri's eyes narrowed in recognition.  The Lady Katrina, a woman he well remembered and the real reason he'd concocted the plan in the first place.  Well, one of the reasons anyway.  

He’d never expected the woman to come herself.  This couldn't get any better, unless... there it was.  Tucked into the folds of platinum locks piled atop her head he spied a flash of silver and ivory.  She had the hairpin!

"Adir," Yuri pulled the man to his feet. "I have good news.  You're going to save the lives of your men and keep your ship from being burned."

"I am?" Adir's jaw sagged open as he struggled to comprehend.  

"As long as you listen to me," Yuri confirmed.  He wrapped a friendly arm around Adir. "Unfortunately, my blue skinned companions are an impatient lot.  If they think you're resisting they'll force me to set an example.  Neither of us wants that, do we?"

"N-no," Adir stammered shaking his head violently.  The motion caused his jowls to jiggle and was so comical Yuri suppressed a chuckle.

"Good, then here's what’s going to happen," Yuri leaned close enough to whisper. "First, have your men drop their weapons."

"D-drop your weapons," Adir commanded, voice cracking.  Sabers and cutlasses clattered to the deck as the men obeyed.

"Garg, bind their hands and collect weapons.  Leave a few free to help with the loading," Yuri ordered.  The mountain of a man moved to obey and none of the sailors resisted.  Yuri leaned close to Adir again, "Very nicely done, captain.  Now, order your men to stand aside while we search your hold.  You are carrying pearls, yes?"

"Our hold is full of them." Adir admitted.  He gazed down at the deck, obviously ashamed. "My father only sends three shipments a year.  If you take them, our people will starve."

Adir was probably right, but it wasn't Yuri's problem.  There was nothing he could do to stop the theft even if he wanted to.  Brutally repressing his compassion Yuri continued. "That's regrettable, but nothing you or I do will stop it.  All you can do right now is protect yourself, your ship and your men.  It's not much, but it’s the best I can do for you." 

"W-what do I have to do?" Adir asked, fighting to maintain his composure.  At least he tried to look brave in front of his men, even if he failed miserably at it.

"I'm afraid I'm going to need her," Yuri nodded at the Lady Katrina.  Even her stance was arrogant as if daring one of the pirates to address her.  Yuri wasn't surprised; she'd always shown a dangerous mix of arrogance and ignorance.

"You want my wife?" Adir's eyes shone with hope and he turned to smile at an effeminate young man.  The fop had a bald pate covered in white powder and wore a thin silk robe.  He and Adir shared a smile before Adir turned to Yuri.  "You're taking her away?" His voice sank into a low conspiratorial whisper. "Will she be raped?  Please, say she will."

"I'm a pirate, Adir.  What do you think?" Yuri sounded hurt.  He eyed Katrina appreciatively, but instead of fear her expression showed…eagerness?  That couldn’t be it.  The woman must be terrified.

"Oh thank you," Adir hugged his arms around himself. "Help yourself to the pearls, as long as you take her with you."

Yuri was taken aback and stood there blinking.  Adir hated his wife that much?  Katrina had always been an evil little chit, but Yuri was still surprised.  The thought of her in a loveless marriage drew a smile, "Think nothing of it, Adir.  I'm happy to take her off your hands."

"Sir?" Rat asked deferentially as he emerged from the hold.  "We've found the largest haul of pearls I've ever laid eyes on.  I've got the lads hauling crates, but I'm not sure we have enough space on the Galeta.  Do you want me to put this lot to work too?" The sailor nodded at Adir's crew.

"Adir, would your crew mind helping us load our new cargo?" Yuri asked, though both knew it wasn't a request.

"Of course," the fat man clapped his hands and half a dozen nervous sailors stepped forward. "Have the crates moved from our hold to theirs.  Immediately."  The sailors hurried down into their hold under Garg's close supervision.   

"Rat, head back to the Galeta and report to the Captain.  Tell him the cargo is secured and we're loading it now.  Let him know that master Adir has been very cooperative," Yuri ordered.  He added the last out of sympathy.  If Captain Haquen thought he could profit from Adir, he might let the man live.  Otherwise the ship would be scuttled and the enemy crew put to the sword.

"Aye sir, right away," Rat vaulted the rail landing on the Galeta.  

"Shall I have her gagged and bound?" Adir pointed eagerly at Katrina, whose normally beautiful face was purpled with a mixture of rage and resentment.

"That's not necessary," Yuri clapped Adir and the shoulder and strode over to Katrina.  She met his gaze defiantly, lips pursed in a petulant frown.

"Do you know who I am?" Yuri's voice was menacing and he met her stare evenly.

"Do you really expect a Lady of my stature to be acquainted with a pirate?" she asked with an arrogant tilt of her chin.  Katrina tugged the shoulders of her dress down, exposing still more cleavage.  She gave a smile Yuri assumed was meant to be enticing, which made him blink in surprise.  This wasn’t at all the reaction he expected of a woman being dragged off by pirates.  

"You're no longer a lady, so you'd best get used to new acquaintances," Yuri wasn't surprised Katrina didn't remember him, but he'd rectify that soon enough.  He grabbed her roughly by the arm and she squawked as he dragged her towards her husband.  Adir was busy exchanging smiles with the effeminate young man Yuri had seen earlier, barely noticing his wife.

"Goodbye Katrina," Adir gave an exaggerated sigh as he waggled his fingers at her. "I wish I could have protected you, but alas the pirates are taking you from me."

"Oh give over you fat pig," Katrina growled.  She seized Yuri's arm as if she was leaving the ship of her own accord instead of being forced. "You just want me out of the way so can be with your manservant.  I'm happy to leave you for a real man."

Yuri stepped between her and her husband before matters could escalate, “Thank you for being so cooperative, Adir.  Fair winds and safe voyage."  He scooped Katrina into his arms so he could step over the rail and back onto the Galeta.  Adir merely waved, smile still plastered across his face.

"Careful.  I’m a lady, not a sack of grain," Katrina hissed angrily. 

"Shut up.  The Lintha don't care that you're a noblewoman.  Keep your eyes down and say nothing, or I won't be able to protect you," Yuri tightened his grip on her arm and gave her a pointed look.  Now was a very dangerous time for Katrina, though she seemed blissfully unaware.

"Yuri," bellowed the captain. "Get up here, lad."

"Aye sir," he called back.  Picking up Katrina by the waist he slung her over his shoulder like a sack of grain just to disprove her earlier words.  Evidently she'd taken his warning to heart, because she didn't protest.  Yuri carried her up the wide stairwell leading to the captain's place at the wheel, one hand resting firmly on the noblewoman’s ass.

"Well done lad, well done," the captain's grin was predatory. "You cowed those spineless dogs just like you said you would, and Rat tells me the haul is even richer than expected."

"Aye sir," Yuri smiled as he patted Katrina. "The haul was definitely richer than I expected.  Adir could make a very profitable ally, if we spare his ship."

"You want me to spare his ship?" the captain frowned and stroked his fingers through a bushy green beard. "Your squeamishness is growing tiresome.  It goes against the code.  I should scuttle her on general principle, or they'll not fear us.  If I let them sail this will be the third vessel we've let go on your advice."

"Have I steered you wrong?  Both vessels expanded the Family's influence," Yuri countered.  He had to win this argument, or thirty men would die needlessly. "Adir is the son of the Feathered One.  Tying him to the Family will be profitable, especially when he succeeds his father."

"You have a point," Haquen grudgingly conceded. "But Ivari's ship is out there.  If we leave this vessel he'll take it as a sign of weakness and burn it anyway.  He's gained a great deal of influence, and I don't need to remind you what he'll do to you if he gains control of my fleet.  Have Adir brought aboard as a hostage and burn his ship."

"But…" Yuri began.

"Don't try my patience, boy." Yuri recognized the Captain's tone and gave up his request for lost.

"Of course sir," he gave a low bow made more difficult by Katrina's limp form over his shoulder.

"Now take your prize below and enjoy her," the Captain smiled and clapped Yuri hard on the back.  "You've earned it.  I'll see no one disturbs you until midday tomorrow.  If you need some rope I’ll have some brought."

Katrina stiffened when the captain mentioned Yuri's 'prize' and again when he mentioned the rope.  She'd remained quieter than he'd thought possible.  Yuri gave the Captain a wry grin as he marched down the steps to the hold.  More than one sailor snickered at the woman slung over his shoulder, and he laughed at the ribald jokes they shot his way.

Shouldering open the door to his room he dumped Katrina unceremoniously on the bed.  He sat heavily next to her, and she rolled onto her back to face him.  Strands of her elaborate coif had come loose, and her dress was rumpled from his rough treatment.  She really was beautiful, if you liked heartless noblewomen.

"Let's get this over with," Katrina hauled up her dress and began unrolling her stockings.  "I'd prefer you do it from behind so I don't have to look at your dirty face."

"What are you doing?" Yuri raised an eyebrow.  He unlaced one of his boots, hurling it into the pile of laundry in the corner.

"I’m undressing," Katrina pulled off her other stocking and set to work on her smallclothes. "My pig of a husband prefers his manservant over me.  It's been a long time since I've been with a man, so you'll find me more willing than the usual trash you bed.  Remember that you’re handling a lady, however.  I am delicate and should be treated as such."

Yuri pulled off his second boot and flung it after the first. "That won't be necessary.  You sleep on the floor, I sleep on the bed.  I'd rather chop off my manhood than let you anywhere near it."

Shock and outrage battled across Katrina's features.  Her expression was so comical Yuri couldn't help but grin.  She probably wasn't used to being refused, especially by a pirate she assumed had kidnapped her with rape in mind.

"Wait, are you refusing me?  I'm a noblewoman and I-I'm beautiful.  Most men would give anything to have me.  How dare you reject me?" She finished with a sniff as she tossed her shoulders angrily.

"How dare I?" Yuri laughed. "After three weeks on a ship I'd fuck a woman twice your size with half the teeth.  That's before I've started drinking.  After two pints of ale I'd sleep with a mule if she smiled at me.  But you?  Not if your cunny was stuffed with pearls, poppet."  

"Why do I disgust you so much?" the anger bled out of her as she shrank in on herself.  Her lower lip quivered and her eyes shone with unshed tears.  It was a very convincing performance, but he’d seen better.

"You honestly don't remember do you?" he shook his head.  It figured.

"Who are you?" Katrina kept undressing, removing each garment as if she were fighting a battle she meant to win.  Her hands trembled as she fumbled at the buttons.

"Do you remember the day you bought this?" Yuri plucked the hairpin from her hair.  It was an exquisitely shaped swan of pure silver with ivory feathers.

Katrina raised a hand to smooth the hair where he'd taken the pin, "I bought it years ago.  Why?"

"Think back to that day, Katrina.  Take a good look at me," Yuri leaned forward providing her a view of his face.

"By the gods," Katrina raised a hand to her mouth. "You're the dirty sailor boy.  The one with that barmaid.  What was her name? Ria."

"That's right," Yuri's eyes narrowed dangerously. "The barmaid.  You humiliated her, my Lady." He made the last words a curse. 


She busied her hands smoothing her dress, and refused to meet his gaze for long moments before speaking.

"I admit I was unkind.  I said hurtful things, but I do regret them," Katrina laid back on Yuri's pillow letting her dress slip far enough to expose twin swells capped by rosebud nipples.  She removed the last pin holding up platinum locks and they slid down to cover her chest.  Yuri knew he shouldn’t, but he stared in spite of himself. 

"I submit myself for punishment.  Do what you will."  Half lidded eyes glittered as she stretched like a cat.  Gah, why had he agreed to let her sleep in his quarters?

"Punishment?" Yuri shook his head to clear it, and held up the hairpin accusingly, "We'll start with this.  It belongs to Ria now."

"Alright.  I have others," Katrina ran her fingers down her neck, through her cleavage.  She toyed with a ruby pendant dangling between her breasts. "Surely you can think of a more fitting punishment."

"Actually I can," Yuri pulled off his shirt, ignoring her hungry look.  It took far more effort than he cared to admit.  The shirt joined his boots on top of the laundry pile.  He pulled his writing case from under the bed and set it atop the tiny desk in the corner. "You're going to write an apology and you're going to make it sincere."

"And if I don't?" She grinned seductively.  His aversion fought a losing battle with the needs of his body.  By Ahlat she was gorgeous.  A gorgeous viper, he reminded himself.

"I don't think you'll enjoy this punishment," Yuri sat back on the bed.  No need to let her know what sort of impact she was having on him. "Among the Lintha human women are seen as animals.  It’s not uncommon for an entire crew to have their way with one.  Afterwards they toss her overboard so they don't have to deal with the crying."

"You wouldn't," Katrina choked out, fear etched across her features.

"Oh I would," Yuri countered. "You hurt Ria so badly she's never forgotten.  Write it, or you sleep on deck tonight."

"Alright," she agreed with a sigh. "Then what?" 

"Then, if you're very lucky I'll let you sleep in the corner until we reach port," he growled. "Now get to work.  I'm going to sleep, so keep it quiet."

Katrina rose gracefully, avoiding eye contact.  Yuri watched out of the corner of his eye as she swayed across the room and seated herself at his desk.  She was beautiful, and he'd been a sea for weeks.  He felt guilty for looking at the noblewoman, though he had no idea why he should.  It wasn't as if he was promised to Ria.   

Katrina opened the lacquered case and withdrew an ink bottle and quill.  Pulling a sheaf of parchment from a stack on the desk she dipped the quill in the ink and began writing.  Yuri rolled over to face the wall, but sleep refused to come.  The scratching of quill on parchment was a constant reminder that a beautiful and very naked woman sat just a few feet away.  Eventually the scratching stopped.

"Yuri?" Katrina asked quietly.  He rolled over to face her. "I've finished.  Would you like to read it?"

"Bring it here," he ordered.  She brought the parchment to him, sitting on the bed within easy reach.  He was acutely aware of the scent of roses.  Katrina handed him the parchment and he angled it so that the lantern illuminated the text.
Ria,
You may not remember me, but my name is Katrina De Ossiroa.  Many years ago you met me at the market on the isle of Gateway.  I said horrible, unforgivable things and I've never forgiven myself.  I've sent you this pin as a gift, as you seemed quite fond of it.  Please accept it along with my sincere apologies.  I had no right to say the things I did, and would give anything to take them back.  I hope this message finds you well.
 
-Katrina
 
 

If he hadn't seen Katrina's blatant attempts to manipulate him Yuri might have believed the letter.  It certainly sounded sincere.  The important thing was that Ria believe it, whether or not it was true.  

"Put it on the desk and blow out the lamp," Yuri rolled over to face the wall again.   Katrina padded across the floor to the desk.  She exhaled sharply and the room was plunged into darkness.  Padding back to the bed she stood silently for several moments before speaking.

"Yuri?" Katrina asked quietly. "Do I really have to sleep on the floor?"

He rolled over to see her silhouetted against the porthole behind her.  Making her sleep on the floor was the right thing to do.  She certainly deserved it.  But she'd written the letter, and she was beautiful.  It wasn't as if he were betrothed to Ria, he reminded himself.  He cared for her, but Ria took other men to her bed from time to time.  So why did he feel so guilty?  

"You can share the bed, but keep to your side and don't touch me," he growled.  She settled on the bed, slipping under the sheets and pressing her back against his.  Her skin was silky and her fragrance soft.  

"You aren't going to make me beg, are you?" Katrina sounded contrite.  It was probably feigned.  

"I told you I wasn't going to sleep with you," he growled back, trying to force an anger he didn't really feel.

"It's been three years since I've lain with a man.  Do you have any idea what that's like?" she sobbed, rolling over and pressing her breasts against his back.

The Bloody woman wasn't fighting fair.  How could he turn his back on a woman who'd gone three years without the touch of a man?  He'd barely made it through the three weeks he'd been at sea.  Still, he was nothing if not stubborn.  Now that he'd taken a stand there was no way he was giving in.  Katrina wound hold it over him and he couldn't stand the thought of the smug smile he knew would be plastered across her face.  Besides, Ria would thump him with that cudgel she kept under the bar if she ever found out.

"Tomorrow we'll arrive in Chiaroscuro," Yuri sighed. He scooted away from her until he was pressed up against the wall. "You're beautiful and you're not afraid to ask for what you want.  You'll find someone in the city who'd be more than happy to see to your…uh…needs."

"I cried for you," she hissed angrily.  "Are you a man or a stone?  How can you turn me away?  I'm here and I’m willing.  Surely you want me as much as I want you.  Are you betrothed?  Is that why you won't touch me?"

"That's none of your business," he rolled over to face her, anger surging over him. "I have my reasons.  Leave it at that or you can sleep on deck."

That quieted her, at least for a few minutes.  Yuri had nearly drifted off to sleep when she spoke again, "How are you planning on selling the pearls you took from my husband?  A cargo that size won't be easy to offload."

"That's my problem, not yours," He sighed, pulling the pillow from under her head and covering his face with it.  Why couldn't she just go to sleep?

Her fingers brushed his back and she leaned close enough that he felt her hot breath on his ear, "I know who Adir was going to sell them to."

Damn the woman.  She really wasn't fighting fair.

"You know I could just torture you, and you've give me that name right?" Yuri rolled over to face her.  

"You could," She purred like a cat sizing up prey. "But think about how much time that would take.  Is my price really so horrible?  Just give me tonight and I'll give you the name."

"You're evil, you know that don't you?" Yuri sighed.  She had him and she knew it.

"I know," she smiled sweetly.  He could just make out the flash of white in the near darkness.

Yuri draped an arm over her and buried his fingers in her hair.  He pulled her mouth up to his, sharing a kiss that she returned with shocking eagerness.  Or maybe it wasn't so shocking given how long it had been since she'd lain with a man.

"Thank you," she murmured softly. "You won't regret this, I promise."


“I won’t, but you probably will,” Yuri laughed.  
Ninety seconds later he’d satisfied the needs of his body and was drifting off to sleep next to a very disgruntled noblewoman.  She wasn’t the only one who didn’t fight fair.
Chapter 4

Karissa
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Heptagram, Blessed Isle
 
 
 
Fat drops of rain beat a harsh staccato against the window, fogging the glass and obscuring the long drop outside.  Flickering candlelight cast long shadows on the walls giving the place an eerie feel.  After using this classroom for over a year it surprised Karissa that something as simple as lighting could transform the place from warm and friendly to cold and frightening.

Normally the classroom was well lit by essence lamps affixed to iron sconces in the room's four corners.  Today the globes were dark, though Professor Daggun had yet to explain why.  She found the effect creepy and a little distracting, particularly given the view below.

Karissa rubbed the fog away from the window, gazing down at a crater near the base of the tower.  No one knew what had caused it, only that it had been the site of the old university before the Heptagram had been founded.  Only the Empress' daughter Mnemnon had survived the blast that destroyed it.  She'd never spoken about the events leading to the destruction of the old university.

"Please be seated and we'll get started," the professor rose from his wide backed chair and planted both hands on his mahogany desk.  Looming over the classroom he addressed the handful of students scattered throughout the narrow rows of desks. "Today is your final class in the Hall of the Cerulean Glyph.  Look around you.  Look at the empty desks and remember back to your first day.  Fifty of you began this journey, but only eleven remain."

By the Empress the man was beautiful.  Raven hair had been bound into a braid that fell down the middle of a well muscled back.  Daggun had delicate features, and appeared to be no more than twenty-five or so.  His white robes were pulled taught over a well muscled chest, and eyes like flecks of sapphire met hers for an instant.  She looked away hurriedly and felt a flush rising in her cheeks.

Karissa’s gaze roamed the room as she filled in some of the faces that had sat in all those empty desks.  There had been so many students eager to master the arts of Sorcery, but one by one they'd been weeded out until less than a quarter remained.  

"You're asking yourselves why the lamps aren't lit," the professor smiled, pushing a pair of spectacles up the bridge of his nose.  They did nothing to diminish how handsome he was. "Does anyone have a guess as to why?"

Three hands shot up and the professor nodded at Daerian.  Daer wore wire rimmed glasses and had her chestnut hair bound into a simple ponytail that dangled down her shoulders.  At five feet she was the shortest person in the room, though anyone who pointed out that fact was likely to get a tongue lashing.  Daer was nothing if not feisty.

"What's your theory, Daerian?" Daggun asked mildly.  He leaned back in his plush chair and planted booted feet on his desk.

"Today is the last day of classes," Daerian mused. "I believe it’s a lesson to teach of that while our powers are great we shouldn't use magic for every basic need."

"An interesting theory," Daggun allowed.  He paused as he met the gaze of each student. "Does anyone else have a theory?"

"The school is trying save a few talents of jade," Gheray called without waiting to be acknowledged.  As a member of house Cynis he rarely took anything seriously.  It was a wonder he'd made it this far.

"Another interesting theory," Daggun chuckled. "But while both are clever neither touches the real reason.  The lamps are dark as a symbol.  A symbol that what happens in this room today is not seen by the eyes of the Heptagram.   Anything you say is off the record and will not be held against you."

A girl with emerald earrings and a matching necklace raised her hand, and Daggun nodded at her.  She sat up straight, preening herself under his gaze before speaking, "So we may ask any questions that have been bothering us this year?"

"That's it exactly, Melanee.  However, before we get started there is a ritual involved," the professor rose from his desk.  He picked up a small bronze cup and an ornately carved dagger. "If you wish to participate you must be bound by the ritual, which will prevent any of us from speaking of the things we discuss here today.  If not you are excused from class and I'll see you tomorrow for the final."

The professor waited for several long seconds, but no one left.  Not that Karissa expected them to.  The chance to hear answers to any questions they wished was too tempting to pass up.  She certainly wasn't going to miss the opportunity.

"Approach," the professor ordered.  He used the dagger to prick his finger.  Three fat drops slid down his thumb and into the bronze goblet.  Each student came to the front of the room, and one by one their blood was added to the goblet.  Karissa hated the sight of blood and winced when Daggun stroked the dagger across her thumb.   After she added her blood to the goblet she returned to her seat still sucking at her bloody thumb.

"We are committed now," Daggun whispered a word under his breath and a whoosh of flame rose from the goblet.  Karissa felt a chill wash over her, but that was the ritual's only visible effect. "Who has the first question?" Daggun raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

"Why aren't we allowed in the south tower above the twenty-second floor?" Melanee asked hesitantly.  It was a question they'd all asked at one time or another.  They'd been curious ever since Terrel had gone exploring nearly two years ago.  He never came back.

"There is a sentient disease dwelling in the south tower," Daggun explained.  He leaned forward in his chair, gaze swiveling across the room. "It seeks nothing but death, killing any foolish enough to get close."

"Can't the physicians cure the disease and cleanse the tower?" Melanee asked.  She seemed shocked that it hadn't already been done.

"They can't.  This disease is beyond our ability to understand," Daggun admitted.  Several gasps echoed through the room as students struggled to accept the fact that their instructors didn't know everything. "It adapts to every attempt to cleanse it, and we've lost faculty and students ever since it was first loosed two centuries ago."  The professor took a drink from a clay mug before speaking again, "Who has another question?"

Something had been bothering Karissa for a long time now, and though she feared asking it this was her only chance to get a straight answer.  She hesitantly raised her hand, and after a moment Daggun nodded at her.

"Master," she began slowly. "We're taught that Mela is the first sorcerer.  Yet in studying her writings I've found a number of references to older tomes on sorcery.  How can Mela be the first when knowledge of sorcery seems to predate her?"

 "That’s a good question but there’s another that should go with it," Daggun stroked the thin goatee covering his chin. "Why are the tomes that Mela mentions penned by Anathema?"

Gasps echoed around the room and the students avoided eye contact with the professor, even Karissa felt a flutter of fear at the mention of the word.  The Anathema had enslaved the world, and if allowed to return they'd do worse this time around.

"Logically, there is only one answer.  Can anyone tell me what it is?" The professor scanned the class room, eyes roving up and down the rows of desks. "No one?"

"Mela wasn't the first sorcerer," Daerian spoke without raising her hands.  More outraged gasps sounded throughout the room.

"You all seem shocked at Daerian's answer," Daggun glanced from face to face.  "Yet it is the correct one.  If tomes on sorcery existed before Mela then it isn't possible she was the first sorcerer."

"Then who was the first sorcerer?" Karissa broke in.

"Ah, that's the real question isn't it?"  Daggun laughed. "We don't know, but we suspect the secrets were discovered by the Anathema.  How Mela was taught remains a mystery.  If you reference the tomes she speaks of we can only surmise she learned directly from the Anathema."

"How is that possible?" Karissa asked.  "The Anathema were demonic overlords.  The Immaculate Texts say they are incapable of beauty.  They destroy but never create."

"So, the Immaculate Texts tell us that not only was Mela the first sorcerer, but that Anathema were incapable of creation.  Yet, we all know the wonders that existed in the first age." Daggun explained matter of factly as he took another sip of from his clay mug. "How can both be true?"

"They can't," Karissa spoke with more confidence.  "One must be a mistake."

"Or a lie," Daerian interjected.

"Or a lie," Daggun repeated. "Which means what?"

"The Anathema did teach Mela," Karissa shot back excitedly. "They either created or discovered sorcery, but for some reason we are taught otherwise."

"Why?" Daggun asked.  Silence fell over the room as the students considered the question.  Why would they be taught a lie?  If the Anathema had invented sorcery why cover it up?  

A minute or so went by, but no one spoke.  Eventually Daggun cleared his throat, "No one?  I'm not surprised.  I asked a dangerous question, and the answer is even more dangerous.  Remember, anything you say here is forgotten when we leave this room."

"I have a theory," Karissa volunteered reluctantly. "Admitting the Anathema created sorcery means that they were powerful.  That knowledge could persuade some people to follow them, and strengthen heretical groups like the Cult of the Illuminated."

"Your deductions are impressive, Karissa.  The Immaculate Faith is careful never to give even the slightest hint of legitimacy to the Anathema," Daggun explained with a grin.  He walked up and down the aisles as he continued. "Mela was not the first sorcerer.  She did learn sorcery from Anathema.  You must never repeat these truths, for in doing so you weaken our faith and the foundation of the Realm."

The students looked at each other nervously.  What they were discussing was heresy, and yet the Professor may as well have been talking about the weather.  In all the years they'd studied at the Heptagram they'd never had an opportunity to ask such questions.  Those who'd done so had been severely reprimanded, and most had left the school shortly after.

"Are there any other questions?" Daggun prodded as he returned to his seat behind the mahogany desk.

"Master," a young man near the front of the class asked. "My grandmother says you taught here when she first attended the Heptagram over a century ago.  You're not a Dragon-Blooded and you don't bear any of the signs we've been taught to look for in a spirit.  What are you?"

"Very astute.  I'm neither a spirit nor a Dragon-Blooded, but I'm blessed with a long life span," Daggun raised an eyebrow and quirked a smile at the boy who'd asked. "Life would be boring if there weren't at least some mysteries.  Any final questions?"

No one had any.  Daggun waved a hand and the room was plunged into darkness as every candle was snuffed out at once.  A moment later the brighter illumination of the essence lamps filled the room.

"Tomorrow is your final.  Be here early if you can, and be prepared to cast every spell you know," Daggun waggled a finger at the class. "Tomorrow is an endurance test.  Get as much rest as possible.  There will be plenty of time for parties after the final.  Dismissed."

The students rose as one and filed out of the room.  Karissa fell in towards the back of the small crowd and found Daerian waiting for her in the hallway.

"That wasn't at all what I was expecting," Daerian spoke in a low voice, scarcely more than a whisper. "What do you make of this Mela business?  I can't believe they've lied to us for all this time."

"It makes me uneasy," Karissa admitted as the pair headed down the hallway.  "If they're lying to us about this then what else is a lie?  How much of what I take for granted is actually true?"

"Precious little, I'm guessing," Daerian whispered as they neared a wide oval door.  She planted her palms against it and whispered a phrase under her breath.  The door would take them to different locations based on which phrase was spoken.  In this case they were heading back to their dormitory.

The door opened with a soft creak and the pair stepped into a long room lined with beds.  It must have been built to hold far more students than the Heptagram currently held, because even when the term had started the students hadn't filled more than a quarter of the room.  Now Daerian and Karissa had it all to themselves.

"Do you think he noticed me?" Karissa changed the subject.  She didn't have to explain who.  Daerian already knew how she felt about the professor.

"As a woman? I don’t think so," Daerian sighed.  She wrapped a comforting arm around Karissa. "The man is a stone.  I'm beginning to think he must like boys."

The pair shared a giggle over that, although it didn't make Karissa feel better.  She'd been trying to get Daggun to notice her for over two years, but nothing she'd done had made him see her as anything but a student.  She hoped her graduation would change that, but was beginning to give up hope.  Maybe it just wasn't meant to be.

"I'm not going to let it dampen my spirits," Karissa said. "Tomorrow is our final, but after that we'll graduate.  I'm proud that we made it this far."

"That's the spirit," Daerian smiled. "Shall we get back to studying?  I want to be ready for tomorrow."

"Let's," Karissa agreed.  Whether he noticed or not Karissa was resolved to graduate as Daggun's top student.
Chapter 5

Yuri
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11th Day of Descending Wood
Harbor District, Chiaroscuro
The waves sparkled under the light of the morning sun as Yuri and Ria wound their way through the market.  She was most beautiful thing he'd ever laid eyes on in all fifteen of his years.  More beautiful than a chest full or gold, or even a ship of his own.  Ria walked arm and arm with him as they browsed the goods in each of the stalls.  Dark curls spilled down her shoulders, and wide brown eyes roamed the bazaar taking in everything.

Yuri searched for a joke, or a story, anything that might prompt a laugh.  Ria's laughter made his heart swell so that it nearly burst.  He'd do nearly anything to hear it again.  She was so beautiful, almost too beautiful for words.  Making her happy was like a drug.

"I want to show you something," she whispered shyly as she pushed back a dark curl that had slipped over her face.

"What is it?" he asked, face flushing as their gazes touched.  Just looking at her made him all tongue tied and as awkward as a child.

"It's something I come down and look at every week.  The most beautiful thing I've ever seen," Ria took his hand and led him to a silver smith’s stall.  All manner of necklaces, bracelets and rings decorated the walls behind the display case.  Most were silver, though a few were worked in gold.  A short, bald man with spectacles smiled at them as they approached.

"Come to look again, miss?" he asked Ria with a warm smile.

She nodded shyly and the man reached into the display case for a silver hairpin in the shape of a swan.  It had feathers of ivory, and Yuri could see why Ria liked it.  The craftsmanship was exquisite.  Yuri longed to buy it for her, but knew it was far more than he could afford, even if he saved for a year.  Bilge boys didn't earn much, especially on a Linthan ship.  Someday he'd have enough money, though.  Someday he'd see that hairpin glittering in her hair, and enjoy the smile that came along with it.

"See how it shines in the sun?" Ria ran a finger along the hairpin, but didn't pick it up.  She stared intently at it with brown eyes big enough that Yuri could fall into them.

"You'll never be able to afford that," a voice sneered from behind.  Yuri turned to see a blond girl about his age.  Her hair was done up in a mass of curls, and her azure gown was the finest silk.  She must be a nobleman's daughter.  He wondered how Ria knew her.

"Katrina," Ria said it sourly like she'd tasted something she didn't like.

"Give me that," Katrina snatched the hairpin from Ria.  She gave it a cursory look before shoving it into her hair.  She turned to the shopkeeper, "How much?"

"Three obols, my lady," the older man gave a deferential bow to Katrina, but wore a disapproving frown.  Yuri choked.  Even as nice as the hairpin was it couldn’t be worth more than an obol.

"I'll take it," she reached into a purse, dumping a handful of silver coins on the counter.  She turned to Ria with a malicious smile, "It looks better on me anyway.  Besides, only a lady needs to wear jewelry.  You stink of fish and even if you didn’t you haven't a lady's bearing.  No man will ever marry you, not even this dirty lout."  She nodded arrogantly in Yuri’s direction.

Ria eyes shone with unshed tears.  Yuri's heart broke, but he couldn’t think of anything he could say.  He doubted putting a knife in the girl would help, but he was tempted to do it anyway.

Nothing Yuri said could take away the pain so casually inflicted by the heartless noblewoman.  He glared at Katrina, eyes narrowing the more he looked at the arrogant smirk she wore.  He wanted to hurt her.  Not physically.  He wanted to embarrass her and make her feel small the way Ria felt.  

Tears finally overwhelmed Ria and she bolted off towards the Seawatch.  Yuri glanced after her, but turned to Katrina before following, "You're an evil bitch, and I hope you die penniless and diseased."

Her eyes widened in shock, but Yuri turned to pursue Ria before she could respond.  He ran through the market trying to find her…

Yuri awoke with his face buried in Katrina’s chest, which was a good deal more pleasant than the thin pillow he was used to.  The blankets had fallen from the bed sometime during the night, and the two were pressed together despite the warm southern nights.  

Morning light filtered through the porthole silhouetting Katrina’s sleeping form.  Yuri traced a line from her shoulder down to her knees with one finger.  She was just as soft as she'd been last night, and he felt the first stirring of arousal.  

In the end he’d lost their little contest.  True, he’d gone to sleep right after the first time.  She’d found creative ways of waking him back up.  In fact she’d done so what felt like every hour on the hour, he thought with a yawn.  The woman had a voracious appetite.

The whole encounter had changed his opinion of her, at least a little.  Oh she was a viperous noblewoman to be sure, but she at least gave the appearance of genuine regret for what she'd done to Ria.  Maybe he was being naïve, but he decided to give her the benefit of the doubt.  At least until she proved him wrong, anyway.

Slipping from bed he fished yesterday's clothing from the pile in the corner and shrugged into it.  Ahlat’s bloody balls even he could smell himself they were so caked with sweat and brine.  At least he'd finally be able to buy new clothes today.  They'd arrived in Chiaroscuro this morning, as evidenced by the soft rocking of the ship.  Had they been at sea the rocking would have been deeper and he'd have heard the crack of the sails in the wind.

  Katrina gave a moan and her eyes fluttered open as he sat on the bed to pull on his boots.  Her eyes widened in alarm, but she relaxed once she realized where she was.  She looked down at her own nakedness, cheeks flushing in embarrassment.  Odd, as she'd shown no sign of modesty last night.

"Your performance last night was adequate.  Very adequate," she gave a coy smile, and he saw what was on her mind.  Damn, the woman was insatiable.  He frowned when he saw Ria's hairpin back in her hair, but said nothing.  He'd retrieve it later.

"Adequate?" he snorted. She’d definitely described it differently last night, "You were eager enough, I’ll give you that.  But you laid there like a bright morning addict.  I’d say you were two notches below average, but as I’d had some rum I’m going to call it three."

"Three notches?” Katrina spluttered.  She seized a half empty wine bottle from the floor and hurled it in his direction.  Yuri assumed it was meant to be in his direction anyway.  The bottle sailed by a good foot to his right. “I’ll give you three bloody notches.”


“I was joking,” Yuri dove for cover as a fat handled hairbrush and his washbasin came sailing over the bed at him. “Really, just joking. You were one of the best.  Not as good as Ria, mind, but definitely better than your average dock side whore.  A courtesan at least.”


“Really?” Yuri peeked over the bed to see Katrina holding a bottle of rum over her head as if she’d been about to hurl it. “One of the best?”


“Yes,” Yuri rose slowly from behind the bed.  Damn, the woman had a quicksilver temper. “And you’re one of the most beautiful.  Not as beautiful as Ria, mind.  But better than any of the rest.” That last was the truth at least.  She was beautiful, but she did lie there like a bloody corpse.

“Can I look forward to more nights together?" she purred, azure eyes twinkling mischievously.

"I doubt it," he sighed in mock regret.  Well mostly mock regret at least. "We're arriving in Chiaroscuro today, and we need to get you off this ship," he pulled on his second boot.

"What's going to happen to me?" Katrina bit her lip nervously.  When she forgot she was a bloody noblewoman she was much prettier.

"I'll tell my captain that I'm bringing you into town to sell you at the slaver's market," Yuri grinned. "So try to look scared.  Once we're in town we'll get you some new clothes, and find you a rich man to wrap around your finger."

"I'd rather stay with you," she sighed, blue eyes pleading.  Even though he knew she was manipulating him he still felt a tug of sympathy.  Damn she was good.

"Only because you don't know me," Yuri rested a hand on her bare shoulder. "I've spent a lot of years hating you, but no matter what you did when no one deserves the life you lived with Adir.  You've paid any debt you had to me.  I believe Ria will feel the same."

"Yuri, I feel badly about what I said to her.  Ria was so carefree when we were young.  She could go where she wanted, do what she wanted.  She could even spend time with any man she wanted.  Every minute of every day was controlled for me, and I was jealous," Katrina bit her lip again. "I am sorry.  I hope you'll tell her I meant what I said in that letter."

"I will," he nodded. "And I believe you.  I'll make sure she understands."  

"She's luckier than she knows," Katrina smiled as she stretched.  When his gaze dropped to her bare chest she smiled wickedly. "If I have to leave could we, um you know, just one more time?" her creamy skin begged to be touched.

"I can't," he sighed. 

"Why not?" she seemed confused.

"Because Ria wouldn't like it," Yuri sighed. "What we did last night was bad enough."

"Are you promised to her?" Katrina glanced at his hand, probably looking for a ring.

"No," Yuri replied hesitantly.  He wasn't sure he wanted to talk about this, but it was a legitimate question. "I asked her to marry me.  Twice.  She refused both times."

"Then why do you care what she thinks?" Katrina seemed confused by his attitude.

"We have a strange relationship.  She won't marry me because she'll never leave the Seawatch.  Her father gave it her when he passed away, and it’s her home," he scrubbed his fingers through his tangled hair. "As a member of the Family I'll never be able to settle down, so I can’t live in the Seawatch.  I visit her and we have fun, but that's as far as it will ever go."

"Well if that's the case," Katrina wrapped her legs around his waist.  "Are you sure you don't want to…"

"No," he cut her off more harshly than he'd intended.  Why wouldn't his conscience be quiet?  He'd slept with more women than he could count without so much as a whisper of guilt.  Why did this bother him so much? "I have work to do.  We need to meet Xendrak about those pearls.  Besides, don't you want to go shopping for some new clothes and see about some breakfast?" He gently disengaged her legs.  It was harder than he'd thought it would be, and not because of her strength.

"What's Chiaroscuro like?" she asked, watching intently as he dressed.

"It's the most amazing city in the world.  If you put your clothes on I'll show you," he smiled down at her.  Wait, he was asking a woman to put her clothes on?  He couldn’t let word of that get out.  He had a reputation to maintain.

"Alright," she smiled in what Yuri took for excitement. "We were supposed to meet Xendrak tomorrow at an inn on the docks.  The Vigilant Gull I think it was called."

"I know the place," he bent low to kiss her on the nape of the neck. "I wish we had more time.  I'd love to keep you locked in here for a couple of weeks, but I have work to do.  I'll check in on you as soon as I can.  Whatever you do, do not leave this room.  Any man on this ship will take his liberties if you're caught alone," he cautioned.  Hopefully she'd listen.

"How do you suggest I keep myself occupied?" she asked as she pulled on one of his shirts.  It hung low enough to be considered decent, but exposed most of those lovely thighs.

He nodded at the small shelf next to the desk, "I keep a few books there.  Help yourself."

"A pirate with books?" Katrina sounded surprised.

"And I can count too," Yuri laughed.  "We're not all dirty illiterate thugs.  Anyway, I need to get above deck.  I'll check in on you when I can."

Yuri headed for the door, buckling on his cutlass as he stepped into the hallway.  Climbing the steep banister he emerged into the early morning air.  Breathing deeply he squinted against the glare as he gazed across the harbor.

The ship had been tied off to one of hundreds of docks that jutted out into the harbor.  Behind him lay a miles long breakwater, twenty feet high and constructed from solid glass in a myriad of colors.  It protected the harbor from the fiercest storms, and the enormous firedust cannons mounted on either end protected the harbor from other threats. 

"Yuri," bellowed the captain from his place near the wheel. "It's about time we saw you above deck.  I was beginning to think you'd been done in by that little flower.  Did she keep you up late?"  Raucous laughter echoed across the deck as the crew joined in.

"She's got a tongue like a file, but she was worth it," Yuri laughed back. "I almost regret having to sell her.  If I had a chain and a bowl I'd keep her in my quarters." There was a great deal of laughter at his comment, though privately Yuri felt a little guilty.    

"Just don't let that get in the way of business," the Captain spoke in a lower voice as he approached. "We need those pearls sold, quick like.  Ivari is already pressuring me for his cut, besides I can't see the back of this place soon enough.  It's hotter than Kimbery's wrath." The Captain doffed his hat and mopped at his blue pate.  Yuri was more used to the heat, having spent his childhood here.


Yuri raised a hand to cover his smile.  It never ceased to amuse him that the demonic deity the Linthan’s prayed to was named Kim.  Kim?  Seriously?  Not Malfeas or Cecylene or some other evil name, but…Kim? 

"Of course captain," Yuri nodded deferentially. "I'll see we get the best price, and I'll have those pearls sold by tomorrow afternoon."

The Captain's eyes widened in surprise, "Tomorrow?" Seems a bit soon lad, I won't hold you to that."

"Care to make a wager?" Yuri grinned.

"Oh no," the Captain held up his hands. "I'll not take that bet.  If you say they'll be sold by tomorrow, they'll be sold by tomorrow."

Yuri wasn't surprised by the Captain's reaction.  The Lintha raided vessels the world over, and the cargos they seized needed to be sold.  He'd escaped the life of a bilge boy by selling cargo faster and for more profit than anyone else in the Haquen fleets.  It was a gift and had he not been sold to the Lintha he'd likely have become a merchant.  Well a smuggler truth be told.

"I'll get to it then," Yuri scrubbed a hand through midnight hair. "I'm going to take the woman and sell her off on the way.  I'll be back by nightfall."

"I'm impressed, lad." the Captain gave a scarlet smile. "If you pull this off I'll see that you're well rewarded."  Haquen headed for the wheel leaving Yuri in stupefied silence.  That was the closest to praise he'd heard in the five years Yuri had served under him.

Yuri was still reeling from the captain's praise when he headed down to the hold.  He took the steep stairwell that was nearly a ladder, and found Rat and Gargas already there when he arrived.  They stood around a pile of large, black crates with one open between the two of them.  Gargas had a crowbar clutched loosely in one meaty hand.  Rat had a monocle covering one eye.  He held a thumbnail sized pearl up for examination.  Neither noticed his arrival.

"I ain’t never seen pearls this big or quite this color.  Did you know they came in black?" Rat's grin nearly split his face. "We're gonna get a fortune for em.  I expect they're worth about six talents of jade.  We'll see maybe half that if we find the right buyer."

"Six talents?  That's enough coin to buy us each our own ship," Yuri interrupted.  All three shared a grin.  

"If the crew gets 3 talents," Rat mused. "That would make my share about six obols.  Not quite enough for a ship, but that'll keep me in rum and whores until I'm too old to enjoy either."

"So what’re you gonna spend your share on, Yuri?" Garg asked.  It was more words than the massive sailor usually strung together.

"Me? With what I've already got saved this should give me enough to buy myself a ship," Yuri said.  Rat handed him a wineskin, and he took a pull before continuing. "I want to set up a merchant fleet that can make me money on the side.  Eventually I'm hoping to retire to my own island somewhere."

"You think the Family will allow that?" Rat's asked.  Membership in the Family was for life.  The Lintha hunted anyone who fled and if anyone had ever gotten away from they must have been smart enough to keep quiet about it.

"Aye, I do," Yuri answered.  He handed the wineskin back to Rat. "As long as I give them a generous cut they'll let me do what I want.  I just need to fatten their pockets at the same time I do my own.  Which, I'm not going to do standing here.  I've business to be about boys.  I'll see you later."

"Take care sir," Rat went back to examining the pearl with his monocle.  Garg merely nodded and gave a soft grunt as Yuri mounted the ladder and headed back towards his quarters.

He gave a quick rap then pushed open the door.  Some part of him was hoping to find Katrina still abed, and he was disappointed to see her dressed.  She'd donned her gown and done a fair job of repairing the elaborate coif she'd worn when they met.  A worn leather tome was spread across her lap, and she glanced up as he entered.

"You are full of surprises," Katrina smiled.  This time it was more warm than predatory. "You have books in three different languages.  Can you really read all of them?  Even I only know two."

"Does that surprise you?" Yuri was used to this reaction.  People were shocked when he used words with more than two syllables, much less showed a flair for languages.  It was part of the price for being a pirate, just like wearing clothing for weeks at a time.  Damn his father for getting him into this in the first place.

"A little," she admitted. "How does a pirate learn so many languages?"

"Just like anyone else," Yuri laughed. "Hard work and diligence."

"You know what I mean," Katrina rolled her eyes. "Where does a pirate find the opportunity?"

"I wasn't always a pirate," Yuri replied. "My mother lived in the old city here in Chiaroscuro.  I was born in one of the broken towers, and I roamed these streets as a boy.  My half-sister was the daughter of a scribe, back when we were no more than six.  She taught me my letters and in exchange I taught her to steal.

"After my father gave me to the Family, the Lintha saw my talents and decided to put them to use.  They hired a tutor to teach me all the languages I'd need in the ports we visited," Yuri knelt to pick up a rucksack from under a dirty shirt, slinging it over his shoulder as he stood. "I was responsible for selling the goods we stole, and still am."

"You're a complicated man, Yuri.  Full of surprises," she mused as she rose to her feet looking every inch the noblewoman.  Well, if you didn't count the wine stain on her dress or the few renegade strands of hair that refused to stay in her coif.

"I suppose I am," he admitted. "Are you ready to see the city?"

"More than," she slid her arm through his. "I'd like to get something to eat if you don't mind."

"I'm not surprised," Yuri laughed. "We worked up quite an appetite last night."  Katrina blushed and looked away, but gave a soft smile.  When she forgot to be so arrogant she was surprisingly sweet.

As soon as they stepped through the door Katrina became a different woman.  Gone was the confident noblewoman, replaced by a timid girl terrified by pirates.  The act was convincing enough to send a chill down Yuri’s spine.  Here was a woman who switched masks like the wind changed direction.  He led her above deck ignoring the catcalls from the Lintha as he walked down the gangplank, stepping onto the pier.

It was crowded with fisherman hawking their wares and sailors loading or unloading vessels.  Most wore white turbans and sandals, though the poorer sailors often went bare foot.  The few Delzahn nobles Yuri saw wore colorful silks wrapped in layers, though none had the distinctive veils their brethren outside the city tended to wear.

Towers of every color shot into the sky, some rising hundreds or even thousands of feet above the crowded city streets.  Many bore the scars of past wars, though over half were fully intact.  Those that survived housed the wealthy and powerful of Chiaroscuro.

Yuri wove a path through the throng keeping a tight hold on Katrina's elbow.  She gawked at everything, which wasn't surprising given that she'd grown up on an island that would have fit in a tiny corner of Chiaroscuro.  Abalone's population couldn't be more than fifty thousand people, where Chiaroscuro was home to over a million.

"The first thing we're going to do," Yuri called loudly into Katrina's ear to be heard over the din. "Is stop by a tailor to get some new clothing."

"I want one of those," Katrina pointed at a dark eyed beauty clinging to the arm of a noble.  The woman wore a blue silk gown that clung to every curve.  The fabric was so thin Yuri could see right through it, but was careful not to gawk.  Doing so was likely to enrage the woman's companion, and the last thing he needed was a duel with an angry noble.

"Alright," he agreed. "We can get you something similar.  It will be useful later."

"Useful?" Katrina looked confused. "I assumed you'd do it because you enjoyed the way it looked on me."

"Oh believe me I will.  I consider it one of the perks of the job," Yuri laughed. "But it’s not the reason I'm buying it.  The one we need to gawk at you is Xendrak, and I'll make sure you're dressed so that he doesn't have any other choice."

"Oh," Katrina glanced up at him. "I was still hoping you might change your mind and decide I could stay with you."

"Katrina," Yuri took her gently by the shoulder and pulled her to the side of the pier.  Traffic swirled around them, but at least they could stop long enough to look her in the eye. "I told you before that you don't know me.  I'm not just a pirate.  I work for the Family.  The Lintha.  You lived in Wavecrest so you know what that means."

"Couldn't you leave them?  Maybe we could start a new life…" she began, but trailed off after a moment. "No, that would never work.  We'd be hunted and I don't think I could live that way."

"Nor should you have to.  Listen, I know you're frightened which is understandable," Yuri pulled her into a hug.  She stiffened, but relaxed after a moment. "Everything in your life is changing and fear of the unknown is natural.  Look back at your old life Katrina.  Were you happy?" He pushed her away and looked down to meet her gaze.

"No," Katrina bit her lip. "I wasn't.  I was miserable.  I had money and power and status, but I didn't have love.  Or friends."

"Look around you," Yuri gestured to the city around him. "This is the grandest city in creation.  You have a chance to start over, and to make this your new home.  No one knows anything about you, and you can reinvent yourself as anyone you want.  If you meet the right man you could find yourself wealthier than you ever were with Adir, and I guarantee any man here will prefer you over his serving boy."

"You're right," smile smiled up at him. "This is a chance for a fresh start." She leaned her head against his shoulder, and for a moment he was able to pretend it was Ria strolling along side him.  

They meandered down the pier until they reached a paved road leading deeper into the old city.  Katrina stopped in the middle of traffic to gape at the smooth vermillion glass.  He grinned down at her, having seen the same reaction from many newcomers.  The first age material magically repaired itself, and kept itself clean of debris.  He'd never heard of another road like it, not in any city in creation.

"Amazing, isn't it?" he laughed, pulling her along. She nodded up at him, still speechless. "Follow me." He tugged her along, leading her up the street to a shop with wide windows.  Standing in those windows was a man and two women, each clothed in an array of silks.  They modeled them for passersby, attempting to steer traffic into the shop.

A sign hung above the doorway with a blond mermaid sitting atop a rock, arms crossed over her breasts. A bell echoed through the shop as Yuri pushed open the wooden door, and he held it until Katrina had entered.  It was easily ten degrees cooler inside, though still oppressive.

Rows of shelves lined the walls, each covered with bolts of cloth in an array of colors.  Most were silks, though Yuri saw fine cotton as well.  Along the back wall was a wide counter, and behind it stood a woman dressed all in grey.

Yuri recognized her immediately as a dereth, but turned to Katrina before she could get herself into trouble, “Do you see the shop keeper?"

"The woman behind the counter?" Katrina replied in a voice that carried.  Yuri winced.

"Not a woman, a man." he explained in a low voice. "Any woman may take the grey and forever after she becomes a he.  It's dishonorable to treat a Dereth as a woman, and if you do he's likely to challenge me to a duel." Yuri placed emphasis on the word to show how one addressed a Dereth.

"Oh," Katrina's eyes were wide.  She raised a delicate hand to cover her mouth. "I had no idea.  I'm sorry."

"It's alright.  Now, let's see about getting some clothing," Yuri smiled down at her reassuringly.  He strode boldly towards the counter, extending a hand across it.  The Dereth clasped his wrist in a firm grip, which he returned.  They held eye contact for a precise three seconds before releasing each other.  It was a formal greeting, but most who took the grey were traditionalists so he was hardly surprised.

"I am Narisio of the Tarek tribe," the Dereth spoke with the crisp accent of the Delzahn, though her voice was unmistakably female. "Be welcome in my shop."

"My thanks for your hospitality, Narisio.  I am Yuri of the Nalah tribe.  This lovely vision is the Lady Katrina of Wavecrest," Yuri gestured at the petite woman.  

"Ah," Narisio's gaze roamed over her just like a man might have, and Katrina's eyes grew still wider.  She seemed to be having a difficult time adjusting to the southern city's customs. "You are a lucky man indeed, Yuri.  What brings you to my shop?  Do you seek something for the lady, or perhaps a new outfit for yourself?"

"Both," Yuri wrapped an arm around Katrina. "She'd like to see something in silk, perhaps a blue to match her eyes.  I'd like traditional silks, something a noble might wear.  I've recently come into some money, and want to spoil myself."

"Excellent," Narisio clapped his hands and two women rushed into the room through a curtain behind the counter.  Each wore a blue silk gown only a hair thicker than they one they'd seen on the street, and Yuri eyed them appreciatively as their host turned to face the women. "Take their measurements while I find some suitable garb for our fine guests."

Narisio hurried through the curtain while the two women used long strips of cloth to measure them.  Katrina finally relaxed, probably because she was in an environment she recognized.  As a noblewoman her clothing had likely come from similar shops back on the isle of Wavecrest.

The tailor came bustling back out with nearly a dozen garments draped over an arm.  Most were dresses suitable for a Chiaroscuran woman, and Yuri seated himself on the plush cushions piled against the wall.  He watched as Katrina was led into a dressing room to try on each selection.  When she'd emerged for the third time Yuri gaped like a boy seeing a woman naked for the first time.  Katrina wore a gown of emerald silk that clung to her like a second skin, just opaque enough to hint at what lay underneath.  

"I think I'll take this one," Katrina laughed at Yuri's expression, and he closed his mouth with a click.

"An excellent choice," Narisio smiled.  The Dereth snapped 'his' fingers and one of the girls rushed the rejected dresses back behind the curtain. "I assume you'd like to wear it out?"

"Yes," both Yuri and Katrina said at the same time.  

"How do I look?" Katrina raised her arms and spun in a slow circle, prompting a low whistle from Yuri.  She'd have no problem wrapping any man in the city around her finger with that dress.

"Dangerous," Yuri laughed. "It's worth every ounce of silver I'm about to pay for it."

"You're turn," Narisio disappeared into the back, returning with a second armload of silks.  Most of them were white, which was unsurprising.  White cloth kept the glare off, which was why it was the most popular color among the Delzahn. 

Narisio escorted Yuri into the same wide changing room Katrina had used.  Once inside Yuri stripped off the salt stained clothing, and the tailor helped him don a pair of loose white pants, and a white shirt that hung open over the chest.  He wound a long white scarf around Yuri's head, completing the traditional attire of a Delzahn nomad.  Turning to face a full length mirror Yuri eyed himself with a critical eye.

"I think she'll be pleased," Narisio smiled at Yuri, clapping him on the shoulder as if they'd been friends their whole lives.  Yuri agreed with the Dereth's assessment.  He did look good.  Much better than when he'd walked in, anyway.

"I'll take it.  I don't need to see any others," Yuri told him.  Narisio gave an excited nod and escorted Yuri back into the shop's common room.    

"You look dashing," Katrina smiled, crossing the room.  She ran a hand over the silk covering his chest, pressing herself against him.  He could feel her breasts through the thin fabric triggering a surge of arousal.  Narisio caught his eye and gave a knowing smile.

"Fine work, Narisio.  How much?" Yuri withdrew his purse from his belt pouch.

"Two silver shekels, my friend." The Dereth smiled broadly, but Yuri nearly choked.  That was enough coin to feed a poor family for a year.  Reaching into his pouch he counted out the silver, adding two more pieces as a tip.  Narisio gave a low bow when Yuri slid the coin across the counter.

"Thank you," Katrina smiled up at him, sliding her arm through Yuri's.  The pair slipped out the door and was assaulted by the late morning heat.

"Shall we see about some lunch?" Yuri asked, drinking in the sight of Katrina in the new dress.  The woman was dangerous, especially for a man who enjoyed soft women.  Xendrak wasn't going to know what hit him.

"Or we could find a room," Katrina laughed, twirling around to show off her new dress.  More than one man on the crowded thoroughfare eyed her hungrily.

"Don't tempt me," he shook his head sadly.  The thought of helping Katrina out of her new dress was almost enough to make him give in to her suggestion. "I'm taking us to the Gull.  We'll get some food and see if we can find Xendrak."

"What are you going to tell him?  He won't buy pearls from pirates," Katrina asked.

"Who said he's buying pearls from pirates?" Yuri asked innocently. "I'm a servant of Master Adir, come in his stead to make delivery.  All under the watchful eye of his beautiful and gracious wife."

"Do you really think that will work?" she asked with a laugh. She seemed skeptical. 

"Trust me," he grinned. "I know what I’m doing…"

Yuri was shoved roughly from behind, stumbling into a nearby wall.  He spun to find himself staring at a man's chest.  Craning his neck he gazed up a good foot and a half to the man's face.  A huge Delzahn nomad had a meaty fist wrapped around the hilt of the scimitar belted at his side.

"Watch where you're going, runt," the man growled, ripping his weapon from its sheath.  Yuri gaped at the blade.  It was made from the same glass as the road and towers.  Such weapons were deadly sharp and never lost their edge.  He’d always wanted one as a child.

"You shoved me you bloody bastard," Yuri shot back.  Showing weakness would only encourage the man to more bravery.  The glances that the Delzahn shot Katrina's way told Yuri why he'd been shoved.  There was no way he was getting out of this without a fight. "If you're after my woman, say so.  A real man would challenge me instead of inventing excuses."

"Alright, runt.  I'm going to cut you down and take your woman.  That clear enough for you?" The man snarled. "I challenge you."

"As the challenged I set the terms?" Yuri asked.  The man gave a harsh nod. "Then I choose here and now.  Use of any weapon you have on your person is permitted.  Do you accept?"

"Done," the giant rumbled.  He didn't wait, whipping his scimitar towards Yuri with so much force the air hummed around the blade.  Yuri leaned to the right allowing it to whistle over his head.

"You're strong, but I've seen faster cripples," Yuri taunted, backing up to gain room.  He slid his cutlass from its sheath just in time to parry an over handed chop.  

The force of the blow launched Yuri into the wall knocking the wind from him.  A deep notch scored his blade, sheering nearly halfway through the cheap steel.  Another blow like that and his weapon would be useless.

Muscles rippled across his opponent's arms as he lunged forward.  Yuri attempted to dodge, but the man anticipated his move and got one of his hands around Yuri's throat.  He slammed him into the wall a second time, and once again the breath left his lungs in a rush.  Yuri saw stars and blinked rapidly to clear his vision.

"You talk too much runt," the larger man barked as he rammed his blade towards Yuri's gut.  Yuri bit down on the man's hand, who dropped him with a yell.  

The pirate rolled between the larger man's legs, dropping his sword as he did so.  Flipping to his feet behind the giant, Yuri yanked a pair of pistols from his belt.  Since the Delzahn had agreed to the use of any weapon on their person it made his pistols fair game.  

The nomad's eyes widened when he saw what Yuri held.  He opened his mouth, probably with another taunt, but Yuri didn't give him the chance.  Sighting down the barrel he stroked both triggers.  The first projectile caught his opponent in the breastbone, knocking him into the wall.  The second caught him in the right arm, which dangled uselessly at his side.

The man’s eyes tightened as he surged to his feet, already lurching into another charge.   Somewhere behind Yuri Katrina screamed, but he blocked it out.  Dropping to his knees he drew his second set of pistols.  Bringing them into line with the man's knees he squeezed both triggers and the weapons roared.  

Both shots were true taking his opponent in the knees and spilling him onto the pavement.  His scimitar went skittering away as he struggled to rise.  Yuri dove for the sword, dropping his still smoking pistols as he seized the hilt.  

Rolling back to his feet he spun back around to face his assailant.  The man struggled to rise, and Yuri took his time circling behind his opponent.  He gripped the hilt of the glass scimitar in both hands, and stabbed down with all of his strength over the Delzahn's spine.  The first age glass parted flesh as if it were silk.  The man gave a final shudder then lay still.

"I gave him a way out," Yuri said to no one in particular.  He wrenched the blade free of the man's chest with a hollow sucking sound.  Wiping the blade on the man's pants he slid it into his scabbard.  By the bloody bull his head hurt.  Katrina stood speechless, staring in horror at the slowly spreading pool of blood.

"Y-y-you killed him," she sputtered.

The road emptied as the people around them decided they had other places to be.  Yuri merely waited.  The Watch would be along soon and if he ran they'd hunt him.  If he stayed he was sure he could talk his way out of this.

"I'm a bloody pirate," he hissed. "Not some hero out of a story.  I do what I need to do to survive.  If I hadn't killed him you'd belong to him now, and I can promise you he wouldn't be as gentle as I've been."

"Couldn't you have killed him with your sword?" she asked quietly.

"You saw how well that went.  I'm a much better shot with a pistol than I am a hand with a blade," he growled back. "I'll not apologize for saving your life.  I don't give a rat's ass about my bloody honor."

"I'm sorry," she sighed. "It's just that in stories…no, that's not right.  I know this isn't a story.  Thank you for saving me." Katrina finished meekly.  Well as meekly as her upturned nose would allow, anyway.  

Several sets of booted feet clicked their way down the street.  Yuri spied four men in red silks hurrying towards him.  Each had a curved blade buckled at their side, and three hung back while the leader approached.  He had the white hair of an older man, but his physique was that of a man in his prime.

"What happened?" he barked.  This was a man used to being obeyed.   

Yuri stepped forward with a hand wrapped firmly around the hilt of sword.  He was dressed as a noble, so maybe he could pull this off, "This offal shoved me into a wall and challenged me to a duel.  I wasn't the easy meat he was expecting."

The guard's eyes roamed over the scene drinking in all the details before settling on the corpse in the middle of the road.  He turned to face Katrina, "Is this true?"

"Yes sir," Katrina said meekly, "He challenged my, uh, lover to a duel and he lost."

"Very well," the man snapped. "I’m fining you a shekel for disturbing the peace, and another for the mess."

Yuri bit back a curse, but fished the coins from his purse and handed them over.  The captain accepted the fine with a nod before stalking off with the rest of his men. He'd spent more money today than he had in the last six months, and most of it had been on Katrina.  Damn, if he spent much more time with her he'd be penniless.

"That's it?" Katrina asked as the watch left. "You killed a man in the street, but the fine was for the mess?  What kind of barbaric place is this?" Her voice held an edge of hysteria.

"Katrina," Yuri placed a hand on either shoulder meeting her gaze. "Chiaroscuro is a different world.  Men see women as property.  They take what they want, and often what they want is you.  You're beautiful and exotic.  Men will kill to posses you, and no one will stop them except for other, stronger men."

“Is that supposed to comfort me?” she nearly shrieked.

“It's not all bad, Katrina.  Women aren't powerless here, quite the opposite.  Especially one like you,” Yuri explained.  He stepped back from her and gestured towards the towers in the distance. “This city is controlled by rich, old men.  You are a beautiful, ambitious young woman.  This place is anything you have the will to make it into."

"If there's one weapon I've practiced the use of it's my looks," Katrina's back stiffened and her face adopted the arrogant cast it had borne when they'd met. "I hardly need tutoring from you on how best to seduce a man."

"I wasn't implying you needed help," Yuri countered. He took her gently by the arm and guided her back into traffic. "I just wanted you to see this as an opportunity, and not a sentence."

"I know," she laughed suddenly.  Damn if her moods didn't change like the weather.  She grabbed his arm in both of hers and leaned against his shoulder.  They walked in silence for several blocks as they wound towards the Vigilant Gull.  Yuri had never been inside the place, but he knew it by reputation.  It was an upscale restaurant only the wealthiest businessmen dined at.

Hopefully Xendrak was there.  Yuri was really starting to tire of Katrina's antics.  Besides, if she cost him anymore silver he’d be broke.
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RY 768 
11th Day of Descending Wood
Heptagram, Blessed Isle

Dazzling light washed over the stage, illuminating eleven students garbed in long black robes.  Each stood ramrod straight with as much dignity as they could muster.  The blinding light from the essence globes prevented Karissa from seeing beyond the stage, which was just as well.  

Three thousand of the Realm's most influential Dynasts observed the graduation from their seats in the amphitheater, and Karissa's mouth was dry as it was.  Had she been able to see the gathering she'd probably have bolted from the stage, much less been able to give her speech.  

"…allow me to present this year's Tenacity of the Empress award to V'neef Karissa for her tireless pursuit of excellence in the art of sorcery," finished Professor  Daggun.  He turned from the podium and its magical voice amplifier to shoot her an encouraging smile.  She wondered if he knew what that smile did to her.  Daggun's long dark mane had been bound into a simple ponytail, and her heart leapt as she met his gaze.  

Karissa crossed the stage as waves of applause swept over her.  Squinting into the glare she stepped on the hem of her robe, which sent her staggering into Professor Daggun.  He caught her in strong arms, and she stared up into liquid blue eyes as he set her back on her feet.  Karissa blushed furiously.  How could she be so clumsy?  She tried to recover as she stared out at the dark shapes in the audience.  Pulling her speech from a pocket she smoothed the velum as she placed it on the podium.

"It is with great humility that I accept this award," Karissa's voice quavered as it rang through the amplifier, ending the last smattering of applause.  She took a deep breath before continuing.  This time her voice was stronger. "In this time of trial we are without the Empress' guidance, but it is vital that each of us strives to succeed with the same tenacity that my great grandmother showed when she drove back the Wyld, and when she gathered the survivors of a war torn world."

Wild applause drowned her out at the mention of the Empress, and she waited for it to die down before continuing, "It is with this spirit of determination that my fellow students and I take the first step in a larger journey.  Tomorrow we return home to our houses, where we will begin a life of service to the Realm.  We accept our tasks with humility, duty and poise.  We will not fail you."

Thunderous applause drowned out the beating of her heart, which was deafening.  Karissa gave a graceful bow and walked slowly back to her place in line, thankful that she'd finished her speech without doing anything overly embarrassing.

"Karissa," boomed a familiar male voice from the audience, and she glanced out at the crowd.  Her foot came down on the hem of her robe again, but this time there was no professor to catch her.  She stumbled into one her classmates, grabbing desperately at Iraya's robe in an attempt to halt her fall.  

A tremendous ripping sounded across the stage as the poor girl's robe tore.  The entire front pulled away, exposing the girl's shift as Karissa fell face first to the wooden floor.  Laughter swelled from the crowd and Iraya gave a shriek before bolting from the stage.  Karissa stumbled to her feet, hitching her robes and sprinted after her as her face burned with embarrassment.

"Excuse the interruption," Professor Daggun's deep voice rang out, silencing the laughter.  Even he sounded amused.  "This concludes the commencement ceremony for the Heptagram's class of 768.  Please join me in welcoming them into service for the Realm."  

A last round of applause drowned out everything, as the curtain cut off the audience from the stage.  Karissa hurried down a flight of steps finally catching up to Iraya.  The poor girl was wracked by sobs and held the massive tear closed with both hands.  Karissa bit her lip as she considered what to say.  How did you apologize for exposing a woman before the elite of the Dynasty?

"You hate me don't you?" Karissa sighed miserably. "I deserve it.  I'm so sorry Iraya…it was an accident."

"I-it's alright," Iraya sniffed, though from her tears it was most definitely not alright. "You didn't do it on purpose."  The girl hurried off, leaving Karissa by herself. She'd have felt much better had Iraya yelled or screamed or pulled her hair, but the girl had always been timid and accommodating.  That made it worse somehow.

A steady stream of students ran by as Professor Daggun dismissed his class for the last time.  Most ignored her, though more than one cracked a joke or grinned as they went by.  Karissa did her best not to blush, but had a feeling her face was more scarlet than her hair.  Sitting heavily on the stairs as the last of her class ran by she put her face in her hands.  How could she be so stupid?

"You look upset," an amused voice came from behind her, and she turned to find Daerian and her brother smiling down at her.  Garod wore a sea green tunic and black trousers, with his long red hair brushed back into a neat ponytail.  His skin held a faint greenish tinge, which was common among wood aspected Dragon-Blooded. 


Daerian was dressed in robes identical to her own, though she wore no glasses today.  Her hair had been done into three elaborate braids.  One fell down her back and the others over her shoulders.

"I've never been so embarrassed," she sighed. "I'm never going live this down, am I?"

"People won't even remember in a few weeks," Garod scoffed. "And if they do it will be the girl whose robe you tore that they remember.  That was the best show I've had since that Cynis orgy.  What's her name anyway?  Maybe I’ll see if she’s free for the evening."

"Garod," Karissa was scandalized.  How could he be so flippant about this? "This isn't funny.  That poor girl was mortified.  I can't believe I was so stupid."

"You're many things Karissa, but stupid isn't one of them," Garod laughed as he sat down next to her. "Clumsy maybe, but not stupid."

"Oh that makes me feel much better," she replied acidly.


Daerian folded her arms and gave Garod a dry look, but said nothing.  She was probably storing up insults to unleash on him all in a torrent, which she likely would when her temper finally got the better of her.

"Look at the bright side.  In a few decades no one will remember this," Garod grinned.  Karissa slugged him in the arm as hard as she could, and was rewarded with a grunt.

"That's not funny," she growled.

"Not to you maybe," her brother mumbled.  He cleared his throat before speaking again, "I have good news."

"Good news?" she asked.

"I convinced father that you should accompany me on my trip to Wavecrest next week," Garod beamed. "That means you don't have to deal with any of this marriage drivel for at least a couple of months."

"Really?" A surge of elation rose within her.  She'd been dreading her return home.  Marriage was the last thing on her mind.  She wanted to go out into the Threshold to have adventures like Garod had done for the last several years.

"Really," he replied, tousling her hair as he'd always done when she was a child. 

"It took me hours to do my hair," She punched him in the same arm, and was rewarded with another grunt. "So why are we sailing to Wavecrest?"

"We're hunting pirates," Garod grinned. "You'll actually get a chance to use all the spells you've learned."

"Pirates?" Karissa gaped. "Seriously?  Father agreed?"

"Only because he's going too," Garod admitted. "He'll be leading the fleet, and I'm commanding one of the vessels.  You get to stay with me on the Empress' Pride." Her brother put an arm around her shoulder, giving one of his grins.  It made her feel at least a little better.

"I still feel bad about Iraya," she sighed.

"Don't.  Today is a day for happy memories, and Iraya will be fine.  They'll be talking about how nice the view was, which should salve her ego at least a little bit," Garod stood, pulling her to her feet. "Now let's go.  Can you fly us out of here?"


“She really will be fine, Rissa,” Daerian spoke in a low voice as she squeezed Karissa’s shoulder.  Then she elbowed Garod on the gut and he gave a hard grunt.

"Fly us out of here?" Karissa looked confused.  "Aren't mother and father here?  I assumed we were meeting them for dinner."

"Uh, it’s just me," Garod avoided her gaze. "I was sent to bring you back to Arjuf."

"Just you?" Karissa was devastated.  No one else had come to her graduation?  Not even Rakota and Gargas were here, and she'd been certain they'd come even if her parents couldn't. 

"It's not that they didn't want to," Garod explained. "They'd have been here if they could.  It's just that Rakota was attacked by assassins and…"

"Assassins?" Karissa broke in.  "Is he ok?"

"He's fine.  There were six of them, but Gargas killed them all," Garod's voice held a mixture of envy and disbelief, which didn't surprise her.  Such feats could be expected from Dragon-Blooded, but Gargas was a mere mortal.  Of course he was also the best swordsman she'd ever seen, and he should be since her uncle A’lar had trained him.

"At least they had a good reason," Karissa replied.  She still felt slighted, but her parents had many demands on their time.  This wasn't the first time they'd been too busy to be a part of her life.

"Let's go," Garod tugged her down the stairs and out onto one of the balconies lining the room.  Daerian followed with a reluctant frown.  "Show me what you've learned.  Can you use the Stormwind Rider spell?  I've always wanted to try it."

"No, but I have something even better," Karissa smiled.  She'd been waiting to show him this.  Holding her arms out with the first two fingers extended she closed her eyes.  Magical energy surge within her as she called on her essence.  

Heavy winds whipped around her as Karissa's anima manifested.  A tornado leapt into existence, tugging at her robes and pulling the strands of her hair so they looked like writhing snakes.  Harnessing the energy that bled into the air around her Karissa channeled it into a pool at her feet.  The pool grew larger and larger as the essence faded from a cool cerulean blue to pale white wisps of cloud.

The clouds billowed around her feet until they formed a layer large enough for several people to stand upon.  Stepping atop the Cirrus Skiff she grinned at Garod and Daerian and gestured for them to do the same.  Garod gave a low whistle as he stepped onto the cloud, but Daerian merely smiled having seen the spell before.

"I'm impressed," her brother seated himself comfortably on the fluffy white cloud. "I've heard of the spell and I've even seen it cast, but I never imagined my little sister would be the one doing it."

"Unlike you I actually learned something at school," she stuck her tongue out at him, and her brother laughed.  He'd attended the House of Bells, the Realm's premier military academy.  Of course given the stories he often told he'd done more drinking than fighting while there.

Karissa gave the cloud a mental command and it shot skyward pulling up and away from the Heptagram.  The view was breathtaking.  The Heptagram sat on a small island off the coast of the Ventus prefecture.  Six short spires and one extremely tall one rose up over the waves, each attached to the squat building that dominated the isle. Patches of fire rolled across the sky as elementals patrolled the grounds, and the shimmer of essence surrounded the entire island.  The Heptagram was the magical center of the Realm, and the grandeur of the place still amazed her after all her years here.

"Quite a view," Garod called over the rushing wind. "But I bet it was a lot harder for you to sneak off campus than it was for us."


"You might be surprised," she laughed back. "We can use magic to escape."

"To where?" Garod retorted.  "There's no towns for miles, even on the mainland."

"We used to light bonfires down there," Karissa pointed at the beach as they passed over it. "But that was usually as far as we got."

They gained altitude and the ground rolled by at an amazing pace.  It would still take at least twelve hours for them to arrive in Arjuf.  She wondered if her family had a reception planned, or if they were going to ignore her graduation.  Normally she'd be upset, but she'd already been given the best graduation present possible.  She couldn't wait to meet her first pirate.
 
Chapter 7

Yuri
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11th Day of Descending Wood
Harbor District, Chiaroscuro
Rounding a corner onto a narrow street Yuri slowed as he saw something he recognized.  One of the alleys leading off the cobblestone street led to a black door with a red awning.  Faded yellow whirls streaked the upper part of the door.  The last time he'd been here they'd been a bouquet of flowers, but time had worn them away.  


Anora had lived in that house when they were children, and the two had spent most of their days together.  She'd taught him to read, and he'd taught her to steal. She’d been his half sister, but her father had insisted she live with him.  He was some stuffy noble, but Yuri couldn’t recall the man’s name.  Since then Anora’s house had sat vacant, and she’d lived in a manor large enough to be called a palace.

"What's down there?" Katrina asked, snapping him back to the present.

"Memories," he smiled down at her.  "Nothing important.  Come on, we're nearly there."

The pair wound through a few more streets before finding the Vigilant Gull.  A squat, massive building the Gull stood five stories tall and stretched nearly a hundred feet in both directions.  A steady stream of guests passed through the ornate doors, and Yuri guided Katrina to the back of the line.  He used his thumb to wipe away the black circles under her eyes, and she looked up at him in surprise until he showed her his blackened thumb.

"I must look a mess," she sighed.

"I wouldn't know.  My eyes haven't made it higher than your chest since you put on that dress," Yuri quipped.  It drew a smile, which made him feel better after the earlier incident in the street.  

He felt badly that she'd had such a rough experience the past few days.  Odd, considering how long he'd spent hating her.  Now that he'd spent time with her hatred threatened to give way to affection.  This wasn't a woman he'd toss his heart at, but she wasn't the monster he'd always assumed.


The temperature dropped sharply as they passed through the double doors.  No doubt the owners employed magic to cool the place, though he had no idea how such a feat was accomplished.  Nor did he care.  Yuri was just happy to be out of the heat.

"Good afternoon," bowed a woman in flowing white silks. "Welcome to the Vigilant Gull.  How may I help you?"

"The lady and I would like a table," Yuri dazzled her with his best smile. "Before we are seated I have a question.  We're looking for a business associate.  Do you happen to know where we might find Master Xendrak?"

"Oh you're friends of Master Xendrak," the woman smiled. "Please, I'll bring you to a table and inform him that you're here.  Who may I say is requesting an audience?"

"The lady Katrina, wife of the Lord Adir," Yuri smiled, slipping the woman a coin that disappeared into the folds of her robe.  It left only two more, which wouldn’t cover dinner.  That could be a problem later, if things went amiss with Xendrak.

"If you'll follow me," the hostess wove through tables bringing them to a booth in the back of the room.  She gestured for them to be seated, and Yuri helped Katrina before taking his place across from her. 


"I'll return shortly with word from Master Xendrak," the woman scurried off leaving the two in private.

"So how do we do this?" Katrina's nervousness was obvious.  She held up a spoon and was using its polished surface as a mirror.  She repaired both her makeup and hair with a speed that amazed him.  How did women manage that?

"Relax," Yuri reached across the table to squeeze her hand. "Smile.  All you need to do is introduce me as your husband's servant.  Tell Xendrak that Adir empowered me to bargain on his behalf.  I'll do the rest."

She nodded, lips pressed into a determined line, "I can do that."

"You'll do fine," he smiled reassuringly as the hostess returned.

"Master Xendrak has requested that you dine with him in his private room," she smiled sweetly. "Please, if you'll follow me…" She gestured towards a stairwell across the room.  

Yuri rose and offered his arm to Katrina.  She took it, looking every inch the noblewoman she'd been bred to be.  Well, if you didn't count the smudged makeup anyway.  The hostess led them across the room and up the stairs.  Cresting the landing they entered a wide hallway lined by essence lamps.

The hostess led them to a black lacquered door, and rapped three times.  A moment later the door opened and a similarly garbed servant poked her head out.  The two spoke in whispers, and then the door swung open as their hostess turned to address them.

"If you'll follow me he'll see you now," she smiled gesturing at the doorway.  Yuri strode boldly through, adopting the attitude of a bodyguard.  Katrina followed more slowly, her face slipping back into the arrogant mask she'd worn when he'd seen her on deck with her husband.

The room was far nicer than any other in the restaurant.  Elegant tapestries hung from each of the walls, and a low table dominated the room.  Behind it sat a large man with too many chins and a hungry look in his eyes.  He doffed a purple turban with an obnoxiously large feather as the pair entered, stepping around the table so that he could greet them.

"Welcome, welcome," he boomed as he waddled towards them.  His eyes locked on Katrina like a man lost in the desert might look at an oasis. "I am called Xendrak.  You must be Adir's friends."

"I am called Yuri," Yuri gave a low bow, holding it for several seconds before straightening.  Xendrak beamed at the honor done to him. "This beautiful flower is the Lady Katrina, wife of Lord Adir."

Xendrak eagerly slid his ring encrusted hands around Katrina’s, pulling it to his lips to kiss.  He held it far longer than was customary, staring into Katrina's eyes as he did so.  Yuri smiled into his hand.  This was going to be easier than he'd expected.

"Your hospitality is legendary, Master Xendrak," Katrina kept her voice warm and friendly, and her smile encouraged him to push for more than just kissing her hand. "Thank you for seeing us on such short notice."

"Of course, of course.  I am honored to be in the presence of such beauty.  Even the flowers envy you, my lady," Xendrak blushed as he delivered his compliment.  Katrina rested a hand on his chest for just a moment, smiling up at him.  She glided across the chamber to sink down onto the cushions opposite where Xendrak had been earlier.  Yuri followed taking a seat next to her while they waited for Xendrak to waddle back to his side of the table.

"To what do I owe the honor of this visit?" Xendrak addressed Yuri, but had a difficult time keeping his eyes off of Katrina.  Not that Yuri blamed him.  He had the same problem ever since she’d put on that dress.

"My husband has sent me to discuss the shipment of pearls you've agreed to purchase," Katrina explained with obvious boredom.  "Yuri has been empowered to handle the negotiations."

"Ah, of course, of course," Adir rubbed his hands together as his eyes roamed Katrina.

"May I request a moment in private, my lord?" Yuri cleared his throat in an attempt to appear nervous.  He addressed Xendrak as a lord, knowing the title would appeal to his ego though it wasn't necessarily accurate.

"Of course," he turned a wide smile on Katrina. "Please excuse us my lady.  Our interlude will be brief and then you shall have my full attention."

"Think nothing of it," Katrina extended her hand again, and Xendrak seized it eagerly in pudgy hands.  He took his time kissing it, and sighed when he finally released it.

Yuri crossed the room to stand by a wide window overlooking the street below.  He wasn't far enough from Katrina that she wouldn't hear the conversation, but doubted Xendrak would care.  Most men in Chiaroscuro saw women as an afterthought, never realizing how much they saw and heard.  Yuri had exploited that failing to great advantage over the years.  Women rarely appreciated being ignored, and often spoke freely of the husbands that ignored them.

Xendrak hurried to Yuri's side, joining him while he gazed down at the street below. "My apologies for coming unannounced, my lord.  Lord Adir regrets that he could not come himself, but his injuries prevent it I'm afraid."

"Injuries?" Xendrak's chins shook in surprise. "How did he sustain them?"

"We were attacked less than twenty miles from your shores by Linthan pirates," Yuri dropped his voice and shot an obvious glance at Katrina, making sure Xendrak saw it. "Lord Adir lost three ships, and very nearly lost his lady wife.  He was wounded defending his vessel."

"How horrible," Xendrak gasped.  His face flushed in outrage. "The pirate scum endangered the Lady Katrina?"

"I'm afraid so.  So much so that she's considering remaining behind in Chiaroscuro out of fear of further attacks," Yuri sighed. 

"I can hardly blame her," Xendrak's anger was plain. "If she requires a place to stay I would be most happy to offer my own residence." Yuri had no doubt that he would, especially if he could convince her to share his bed as well.

"My Lord," Yuri looked at him searchingly. "May I speak frankly?"

"Of course," Xendrak waves magnanimously. "I encourage such things."


"My Lord, Adir does not deserve her," Yuri nodded at Katrina. "She needs a real man to care for her.  A man who understands honor.  A man such as yourself."

"Me?" Xendrak seemed caught off guard. "But she is a married woman.  I could never bring her such dishonor."

"My lord is indeed honorable, but please hear me out," Yuri placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in to whisper, “Such a flower must have careful care or it will wilt and die.  Lord Adir does not share your honor, and beats her mercilessly.  She would never speak of such a thing for fear of dishonoring herself in your eyes, but I've seen the bruises."

"No," Xendrak hissed. "I will not allow such a thing.  She must stay with me when this barbarian sails."

"Then we are of one mind," Yuri bowed low before Xendrak, smiling as he straightened. "I care for the lady, though she is far above my station.  I want to see to her happiness, and I believe you could give her that."

"I could," Xendrak shot back fiercely.

"But as long as her lady husband lingers in Chiaroscuro she cannot be with another man for fear of his wrath," Yuri sighed.  Hopefully Xendrak would take the bait he'd just dangled.

"Then we must arrange for him to leave," Xendrak mused. "But how?"

"If I might suggest a plan, my lord?" Yuri offered, keeping his tone as deferential as possible.  This was easier than feeding fish to gulls.

"Please," Xendrak seized Yuri's shirt, his eyes shone with desperation. "Speak of this plan."

"Lord Adir cannot go home, because in losing three ships he cost his father a great deal of money," Yuri explained. "The only way for him to make up for that is to get a fabulous sum of money for the shipment of pearls.  He's told me that he will not sail until he earns a price double what they are worth." 

Yuri sighed heavily before continuing, "If you can help me find someone who might pay such a princely sum for these pearls, then together we can save the Lady Katrina.  But where can we find such a man?"

"Is that all?" Xendrak's laugh boomed through the room. "Money?  I will pay this sum, and save the Lady Katrina from her beast of a husband.  I only regret that I can't challenge the scum to a duel, to make him pay for the mistreatment of such a beautiful woman."

"My Lord," Yuri dropped to his knees, abasing himself before the merchant. "You have spoken like a lord and a man of honor.  My heart will rest easier knowing that the Lady will be well cared for.  Might I have a few moments to speak to her and tell her of your generosity?"

"Of course," Xendrak placed a fatherly hand on Yuri's shoulder. "You are an honorable man Yuri.  You risked much to tell me of the Lady's plight, and you have my gratitude."

"No gratitude is necessary, My Lord.  Watching over the Lady is enough for me," Yuri rose slowly to his feet, and gave Xendrak another bow.  The man was eating this up.  Yuri hurried over to Katrina, kneeling next to her while he kept an eye on Xendrak near the window.

"I've gotten him to agree to pay double what the pearls are worth," he whispered.  Katrina coughed into her wine, nearly spilling it on herself. "There's a catch though.  I've explained to him that your Lord Husband has mistreated you, and that you need a real man who can appreciate your beauty."

Katrina shot him a surprised look, “What did you have me agree to?"

"Nothing like what you're thinking.  Xendrak is willing to give you a place to stay for as long as you need it.  He'll try to seduce you, but he's too honorable to force his attentions on you," Yuri explained. "Xendrak is already wrapped around your finger.  If he pleases you I can promise you a wealthy and attentive husband.  If not he can still serve as a start to your new life."

"Alright," Katrina bit her lip. "Are you sure it's safe?"

"I'm sure.  I'm a good judge of character.  Xendrak probably indulges in all sorts of nefarious crimes, but he considers himself honorable when it comes to women.  If you're looking for a new husband you won't find better than this," Yuri explained.

"I'd rather stay with you," Katrina's gaze was pleading. 

"We've had this discussion," Yuri sighed. "Trust me, you'd not enjoy life at sea and like it or not that's the life I live.  For what it’s worth I'd love to keep you around too, especially in that dress."  That prompted a smile from her, which made him feel a little better.  It was a hard choice he was asking her to make, but opportunities like this were rare.

"Alright," she firmed her resolve.  "I'll do it."

Yuri looked up to meet Xendrak's eye, giving the man a nod.  The merchant waddled happily over to the table resuming his seat across from Karissa.

"Where shall I have the coin sent, Yuri?" Xendrak beamed. 

"If it pleases my lord, I'd like it delivered to pier thirty-six," Yuri replied with a slight bow. "The vessel's name is the Galeta."

"I'll see to it immediately.  Perhaps you should accompany the coin so the Lady and I have time to get to know each other," Xendrak turned his smile on Katrina.  He reached for a small mallet, using it to strike a silver gong.  A soft tone rang through the room, and a door opened to admit another scantily clad young woman in white silks. Yuri was positive she was different than the last, though the two were similar enough that it was difficult telling them apart.

"Marya," Xendrak barked. "Arrange an escort for master Yuri, five of our best men.  Have twelve talents of jade loaded onto a cart, and take it anywhere master Yuri wishes to go."

"I commend the Lady to your care," Yuri gave a final bow before turning to face Katrina. "Lady, if you ever have need of my services, you have only to call."

"I'll bear that in mind," she replied stiffly.  Clearly she harbored a bit of resentment, but Yuri felt no remorse.  He'd given her an opportunity; it was up to her to take it.

Bending low he whispered in her ear, "You owe me.  We'll meet again, and someday you're going to let me help you out of that dress." Yuri plucked the hairpin from her hair, slipping it into his pocket.  He followed the servant leaving the room without looking back.
 
 
 
*
*
*
*
*
 
 
 
The last lines tying the Galeta to the dock were cut, and the ship's sails were raised.  The southern wind made them snap and billow to their full capacity, and the ship slowly drifted away from the dock.  Yuri gave Chiaroscuro one final look, watching as the setting sun refracted off the multicolored towers.  

It had been nice seeing the land of his birth, and he'd have stayed longer if he could have.  Reaching into his pocket he withdrew the hairpin, admiring the way the light played off the silver.  He couldn't wait to give it to Ria, but it would take at least two weeks to arrive in Wavecrest.

"Whatcha got there, Yuri?" Rat's voice brought him out of his reverie, and he turned to face the shorter sailor.

"A gift for Ria," Yuri smiled.  

"That's that lady yer always talkin about?" Rat took a swig from a bottle of red before handing it to Yuri.

"One and the same," Yuri took a generous pull letting the dark red wine slide down his throat.  The wind washed over him and he breathed deeply, savoring the smells of port.  It felt good being back at sea.

"What are you gonna do with your share of the money?" Rat leaned heavily on the rail as the Galeta cut through the waves sending up clouds of spray.

"I'm going to blow it on women, wine and more women," he laughed.  Not that he could tell Rat the whole truth.  Even the captain didn't know how much silver he'd skimmed from the top.  

Getting half again as much as the cargo was worth had actually made the captain smile.  The three talents Yuri had pocketed on top of that were nothing short of miraculous, and gave him enough coin to buy his own ship.  It would never have been possible without Katrina.  He lifted the wine bottle in a silent salute as he gave Chiaroscuro a last glance.

The Galeta passed through the breakwater leaving the harbor for the open ocean beyond.  It was a fine day with a stiff wind and a near cloudless sky.  Starting a voyage with calm weather was a good omen.   
Chapter 8

Daerian
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12th Day of Descending Wood
Arjuf, Blessed Isle   
Dawn touched the sky with auburn fingers by the time Arjuf appeared in the distance.  Hundreds of ships from three masted galleons to one man rowboats filled the harbor as fisherman and merchants plied their trade.  V'neef's private palace was a massive six story pagoda that sat by itself on a small island just outside the port.  Early morning sunlight glinted off the tiled roof, and Daerian could almost smell the breakfast that was no doubt being prepared.

She struggled to remove a kink in her back that had developed while she was sleeping, to no avail.  Daerian had never thought a cloud could be such an uncomfortable place to sleep.  Constant fear of falling off had kept her awake most of the night.

"Good morning," Karissa smiled from a few feet to Daerian's right.  Despite being awake all night Karissa looked gorgeous as usual.  

Her scarlet locks had a windblown look, and her robe clung to every perfect curve.  Gods but sometimes Daerian couldn't help but feel a little jealous.  She rarely worried about looks, but around someone like Karissa it was hard not to.

"Good morning," Daerian stifled a yawn. "Did you get any sleep?"

"A little.  I spent most of the night thinking," Karissa replied with a yawn of her own.

Garod rolled over wrapping his arms around Daerian's waist so he could use her lap for a pillow.  He gave a contented sigh in his sleep as he rubbed his face against her leg.  Karissa burst into laughter as Daerian struggled to disengage herself from the sleeping Dynast.

"Umm…a little help please?" she pleaded with Karissa.  Garod resisted every attempt Daerian made at removing him, and she finally gave up with a sigh.  

"And you said the boys were more interested in me," Karissa snickered.

"This wasn't what I had in mind," Daerian replied sourly.  She'd always liked Garod.  After all what wasn't to like?  He was young, handsome and had a bright future ahead of him. "You're not going to let me live this down are you?"  

"Anora?" Garod awoke with a snort, blinking sleepily as he looked around.  He looked up to meet Daerian's gaze, then looked down at her lap where his face had been buried.  Scrambling backwards he nearly fell off the side of the cloud in his haste to disengage himself. 

"Good morning," Karissa smiled sweetly at her brother.  Garod's emerald skin flushed an interesting shade of red, and he avoided eye contact.

"Good morning," Garod mumbled.  He looked up at Daerian sheepishly. "Sorry about that."

"Who's Anora?" Daerian asked.

"No one," Garod blushed furiously.  He glanced over the side of the cloud as if jumping were a better option than continuing the conversation.  


"Oh no," Karissa wagged a finger at her brother. "You're not getting out of it that easily.  Who is this Anora?"

"Just a girl," Garod's eyebrows came together in annoyance. "And I'm not telling you anymore than that."

"Fine," Karissa pouted. 

"She might be giving up, but I'm not," Daerian laughed.  She'd never seen Garod show affection for a women before, much less what she took to be love.  He'd always bedded them and moved on to the next conquest.

"I'm not telling," Garod raised an eyebrow at Daerian.

"Yet," Karissa giggled, prompting an eye roll from her brother.

The cloud came in low and fast over the harbor, and many sailors pointed skyward as they zipped by.  The pagoda in the distance grew larger by the second and within minutes they'd arrived on the sprawling grounds.  Karissa guided the cloud to a stone dais that had been created to receive visitors using just such spells.

The Cirrus Skiff touched down atop the dais, and Karissa banished it with a gesture.  Daerian's friend was inordinately proud of the spell, which prompted a private smile.  As gifted as Karissa was her command of sorcery was a pale shadow of Daerian's.  Of course her friend could never know that.  Daerian was careful to keep the true extent of her abilities a secret.

"I'm still impressed," Daerian smiled at Karissa as she rose from the stone dais. "I can't believe we crossed the length of the Realm in less than twelve hours."  Daerian could have done it in half the time with any of a half dozen spells she knew.

"Even I'm impressed," Garod smiled as he rose.  He tousled Karissa's hair just as he had when they were children.  Karissa bore it stoically but shot her brother a long suffering glance.

Daerian looked up the winding path that led through the sculpted gardens to the manor house sitting atop the hill.  A white robed slave was already heading their way.  She gave a low bow as she approached and was careful not to make eye contact.

"Honor to serve, my lord," A matronly woman with snow white hair and a face like old leather knelt before them.

"Rise, Elise.  You switched my bottom when I stole apples.  There's no need for us to stand on ceremony," Garod put a hand on Elise's shoulder and helped her to her feet.  She refused to make eye contact, but was obviously pleased by the reception. 

"Welcome home, master.  Mistress Karissa, mistress Daerian you both look lovely.  My how the two of you have grown," she smiled warmly.  Elise had suffered the most when Daerian and Karissa left for the Heptagram seven years ago.  Karissa had always been her favorite.

"Thank you Elise," Karissa took the older woman in her arms and kissed her on both cheeks.  It was customary when one greeted parents or other close family members, and Elise stepped back in shock.  Slaves were never accorded such respect.

"It's good to be home," Daerian smiled at Elise.

"Matron V'neef has requested your presence, if it pleases my Lord," Elise bowed before Garod. "She's pleased to see you both home, if I may say so.  I've not seen her so happy in a long age."

"Would you bring us to her please, Elise?" Garod asked.  The slave bobbed her head happily and hobbled up the path as fast as she could manage.  Garod offered her his arm and the pair walked ahead leaving Daerian and Karissa to talk among themselves.

"It hasn't changed," Karissa stopped to run her fingers along a rose.  They were V'neef's favorite flower, and dozens of bushes ringed the manor. "Somehow it looks different though."

"We've changed," Daerian replied. She glanced up at the stylized dragons decorating each corner of the roof above.  She'd always liked them. "It feels much smaller than when we left."

The temperature dropped by at least ten degrees as they entered the manor itself, a byproduct of the first age cooling system found in most buildings on the Blessed Isle.  Essence lamps were set between the rice paper screens lining the hallways.

Garod and Elise were already climbing the broad staircase leading to the second floor.  The two chatted merrily, though Elise leaned heavily on the mahogany railing.  Daerian and Karissa followed a bit further behind.  From the look on her friend's face she knew Karissa was experiencing the same wash of memories she herself felt.

"Karissa," an excited voice called from above.  Daerian looked up to find Varen hurrying down the stairs.  Karissa's father had his midnight hair bound in a topknot, and he wore a flowing green robe of emerald silk. "You're home.  Come and give me a hug."

Such familiarity between father and daughter was rare, and usually frowned upon in Realm society.  Dynastic training was meant to be harsh, and created divisions between parents and children.  Varen and his wife Irella were considered odd, because they'd taken such an active hand in raising their own children.

"Father is that really…erk," Karissa tried to protest, but her father dashed down the stairs and seized her in a fierce hug. 

"I'm so proud of you," he picked his daughter up and spun her around before finally setting her down. "The Tenacity of the Empress award?  Karissa, your grandmother is green with envy.  Even she wasn't able to win it when she studied at the Heptagram."

"Thank you," Karissa looked dizzy as her father set her down. "I'm happy I've made you proud."

"Daerian," Varen rounded on her and attempted to seize her in a hug.  Daerian flipped backwards landing halfway down the stairwell in a defensive stance.  Varen darted after her batting aside her arms and seizing her anyway. "As slippery as ever I see.  Have you kept up on your training while you were closeted with all those sorcerers?"

"As much as I could," Daerian gasped as she struggled in his grip.  He refused to let her go until she stopped.  Varen had tutored her in the martial arts for years before she'd been sent to the Heptagram.  As a bodyguard for his daughter he wanted her able to fend off any threat.  Except him of course.

"I'm pleased to see you home," he kissed her on either cheek. "Thank you for watching over Karissa.  It would break her mother's heart if anything happened to her."

"Father?" Karissa broke in. "Isn't grandmother waiting for us?"

"V’neef will get her turn," Varen laughed.  "I just wanted a chance to see you before she closeted you away all day.  Come and see me when you get out.  We need to prepare for our voyage."

"Father," Karissa rested a hand on his shoulder. "Thank you.  For letting me go with you."

"I'd not have it any other way," Varen replied, his smile was so wide it threatened to split his face.  "I’m so proud of you, little Rissa.  Now don't keep your grandmother waiting.  We'll speak again soon."  He tousled her hair in the same way her brother had earlier, and Daerian stifled a laugh.

Varen continued down the stairs with a wave as Karissa and Daerian picked up their pace.  Garod and Elise had already wound around the corner and out of sight.  Daerian and Karissa quickened their pace and caught up just as they crested the next stairwell.  Garod had taken Elise's arm and the pair slowly ascended the third stairwell which led to V'neef's sitting room.

Daerian slowed her pace to match so as not to pass them.  Elise would be mortified if she thought she was slowing them down.  A few minutes and dozens of stairs later all four arrived outside a pair of double doors nearly twice as tall as she was.  The burnished bronze had been polished until it shone, and the house crest adorned each.

"If the master will permit me I'll inform the matron of your arrival," Elise disengaged from Garod and gave him a low bow.

"Of course, Elise.  We'll wait here," Garod smiled at her.  His affection for the old woman was obvious.  The door swung open silently and the elderly slave disappeared inside.  She returned several moments later and gave another bow.

"The Matron will see you.  Honor to serve, my ladies and lord," Elise held the bow until all three of them had threaded past her.  She closed the door leaving them alone in V'neef's sitting room.

The chamber was sixty paces across with broad windows lining most of the walls.  V'neef was seated on one of several plush couches piled high with comfortable cushions.  As she rose a gown of snowy white silk trailed across the marble floor.  Her ruby hair had been brushed until it shone, and hung all the way down to her knees.  When she smiled her face lit up, and as beautiful as Karissa was she was a pale imitation of her grandmother.  Because V’neef was Dragon-Blooded she aged more slowly than mortals, and appeared to be no more than twenty.

"Welcome home, grandchildren," V'neef glided across the room and took Garod in her arms.  She kissed him on both cheeks before moving to Karissa and doing the same.  Daerian received a smile, which was more than enough. "Please, be seated.  Would you like something to drink?"  Her voice was as soft as the silk garment she wore.

"No thank you, grandmother," Garod replied graciously.  He sank onto one of the plush couches with a contented sigh.  Daerian couldn't blame him as she felt every ache from the journey here.  You'd think sleeping on a cloud would be more comfortable, but instead it was nerve wracking.

"Water please," Karissa bobbed a curtsey as she seated herself on another couch.

"No thank you, Matron," Daerian gave a low bow before taking her seat on the floor.  No one would have looked askance had she taken a couch, but that was overstepping her place.  Despite how close she was to Karissa she was merely a servant.  Well they thought she was merely a servant, anyway.

"You've done well Karissa," V'neef smiled at her granddaughter. "Winning the Tenacity award has brought much prestige to our house.  I'm very pleased." V'neef gestured and a glass of wine rose from a table and floated into her hand.

"Thank you, grandmother," Karissa beamed as she ate up the praise. "I'm pleased to have done our house honor."

"Though the ceremony itself will be talked about for some time," Garod snickered, drawing the gaze of all three women.

"Oh?" V'neef raised a perfectly manicured had to cup her chin as she turned the full weight of her gaze on Garod. "Do tell."

"Karissa, uh, slipped on stage.  She ripped the robe of another student.  It wasn't that big a deal," Garod looked around frantically, finally seizing a wine goblet and choking down its contents.  Karissa blushed furiously.

"I imagine you must be tired from your flight.  Would you like some time to freshen yourselves?" V'neef offered graciously.  Her smile showed the barest tinge of amusement. 

"If you wouldn't mind," Karissa spoke up quickly, cheeks still flushed.

"I'd like to as well.  I'm still stiff from flying on that cloud," Garod massaged his lower back.  He had a wine stain on his upper lip, but didn't seem to notice.

"You are excused," V'neef gave a slight gesture towards the door.  "Daerian, please stay a moment.  I'd like to speak to you."

Karissa and Garod hurried off and V'neef waited until they'd left the room before speaking.  She took a slow sip of her wine sizing up Daerian as she considered her words. 

"Does my granddaughter suspect?" V'neef asked.  The shrewd light of intelligence lit her gaze.  Daerian reminded herself how dangerous this woman was.

"No, Matron.  She still believes I am her childhood friend, and has no inkling of my true heritage or abilities," Daerian dropped to one knee and lowered her gaze.

"You've done excellent work.  I've heard nothing but glowing reports from the Heptagram," V'neef took another sip of wine before continuing. "I assume you've heard about Karissa's trip to Wavecrest?"

"I was surprised you agreed to allow her to go," Daerian kept her tone submissive. "I assume you'd like me to accompany her?"

"Just so, yes.  I don't need to tell you the consequences should she come to harm.  Even one of your kind can be replaced," V'neef's eyes glittered like shards of ice.

"I will keep her from harm, Matron," Daerian's struggled to keep the anger from her voice.  She wasn't sure how much success she had.  How dare the woman threaten her?  The Dragon-Blooded were gnats compared to her people.

"Is there something you'd like to say Daerian?" V'neef's voice was dangerously quiet.

"No Matron," Daerian's words were clipped and she didn't even try to hide her anger.

"Good.  Tend to your affairs here as quickly as possible.  Your ship departs in the morning," V'neef waved a hand dismissively.  

Daerian gave a low bow, swallowing her pride and the bitter words on the tip of her tongue.  Over a decade of loyal service and this was how V'neef treated her?  Someday soon the roles would be reversed, and then V'neef would learn her true place in creation.

Chapter 9

Yuri
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25th Day of Descending Wood
Waters near Wavecrest
The first rumor of dawn lightened the eastern sky suggesting a day of clear sailing.  To the west dark pregnant clouds stretched from horizon to the cold dark waves.   They formed a wall that hid everything and that made Yuri nervous.  Anything could lay behind that thick grey veil.
Thus far the trip from Chiaroscuro had been remarkably calm.  The fair weather had held, and they'd not run into anything even remotely threatening.  The whole thing had Yuri on edge, because he knew such good fortune couldn't last.  Leviathan was a fickle and capricious god, and sooner or later a storm or monster would block their path home.

“Rat, what’s our heading?” he called over the wind as the mortal sailor climbed down from the crow's nest.  

“North by northwest, Sir.  We’re bout six or seven hundred yards behind em.  If they’ve seen us they ain’t done nothin to show it,” Rat yelled back.  He was referring to the galleon they'd been tailing for the last hour.  It looked like a plump fruit, ripe for the plucking.

Rat gestured in the direction of the merchant vessel, and Yuri spotted the dark speck on the horizon.  His practiced eye could tell it was a galleon even at this distance.  It hung low in the water and kept a slow pace despite the stiff wind.  This was most definitely a heavy ship.

"Rat, wake the others and get the water shoes ready in case we can take them by surprise.  Farod, get those sails trimmed and by Ahlat keep it quiet.  We don’t want them to know we're coming," Yuri ordered.  Both men leapt to obey.  Trimming the sails made the vessel more maneuverable, but it also meant sacrificing speed.  That was acceptable as the galleon moved so slowly Yuri was fairly sure he could out swim it.
When he was satisfied with the crew’s preparations Yuri moved to the prow of the ship.  Pulling a spyglass from his belt he scanned the horizon to get a better look at their prey.  The galleon rode low in the water, but something just didn't feel right.  Oilskin tarps covered the deck, which was odd as their cargo should have been in the hold.  Cluttering the deck made it hard to work the sails, and that could swamp you in a storm of any strength.
A closer look at the ship revealed another peculiar detail.  Many vessels used tar to cover cracks in the hull, and the older a ship the more tar you’d see.  The galleon’s entire starboard side was coated in pitch, and it was freshly applied.  Yet the masts were nearly fresh cut timber, and could only belong on a newly commissioned vessel.  
Yuri adjusted the spyglass to focus on the hull, and sucked in a deep breath when he realized what he was seeing.   Under the pitch were the distinctive outline of hatches, and those hatches were only used for one thing.  Firedust cannons.  This wasn't some undefended merchant galleon.  This was a naval ship of the line, and such vessels never traveled alone.

"Get the Captain on deck," Yuri called softly, "Set course bearing south by southeast."

Sail's snapped and ropes creaked as the Galeta shifted course, but it was too late to escape the trap.  Less than two hundred yards off starboard a sleek raker burst from the mist.  Eight or nine hundred yards to port a second appeared.  The sleek two masted ships were often used as hunting dogs to corner pirates.  They lacked serious firepower, but could outpace and slow their prey long enough for larger ships to close.  

 If the rakers were dogs then the galleon on the horizon was definitely the huntsman.  Rows of firedust cannons revealed themselves as hatches were thrown back, and Yuri gave a soft curse. If it closed it could sink them before they could so much as return fire.   
Worse, even at this distance the first mate could make out a riot of green and red essence swirling around figures on all three ships.  Dragon-Blooded, House V’neef or Peleps most likely.   Even as bad as the situation looked had they been fighting mortals the Galeta may still have escaped.  The addition of so many Dragon-Blooded made that nearly impossible.  
One would make a fight close and two made victory all but impossible.  Yuri spied at least three though only one was on the closest enemy vessel.  He’d bet a talent of silver more hadn’t revealed themselves.  Until a Dragon-Blooded used their powers they were indistinguishable from mortals, although their exotic weapons and armor often served to identify them.  

"Let out them sails ya worthless mongrels.  Move like ya want to live through the day," the captain boomed as he heaved his bulk up the stairs towards the wheel.  The gills on the Lintha's neck flared in anger, and shocked the crew into action.  They feared the captain's wrath more than anything the approaching Realm forces might inspire.  


Minutes crawled by as the lead raker closed and Yuri made out more detail as the vessel grew larger on the horizon.   Nearly two-dozen hardened Realm legionnaires waited on deck.  All carried the wide broadswords, silvered mail and bronzed bucklers House V’neef favored.  

In their center towered an imposing figure armored in green jade.   The Lamellar was sculpted to resemble the Dragon of Wood, and must have cost a small fortune.  His wild mane of auburn hair twisted in the wind like a living thing, and a wickedly barbed dire lance was cradled loosely in his right hand.  

The Dragon-Blooded pointed at the Galeta and screamed.  Swirling leaves tinged with wisps of emerald essence burst into a towering display around him.  His men beat their swords against their bucklers and chanted a single word.  Garod.  

Captain Haquen answered with a warbling inhuman wail that set Yuri's teeth on edge.  A deeper wail drifted from the waves in front of the Galeta and the water roiled into frothing white caps.  The stuff of nightmares burst up from the ocean and Yuri bit back a curse.  He’d seen the sinuous demon many times before, but an old dread he'd never gotten over gripped him as the beast broke the surface.  

The infernal worm looked much the same as it always had.  It's sleek black skin could have belonged on an eel if it weren't covered in thick green slime. The mouth was a bit like a lamprey's save no lamprey had a mouthful of arm long fangs.  The beast itself was over ninety feet long, longer even than the Galeta itself.  Its serpentine coils slid easily through the waters as it sank below the surface headed in the direction of the Realm vessel.  

The lead raker had closed to a mere fifty yards by the time the worm struck.  As Realm legionnaires prepared to hurl grappling hooks the ship listed hard to port.  Those closest to the edge tumbled into the hungry waves.  More screamed in horror as the infernal worm reared up.  It towered over their vessel and its shriek was deafening.   

“Archers, aim for the mouth.  Swordsmen, form a line in front of them,” Garod roared over a distant peel of thunder.  Only a few archers had the presence of mind to fire their bows while the rest hoped to avoid the worm’s notice.  The demon's oily skin shrugged off the hurriedly fired shots, though one lodged in its mouth.   Moving far faster than a beast of its size seemed capable of it snatched a legionnaire from the raker.  The man's screams were cut off as the worm swallowed him whole and searched for another target.  Cheers rang from the Galeta and Yuri added his voice to the chorus.  
His elation was cut short as a beautiful sorceress stepped to the rail of the ship.  A dark blue nimbus of power surrounded her and she chanted in a strange tongue that was at once familiar and alien.  Something about it tugged at his memory, and reminded him of the dreams in some way he couldn’t name.  She reached a crescendo, and three balls of crackling green fire shot into the demon towering over her.   The effect was as startling as it was immediate.  The infernal worm was consumed in flames and when they flickered out no trace remained.
"There," Captain Haquen bellowed, "The woman in the blue breastplate.  She's the most dangerous thing they can bring against us.  I want her head, Yuri, and I want it quick.  If you give her time to summon her magics we're lost."

A river of auburn cascaded down the sorceress’ shoulders and danced with the wind around her.  Cerulean armor covered ample curves and in other circumstances Yuri would have enjoyed helping her out of it.  Hells, even in these circumstances if he could get her alone he’d still enjoy it.  It was a pity she needed to die, but the captain was right.  Letting a sorceress have the time they needed to complete their spells meant certain death for everyone on the Galeta.


“She’s a Dragon-Blooded surrounded by the Realm's most elite marines.   I'm good, but I'm not that good.  How am I supposed to kill her?” Yuri's sarcasm earned a scowl from the dour Lintha.

“Yuri, do you see him,” Haquen stabbed a finger at the emerald clad Dragon-Blooded waiting on the enemy deck.

“Aye, captain.  I see him.”

“That's a wood aspected Dragon-Blooded.  He's trained for combat and if I don’t engage him he’ll tear apart our crew.  When they're dead he’ll tear apart this ship,” the captain growled. 

"That much I understand," Yuri pursed his lips in confusion. "But why send me after that sorceress?"

“None of the rest of this lot has a prayer against her so you're my only option.  I realize she'll probably gut you like a fish, but both of us will likely be dead before the day is out.  It's the best option we have,” the Captain shrugged as if he'd already accepted his fate.

“I guess you're right," Yuri sighed. "Can I at least take a few of the crew to help?”

“We need every man, Yuri.  These aren't some soft militia.  These are trained legionnaires who won't go down easy.  After the fight we need enough men on their feet to keep sailing.  We'll only have that if we overwhelm them with numbers,” the captain explained with uncharacteristic patience.

“So not only do we have to win, but enough of the crew have to live for us to escape.  We need to kill both Dragon-Blooded and all of this needs to be done before that other raker catches us?  I want Dukara at the very least.  If you want that bitch dead I’m going to need help doing it,” Yuri appealed.  He'd won some pretty tough fights, but if he tried this by himself all he'd end up was dead.

“Take him then.  And Yuri…don’t disappoint me,” Haquen warned.

Yuri didn’t bother to reply.  If he failed he’d be dead so there wasn’t much to the captain’s threat.   The enemy raker had closed to twenty yards and Realm soldiers lined the rail with weapons in hand.   Several spun grappling hooks and let them fly towards the Galeta’s rail.   

The pirate crew waited nervously, each armed with a cutlass, a pistol or both.   Most were barefoot and none wore anything heavier than shirt and breeches.  The muttering of thunder in the distance promised an end to the respite from the rain.  It would offer an advantage over the steel shod boots of the Realm marines as rain slicked decks were no place for armor. 

"Dukara," Yuri bellowed from his place atop the sterncastle.  "Get your pasty blue ass up here.  We've got work to do."

Dukara sprinted up the dozen steps to the sterncastle.  All traces of insubordination were gone and he eagerly awaited orders, "Aye, sir.  What do you need?"

"We're going to board their vessel, kill the marines, and kill that sorceress.  Think you can handle that?" Yuri gestured towards the beautiful Dragon-Blooded on the enemy deck.  Dukara's pale skin grew even paler as comprehension dawned, but he nodded.  At least he wasn't a coward.  "Good.  Follow me."

Yuri led the Lintha to the rail overlooking the enemy deck.  Crouching made it nearly impossible for the Realm crew to spot either Yuri or Dukara.  Instead their attention was focused on the waiting pirate crew on the central deck where the captain stood.   Yuri read determination on the marines’ faces and knew they'd die before giving up.  

The ships slammed together with the crash of wood on wood as the vessels locked.  Realm marines vaulted the rail to be met by the waiting steel of the Lintha.  As the crowded deck dissolved into a chaotic melee Yuri turned his attention to the flame haired Dragon-Blooded he took for the captain.

Garod gathered his legs underneath him then sprang forty feet into the air in a streak of green essence.  The man hovered weightless as he scanned the deck then fell like a comet with his spear braced against his leg.  The tip pinned a hapless pirate to the deck in a spray of blood, and Garod roared from his place over the corpse.  Using the haft as an anchor he swept each leg up in a different direction.  The first knocked a man into the mast with so much force his spine cracked, and he didn’t rise.  The second man was knocked over the rail so quickly he had no time to scream.


That wasn’t the worst of it.  A spinning whirlwind of death appeared around Garod.  As a wood aspect he was intimately connected to the element of wood.  It infused his anima banner sending a towering pillar of leaves, branches and sticks skyward around him.  Anywhere it touched was scoured clean.  Ropes, clothing and people all felt its full fury.  One man stumbled back screaming as he clutched at bloody eyes.

 
The captain was right.  This Dragon-Blooded was a force of nature, and stopping him was as futile as telling a hurricane to go away.  Sailors scattered like quail, but nowhere was safe from his fury.

"Little prince," roared the Captain.  His voice was so menacing that it halted the melee and all eyes settled on the Lintha, "Let me show you why your people feared mine long before your sorry Realm was birthed by that wench of an Empress."

The Dragon-Blooded spun warily to face the captain.  Even the mighty princes of the earth, as Dragon-Blooded were sometimes called, knew to be cautious around the Lintha.  The blue skinned pirates were as old as the oceans they sailed on.  They’d been birthed by demons and their blood gave them a strength mortals lacked.

"Captain Haquen, I am V’neef Garod of the Realm merchant navy," the Dynast gave his house name first as was the imperial custom.  He spun his spear in slow lazy arcs leaving trails of green essence. “You’ve been judged guilty of piracy, murder, and consorting with demons.  The penalty is death.”  

"Words mean little, scion of V’neef.  Nor do I fear any edict of the Realm.  You’ve no authority over my kind.  We are older and stronger than you and the Realm's time has passed.  But by all means come and claim my head if you can," Haquen laughed.  

Drawing the golden handled essence cannons from his sash he casually gunned down a pair of Realm soldiers, which opened a gap in their ranks.  The ancient weapons had been created during the fabled first age, and were far more powerful than a simple firedust pistol.  The bolts of essence they discharged left the soldiers in smoking piles.  Garod's face twisted in rage and he leapt atop the sterncastle where the captain stood.

"Dukara," Yuri growled, and the Lintha snapped his attention back to the first mate.  Both had been focused on the fight. "I'll drop down first.  Once I find cover I want you to do the same."

Yuri vaulted the rail and landed lightly on the enemy deck some ten feet below.  He dropped into a crouch and scuttled behind a small stack of crates near the vessel's wheel.  A trio of marines surrounded the sorceress on the other side of the mainmast some thirty feet away.  The men wore their broadswords with practiced ease earned over years of use, and waited patiently despite the battle raging in front of them.  Yuri muttered a curse.  They'd left behind their most veteran soldiers.

Yuri drew a pistol from its holster and fingered the ivory handle while Dukara steeled himself at the rail above.  The Lintha took a deep breath before leaping over the side and landing heavily on the deck.  He nearly stumbled into a bucket of pitch left near another stack of crates.  Dukara’s face purpled in a Linthan blush, but he drew his cutlass and crouched behind the crates wordlessly.   The pitch gave Yuri an idea.

"Dukara," he called softly. "Grab the bucket.   When they charge us I want you to drench them.  Got it?"

The Lintha nodded and sheathed his sword.  He picked up the bucket in both hands.  Moving in a low crouch Dukara crept to the edge of the crates.   The storm had moved further away, and while the wind still tugged insistently at his clothing at least the rain had stopped.   Water beaded the deck leaving it slick and treacherous.

Poking his head over the crates Yuri gave a sharp whistle that carried over the keening wind.  All three marines tensed and scanned the deck to find the source of the sound.  The closest was a grizzled veteran with close-cropped salt and pepper hair.  He slid his blade from its sheath and pointed it in Yuri's direction, "Over by the wheel!"

Yuri sighted down the brass barrel with the confidence born from hundreds of shots.  He stroked the trigger and the pistol belched two feet of flame.  The projectile blurred toward the marine catching him in the right eye and jerking him back as if he'd been slapped.  

The ping of metal on metal rang across the deck as the bullet exited the back of his skull and impacted against the inside of his helmet.  The marine's mouth worked soundlessly as he slumped to the deck like a broken puppet whose strings had been cut.  One down, three shots remaining.

The pair of surviving marines stood in shock for no more than an instant before their training took over.  Each drew a broadsword and advanced cautiously towards Yuri’s hiding place.  He'd hoped they'd be enraged enough by their comrade's death to charge, but they proceeded as if expecting an ambush.  When they'd closed to about ten feet Yuri met Dukara's gaze and nodded.

Yuri stepped boldly from hiding to draw their attention, "Good morning gentlemen.  I was wondering if you could tell me about the woman behind you.  Is she promised to anyone?"

The taller marine looked askance of a stocky man with a face carved from weathered granite.  The stone faced man merely shrugged at his companion.  Judging from the golden stars emblazoned on his silver mail he must be the ranking officer.  

The stone faced man stopped a good six feet away before addressing Yuri, "You got some balls on you son, I'll give you that.  Even if I wasn't about to split you shoulder to groin I doubt you'd have much luck with her.  She's as cold a fish as you'll ever meet, she is."

"You didn't answer my question," Yuri gave an easy smile as he eased a pistol from his belt holster.  The marines tensed as they readied themselves for his next move.  With their attention focused on him they were completely unprepared for Dukara as he stepped around a crate and hurled the contents of the bucket in their direction.  The stocky man tried to dodge, but was blocked by his taller companion.  Both took a face full of the sticky black pitch, which flowed over their armor in ebon rivulets.

"I guess I'll just ask her myself," Yuri quipped before squeezing the trigger.  The projectile ricocheted off the stocky man's shield in a shower of sparks.  The sparks ignited the pitch coating his shield and armor, and he stumbled into his companion spreading the flames.  Within seconds both Realm soldiers were transformed into living torches.

Dukara swung the bucket against the stocky man's head felling him like an ox.  Yuri drew the glass scimitar he’d gotten in Chiaroscuro and rammed it under the surviving marine's shoulder where the silvery mail offered little protection.  He was amazed at how easily the glass slid through the man’s armor, and into his chest.  It pierced the man's lung silencing the screams.  The stench of charred flesh filled the air and Yuri wrinkled his nose in disgust.   Three down, two shots remaining.

"Yuri, we did it.  Now all we have to do…" Yuri caught a bright flash from the corner his eye, and turned to face the mainmast where the Dragon-Blooded sorceress stood.  His elation at dispatching the marines turned to ashes as he realized they'd left the most dangerous foe alone long enough to complete a spell.

Time slowed to molasses and every detail stood out with perfect clarity.  It was a feeling Yuri had heard other men describe, but one he'd never experienced.  The sorceress stood with arms extended and fingers curled into tight fists.  The scarlet river that had fallen to her waist danced with the arcs of sapphire essence crackling around her.  Most men would have found it was an awesome and terrifying sight.  Yuri couldn't see past the woman's beauty to even notice the spell.  


Scarlet locks framed an oval face of the smoothest porcelain, and eyes to rival the emerald waves drew his gaze like a moth to flame.   Her ivory complexion spoke of long hours of study, and he'd peg her at no more than nineteen or twenty.  Beside this woman Katrina would be dumpy and plain.  She was easily the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, more so even than Ria.  

Soft ruby lips mouthed words that lived just beyond the edge of his understanding.  The cadence of the spell quickened while her arms rose.  The woman's hands unclenched and the essence gathered into a pool no more than a foot above her. The sorceress spun her hands in tight arcs and the ball of essence mimicked her.  It spun faster and flared brighter as it resolved into a more solid shape.  In a brilliant blue flash the essence disappeared.  In its place was a spinning chain with wickedly barbed knots and curved blades on either end.  

Yuri dove behind a crate as it spun impossibly fast in his direction.  The chain whipped towards Dukara, slicing through everything between it and its target.  One of the obstacles was the mainmast and the chain tore through it like a sharp knife through soft cheese.  The guillotine sheared the mast cleanly in two so swiftly that for a moment Yuri wasn't sure it had even hit.

It wasn't until the top section slid away that he realized what had happened.  The mast shattered the aft rail taking the rigging and sails as it fell.   The splash as it entered the dark waves washed over the side of the deck, and dribbled through the splintered cracks left by its passage.  The deck was still traversable, but would need time in a dry dock for repairs.

The chain itself continued its inevitable course towards its target.  It looped around Dukara's neck once, twice, and then a final time.  He raised his hands to pull the chain loose just as both hooked blades met by slicing through his neck.  The Lintha's head tumbled to the deck while his body fell to its knees.  It knelt for several seconds before slumping to the deck in a bloody heap.

The sorceress' face glowed with pride as her spell slew the Lintha, but her expression melted into horror as she saw the havoc her spell had caused.  She raised her hands to her mouth and stared mutely at the six foot spike where the thirty foot mast had been.  Yuri was pretty sure she was on the verge of tears, and she seemed unaware of his presence.  

Holstering his pistols he approached her calmly, but she showed no reaction, "I bet you're going to get into a lot of trouble for that.  I wouldn't want to be in your shoes for all the jade in the Realm."

She spun to face him as if she’d forgotten his presence.  Her eyes narrowed and her cheeks were flushed, "It's your fault.  If you hadn't invaded my ship none of this would have happened."

"It wasn't me who cut the mast in half and took off half the railing," he laughed as he took a few more steps toward her.  She was almost close enough to touch.  "I'm Yuri by the way.  And you are?"

"…Not giving my name to some filthy pirate," she frowned and rested a hand on the hilt of the Daiklaive belted at her side.

"Ahh, a challenge," A mischievous smile crept slowly across Yuri's face. "I've heard a lot about Realm society, but I've never met a Dynast.  If you'd prefer to keep things impersonal I understand.  Do you have quarters we can use?  Personally, I prefer the open sky whenever I'm with a woman for the first time.  It makes you feel closer to nature."

"Are you…wait are you seriously trying to bed me?" the sorceress gaped.  

"I guess that depends.  Is it working?" he kept his voice as innocent as he could manage.  

"It most definitely is not working," she growled back. "I just killed your friend.  His body is right over there."  She pointed towards the slowly spreading pool of blood under Dukara's corpse.

"Oh, he's not a friend.  Well, wasn't a friend anyway.   Dukara was a Lintha who murdered, raped, and plundered his way across creation.  No one will mourn him, least of all me.  I really should thank you for removing him.  I'm sure dozens of people would offer their gratitude if they knew."

"Aren't you a Linthan pirate too?" she quirked an eyebrow.

"Of course not," he effected a hurt pose.  "I'm a pirate, but I'm not Linthan.  I'm human and I’d never rape anyone."

"Yet you don't deny the murder or plunder?" Her tone was scathing, and her hands rested on her hips like a mother lecturing a wayward son. "You’re no better than he was.  Besides, I wasn't kidding.  You're filthy.  When was the last time you bathed?" she wrinkled her nose in distaste.   Yuri sniffed himself.  She was right.

"Our ship doesn't have the most spacious bathing chambers and I've been at sea a while.  If you're offended by my hygiene, then why not attend to it personally?  You could give me a bath, and then…" he trailed off as her eyes narrowed and her hand tightened on the hilt of her sword.

"Enough," she thundered.  Her eyes flashed in time with the lightning that stabbed into the ocean behind her.  "You've invaded my ship and killed Realm soldiers.  Now you’re going to die, pirate." 

"As long as you don't destroy the other mast doing it.  You know those are important right?" he knew he'd struck home when her face darkened.  She ripped four feet of jade alloyed steel from her scabbard, and essence crackled along the blade like lightning.  Despite her youth she was very capable of ending his life, but by Ahlat she was gorgeous.

Yuri yanked his scimitar from its scabbard as she flowed across the deck like the element that gave her such power.  She became a part of the storm howling around them and each movement flowed with a grace he struggled to match.  

Fortunately her aim didn’t match her speed and the sorceress slipped on the rain slicked deck.  The Daiklaive whistled harmlessly past his shoulder leaving her off balance.  He could have ended the fight then, but some part of him rebelled at the idea of harming her.  Instead, he leaned closer until his face was bare inches from hers.  He slid his hand down to cup her ass and gave it a light squeeze.  Her eyes widened in surprise then tightened in anger.

"Soft, but firm.  Not what I'd expect of a scholar.  I'm guessing the Heptagram doesn’t focus much on swordplay though?" his grin seemed to infuriate her further.

"I will not be mocked by some dirty illiterate pirate," she shrieked.  Her blade became a blur as one attack flowed into many.  Time slowed again as Yuri leaned back to avoid one of several swipes designed to end him.  The blade passed so close he could see his reflection mirrored in the red tinged steel.  He really should have shaved this morning.  He was starting to look scruffy.  

"I'm not illiterate," Whish, the blade whistled by again. "I can read and write four languages.  I'm actually quite well educated.”

"You just won't shut up," she growled in a low feral voice as her chest heaved from exertion.  "What will it take to silence you?"

"I can think of a few things you could put in my mouth to shut me up.  If you're giving me a choice I'm thinking your best bet is one of those perky little bre-," he trailed off as she launched a fresh series of attacks.  


Each strike came closer than the last and he used all of his concentration to avoid each swing.  The last arced towards his neck and Yuri’s scimitar flashed in the sun as he barely raised it in time to intercept the blow.  Essence charged jade met first age glass, and her weapon sheared through his blade with a sharp crack.  

Yuri rolled backwards as the blade continued towards his face.  It carved a narrow slash on his right cheek, but he rolled away from the sorceress before she could launch another attack.  Flipping back to his feet he spun to face her.


"You bloody wench I just got that sword.  Do you have any idea how rare those are?" That was the second sword Yuri had lost in as many weeks.  He's been so happy when he'd recovered the glass scimitar from the Delzahn who'd tried to take Katrina in Chiaroscuro.  Now it was broken and he was without a sword.

Yuri withdrew one of the pistols tucked into his boot and took hasty aim at that lovely chest.  The pistol roared and the projectile hit the sorceress' breastplate from a bare three feet away.  It hurled her into a pile of crates and sent her Daiklaive skittering across the deck.   One shot left.

The jade breastplate kept everything but the Dragon-Blooded's pride from harm.  She struggled from the wreckage chanting the same alien tongue she'd used to banish the infernal worm.  Yuri knew he should stop her, but couldn't bring himself to harm her.  

It was more than a desire to avoid hurting a beautiful woman.  The language was so familiar.  If he heard just a little more maybe he could finally understand it.  Her chanting stopped and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he'd been holding.   He'd assumed the spell would turn him to ash, but instead the Dragon-Blooded's skin darkened and took on the metallic sheen of bronze.

"At least you finally shut up.  Your sword is broken, and I only see one loaded pistol.  Go ahead and use it.  It won't make a difference," the sorceress boasted as she tapped her shoulder with a clenched fist.  It had the ring of metal on metal and he knew she was right.   His one remaining shot wouldn't even scratch that golden skin.   Yuri scanned the deck for options and a slow smile spread across his face.

"How confident are you that you have me beat?" he quirked an eyebrow as he tossed his broken blade to the deck.  She gave him a puzzled look and paused before answering.

"There's no way you can beat me.  It’s over and we both know it," she sounded confident, but he read doubt in her eyes.

"If that's the case then do you object to making a small wager?" he asked mildly.  He edged towards her daiklaive which lay atop the damaged portion of the deck.   He tried to be at least a little subtle, but not so subtle that she wouldn't notice.

"What do you have in mind?" Her eyes narrowed like a predator sizing up its prey.

"If I win then you agree to perform a favor of my choosing.  If I lose I'll act as your maid for a year and a day.  I'll even wear a dress and put my hair in pigtails," he'd considered the bargain carefully.  Since she was convinced she'd win he was gambling that she'd find the prospect of him as a maid amusing.  Hopefully this didn't backfire.

"And you'll bathe daily.  And you'll stop trying to get me into bed," she grinned in triumph though in his opinion that was premature.  The fight wasn't over yet.

"Deal.  Will you swear on your house?"

"I swear by my hope of rebirth, and on the honor of V'neef to abide by this bargain.  There, you have my oath.  How do I know you'll keep yours?" she dusted splinters from her armor but still eyed him warily.

"Because I'll give you the strongest oath I know," his solemn tone felt out of place, but some codes needed to be followed.  Even pirates had rules. "May mighty Ahlat devour my soul if the words I speak be not true.  By my honor I'll abide by this bargain until we both are dust."

She seemed surprised but accepted his answer, "Very well, we have a deal.  Now let’s end this so we can get you fitted for your dress."

The sorceress sprinted for her daiklaive exactly as Yuri had expected.  He dropped to one knee and drew his last pearl handled pistol.  If he missed he'd be worse than dead.  The mast had scuffed and cracked the planking around its point of impact, and the Dragon-Blooded's weapon lay precariously near the largest crack.   Yuri's smile grew with every step his foe took, because the deck creaked under her weight.  In turning herself to bronze she'd become far, far heavier. 

"Watch your step," he called as her foot landed on the plank he'd targeted.  He lightly stroked the trigger and it coughed flame.  The projectile impacted with the middle of the plank splintering the wood around her.  One plank breaking became two and then the whole deck gave way underneath the Dragon-Blooded.  Her cry of rage was abruptly cut off as she plummeted from sight, and a huge crash came from below deck.

Yuri hurried to the hole kneeling carefully at the edge.  Teeth shaped planks gaped around a roughly man sized gap that went not only through the deck, but through the level below as well.  Her fall had inflicted far more damage than he ever could have hoped.  

The sorceress had lay amidst a heap of wreckage.  She was pinned by one of the support beams that normally held up the deck.  Without it there was no way the ship could sail, because a stiff wind would rip the remaining mast right out of the deck.  The beam’s impact had also cracked the hull, and water was seeping through quickly enough that she'd drown without help.  

The Dragon-Blooded lay perfectly still and he studied her for several long seconds before he saw the rise and fall of her chest.  She was alive but wouldn’t stay that way unless he did something.  He cursed himself for a fool, because he knew how stupid what he was about to do was.  Yuri should head back to his own vessel.  He’d accomplished the Captain’s orders, and had only a few minutes before the other Realm vessels arrived.  But she was so gorgeous.


Yuri scanned the deck for something he could use, eventually locating one of the ropes that had ripped free of the rigging when the mast fell.  He tied one end around his waist and the other around the jagged spike that was all that remained of the mast.  Planting his feet against the lip of the hole he rappelled down into the hold twisting to avoid broken planks on the way down.  


Icy water pierced his boots and stabbed into his legs as he landed with a splash.  Water had risen to his knees and covered all but the sorceress’ head and shoulders.  At the very least the spell that had turned her to bronze was gone.  Her eyes fluttered open as he knelt next to the beam pinning her.  They darted wildly around as she grasped her situation, but she didn't give in to panic.  At least the Dynastic training program was good for something.

"The good news is that I don't have to wear a dress.  They must be drafty and I didn't relish the idea of shaving my legs," his humor was met with a fierce glower.  "The bad news is that you lost and you owe me a favor.  You do plan to honor our agreement, right?"

"I'll honor it, but not if I'm dead.  Are you just going to stand there, or are you going to help me?" her voice held a frantic edge.

"I could save you, but that wasn't part of our deal," he knelt next to her.  "If you want help we need to make a new deal."

"You have me where you want me.  I don't have a choice.  I'll agree to whatever I have to," she sighed in resignation.  

"Actually, this isn’t where I want you.  I’d much prefer you in my quarters," he grinned down at her. "If you want me to save you I want two things.  First, your name," he waited expectantly.

"Karissa.  V'neef Karissa," she answered grudgingly.  It obviously cost her to do so. "What's the other request?"

"Tell me I'm handsome."

"Are you serious?"  She howled. "I’m about to drown and you want me to stroke your ego?  Are you really that shallow?"

"Yes," he patted the shapely leg pinned under the beam. "Now, say it…"

"Alright," she rolled her eyes. "You're handsome.  Now will you help me?"

"It didn't sound very sincere.  One more time?" he bent and looked her right in the eye.

"You're handsome," Karissa said through gritted teeth. 

"Was that so hard?  Sit tight and I'll have you out of there in a minute," Yuri spun in place hunting for anything that could move or break the beam.  It was cut from solid oak thicker than his arm, and had been designed to hold up several tons of weight.  This wasn't going to be easy.

There.  Glittering under the rising water he spied Karissa's Daiklaive.  He plunged an arm under the frigid water and seized the hilt.  It took both hands to heave the immensely heavy weapon up from the water, and he was shocked by its weight.  

"You know if you hadn't broken my sword I could have used that right?" Yuri spoke more to give Karissa something to focus on than because he cared about the answer.  
He raised her Daiklaive over his head, still cursing the heavy weapon.   No wonder she had a hard time hitting him.  Why did the Dragon-Blooded use these things, anyway?  He swung it with all his might and barely notched the beam.  A second and third strike cut divots in the wood, but it refused to break.  

The water was rising quickly, and the sorceress strained for each gasping breath.  Again and again he hacked at the stubborn wood, but the progress felt nonexistent.  Yuri's arms burned from effort but he refused to give up.  Karissa met his gaze as the water closed over her head, and he read a plea there.  He had to break that beam.  This just wasn’t going fast enough.  The sorceress thrashed under the water, but her movements were getting weaker.  Time was running out.
Suddenly the daiklaive felt far lighter than it had.  Yuri brought it down with so much force the beam split cleanly in two.  Planting his shoulder against the part pinning Karissa he heaved until it crashed into the icy water with a huge splash.

The sorceress’ skin held a blue tinge and she didn’t appear to be breathing.  Having been on the ocean all his life he’d witnessed a maneuver physician’s called the breath of life.  The idea was to force a person’s lungs to start working again, and could be accomplished by pounding on their chest while forcing air into their lungs.  The problem was he hadn’t the faintest idea how it was supposed to work.  Still, he had to try.


Yuri scooped Karissa up and laid her prone across a pair of crates.  Numb fingers fumbled with the blue breastplate until he found catches on either side.  The water had soaked through Karissa's shift which clung to perfect breasts with enticingly dark swells just under the wet fabric.  Now is not the time for that.  He sucked in a deep breath and knelt next to her to breathe into her mouth.


By Ahlat he hoped this worked.
Chapter 10

Daerian
 
 
 
 
RY 768 
25th Day of Descending Wood
Waters near Wavecrest
When Karissa dove for her Daiklaive Yuri's weren’t the only eyes watching.  Another figure, a hidden figure, observed from her hiding place in the doorway leading to the crew quarters.  She wasn't precisely invisible.  Instead the eye of any observer simply refused to admit she was there.  It was one of the first charms she'd mastered, and had aided her immeasurably in the handful of years since her exaltation.

Daerian’s mouth fell open as Karissa disappeared from sight with a tremendous crash.  An accompanying tremor shook the deck as a wave washed over the side of the ship.  It was as undignified an exit as she'd ever seen, and it must have scandalized her friend.  Karissa had long sought the image of the self-possessed dynast she believed someone of her status should bear.  

Unfortunately, she often fell short based on one unfortunate accident or another.  Daerian felt a moment's pity, but it was overpowered by mirth.  The crash was almost as funny as her friend cutting the mast in half, and was something she'd never let Karissa live down.

Stifling her mirth Daerian tried to be serious.   Karissa could be in trouble and she ought to investigate.  Closing her eyes she whispered a prayer to the Maiden of Secrets, and invoked a charm that allowed her to see with perfect clarity no matter the distance.  She knelt at the edge of the hole peering down at Karissa.  Her friend and protégé had landed in the hold and lay under a pile of wood with one thick beam pinning her right leg.

Karissa's skin still bore the rich bronze hue imparted by her spell, but using her charm Daerian could see the faint rise and fall of her chest.  At least she was alive.  The pirate knelt at the lip of the hole no more than two feet from her.  Thanks to her charm he was oblivious to her presence, and focused solely on saving the sorceress.  

Yuri, that was his name, had found a rope and was tying it around the remains of the mast. For some unfathomable reason rather than flee back to his ship he was risking his life to save his foe from drowning.  He wouldn't be able to do that if Karissa weighed four hundred pounds, which meant the spell needed to go.  

It didn't take much to figure out his motive.  This Yuri was doubtless the worst kind of scoundrel, but he was also male.  She'd yet to meet a man not swayed by a nice set of legs and an ample bosom.  Add in Karissa's over abundance of good looks, and it was unlikely the pirate would harm her.   Especially given the exchange he'd already seen.  They fought like a married couple.

Daerian concentrated and whispered another charm, this one invoking the power of the Maiden of Secrets to allow her to perceive the flows of essence around her.   Warm reds, blues and greens filled her sight but she concentrated on the amber flows gathered around Karissa.  Feeling along the edges of the spell she found the delicate knot holding it together, and unraveled it with countermagic.  It gave way with a brilliant flash, and the bronze faded back to Karissa's flawless alabaster skin.  There, that should give the pirate the edge he needed to save her.

Daerian watched with a mix of envy and appreciation as Yuri rappelled down the hole Karissa had made.   The grace with which he avoided the jagged planks on the way down was more than she could have managed, and she had the benefits of her essence to help her.  He landed with a splash not far from Karissa.

The interplay between the two drew a smile to her lips as he forced Karissa to make another bargain before freeing her.  The Dragon-Blooded was as fierce a friend as you could wish for, but like most of her kind she was arrogant and didn't take well to having her will balked.  It must grate to have to bow to the pirate's wishes, especially when they were so clearly frivolous.

"…Now say it," the pirate's infectious grin was wearing down Karissa's resolve, of that Daerian was sure.  Yuri had the sun beaten skin of a man used to life at sea, and his well-muscled form spoke of long hours at oar.   That much might be said of any sailor, but Yuri's easy smile made even Daerian's heart beat a bit more swiftly.   She'd guess his age at about twenty-five, so only a year or two her junior.  

For Karissa, who'd just turned twenty, he was the perfect age with the perfect disposition.  Plus, he had long midnight hair.  Because of it Yuri looked a lot like Professor Daggun.  Her friend had pined after the professor for years.  He'd been Karissa's first love, but hadn't known she was alive.  He was the first man that her beauty hadn't impressed, and she'd excelled in her studies hoping to please him that way.  Despite finishing near the top of her class, Daggun had never seen her as more than a student and Karissa had been crushed.

"Alright.  You're handsome," Karissa's sarcasm was thick, but Daerian picked up a hesitation the pirate had probably missed.  Karissa believed her words even if she didn't want to admit it to Yuri.  

Daerian was reluctant to intervene until the waters closed over her friend's head.  She decided to give Yuri time to take care of the problem, but bit her lip nervously as she waited.  The pirate hacked at the beam with a dogged persistence, but the beam refused to break.  

Daerian had finally decided to leap down and help when a flash of golden light drew a gasp from her.  The charm she'd activated still revealed the flows of essence and as she watched a pulse of golden energy passed from Yuri into the daiklaive.  It happened so quickly she wasn't sure what she'd seen, but there was no doubting the effect.  The essence charged the jade alloyed steel, and it cut through the beam pinning Karissa with ease.

Yuri wasn't a spirit.  He didn't have the smell of god blood, nor was he a Lintha.  Even if he was the color of the essence intrigued her.  Only the Solar used that particular type of essence, but if Yuri was a Solar why didn't he have a caste mark?  If he wasn't then how did he bond with the Daiklaive?

The man shouldn't have been able to do what he did, nor did he seem aware he'd done anything at all.  It wasn't possible for a mortal to channel essence unless they were awakened in some way, and Yuri's aura was that of a normal man.   Daerian tapped her finger against pursed lips as she considered the dilemma.

Daerian pushed a few chestnut curls from her face and leaned further over the hole to get a better look at Yuri.  He'd pulled Karissa up from the water and laid her on some crates.  Her skin held a bluish tinge from the frigid water, but using her charm Daerian could see that Karissa was still breathing.  Yuri fumbled at the blue jade catches of her breastplate, then cracked the front panel off and set it carefully aside.  

Karissa's overly ample chest lay bare to the world.  An ivory shift was plastered to her like a second skin, and the pirate nearly fell over goggling.  From his look of rapture he'd just found the greatest treasure possible, and his grin prompted a smirk from Daerian.  Karissa was going to kill him, but she was willing to bet the pirate would call that a fair price for the view he'd just plundered.

Yuri could be a nascent Solar, and if he was she needed a way to track him.  She could use charms to follow, but that would mean abandoning Karissa.  Regardless of how things played out between Yuri and Karissa he'd almost certainly leave the ship in the next few minutes.  Was he what she suspected?  


She reached into a pocket and withdrew a small bundle of copper wire.  Holding it in her palm she breathed lightly and a puff of essence settled over the wire.  It twitched for a moment and then eight very tiny eyes blinked in unison.  The copper ball unfolded into a perfect replica of a spider that scratched himself like a tiny dog.

"Erry, I have a favor to ask," she whispered, but needn't have bothered.  Karissa was still lost in her own world on the crates where Yuri had left her, "There's a man in the hold.  I need you to follow him so I can find him later.  Can you do that for me?"

Erry made a happy little whirring sound.  It always pleased her pet to have a task, and he leapt from her hand to the deck below.  Scuttling far more quickly than any normal spider he leapt onto the rope and headed after Yuri.  Satisfied, Daerian turned back to Karissa.  No matter where he went she could find him through Erry.  If he were what she hoped, then she'd have a powerful ally to help her restore Yu-Shan to its former glory.

Chapter 11
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Karissa awoke with a choking gasp as she coughed up seawater.  Her teeth were chattering and she'd been soaked through.  Where was she?  The most beautiful man she'd ever seen was crouched over her.  His long dark hair and deep blue eyes were so familiar, so comforting.  


"Professor?" she murmured as she closed her eyes.  Her lips parted as she waited for the kiss she'd longed for.  Several heartbeats later it still hadn't come, and she opened her eyes.  It wasn't the professor standing over her, though the two could have been brothers.  

Yuri had the same strong jaw, though his liquid brown eyes were different.  The professor viewed her as a child and his gaze had always held patient tolerance.  The pirate's deep brown eyes were full of mixed emotion.  The first emotion she took for concern, but it was tinged with something else.  Lust.   

“What are you doing?” Her hand shot up and seized the pirate by the throat.  Karissa tightened her grip and Yuri gave a satisfying 'erk'.  

"I was going to perform the breath of life,” Yuri choked out as she applied more pressure. "You weren't breathing."

"How stupid do you think I am?" Karissa was outraged.  How dare this dirty pirate remove her armor? "I'm not sure what the gutter trash you usually seduce believes, but I'm a trained physician.  I'm breathing just fine thank you.  You took my armor off so you could see my chest, didn't you?"

"Seeing your chest was nice, but that's not why I took off your breastplate," Yuri batted her hand away from his neck and took a step back.  He actually had the gall to look angry.  "I was trying to save your bloody life.  I should have left you to drown." Rubbing his neck gingerly Yuri stalked through the rising water towards the hole she'd created.

"Where are you going?" she asked as she buckled on her breastplate.  The water was rising rapidly and in another few minutes they'd be underwater.

"Back to my ship," he snarled.  A rope dangled into the hold through the hole she's created, and Yuri seized it in both hands. “Bloody women always getting me into trouble.”

"What about your favor?" Karissa finished buckling her breastplate and hopped down into the frigid water.  The bastard had made such a big deal over their bargain, and he wasn't even going to claim the favor he'd earned?

"Never mind.  Forget about it," he sighed.  The muscles in his arms and back tensed as he hauled himself arm over arm up the rope.

"I don't think so," Karissa was overwhelmed with fury, though she couldn't say why.  Why did this pirate's opinion matter to her?  Maybe because she'd been rejected by the professor and now Yuri was rejecting her too.  

She seized his waist in both arms and yanked as hard as she could.  The rope sawed against a jagged plank until it snapped sending Yuri plummeting back into the hold.  He sent up a huge splash as he landed.  Yuri staggered to his feet and turned a baleful eye on her.

"Alright, I'm sorry.  I'm sorry I flirted with you and I'm sorry I asked you for a bloody favor," He growled as he waded through the water towards the stairwell on the far side of the room. "Now just let me go and you'll never see my bloody face again."

"What about the favor?" Karissa snapped.  She seized his arm and spun him around.  The water was up to her waist now, and rose a few inches a minute.

"Forget it," Yuri tried to disengage himself, but she clung to him like a bulldog.

"No," she hissed.  Why was she so angry about this? "Ask for your damn favor and I'll let you go."

"If you insist," Yuri shrugged.  His gaze was calculating, but most of the anger bled away. “When you return home I want you to find the most skilled artist you can.  Have them paint a portrait of you wearing nothing but a smile.  When it’s finished have it sent to the Silver Veil in Chiaroscuro."

“You want a portrait of me naked?  Why?” Karissa tightened her grip on his arm.  She was almost positive she didn’t want to know the answer, but morbid curiosity prompted her to ask.

“I'd think that would be obvious, but I have two reasons.  I’m going to hang it in my quarters so that every morning when I wake up it’s to your smiling face,” his gaze dropped to her chest and his eyes lit up.

“My smiling face is up here,” she arced an eyebrow.  The pirate gave a start and jerked his gaze up to meet hers. 

“Right, sorry about that," Yuri smiled as he scrubbed a hand through his tangled hair.  Karissa's heart skipped a beat in spite of herself.  He looked so much like Daggun.  "I've told you what I wanted.  Are you going to let me go?" He glanced down at her hand which still gripped his shoulder.

"You said there were two reasons.  What was the second one?" Karissa demanded.  The water had nearly reached her chest.  They were out of time, but she needed to know.

"I wanted to see you again," Yuri gave her a lopsided smile. "I figure if I give you a chance to get the portrait back maybe you'll come and try for it.  If you can convince me to give it back to you of my own free will by Calibration then it’s yours and that's the last you'll see of me."

"And if I can't convince you?" she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

"Then you have to sign the portrait 'love Karissa'.  Does that sound reasonable?" His grin was so wide it nearly split his face.

"That seems harmless enough," she allowed.  She was still reluctant to let go of him for some reason, but this was getting ridiculous.  They needed to get out of here. "Very well, I agree." 

 She let go of his shoulder, and he bolted up the stairs and out of her life.  For some reason that bothered her more than she cared to admit.  She waded through the water towards the stairs, but by the time she made it up on deck Yuri was gone.

The Empress’ Pride, her brother's first command, listed badly to port.  On the horizon she could see her father's ship heading in their direction, and the raker that was twin to Garod's had nearly reached them as well.  Karissa wrung the water from her hair forming a new puddle on deck.  It had been a hell of a day.

"You let him go?" Daerian's spoke from behind her.  Karissa turned to face her friend.  Daer wore a plain cotton blouse and a short black skirt.  Her hair was plastered to her face, and dark gaunt circles colored each eye so that she looked like a raccoon.  

"I didn't have a choice," Karissa sighed.  She sat heavily on the stairs next to Daer. "I made a deal with him.  It would have been dishonorable to break it."


"Keep telling yourself that," Daerian snorted with laughter. "That pirate looked a lot like a certain professor.  You let him go because you liked him, didn't you?"

"Yes," she admitted in a small voice. 

"He was kind of cute," Daerian smiled. "I can't blame you.  I'm even a little jealous."

"Daerian," Karissa was scandalized.  Her friend was jealous over a dirty pirate?

"Karissa," Garod bellowed as he landed on the deck near her.  He sprinted towards them, skidding to a halt near her. "Are you alright?"

"I'm fine," she replied.  Her teeth still chattered and she imagined she must look like a bedraggled rat.

"Thank the gods," her brother panted.  She studied him carefully, but it didn't look like he'd taken any wounds in the battle. "One of the pirates told me that you'd fallen below deck and were going to drown without help.  It looks like that was just a lie to get me off his vessel."

"It was mostly true," Karissa admitted.  "The pirate cut me loose or you and I wouldn't be having this conversation."

"I told you, all the boys are after you," Daerian quipped.  It was the first time her friend had shown any sense of humor since the voyage had begun.  Most of her time was spent below decks heaving into a bucket. "And I have a feeling we haven't seen the last of this Yuri."

"I hope not," Garod clenched a fist. "If I see him again I'll cut him in half."

Karissa hoped she saw him again too, though for different reasons. 

Chapter 12
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Waters near Wavecrest
Yuri was panting heavily by the time he reached the top of the rope and pulled himself from the hold.  He heaved himself around two jagged planks, and landed heavily on the edge of the hole Karissa had left when she plunged through the deck.  Getting back up had been a lot worse than rappelling down.  Why hadn't he just taken the stairs?  Bah, at least he was out.  That would teach him to show off for a woman.

Things had changed considerably in the time he'd been below deck with Karissa.  The Realm ship was listing badly to port, and already rode several feet lower in the water.  He'd estimate another ten minutes before it sank, and felt an odd mix of dread and relief at the sight of the second raker growing ever larger on the horizon.  On the one hand it could save Karissa, but on the other he'd be killed if he were caught.  

Yuri would have to cut the Galeta loose and get it underway in the next five minutes.  Anything longer and a fresh crew of Realm marines would swarm them, and from the look of his ship they'd barely repelled the first group.   Only two of the Realm soldiers had survived the assault, but there were many gaps in the pirate ranks as well.   Too many faces he'd come to know were missing.

The Galeta was a complete mess.  Bodies were strewn haphazardly like toys discarded by some capricious giant.  A thick haze of smoke hung over the deck, and was still being fed from little plumes rising lazily from the deck.  Most had been caused by pistol shots, but a pair of small fires had ignited as well.  As of yet they'd either not been spotted, or those that had were too busy to put them out.

Yuri staggered to his feet.  Every muscle felt like it had endured the punishment of a full day at oar.  The only difference was that usually a day at oar left some parts of you not so bad off.  Hmm, the jump back to the Galeta was going to be close.  Because the Realm ship was sinking he'd have to leap nearly six feet up to reach the rail, and if he missed he'd plummet into the hungry waves below.  Of course the longer he waited the wider that gap would be.

Yuri lurched into a run that sped up the closer he came to the edge.  Just before he reached the rail he planted his foot atop it and used it to catapult him into the air.  Two feet separated the ships, and he caught a flash of green underneath him before he was able to seize the rail of the Galeta.  Pulling with aching muscles he heaved himself over the rail and collapsed next to it.  

Things didn't look any better on the Galeta from up close.  Acrid smoke brought tears to his eyes, and the moans of the dying came from all around him.  The last two Realm marines had been killed, but the surviving crew couldn't tend to their normal duties.  Garod still battled the captain, and their fight took them the length and breadth of the ship.  Any man foolish enough to be standing in the open risked being shot by the captain, or dismembered by Garod and his dire lance.

The battle had more or less reached a standstill between the Lintha and the Dragon-Blooded.  Garod was doing everything in his power to close the distance with the Captain, but even he seemed to fear the power of the essence cannons.  The Captain used his shots sparingly, but laid down enough suppressive fire to fall back and avoid being cornered.

Yuri couldn't help the captain, but he could mobilize the crew.  They needed to be under sail quickly or they were all dead.  Now that he thought of it he might not be able to kill Garod, but he did have a way to at least get him to leave the ship.  First, he needed to see about the crew.

"Rat, Tranel get over here.  Cut us loose from the Realm vessel, and don't give me any lip about the Captain and his guest.  Garg, Boren put out those fires.  The rest of you start heaving soldiers over the side.   We need to lighten the ship and get under way," he bellowed over the moans of the dying and the booming pulses of Haquen's essence cannons.  Tranel leapt to obey, but Rat held a bloody rag over his left eye.  His determined limp carried him to the rail anyway, and despite his wounds he set to work with a will.  


Now Yuri needed to get Garod off the ship.  He reached to his belt for his oilskin bag and peeked inside.  Good, the water hadn't spoiled his firedust.  Dumping a liberal portion into one of his pistols he added a marble sized hunk of steel before sprinting up the stairs to the sterncastle.  He dropped to a crouch near the wheel, and waited for Garod to begin his next assault on the captain.

Garod sprang into the air and came at the captain from above.  The Dynast twisted to dodge several blasts, but as his feet slammed down on the deck Haquen fired from point blank range.  Garod brought his spear up smoothly to block, and his anima flared a bright green as it warred with the golden energy from the essence cannon.  The Dragon-Blooded slid nearly a dozen feet until his back hit the rail.  Wisps of greenish smoke drifted skyward from his spear and armor.  

"Impressive weapons, Captain.  If they were wielded by an Exalt I might fear them, but unless I miss my guess they draw on the wielder's essence," Garod smiled grimly, "And you seem to be running out.  Time is on my side, pirate."

Yuri realized the Dragon-Blooded was right.  The captain was already panting from the strain of using the cannons, and before long he'd be too weak to fire them.  

It was a good thing he was about to convince Garod to leave the ship.  He leapt from his hiding place near the wheel taking aim at Garod's helm.  A quick squeeze of the trigger caused his pistol to roar.  Its shot impacted against Garod's lamellar helm with a loud PING, but other than knocking his head a bit to the side had no visible effect.

"Garod," Yuri roared as he stepped into plain view. "I need a word with you, Dynast."

The Dragon-Blooded whirled to face him and a snarl marred his stony features.  His face was a more masculine version of Karissa's, and he could tell instantly the pair were siblings.  His auburn locks were nearly identical, though his muscular build and height differed.   The familiar ease with which he cradled his spear sent a shiver through Yuri.  This was definitely the most dangerous man he’d ever met, more so even than Ivari.

"What do you want, pirate?" Garod growled in a voice carved from granite.  He kept one eye on the captain to make sure he wasn't shot in the back while his attention was on Yuri.  

Yuri calmly crossed the deck to stand several feet from Garod.  At this distance the essence tinged leaves flowing around him could actually be called beautiful, although they also bespoke the man's deadly abilities.  

"I realize you want to bring Haquen to justice.  He's a monster that deserves death.  Most Lintha do," Yuri began in a low voice.  "But I also know that you love your ship, and you love your sister."

"What do you know about my sister?" Garod hissed, and the grip tightened on his spear.  Yuri was moments away from death if he couldn't convince the Dragon-Blooded of his intentions.

"She's alive but she won't stay that way without your help," Yuri raised his hands in an unthreatening manner.  "Listen, I was sent to kill her.  I didn't, but she's trapped in the hold of your ship.  It’s flooding and I couldn't pull her from under the wreckage.  If you don't get back there quickly she'd a dead woman."

Garod’s gaze searched for the truth of Yuri's words.  Whatever he was looking for he seemed to find, and gave a sharp nod, "If you're lying…"

"I know, I know," Yuri interrupted. "You'll hunt me down and exterminate me like the vermin I am.  You've no reason to trust me, Garod.  But what if I'm right?  Are you willing to risk Karissa's life?"

Garod's features twisted between concern and rage.  He turned sharply on his heel springing into the air like a bird taking flight.   The Realm ship had fallen away, and a forty or fifty foot gap had already opened between the two vessels.   Garod blurred over the waves to land gracefully on his own deck, and Yuri went slack jawed at the feat.  The man had leapt sixty feet like it was nothing.

The second raker had closed to a bare hundred yards and loomed ever larger on the horizon.  It fought the wind to reach them, thank Ahlat, but was still very near bow range.  They had to get out of here quickly and hope that the raker would disengage to save its sinking companion.

"Captain, our guest has debarked.  What say we see about finding a more hospitable port?" Yuri bellowed over the wind.

"Lad, you're a man of wisdom.  Take the wheel for a bit while I head back to my quarters.  I've a cask of brandy I've been saving, and I think now would be a good time to crack the seal," the Captain wore a grin which seemed out of place on his normally dour expression.

A titanic splash shot some thirty feet into the air as a cannon ball hit the water uncomfortably close to the bow.  They were in range of the massive galleon.  Yuri turned from his place at the rail to sprint towards the wheel, "Let out those sails, boys.  Our guests are almost here."

The surviving crew moved with an alacrity he'd never witnessed in all his years on the open waves.  In under a minute sails were rigged, and he shifted the course to take advantage of the strong wind wrought by the storm in the distance.  Two more cannon shots landed in the water near the Galeta, but each was farther away from the last.  The second raker glided to a halt near its doomed companion allowing them to speed to safety.  They'd made it.
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Yuri drank deeply of the aroma wafting from the building in front of him.  Freshly baked bread and fish stew had been dinner more times than he could count.  The simple fare provided another reason to return to the Seawatch every time he was in port.   A wave of noise washed over him as he pushed open the heavy door to the inn.  

"Rat, you've not lived until you have a pint of the ale and a bowl of the fish stew," Yuri clapped his friend on the back.  Rat had been sullen and morose since the battle, and raised a self-conscious hand to the new patch decorating his right eye.  Yuri was doing his best to comfort the man.

Dozens of patrons packed long benches at each of the broad tables lining the room.   The blaze in the massive stone fireplace filtered through a haze of purplish smoke curling towards the rafters.  From the smell it was mostly marijuana with a bit of tobacco and maybe some qat mixed in.  At least a third of the patrons puffed away on bone pipes adding to the jovial air.  The tables they huddled around were pitted and scarred with the memory of past occupants, and if you let yourself you could feel the weight of age the place held.  

Most patrons were sailors but a pearl merchant and his guards took up a table in the corner by the fire.  Three barmaids wove through the tightly packed room dodging the overeager hands of drunken sailors.  They delivered tankards of bitter beer and truncheons of fish stew served in bowls of dark crusty bread.   One in particular drew his gaze, and Yuri studied her for several long seconds without her realizing it.  


His fingers twitched at the sight of the dark curls spilling down her shoulders.  The memory of both hands twined through those soft locks was overpowering, but it was hardly the only thing that drew his eye.  Ample curves were covered by a thin cotton blouse, and he envied the rough spun garment its place in life.  The long brown skirt was slit up the side to give a tantalizing look at dancer’s legs.  

"That must be her," Rat laughed. "You look like a man adrift who just got his first sight of land."  


"That's her," Yuri shot back with a sheepish grin.
 

Three steps took him across the room and he seized an armful of the pretty barmaid.  Her scent was all cinnamon and cloves and he inhaled deeply.  She gave a surprised squeal and her face darkened into a frown before she realized who was holding her.  When she did a smile blossomed, "Yuri, you scared me half to death.  I ought to make you sleep in the common room." 

"When you see your present you'll change your mind," He picked her up and twirled her in the air as she gave a delighted laugh.  

"Maybe, but I'll have to find out after my shift.  We're shorthanded, and I've got at least another few hours of work," She disengaged from him and he gave a soft sigh. "Why don't you find a table and have a drink?  If you haven't eaten I can have dinner sent out."

"I'd kill for a bowl of fish stew.  A bottle of your best red wouldn't go amiss either.  Oh and Ria I'd like you to meet someone," Yuri turned back to the door and caught Rat's eye.  The sailor shifted nervously from foot to foot then crossed over to join them.  "This is Rat.  He's a friend from the Galeta, and he'll be sharing a table with me."

"Pleased to meet you, Rat," Ria shook one of Rat's grubby paws and delivered a smile that brought a flush to the poor sailor's cheeks.  She often had that effect, at least she did on Yuri.

"Nice ta meet ya, Ria.  Yuri's told me a lot about you," Rat broke into a grin. "If you get enough wine in him it’s all he talks about."

"Oh really," she quirked an eyebrow, "Talked about my breasts and my hips if I know him."

"Uh," Rat gaped.  He shot Yuri an apologetic look.

"It’s alright Rat, she's making sport of me," Yuri laughed and Ria joined in.  Gods but he loved her sense of humor.

"Oh," Rat broke into a sheepish smile. "He mostly talks about your cooking, and about how he wants to steal you away."

"That's about as likely as him giving up the sea to become a fat innkeeper," she snorted. "You can take the table closest the fire.  I'll see that dinner is sent over straight away."

Ria flashed a dazzling smile over her shoulder as she sauntered off.  Both men watched the hypnotic sway of her hips as she slid through the crowded room.  A large sailor with a wide belly, badly stained shirt and greasy black hair staggered to his feet blocking their view and breaking Ria's spell.  The pair slid onto the bench at the table nearest the fire.

 "So, what's the story with her Yuri?  I've heard you mention her a time or two, but you've never said how you came to know her," Rat raised his voice to be heard over the din of the common room.

"I met her in this very inn nearly a decade ago," Yuri's replied.  He could almost see the place as it had been all those years ago. "I was fifteen and working as a cabin boy on the Inevitable Doom.  We’d just knocked over a trading vessel bound for Chiaroscuro, and made the biggest haul I'd ever seen.  Up until that point I'd spent most of my time on deck when the rest of the crew went ashore, but the captain gave me a fistful of silver to spend."

Yuri scooted the bench back far enough to plant his back against the warm stone of the fireplace.  It took off evening chill.  "I'd never been with a woman, and some of the older sailors egged me on to find a whore and become a man.  I was pretty shy back then, if you can believe that.  The prospect terrified me."

"You?  Shy around women?" Rat hooted with laughter. "You're just trying to have a bit of fun at my expense."

"Oh it’s true.  He was all stammers and blushes when I met him," Ria interrupted as she returned with a heavy tray balanced on one arm.   She set it on the corner of the table giving Yuri a tantalizing and very intentional look down her shirt.   The tray contained a pair of cold clay mugs filled to the brim with dark red wine, and two crusty bread bowls fresh from the oven.  Steam wafted from the generous helping of fish stew in each bowl and Ria set one in front of Rat.  She picked up the other and used one of the carved wooden spoons she'd brought to savor a mouthful. "Mmm.  This is tasty.  Bet you wish you had a bowl too, eh Yuri?"

"I'm not giving it to you," he crossed his arms over his chest and met her stare for stare.  She was after the present she knew he'd brought. "And you can't embarrass me into it either.  Go ahead, tell Rat how we met."

"I'm still waiting to hear about Yuri being shy around women," if Rat could swing a sword or pull an oar as fast as he shoveled fish stew he'd be able to crew the Galeta by himself. "Yuri you really should try this.  It’s amazing."

"Alright, alright," Ria pouted.  She pushed the bowl in Yuri's direction with a mischievous grin. "Can't blame me for trying.  You know I don't like waiting."

Yuri met her grin and set to eating with a will borne of too many weeks at sea.  Ria settled in atop the table crossing her legs underneath her as she prepared to tell the story of how they'd met.  It was always this way.  For her telling a story was an important process, and one she took seriously.  When they'd been younger she'd often dreamed of writing a book about Yuri's adventures, and the two had spent many evenings discussing them.

"My father owns this inn and I grew up under foot here.  From the time I could walk I was helping in the kitchen.  As soon as I was tall enough I started waiting on tables for this lot," she nodded over her shoulder at the sailors packing the room around them. "By the time I was a teenager men had started to notice me as a woman instead of the waif who carried out stew.   Most of them were old enough to be my father, and their hands were freer than they should have been. "

Yuri's face darkened at the thought of any man putting his hands on Ria without her permission. He took a mouthful of wine as she continued her tale, "On the day Yuri came in my father had taken a trip to Wavecrest, and left me in charge of the inn for the first time.  It was a big responsibility for a fifteen year old girl, but I was determined to make him proud.  Most of the regular patrons were willing to help, but a group of Linthan pirates picked that day to come to the Seawatch.  They're loud, demanding and obnoxious in the best of circumstances.  This lot was worse than most, and one of them took a liking to me. " 

"Ivari.  His name was Ivari," Yuri interjected.

"Yes, that was it.  He was a pinch faced brute who reeked of bad wine and old cheese.  It was disgusting," she wrinkled her nose in distaste.  "Anyway, he pulled me onto his lap and shoved a hand up my shirt.  I struggled but he was a lot bigger than I was.   No one in the room helped me even though I'd known many of them since before I could walk.   I was frightened and I think he may have raped me right there, but Yuri chose that moment to walk in."

She reached across the table and gave his hand a squeeze, "He was dashing even then, though a lot less sure of himself than he is now.  Yuri did something no one else was willing to do.  He looked me right in the eye, and when he saw I was in trouble he came to my rescue. "

"From Ivari?  I know him.  He’s one of the deadliest swordsmen in creation.  Yuri, that's suicide.  How did you manage it?" Rat was incredulous, and for good reason.  Both had done well among the Lintha, but that was partly because they knew their place.  

Challenging a Lintha over a woman was a sure way to get murdered, and no one would look twice at the Lintha that did the killing.  If a human killed a Lintha the situation was quite a bit different.  Unless they had an iron clad reason and the Lintha wasn't from an important family a human would be given to the Lintha's sept for punishment.

"I was fifteen and terrified of the Lintha, because I'd seen what they did to my parents.  Ria was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen, and I knew I had to do something," Yuri grinned and waited for Ria to pick up her tale.

"He walked up to the Lintha bold as you please and caught the pig's eye.  Yuri tells him 'I'm terribly sorry, sir, but I need to give my sister her medication.'  Ivari asked him what the medication was for, so Yuri tells him 'My sister's got a rash something fierce on account of father selling her to all sorts of men.'  I've never seen a man so eager to get me off his lap before."

"Or since," Yuri grinned. "Ivari never forgave me when he found out."


“So that’s why he hates you.  Why didn’t he kill you?” Rat was clearly puzzled. “His sept wields enough influence that no one would have batted an eye.”

“Ivari came for me on the Galeta not long after I’d been transferred there as an oar man.  He tried to cut me down, but I shot him in the gut.  He could have called for my head, and they’d have taken it.  Instead he made me a promise,” Yuri savored another mouthful of wine before continuing. “He told me he’d take everything I held dear, and only when he was sure he’d ruined my life would he kill me.”

“He’s deadly and he’s got the support of the Haquen sept.  Aren’t you worried?” Rat goggled.

“Not especially, no.  He’s been rattling his blade at me for years, but he’s never made a move.”

“That’s because you’d kill him, and he knows it.” Ria broke in fiercely.

"Maybe," Yuri polished off the rest of his wine. "He's the best swordsman I've ever seen, and not a bad shot with a pistol either.  I may not like him, but I'm smart enough to know how good he really is.  Might be I could take him in a fair fight, but I’d not give myself better than even odds."

"What if he came after me?" Ria teased.

“Even the sight of you is too good for someone like him,” Yuri’s grip tightened on his mug and he felt the old embers of anger stir. "I'd kill him if he harmed you."

"I can take care of myself Yuri, but it’s nice to know someone is looking out for me.  Thank you," she gave him another one of those dazzling smiles. "I'd love to stay but I'd best get back to work.  I'll be up to my room in about an hour.  Maybe you should think about a bath between now and then?"

"That's the best idea I've heard in weeks.  I'll be there with present in hand," Yuri grinned and Ria gave a squeal before dropping from the table and heading back to her work.

"You're a lucky man, Yuri.  I'd kill to have a woman like that," Rat sighed.

"Have is a strong word, Rat.  Ria won't be tied down to any man.  I get her affections from time to time, but she'll never settle down.  I’m not the only man to grace her bed, but I’m alright with that.  It’s worth it to have her when I can get her,” Yuri smiled fondly as he watched Ria deliver another platter.

"You've only got an hour or so," Rat spoke between the last few bites. "Aren't you going to see about the bath you've been going on about?"

"I think I will, Rat.  I'd say I've earned it after that bit with the sorceress," Yuri downed the contents of his mug and felt a rush of warmth flow through him.  "I'll see you in the morning.  Oh and Rat…good job during that last fight.  You kept your head and saved lives."

"Just doing my job, sir.  You were the one who saved us all.  I'll see you back on the ship," Rat raised his mug in salute then went back to his stew.


The Captain had given the crew a night to celebrate their survival, but they sailed with the tide.  Their destination was the Linthan stronghold of Bluehaven, which made Yuri more than a little apprehensive.  Dark rumors of the place were told on deck in hushed whispers, though discerning fact from fiction was tricky.  Whatever the truth non-Lintha were almost never allowed to lay eyes on it.  

Ria would be up in an hour or so, and he’d not bathed in near two weeks.    Soaking in one of the lion clawed tubs the Seawatch Inn kept for customers was probably the only thing more enticing than the barmaid.  Now that he thought about it soaking in the tub with Ria would be better than either option.

Yuri wove through the crowded common room to the base of the steps leading to the inn's second floor.  The single mug of wine had gone straight to his head, and a wave of exhaustion settled over him.  It must be the lack of sleep.  Each step taken up the broad oaken stairs was more difficult than the last, and he heaved a little sigh of relief when he crested the top.


The landing creaked as he entered the hallway of the inn’s second floor.  There were five doors to the right and four to the left as he remembered from many previous trips.  He headed to the widest at the end of the hall, and knocked twice before entering.  A bath cost an extra bit which most of the Seawatch’s patrons chose to forgo, and he usually had the room to himself.

Tonight was no exception and none of the three wide bronze tubs were occupied.  Yuri liked a little privacy when he bathed unless it was the right sort of company.  Most times he shared the room with some merchant eager to hear tales of life at sea, and he was thankful not to have to deal with that.  The dreams had been taking their toll and he hoped a night of relaxation would keep them at bay.

Tugging at the winch on the far wall Yuri hauled up the first bucket of steaming water.  It weighed a good thirty pounds and he struggled his way across the floor to empty it into the tub in the middle of the room.  The water came from a hot spring beneath the Seawatch.  Ria's father had tapped it in the hopes of setting the Seawatch apart from the dozen other dockside inns that littered the port of Gateway on the island of Abalone.  Unfortunately sailors were a dirty lot, and the gambit had never turned a profit.  

Yuri emptied a second and third bucket into the tub before he was satisfied.  He stripped off his salt stiffened clothing and sank into the near scalding water until it covered all but his head.  By Ahlat this was just what he’d needed.  Layers of grime gave the water a brownish tint and he hadn’t even started scrubbing yet.  He lathered up the washrag on the stand next to the tub, and took his time scrubbing away weeks of sweat and salt.  

When he’d finished the water was a frightening shade of brown, but he felt clean for the first time in weeks.  Yuri rose and dried himself with one of the towels left for just such use then considered his filthy clothing.  Hmm.  It was only a few feet to Ria’s room, and he didn’t want to wear dirty clothes.  He balled them up and stuffed them under an arm. 

Opening the door a crack he peered carefully down the hallway to make sure it was empty.   Yuri stepped boldly into the hall and hurried towards Ria's door.  He'd made it about half way when a door across the hall slid open and spilled lamp light across the hall.   A blond barmaid no taller than his shoulder stepped into the hall.  Her eyes were downcast and it took her a moment to notice Yuri.  

"Bathroom's a mite cold, is it Yuri?" her smile wasn't at all shy. The voice was familiar, though he couldn't quite place it.

"Do I know you?" He asked.

"You don't remember me?" the barmaid looked disappointed. "Are you sure?"

"Sienna?" Yuri finally recognized her.  She was the daughter of the inn's cook, but she was a lot older than the last time he'd seen her. "You've grown.  Look at you." He shot her a wide smile.

"You know you're standing their naked, right?" Sienna was trying hard not to look between his legs.  Yuri suddenly realized what had caused the rosy flush in her cheeks.

"Right," he coughed as he backed towards Ria's door.  Yuri held the wad of dirty clothing in front of his crotch. "Well it was good seeing you again."  

"It was, although I saw a bit more of you than I was expecting," she told him with a giggle.

"Sorry about that," he was conscious of her gaze boring into his backside as he turned towards Ria's door.   It gave easily at his touch and he slipped inside before anyone else noticed him.

The barest flicker of light came through the shutters overlooking the boulevard outside the inn.  It wasn’t enough to see by but he didn’t bother searching for a candle.  He’d been here so many times he could envision Ria’s chamber from memory.  The lovingly crafted chest her father had carved would be in its place at the foot of the bed.  A vanity with a small cracked mirror would sit beneath the shuttered windows.   He could just barely make out the dark shape of her wardrobe next to the door.
Dropping his clothing in a pile by her narrow bed he collapsed onto the clean cotton sheets.  He’d never admit it to anyone, but this place was a refuge.  Life among the Lintha was dangerous and demanding.  It rarely afforded him the opportunity to drop his guard.  Yuri had adapted to that life because he’d had no choice, but it wasn’t the life he’d have chosen.   Rather, it had been chosen for him when he was barely ten years old.
The Lintha had their hooks in every city across the Threshold, and many who worked for the Family weren’t even aware of it.  They drew you in slowly, and once you were a part of the Family the only way out was death.  Yuri’s father had been a fisherman in Chiaroscuro with a taste for gambling.  The Lintha had quietly bought up his debt, and when he couldn’t pay they’d asked a favor of him.  Then another.  Before long his father was deeply involved with no way to extricate himself.  

Of the many methods of control the Lintha exerted kidnapping family members was the most notorious.  Whenever a new member was inducted into the Family they’d find the person or people you valued most, and those people would be taken into the Linthan’s tender custody.  How tender that custody remained was determined by the loyalty of the member.  If they angered or betrayed the Family, then the hostage would be tortured or even killed.  In Yuri’s case the hostages had been himself and his mother.

Yuri’s father had tried to run.  In response the Lintha had killed Yuri's mother and drafted him as a bilge boy on a pirate vessel.  His father was eventually found and forced back to work, but the old man never been the same.  Yuri only saw him a time or two after that, and his father died two years later.  He hadn't attended the funeral.

That left a boy of twelve with no prospects.  His only choice had been to work for the Lintha, and Yuri had worked hard.  He’d risen far in the decade of service he’d given the Family, but he’d never forgotten or forgiven the death of his parents.  He nursed a quiet hatred, but Yuri accepted that it would remain quiet.

He’d learned long ago that the world was an unjust place.  You were either strong enough to carve out a place for yourself, or you were one of the people pushed aside by those who were.  It was a sad system and one he loathed, but like it or not it was the way things were.

Yuri had finally dozed off when the door opened with a creak.  He was awakened by a soft scent and even softer lips, and he pulled Ria eagerly into the sheets with him.   She pushed him heavily onto his back straddling his waist, "You've been away too long.   I want my present, but first you have something to take care of."

His protest was smothered by a hungry kiss which he eagerly returned.  There were no words then, only soft caresses and old discoveries made anew.  He explored her for the hundredth time, hands roaming her body like a musician coaxing a melody from the finest instrument.  Their lovemaking was hungry and urgent.  Each caress fought to stave off the dawn and hours later they collapsed into a sweat soaked heap.

"Now that," Yuri panted, "Was exactly what I needed."

"I've given you your present," Ria's breathing was as ragged as his own. "Now, where's mine?"

"All in good time," he ran his fingers through her dark curls while he considered the question he wanted to ask.  "Do you remember when we first met?  Back when we were fifteen and the world was open before us?  We used to take trips down to the market on the docks, and you’d look at jewelry or perfumes from far off ports.”

“How could I forget?  We used to go every day.  You said that someday you’d bring me all the treasure I could ever want.”

“I did,” his voice grew took on a serious tone, “Do you remember the Lady Katrina?”

Ria was silent for a long time before answering, “Yes.  She humiliated me.  She was the first person to really make me feel worthless.  I’ll never forget.  If I could lay hands to her I’d thrash her within an inch of her sorry life.”

“She'd deserve that beating.  You remember what I swore that day?” Yuri pressed.

“You told me you’d get revenge.  No matter how long it took, you said.  Yuri, why are you asking about Katrina?  I’d rather not remember.” Ria looked away, but Yuri took her chin gently in his hand and tilted her head back in his direction.

“I’ve kept my word, Ria.  You heard that the Lady Katrina married the son of the Feathered One? He was a good twenty years her senior, and more interested in his manservant than in bedding his wife,” Yuri joked.

“I remember hearing that.  I’m sure she's proud to wield so much influence, though him not fawning on her must grate.  She likes being pretty almost as much as she likes power,” Ria’s voice cracked under the pain of memory, “What did you do, Yuri?”

“Katrina's husband harvests pearls, and at the end of every season they send a shipment to Chiaroscuro.  A very large shipment,” Yuri explained.  “Adir is a responsible man just like his father.  He likes to oversee these shipments, and when we ambushed them fortune favored us.  Not only did we get the pearls, but we took the Lady Katrina and her husband hostage.”

“Go on,” Ria urged.  A flicker of light shone through the shutter illuminating half of her face.

“I offered Adir a deal.  His life in exchange for his wife,” Yuri laughed. "I've never seen a man so eager to be rid of a woman."

"You took Katrina?" Ria blinked at him. "What did you do to her?"

"Well," Yuri reached down into his ball of clothing and fished out a silk wrapped bundle.  He found Ria’s hand in the darkness and pushed the present to her. "I had her write you a letter and send you a gift."

“Yuri,” her voice trembled, “It isn’t…is this what I think it is?”

"It might be," Yuri stroked her hair. "Open it and find out."

Ria gently unwrapped the bundle and dropped the silk on the floor next to the bed.  She rose from the bed and lit a lamp on the vanity.  Thin yellow light fought the shadows making Ria even more beautiful than usual.  She cradled the silver swan in the palm of her hand until the tears began to fall.

"What's wrong?" Yuri asked.  He'd expected a lot of different reactions, but this definitely wasn't one of them.

"It's nothing," Ria wiped a tear from a cheek with the back of her hand. "It just brings back so many memories.  I never expected to see this again." Ria reached up and clipped the swan into her hair before turning shining eyes back on Yuri. 

"I thought you'd be happy," Yuri said.  He was genuinely surprised. "If I thought it would hurt you I'd never have…"

"Oh Yuri," Ria raised a finger to his lips. "You don't understand anything.  It’s perfect.  The best gift I've ever received from anyone."  She gave him a long kiss, “So what did you do with Katrina?”

"It's funny you should ask that," Yuri dropped his gaze, careful not to look at Ria. "You see what happened was…"

"You slept with her," Ria's voice was flat and tinged with anger.  It wasn't a question.

"I slept with her," Yuri sighed.  This wasn't going at all like he'd hoped. "Are you going to give me a chance to explain?"

"I don't care if you sleep with every whore between here and Nexus, but her?  Yuri she humiliated me.  How could you?" Ria's voice held more pain than outrage.  She tossed her hair angrily and pulled on a shift to cover her nakedness.  She didn't appear to be listening, but Yuri knew she was.

"It was take her to my quarters or leave her on deck to be savaged by the Lintha.  Whatever you believe about me you know I'd never do that to a woman.  Not even her," Yuri explained.  He suppressed a rising tide of anger and guilt, though he wasn't sure why he felt either.  He hadn't done anything wrong.

"So just because she was in your quarters you fucked her?  You know what she did to me," Hot tears fell down Ria's cheeks as glared at him accusingly.

Yuri slipped from the bed and picked up his clothing.  He struggled into his shirt, "There was more to it than that.  She hadn't been with a man in three years, and she had information I needed.  Katrina offered to tell me who Adir was going to sell the pearls to if I'd sleep with her."

"I can't believe you," Ria shook her head in disbelief. "You could have gotten the information another way."

"I could have," Yuri nodded, voice rising. "Why did I sleep with her?  She was lonely and so was I.  Nor is she the evil bitch you led me to believe.  She's arrogant and a bit mean spirited, but her heart was in the right place.  She genuinely felt bad about what she did to you."

"Besides," he continued. "I don't need to remind you that we're not married, do I?  You had the chance to lay claim to me and you spat on it.  Twice." Yuri hissed.  He regretted his words immediately, but something made him refuse to take them back.  Yuri pulled on his trousers and picked up his boots. "I'll be going.  Enjoy your gift."  His voice was cold even in his own ears.

Yuri slipped from her chamber.  The door slid shut behind him with a click of finality, and he sighed as he headed down the hall.  A horrible mix of anger, guilt and sadness washed over him.  He'd taken his second step down the stairs when Ria's door creaked open behind him.

"Yuri?" she called softly.  

He paused and considered going back, but what could he say?  Ria felt betrayed and nothing he did would change that.  Besides, he was tired of being taken to task by a woman who didn't want him.  Yuri kept walking and didn't look back.  
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29th Day of Descending Wood
Isle of Gateway, Wavecrest Archipelago
Yuri awoke the next morning as a shaft of light slid through the porthole and landed on his face.  As soon as he was fully awake his mind returned to the events of the previous evening.  Guilt surged up within him, quickly followed by sadness.  He's hurt Ria and that was something he'd promised himself he'd never do.

Rising from bed he stooped to look out the porthole.  Judging from the sun it was perhaps an hour past dawn, which meant the Galeta would be under full sail inside of an hour.  That didn't leave him enough time to make amends with Ria even if he was willing to.  Yuri didn't know how he felt about the situation, and decided to put it from his mind for the time being.

That was an easy decision to make, but impossible to follow through with.  Her face and her scent tormented him, and he wanted nothing more than to run over to the Seawatch and apologize.  What must she think?  Would she ever take him back?


By the time he arrived on deck most of the work had already been done, but he checked each knot to make sure it had been done right.  Much to his surprise everything had been.  Usually after a night in port the crew was too drunk to find the ship, much less perform their duties.

“We shove off in five minutes.  Any man not ready will be left behind,” growled the Captain as he emerged from below deck.  The crew had enjoyed the comforts of local brothels and inns, but Haquen refused to sleep anywhere other than his ship.

“Yuri,” he rumbled, “Come up here.”

Yuri obliged and mounted the steps to the sterncastle where the Captain held the wheel.  The eastern horizon bled dawn into snowy white clouds and emerald waves stretched to the horizon.  It was a beautiful day but it tasted like ashes.

 “Aye sir?” Yuri doffed his cap and waited for the captain to acknowledge him.

“I know you’ve heard rumors about Bluehaven, but we keep it secret to keep it safe.  What do you know of it?” the Captain’s demeanor was dangerously serious.

“Little enough,” Yuri combed his fingers through his hair as he considered the question, “From the trips we’ve taken I know it’s never been in the same place twice.  Other than that just the usual old wives tales.  Nothing I’d give credence to until I lay eyes on it for myself.”

“Don’t be too quick to discount old wives tales, Yuri.  They nearly always have some truth to them.  Half of what you’ve heard about Bluehaven is true, and the other half pales compared to the reality of the place,” the Captain raised his arms in a grandiose gesture.

“I'm sure the place is grand, but I've known too many sailors to believe what I've heard.  After the tale passes through a dozen mouths and the bottom of a bottle that truth is a different color.  I’ll believe what I see with my own eyes,” he countered.

“You’ve a good head on your shoulders, lad.  That’s why you’ve come as far as you have.  I can’t tell you much about what you’ll find in Bluehaven, but you should know that even the journey is considered sacred.  When you meet the priests you must show deference.” 

"Meet the priests?" Yuri was surprised.  Humans never met the priests of the Cult of Dukantha. "Why am I meeting the priests?"

"Because, lad.  Its time you had a ship of your own.  You skimmed three talents of jadefrom that haul of pearls, and that's enough to buy your own ship," The Captain's grin was unnerving.  How did he know that Yuri had skimmed coin from the Chiaroscuro caper?  Yuri's heart rose into his throat and he readied himself for death.  No one stole from the captain.

"I stole coin from you and you're making me a captain?" Yuri gaped.  

"How do you think I became a captain, Yuri?  I've expected you to skim a little off the top, and I've been surprised by your loyalty," Haquen turned to spit a gob of marja over the rail. "This last time around you made us both rich and you were entitled to the coin you took."

"I see," Yuri replied.  It made a certain kind of sense.  Among the cutthroat Lintha ingenuity and the ability to screw your superior without being caught was important.  He'd just never assumed they'd use it as a means of promotion.

"As I was saying, it’s important that you show proper respect when you meet the priests," Haquen explained.  Yuri was still shocked at the lack of anger for his theft.  Three talents was a king's ransom.  Of course Haquen had made nearly twice that which might explain why he was in such a good mood.

 “I understand Captain.  I won’t embarrass you,” Yuri nodded.

“Not intentionally, lad.  But you might do so through ignorance, and that’s something we cannot have.  Here, take this,” Haquen reached into the wide red sash, and pulled out a slender black tome.  Unless Yuri was mistaken the binding was made of skin, and he felt an immediate distaste for it.  “This is a primer that will give you some of the ritual responses you’ll need for the ceremony.”

“Ceremony, sir?”

“I can’t tell you more, lad, so don’t ask.  It’s designed to be a secret until the person actually passes through the flame and joins the higher ranks of the Lintha.  But, you’re smart and you’re quick.  You’ll do fine as long as you read this,” the captain pressed the tome into Yuri’s hands. "Make sure you read page seventy-six carefully."

“I’ll do that, sir.  How long do you expect the voyage to take?” they were sailing from Abalone which was the largest island in the Wavecrest archipelago.  

“If the wind’s favor us perhaps a week.  I’m heading below deck and I don’t want to be disturbed.  The deck is yours,” the taciturn Lintha commanded.  

The tension surrounding the crew dissipated once Haquen was below deck.  Their fear of the famed pirate was constant and overpowering, and for good reason.  Where they feared Haquen even the Lintha respected Yuri.  He’d scrubbed the deck and worked the bilge.  He’d fought and bled beside them saving many of their lives in the process.  Unlike the captain he drank, diced and whored with them in port.

Would things be different when he was given his own ship?  He’d always believed that respect was more powerful than fear in the long run.  Haquen argued otherwise, and that argument did bear some weight.  The Captain had explained that a man who respects you might covet what you have.  That could drive him to betray you.  A man who feared you wouldn’t even think of betrayal, because he knew the price.

Yuri cupped his hands and yelled, “Rat, come on down.  I’ll take the nest.”

The one-eyed sailor didn’t need a second invitation.  Most of the crew hated the tiny bucket atop the Galeta’s mainmast.  To reach it you had to climb up thirty-five feet of rigging, and it swayed with each swell the ship crested.  Yuri actually enjoyed his time there, and had since he’d been a bilge boy on his first ship over a decade ago.

He leapt up the rigging like a spider navigating its web.  Rat tied off a line around his waist and made the same trek in reverse.  His progress was slower, and Yuri was situated comfortably in the nest long before the sailor reached the deck.  He withdrew the skin bound tome the captain had given him, and began to read.
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Six lazy days rolled by as the Galeta navigated the southeastern seas.  Nothing more exciting than the skeletal remains of a beached craft interrupted the voyage.  No other vessels crossed their path, and the weather was clear.  Yuri used the time to read the little black book, but each page increased his discomfort.  It was a religious tome that spoke of the greatness of the Lintha.  By extension all other races were lesser.  Not worthy of consideration.  They could be killed, enslaved, raped or tortured with impunity because they were not true people.  Only Lintha were.

An hour after dawn on the seventh day the Captain called the crew on deck.   The dim morning light gave the Lintha an even more sinister appearance than normal.  He loomed over the crew from his place on the forecastle, and waited until he had everyone’s attention before speaking.

“Some of you have been to Bluehaven before.  Most of you haven’t.  For the humans among the crew you must know exactly where we are going.  Bluehaven is my people’s stronghold.  It is our lifeblood, and it is sacred.  If you are seen above deck during our visit you will be killed,” he paused as his eyes roamed the crew searching for some fault, “Nor will it be an easy death.  Once we dock I’ll order you below deck, and if you like your miserable lives you’ll stay there.”

The normally raucous crew stared mutely at the captain, obviously subdued.  When he was sure his words had sunk in Haquen continued, “Yuri and I will debark for the night.  Tranel, you’ll be in charge until we return.  Harm my ship and I’ll feed the lot of you to the worm.  Is there anything you’d like to add Yuri?”

“Aye, captain, there is.  There’s a cask of rum in my quarters.  When I return that cask had best be empty,” he grinned.  The crew let up an uneven cheer.  “Now let’s get back to work.  The quicker we arrive the quicker you lads get to lounge below decks dicing and drinking.”

Fueled by a desire for rum the crew set to work with a gusto lacking over the last several days.  It was a common tactic that the captain had taught Yuri shortly after promoting him to first mate.  Haquen called it the ogre and the maid.  The captain always played the ogre.  He was grim and taciturn, and put the fear of the Lintha into the crew.  Yuri was the maid.  He treated them well and rewarded them.  The combination, the captain had shown him, was a very effective form of motivation.

The horizon was dominated by an imposing wall of steely gray clouds, and as the morning passed it loomed ever larger.  Yuri knew from past journeys that the clouds hung around Bluehaven like a protective mother.  They served as another layer of defense against anyone who might come looking for the Linthan pirates.  The sea of mist made it difficult for approaching ships to avoid beaching on strands of sargasso or the hulls of past ships that’d attempted to find Bluehaven.

“Russo, take port.  I’ll take starboard,” Yuri commanded.  Russo had the best set of eyes outside of Yuri and often served as a spotter.  As directed the Lintha moved to the port side of the ship and seized the rail in a white knuckled grip.  Yuri took up a similar position on the starboard side.  The pair would scan the waves for any danger and both needed to stay sharp.  Any obstacle they missed could run the Galeta aground.

Two agonizing hours later the mist had thickened into white soup and visibility was down to a few yards.  The sails had been trimmed to their smallest size, and the vessel had slowed to a few knots.  It drifted through the fog in near silence as did the superstitious crew.

“Clump to starboard.  Fifteen yards,” Yuri called back to the captain.  Ropes cracked and sails snapped as the ship shifted to avoid the sargasso, while Yuri scanned for more.  Something moved through the mists in the water ahead of the ship.
A truly massive shadow drifted just under the surface, and a fin taller than a man broke the waves.  Jagged teeth longer than his forearm filled a mouth wide enough to pilot a dinghy through, and a pair of blood red eyes glared hatefully through the frigid waters.  The misshapen shark disappeared into the mists, but Yuri was left with the haunting image.  The beast was even larger than the worm, and could probably sink the Galeta if it had a mind too.  He’d always assumed the tales of terrible beasts near Bluehaven had been exaggerated.  He’d been wrong.  
“Tranel, drop anchor,” the captain boomed.  The clink of the winch echoed hollowly through the mist as it fed cast iron links into the waves. “Drop all sails and man the oars.  We’ve arrived, boys.”

Wooden planks stabbed out of the mist like the fingers of some great arboreal giant.  More than one crew member heaved an audible sigh of relief when they identified them as part of a makeshift dock jutting out of the mist.  The timber had been cut from another vessel unlucky enough to beach itself.  At one time most of the docks and pathways extending off into the mists had been ships trying to find Bluehaven.  
The Galeta glided to a halt as the anchor found purchase, and several sailors used long poles to guide it to the dock.  Once the sailors had tied off the ship the captain turned to Yuri, “Lad, you need to leave yours weapons on the ship.  All of them.  If you’re caught with so much as a shaving razor I won’t be able to save you.”
“Alright,” Yuri reluctantly agreed, “But I don’t like it.”
“Nor would I, lad.  But once you’ve been affirmed and given a ship you’ll get your weapons back and more,” the Captain aimed for comforting, but only managed menacing.
Yuri withdrew the pair of ivory handled pistols from his boots. Sighing he pulled the matching pair from his belt and pushed them to Rat like he was giving up a child.  Normally he'd hand his sword across to, but his scabbard had been empty since Karissa had sheered his last sword in half.
“Very good, lad.  Now let’s get this over with,” the captain thumped his way down the narrow wooden dock, and followed the winding path into the mists.  Yuri hurried after.  He couldn’t think of any other place in creation he’d fear getting lost more than Bluehaven. 
The wooden planks swayed as he struggled not to let the mist swallow the captain ahead of him.  The path rose just a foot or two above the water, and had no railing of any kind.  It was just wide enough for one person with a bit of room on either side.  It left Yuri feeling like a single misstep would be his last.  Pylons had been sunk every forty or fifty yards along the winding wooden path, and they had to be anchored to something.   How deep they went he couldn’t say, but he’d estimate thirty or forty feet.  Even a light squall would knock anyone foolish enough to travel into the frigid waters, and Yuri was thankful the weather was mild.
A familiar fin broke the water a mere twenty yards away.  Yuri reached for his gun before realizing he’d left it back on the ship.  The shark drifted lazily towards him with its blood red gaze fastened firmly on its next meal.  It could easily take him from the low hanging pathway and he’d be powerless to stop it.

 “It’s alright, Yuri,” the captain’s voice startled him as he emerged from the mists. “The beast might kill you if you were alone, but as long as you stick close he can’t harm you.  He’s been commanded to protect my people.”
Yuri nodded mutely but kept much closer to the captain.  The pair walked in silence for an eternity before there was a change.  Yuri blinked back sudden tears as he plunged into sunlight.  The mists ended abruptly, revealing a massive island dominated by a narrow spire near the center.   Thick grasses covered the base of the hills dotting the island.  Beached ships had been converted into homes of all shapes and sizes, and narrow walkways spider-webbed between them.  
Literally thousands of Lintha went about their lives.  Craftsmen worked at forges or kilns.  Swordsmen sparred with hooked auhzian blades on narrow walkways.   Children played in the water or gathered rushes to make baskets.  If it hadn’t been for the black and silver flags dotting the towers and hills this could have been a scene from nearly any island in the west.  Those colors meant the Lintha, and the Lintha meant piracy, depravity, and death.  
They'd finally arrived in Bluehaven.
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2nd Day of Resplendent Earth
Bluehaven
Yuri gaped at the island before him.  He'd never seen so many Lintha in one place and it sent a chill down his spine.  This was the heart of the Family's power and he reminded himself that the children playing among the hulks of long forgotten ships were not as innocent as they appeared.  Each learned to lie, steal, cheat and kill from the cradle.
The Captain turned to give a sweeping gesture as he gazed across his homeland, “This is Lintha Ng Oroo, lad.  She is the daughter of our beloved mother, Kimberry.  She provides refuge from our enemies and her bounty has sustained us for generations."
“The island is alive?” he gaped, “Can it…”
“She.  Can she,” the captain interrupted.
“Can she hear us?  Does she know we’re here?” Yuri was fascinated.  If the island were alive that would explain why no one ever found it in the same place twice.  It served as a horrifying reminder of the Lintha's demonic heritage.  The island wasn't just alive, it was also a demon.
“I don’t know lad.  That’s a question best put to the priests of Dukantha.  Not that I encourage you to ask, mind you," his bushy green eyebrows rose. "They’d as quick flay your tongue as give you the answer.”
"Sounds like a harsh lot," Yuri gave a start, forcibly breaking his gaze away from the island. 
"That they are lad.  They ask a high price to join their order, but it's in the halls of their temples that the real power lies." the Captain started forward at a fast walk.  He thumped his way down the wooden path between the hulks of two ships.  
Yuri had a good eye for the make of a vessel and had encountered many different types in his years at sea.  Neither of the ships looming over the path were a style he recognized.  Their timber was black with age and he wondered how old they must be.
"High price?" Yuri asked as he hurried after the captain.  He'd fallen a bit behind while gawking at the ships.
"Aye a high price indeed, though it’s never spoken of outside the order," The Captain replied over his shoulder as he waddled down the path. "Cousins cannot become initiates and it’s rare for even a Brother to be admitted."
"So it’s not likely I'll have to worry about it?" Yuri asked as he hurried after the Captain.  The path wound into the distance between dozens of skeletal ships.  Many had been converted into crude houses, and Lintha children eyed them from the rails above.
"Like as not.  Today you'll be made a Brother," Haquen explained.  He paid the children no mind, though Yuri felt uneasy under their watchful gaze. "It's the lowest rank they'll name a captain.  I'd have aimed for Father, but the Grandmothers might think you were overstepping your place."
"Somehow I don't think I'd like that," Yuri shuddered.  The Grandfathers ran the fleets, but the Grandmothers wielded the real power.  They controlled nearly everything else and in most matters even the Captain would defer to the sept's Grandmothers.
"Not unless you'd like to die screaming," the Captain chortled as they emerged from behind another hulk.  This one hadn't been converted into a home.  Instead it arced over the path almost decoratively, a grim reminder of what happened to the Lintha's enemies.
"Captain, would it break any precepts to tell me where we're going?" Yuri asked, careful to keep his tone deferential. 
"I suppose it won't hurt to tell you a bit about where we're going," the Captain allowed after a moment's thought.  He stabbed a thick finger towards the mountain topping the center of the island. "Do you see the ship at the base of the hill there?"
Yuri shaded his eyes against the late morning glare and scanned the direction the Captain pointed.  A few miles distant lay the silvery hull of a massive first age vessel.  Over half was submerged in the brackish waters at the base of the hill, but enough of the structure was visible to give him an idea of how massive it truly was.  He'd heard tales of such vessels, but had never seen the like.  Even though it was no longer seaworthy it was still impressive.
"What is it?" Yuri's voice was tinged with awe.  "I've never seen anything so large."
"Once it was one of the most terrifying vessels on the waves.  My people have haunted the seas since the first age.  Even the mighty Anathema fell before us," the Captain boasted.  Yuri responded with a low whistle as they made their way toward it. "We use it as a gathering hall for the Haquen sept.  I called a gathering of the Captains, and that's where it will be held."
"A gathering of the Captains?" Yuri inquired as they wound their way toward the ship.  Yuri studied it as they closed.  It looked familiar in some way, which made absolutely no sense.  Where could he possibly have seen such a thing before?  If he had he was sure he'd remember.
"You've heard me mention them before, I'm sure," Haquen answered. "Gatherings are rare.  We call them whenever an issue threatens the entire sept, or to name a new captain.  Grandmother Haquen will preside over the event, and she'll weigh the words of any Captain who wishes to speak for or against you."
"Speak against me?" Yuri was surprised.  "Ivari is definitely going to object."
"Most likely," the Captain nodded, but his face broke into a bloody grin. "But he can't lie.  He can rage about you being human, but even he has to admit you made him a fortune with those pearls.  The ability to earn coin is the most important part of being named captain."
"What about me being human?  How much of a problem will that be?" Yuri asked nervously.  He reached for the haft of his pistol before he realized it was still back on the ship.  He didn't like being unarmed, especially if he needed to be in the same room as Ivari.  
"That's the real trick.  Like I said there's not been a human captain in near two centuries," Haquen mused.  He pulled out a handkerchief to dab at the sweat dotting his brow. "The thing is the Lintha have fallen on harder and harder times.  Chiaroscuro is making an effort to squeeze us out of their waters, and profits are down.  We need money and you can bring us that.  Smart captains will see past your tainted heritage."
"Let's hope most of the captains are smart then," Yuri laughed.  He liked gambling whether with dice or his life.  It made him feel alive.
The pair passed the rest of the way in silence.  The Captain's gaze was locked on the first age vessel and Yuri could all but hear the wheels turning as Haquen plotted.  As worried as he was about Ivari the Captain's presence reassured him.  He was a canny strategist, and Yuri couldn't imagine even Ivari managing to out maneuver him.
The heat of the day crashed over them as the sun rose on the horizon.  They'd been walking for the better part of two hours, and Yuri found himself missing the cool fog.  The path's wooden planks grew wider the closer they came to the meeting place, and finally led onto a wide wooden platform built to house the first age vessel.
Nearly two-dozen Lintha stood in small clusters outside an opening that led inside.  Most eyed him with a mixture of suspicion and distaste, though more than one called a greeting to the Captain.  Haquen replied with cool nods as he led Yuri past his peers and into the vessel itself.
The inside was less impressive than he'd expected.  A wide corridor wound into the ship, but the walls of the passageway didn't match the silver exterior.  They were pitted and scarred and the silver was coated in thick green tarnish.  Essence lamps dotted the hallway, but none were lit.  In their place stood a line of reed torches that provided a thin yellow illumination and put off more smoke than flame.  
Captain Haquen moved confidently through the passageways, and before long Yuri was hopelessly lost.  Most looked exactly the same as every other, and he had no idea how the Captain could tell the difference between one corridor and another.  If Yuri needed to find his way out of this place he wasn't sure he could do it.
The pair passed no one on the way down which Yuri found rather surprising.  The Captain led him to the mouth of a large chamber.  He turned and placed a hand on Yuri’s shoulder, “The Chamber lays on the other end of this hallway.  Before we enter I want to remind you…speak only when spoken to.  Don't make eye contact with Grandmother, or with anyone else unless she's recognized them and given them permission to speak."

Yuri nodded with a swallow.  His mouth was dry and he wished he'd thought to bring a flagon of wine.  He took a deep breath before following Haquen down the hall.  It led into what had once been the bridge of a ship with a shattered view port serving as a sort of skylight.  Reed torches cast odd shadows through the room, and the odor of sweat, smoke and mud mingled to make his nose itch.
A circle of wooden chairs sat around a warped table, though only one was occupied.  A thin woman with white hair and a hawkish nose sat imperiously as if ready to pronounce judgment.  Given why they were here maybe she was.  She'd have been attractive if not for the angry turn of her mouth, and the glittering hatred he read in her gaze as it settled over him.
"Is this the whelp?" the woman hissed.  She wore waves of brocaded silk in a variety of colors, most clashing so badly it hurt to look at.  
"He is," the Captain gave a low bow with an exaggerated flourish. "You look lovely today, Giselda.  It's been too long.  How are you?"
"Don't try to curry favor," she snapped as she smoothed her blouse to more artfully expose her cleavage.  She was obviously pleased to see the captain, though it did nothing to curb her file of a tongue. "If you wish to call on me you can do it after the gathering.  Send the whelp over here."  She crooked a finger and Yuri approached, though he was careful to keep his eyes downcast.
"Yuri has made me more money in the last five years than any other man I've sailed with," the Captain explained.  He approached the table and settled in one of the rickety chairs.  It groaned in protest but the captain seemed unconcerned.
"That will serve him well during the council," Giselda rose and shoved a finger in Yuri's mouth.  His eyes widened in surprise, but he relaxed and let her do as she wanted.  The Lintha inspected his gums and teeth like he was a horse, and looked behind his ears as well. "Have him stand over there." She pointed towards a narrow platform at one end of the room.
Yuri crossed the room and stepped upon the block.  It was canted at an odd angle, though at one time it had probably been level.  The whole room was at an odd angle now that he thought about it.  Maybe the ship had sunk further in the water than expected?
A line of Linthan males in garish clothing similar to the Captain's filed through the door.  One by one they took seats around the table, and Yuri studied each as best he was able without actually meeting their gaze.  He recognized a few, though none looked as if they had any idea who he was.  None save the last man, who glared daggers.
Ivari strode into the room like he owned the place.  A wide brimmed hat the color of twilight perched like a bird of prey over a pinched blue face.  The deep green shirt clashed with painfully red trousers, and a bright yellow belt completed the mess.  His hands rested easily on the hilts of his daiklaives, and a smile full of too white teeth stretched across his face.  The smile never reached his eyes.
"I formally convene this Gathering of Captains," Giselda barked when the last had found their seats.  She slammed a white club on the table three times, and it took Yuri a moment to identify it as a human femur. "We've come to discuss the possibility of adding another to your number, should it please those assembled.  Who speaks for the candidate?"
"I do," Captain Haquen boomed as he rose.  His chair creaked in relief as he heaved his bulk out of it. 
"Who do you bring before us this day?" Giselda intoned.  It had the weight of ritual. 
"If it pleases the assembly I present Yuri Silvertongue for Captainhood." the Captain gave a low bow and gestured towards the platform Yuri stood on.
"Why is he worthy?" Giselda barked back.  
"His enemies fear him," the Captain glanced briefly at Ivari before continuing. "He's made a fortune that any man would envy, and he's as crafty as any in this room."
"Who would stand as his second?" Giselda intoned.  Yuri's heart sank.  He needed a second captain to speak on his behalf?  
"I do," boomed a Lintha a good head taller than the Captain, but with more muscle than fat.  "I am Captain Bayr, and I'd see this man named captain."  He exchanged glances with Captain Haquen.  Something unreadable passed between them before Haquen gave Bayr a grateful nod.
"Do any stand in opposition?" Giselda's gaze roamed the room.  Yuri watched Ivari out of the corner of his eye.  There was no way his rival would pass up the opportunity to slight him.  Long moments passed, but much to Yuri's surprise Ivari held his tongue.  He did note the man's smug grin which was more than a little alarming.  What was he planning?
"No opposition?" Giselda was obviously surprised, but after several heartbeats no one spoke.  She gave a curt nod, "Very well.  This man has been accepted by his peers…" She trailed off as Ivari rose to his feet and gave her a low bow. "You have something you'd like to add, Father Ivari?"
"I do," Ivari allowed.  He doffed his cap and set it on the table next to him. "As no one has objected to Yuri's candidacy for Captain I'd like to amend the request.  If it pleases the assembly I'd like to name Brother Yuri to the Cult of Dukantha."
Shocked shouts erupted all over the room, though none could have been more shocked than Yuri.  Captains leapt to their feet and more than one had a hand on his sword, although no one drew.  Giselda pounded the bone gavel on the table until silence finally reigned.  She waited until everyone was seated again before speaking.
"Such a thing has not happened in living memory," Giselda mused.  Her eyes glittered with consideration as she eyed Yuri. "What deeds make this tainted whelp worthy of such honor?"
"As many of you are aware Yuri and I have had our differences," He smiled magnanimously as mixed laughter echoed from the captains. "He shot me in the belly, and without the aid of one of our priests I would have died.  Many have asked why I never took revenge, as was my right." He paused to let his words sink in before continuing.
"I took no revenge because I respect Yuri.  Of all the humans I have met he is the most like us," Ivari's spoke passionately and the whole room hung on his words. "He is clever and resourceful, more so even than myself.  Our latest haul came from a plan he concocted, and I made six talents of silver from one day of easy work.  Six talents." Ivari fell silent and took his seat with exaggerated care.  
Murmurs sounded throughout the chamber.  Many still sounded shocked, but the anger seemed to have vanished.  Ivari was a highly respected Captain, nearly as much so as Captain Haquen himself.  Both lending their weight to Yuri's cause swayed many.  The question was why would Ivari try to help him?  What was his angle?
"I will put the motion to a vote.  All in favor of Yuri being inducted into the Cult of Dukantha place your hand over your heart," she scanned the room as each captain made his decision.  Nearly two thirds had their hands firmly over their hearts, though many who did not glared daggers at Yuri. 
"Very well," Giselda's voice echoed through the chamber. "Though it pains me I formally admit Yuri Silvertongue to the Cult of Dukantha.  I will perform the ritual myself with all captains standing as witness."  She looked like she's swallowed a too ripe tomato from the grimace she wore. "Ivari as you have nominated this whelp you will do the cutting.  Captain Haquen you will stand as his second."
Cutting?  Yuri's heart sank as a suspicion wormed its way into his mind.  No, it couldn't be.  Ahlat's bloody blade let it be anything but that.  Ivari and Captain Haquen rose from their chairs and moved to flank the platform.  Ivari's grin was a mixture of triumph and amusement, which worried Yuri still further.  Captain Haquen looked decidedly nervous, but there was something on his face Yuri had never seen before.  Was that pity?
"Pay attention dog," Giselda hissed as she strode across the chamber to stand before him. "You are not worthy of this honor, but you must do your best to be worthy.  Do you understand?"
"I understand, Grandmother," Yuri gave a bow so low his forehead nearly touched her knees, and he kept his voice as servile as he could manage. 
"Let the supplicant kneel," she intoned.  Yuri sank obediently to his knees.  Giselda drew forth a ritual dagger, and his heart quickened.  She grabbed his head roughly, and cut savagely at his clothing.  It fell into a rough pile around him leaving Yuri naked on the platform.
"You are washed clean of all your sins," she reached for a flask at her belt and upended it over his head.  Seawater washed over his shoulders sending rivulets down his chest and back. "You come to the Mother clean and whole."
Giselda murmured words in a strange language as she drew the ritual dagger against her palm.  Ruby drops welled up and a stain covered one edge of the blade.  She handed the dagger to Ivari hilt first, "This blade has been sanctified with my blood, in the name of the Mother.  Cut away the seed of this man's downfall."
The Captain stepped behind Yuri and seized him by the shoulders, pinning him in place.  Ivari knelt in front of Yuri and shot him a wicked grin.  He moved the dagger toward Yuri's crotch, mouthing words so softly no one else could hear, "Say goodbye to your manhood, Yuri.  I hope you have good memories of Ria, because you'll never lay with her again."
No.  Yuri finally understood what Ivari had done as something he read came flooding back.  Page 76.  The Captain's little black book it had mentioned that all members of the Cult of Dukantha were castrated.  Ivari was about to chop off his balls and he was powerless to stop him.  He glanced around the room frantically, but saw no sign of escape.
Suddenly the room dimmed sharply.  The majority of light came through the shattered view port above the table, and Yuri looked up to see the sun slowly disappearing.  The moon draped herself across the sun like a lover.  He was witnessing an eclipse.
Yuri turned back to Ivari to see the dagger inching its way towards his crotch.  No.  He wasn't going to allow this to happen.  Summoning all his strength Yuri brought his knee up under Ivari's chin.  It caught the Lintha full in the face flinging him backwards in a spray of blood.  Ivari stumbled into Giselda and both fell to the ground in a tangle of limbs.
"Lad what have you done?" the Captain hissed from behind.  Yuri barely heard.  Blind panic gripped him and all he could think of was escape.
Pain flared on his forehead as golden brilliance flooded the room.  Was the eclipse over so quickly?  He glanced skyward, but the moon had completely obscured the sun save for a corona of golden light.  Where was the illumination coming from?  
"Anathema," bellowed one of the captains, breaking the silence and plunging the room into chaos.  Ahlat's bloody blade the Lintha was right.  The light came from Yuri.  He'd become one of the dreaded Anathema.
Chapter 16

Karissa
 
 
 
 
RY 768 
2nd Day of Resplendent Earth
City of Arjuf, Blessed Isle
Karissa sat ramrod straight with eyes forward as her father continued his tirade.  She'd stopped listening when he'd turned his attention to her brother Garod several minutes before.  The pair endured the latest phase of their punishment in high backed leather chairs in front of Varen's mahogany desk.  His office was located near the top of the family's manse providing a wonderful view of the port city of Arjuf.  Sunlight glinted off the waves as dozens of ships of all shapes and sizes darted about the harbor hundreds of feet below.

"Are you even listening, Karissa?" her father growled.  His voice held the hard edge Karissa had feared on the few occasions she'd seen her father while growing up.  At the sound of her name she flushed crimson and dropped her gaze.  Part of the flush was caused by embarrassment at her failure, but only part.  The rest thought of Yuri and wondered how much her father guessed about what had really happened.  It really was quite embarrassing.

"Of course it matters, father.  I understand what's at stake," she looked up to meet his smoldering gaze.  She'd rarely seen him enraged as he’d been today, but most of that anger had been spent during his lecture.  He seemed calmer now, but she didn’t want to chance raising his ire again.

"I'm not sure either of you understand.  The Empress has been gone for nearly five years.  We have no choice but to assume she's never coming back.  She left no successor.  Do you know what that means?" he pleaded.

"War," Karissa answered, "The Deliberative will never agree on someone to replace her.  There's too much bad blood.  Too many feuds."

"War?  Will it really come to that?  Surely the Empress…" Garod trailed off as his father's mouth tightened.  The transformation her brother had undergone since the battle amazed Karissa.  A deep forest green tunic and loose silken pants had replaced his weapons and armor.  His normally close-cropped hair had grown into a shaggy mane badly in need of cutting.  The change was more than cosmetic, though.  His confidence had been damaged by the failure to capture Haquen, and more so by the loss of the Empress’ Pride.

"During her eight centuries of rule the Empress has taken several leaves of absence, but none lasted anywhere near this long.  Even if she does return it will be too late.   Already the houses scramble to form alliances.  More bring their legions back to the isle every day." Varen patiently explained.  Her brother was a competent strategist and deadly in combat, but he labored under the belief that the Empress would return any day now.  

"V'neef is the youngest house, Garod.  The others resent grandmother because she was the Empress’ favorite child.  If it comes to war we must tread carefully," she added.  

"Precisely.  That’s why I'm so upset.  This was an opportunity for us to embarrass House Peleps, but instead it is we who are embarrassed," Varen reached into a cabinet near his desk and withdrew a crystal ewer.  Filling three glasses with the deep red wine made famous by V’neef, Varen gestured at the pair to take theirs.  

"Come with me," he commanded.  Varen sipped his wine as he stepped from the office to the balcony overlooking the harbor.   The siblings picked up their glasses and followed.  Karissa had always found the view breathtaking, and today was no exception.

"This is the seat of our power," her father gestured at the port.  "The Empress gave house V'neef control over the merchant navy fifteen years ago.   Much of our wealth comes from that power, and what we have others covet.  House Peleps would do anything to reclaim control of the merchant navy.  They are closely allied with Mnemnon, and if she comes to power our heads will be given to Peleps as a gift.”


“I understand, but why does my fail- what happened with Haquen matter?  How does it affect the succession?” Garod scratched absently at one ear as he pondered his own question.

“You failed to capture or kill the pirate.  You also lost one of our best rakers.  Our naval strength is considerable, but we cannot afford to lose ships,” Varen set his glass on the balcony’s railing and turned to face her brother, “More importantly we’ve shown anyone paying attention that we can’t handle the problem of piracy.  Why would our satrapies send us tribute if we cannot protect them?”

Garod’s horrified expression was answer enough.  He finally understood just what this could cost the house.  His mouth tightened, and Karissa could easily guess what was going on behind those stormy eyes.  He was planning a way to redeem himself.

“You’ve always enjoyed the game of Gateway, Garod.  You consider yourself a good player.  Why is that?” her father asked mildly.

“I’m always two or three steps ahead of my opponents,” Garod answered with confidence.  When it came to strategy her brother never doubted his abilities.

“Politics work much the same way.  If you understand your opponent’s goals then you understand how they will respond to your own.  The difference is that Gateway is a game.  This is real.  The entire landscape of the Realm is about to shift dramatically, and our survival depends on knowing our enemies.”

“If we’ve damaged our image by failing to capture Haquen,” Karissa asked, “How can we repair it?”

Garod perked up as he waited for his father’s next words.  He desperately wanted to atone for his failure, and Karissa hoped father provided that chance.  Her brother needed this or Garod’s confidence might never return.  Varen pursed his lips as he considered his answer.

"Garod, you will take command of a vessel and sail for Chiaroscuro.  Ostensibly your trip will be a tour of our satrapies in the south," Varen began.  Karissa could see the wheels turning as he formulated plans, "In reality you will be hunting pirates.  Chiaroscuro has no love for the Lintha, and has a strong naval presence.  Working with them you will show we are serious about protection.  Any vessels you sink will eclipse your recent defeat."

Garod placed his fist over his heart as he snapped to attention, "At once, father.  I won't fail you again."

"I know you won't," Varen rested an affectionate hand on her brother’s shoulder.  Because of the Dragon-Blooded's long lifespan her father retained his youthful appearance, and a casual observer would assume the pair were brothers. "Don't let this failure drive you to rash heroics.   If you keep your head then finding and eliminating Lintha vessels is well within your grasp."

"What about me?" Karissa asked.  She was terrified her father would force her to remain behind.  She understood her duty to find a husband, and as one of the more eligible granddaughters of V'neef the demand for her hand was high.  

"What about you?" her father removed his hand from Garod's shoulder and turned to face her. "Karissa, you’re a sorceress not a legionnaire.  Your talents are too valuable to be risked in naval battles, and I'd think that your last adventure made that fact abundantly clear."


“The Empress would have sunk if I hadn’t banished the demon attacking her.  I was useful.  Garod needs…”she was interrupted by Varen.

“The Empress did sink.  Admittedly your presence delayed that, but you very nearly lost your life in the process.  From your own report a mortal pirate bested you in combat and could have finished you,” her father placed his hands on her shoulders.  It reminded her of the times she’d come to him and he’d explained why some particularly cruel part of her childhood was necessary. “I know you don’t like waiting while your brother sails into danger, but you must remember your responsibilities.  We all have a role to play and we must do what’s best for our house.”

“Marriage can wait, father.  I understand my duty and I’ll do it, but right now my talents are best served elsewhere.  If I can help Garod it will reflect well on V’neef,” she countered.

“Marriage can wait, but only because we need to find the best match.  I know you hate the endless interviews and dragons know I dreaded the tedium before I married your mother.  You take after me in that regard," he smiled affectionately. "You want to be out there fighting our enemies and I admire that.  You want to do instead of being valued only for your marriage potential."

"If you understand then why?" she pleaded. "Let me help.  War is coming, but not tomorrow.  I'll never have another chance like this.  Once I'm married I'll be expected to bear children, and it will be decades before I can leave again.  Garod was able to travel the threshold for years after he graduated from the House of Bells.  Why can't I do the same?"

"Circumstances are different.  When Garod graduated we were an up and coming house favored by the Empress.  That favor disappeared with her and civil war looms over everything.  We need to make sacrifices for the benefit of our house.  I'm sorry Karissa, but you stay."

She stiffened in his grip and he released her.  Pride staved off the tears and she forced her face into an emotionless mask, "Of course, father.  I understand.  May I take my leave?"

"You may.  I need to speak to your brother alone in any case.  Thank you for understanding, Rissa.  I'm proud of you," he smiled before turning back to her brother.  

Karissa finished her wine and left the balcony.  She set the empty glass on her father's desk, and held her composure until she'd exited the office.  Her quarters were several floors down, and as she made the trip she was thankful that the slaves pretended not to see her tears.  She rushed past them as quickly as her dignity would allow, but gave in to the heavy sobs when she was finally behind the heavy door to her room.

"Karissa, what's wrong?" Daerian asked as she emerged from the maid's quarters adjacent to Karissa's bedroom.  Where Karissa was beautiful Daer was merely pretty.  She wore a simple white gown and her chestnut curls had been bound into a ponytail.  Daer held a feather duster and her dress was stained with dust.  Daerian had been her maid and bodyguard ever since Karissa exalted seven years ago, and despite the difference in their social standing they'd become close friends.

"I'm to stay in Arjuf while Garod sails for Chiaroscuro," Karissa wiped a tear from her cheek and took a deep breath.  She trusted Daer but it was still embarrassing to have her witness such a display of emotion.  Dynastic life discouraged emotions in general and public displays were especially frowned on.

"That hardly seems fair.  You were a major part of that battle.  Without you your brother might have died," Daerian's voice held an angry edge.

"Fair or not father's decision stands.  I'm forbidden from joining Garod on his voyage," Karissa sighed as she plopped down on one of several couches decorating her spacious sitting chamber.  She smoothed her silk trousers and blouse to give her hands something to occupy them.

"Would you like tea?  I can brew some while we talk," Daerian offered.

"I'd like that, Daer.  Thank you."

Daerian hurried into the kitchen attached to her sleeping quarters, and Karissa was left alone for a few minutes to compose herself.  The clattering of dishes and Daer's faint humming comforted her while she waited.  Daerian usually had good advice, and she hoped her maid might have a solution to help change her father's mind.  Several minutes later Daerian emerged from the kitchen.  She carried a tray laden with honey cakes, a teapot and two small ivory cups.

"What happened, Rissa?" Daer pressed as she set the tray on the marble table between the couches.  With an ease bordering on ritual she filled both cups with steaming barley tea.  One cup was handed to Karissa while Daer cradled the other.  She settled back into the plush couch opposite her friend, and gave Karissa her full attention. 

"Father believes war is coming.  He seeks to strengthen our house before the coming conflict.  A marriage to another house through me would go a long way towards that end," Karissa explained.  

"You sound like you agree with him," Daer commented as she popped a honey cake into her mouth.  She looked like a chipmunk with her cheeks puffed out as she chewed.

"I do.  That's the really horrible part, Daer.  I should stay and get married.  I know he's right," she covered her face with her hands.  

"So getting married is the most important way you can serve right now?" her friend asked between bites.

"Yes," she replied miserably.  

"And you’re sure there isn’t another way?" Daer probed.

Karissa considered the question.  Getting married would provide a strong alliance, but was that the only way she could contribute?  She was more than just a pretty face.  She was a sorceress of considerable power, and she might be able to use that power to help her family. 

"I don't know," she chewed her lip, "What else could I do?"

"Your brother is being sent to Chiaroscuro.  You already know…" Daerian trailed off.  Blood drained from her face and she went slack jawed.   The maid's hands shook so badly the cup rattled on the saucer and tea slopped over the side.  Her friend stared out the window in disbelief.  Karissa turned to see what had so distressed her, but it took her a moment to identify the source.  

The light outside dimmed sharply plunging the room into darkness.  It was an eclipse.  While rare an eclipse hardly seemed enough to alarm her friend to such a degree.


"Daer?  Daer?  Daerian," she called as the maid shot to her feet.  Cup and saucer fell from limp hands to shatter against the marble floor. Daerian gave a start and came back to her surroundings.

"I-I'm sorry Rissa.  Forgive me," Daer trembled uncontrollably.

"Daer what's wrong?  I've never seen you like this," Karissa was genuinely concerned.  This wasn't at all like her.  If Daerian were faced with an army of demons she’d have them sweeping and mopping before the day was out.  What had so unnerved her?  

Daerian took a deep breath and seated herself, smoothing her skirts as she sat.  She frowned at the mess she'd made, but turned to Karissa rather than clean it up.  That was almost as unusual as her having created it in the first place, “We’ve been friends a long time haven’t we Rissa?”


Karissa nodded, “Longer than anyone else, Daer.  You’re my oldest friend.”

“And you trust me don’t you?”

“Of course.  With my life,” Karissa extended a hand to Daerian.

“I’ve kept secrets, Rissa.  I can't tell you all of them, but there are things you must know.  Things I could get into a great deal of trouble for revealing,” Daer’s mouth flattened into a determined line.  This was the woman Karissa had come to know. “Do you remember Yuri?”

Karissa blushed in spite of herself.  Daerian was the only one who knew the full story of what had happened that day, “Of course I remember.  How could I forget?”

Daerian walked to the bay window.  Her voice was tinged with an excitement Karissa had never seen from her normally quiet friend. “Do you see that?  The eclipse.”

“What does that have to do with Yuri?” she struggled to understand what connection it could possibly have to the irascible pirate.

"It's a sign Karissa.  He's become very important to the future of House V'neef and to the Realm itself," Daerian explained.  She'd never seen the woman look so nervous.

"A sign of what?" Karissa asked.  She struggled to understand how a dirty pirate could matter to the future of her house.

"I can't tell you," Daerian bit her lip. "I've been sworn to secrecy."

"Sworn to secrecy?  By whom?" Karissa gaped.  Daerian was her maid and bodyguard.  Who could she possibly have sworn such an oath to?

"I can't tell you that either," Daer sighed.  She walked over and plopped herself down on the couch next to Karissa.

"Then what can you tell me?" Karissa wanted to trust her friend, but she was alarmed that Daer could keep such secrets from her.  

"V'neef knows who I work for.  She requested my services when you were a child," Daerian picked up another honey cake and nibbled at it before continuing. "Nor would I ever do anything to endanger you or this house."

"Alright," Karissa answered slowly. "What about Yuri?  Why is he so important?"

"Rissa, do you remember the question you asked Professor Daggun about Mela being the first sorceress?" Daer asked as she popped the rest of the cake in her mouth.  It seemed an odd question.

"I do.  He told us that Mela learned from the anathema," Karissa answered. "What does that have to do with Yuri?"

"Yuri is Exalted, but he isn't a Dragon-Blooded," Daerian met Karissa's gaze, and her friend seemed to be waiting for Karissa to infer something from her words.

"If he's not a Dragon-Blooded then what is he?  The only other types of Exalted I know of are…" Karissa trailed off and blinked a few times before finishing. "…Anathema."

"That's right, Anathema.  Rissa you met Yuri.  Did he seem evil?" Daer asked.  Karissa still wasn't sure what she felt for Yuri, but he'd been no demon.  Of that she was sure.

"He seemed more like a dog in heat," Karissa snorted, prompting a laugh from Daerian.

"He's not evil, Rissa.  Nor are most of his kind," Daerian leaned forward and gazed intently at Karissa.  "Remember back to your teachings of Mela.  Did she consider Anathema evil?"

"No," Karissa answered hesitantly. "She seemed more in awe than afraid."

"You've been deceived.  The Immaculate Philosophy isn't wholly a lie, but the part about the Solar being Anathema definitely is," Daer settled onto a cushion, but kept hazel eyes focused intently on Karissa.

"Daer, that's heresy.  You could be killed just for thinking such thoughts," Karissa hissed as she looked around frantically, though there was no one around who could have heard.  A rising tide of anger surged over her.  Daerian must have kept this secret for years.  How long had Karissa been deceived?  How much of what she knew was a lie?

"Maybe, but that doesn't make it untrue.  Nor am I the only one who knows," Daerian countered. "I know you remember Daggun from the Heptagram.  Do you remember professor Erent or madam Galla?"

Karissa nodded, "I remember them, yes."

"None were Dragon-Blooded, but all taught courses in sorcery or advanced essence.  Each was given a great deal of deference from the Dragon-Blooded faculty.  Why do you think that is, Rissa?" Daerian probed.

Karissa considered her answer carefully.  Daer had a point.  The Dragon-Blooded were many things, but humble wasn’t one of them.  The Immaculates preached that they were the pinnacle of spiritual enlightenment.  As such they bent knee to no one, yet the normally proud Dragon-Blooded had treated all three professors with tremendous deference.  Karissa recalled one incident where professor Erent had yelled at Mnemnon's son.  She'd been shocked because most faculty would fear Mnemnon's wrath, but not Erent.   

"If they aren't Dragon-Blooded what are they?" Karissa pressed, anger smoldering. "And why would you wait so long to tell me this?  I trusted you."

"Because I could be imprisoned for what I've already said," Daerian sighed. "Possibly even executed.  I never wanted to deceive you, but I've had no choice."

"Why tell me now?  What's changed?" Karissa's tone was clipped.  She rose from the couch and began pacing.

"Yuri has," Daerian explained as she brushed a chestnut curl from her face. "His kind, the Solar, are returning to the world.  They've been imprisoned since before the shogunate, but their prison was broken and they are free once more.  Hundreds will appear over the next year."

"Hundreds?" Karissa was stunned.  She stopped her pacing and stood mouth agape. "How is that possible?  There's no way the Wyld Hunt will be able to find them all."

"No, they won't.  Even if they could they'd be going to their own deaths," Daerian replied with a sigh. "They've been successful in the past because they were fighting lone Solar who'd recently Exalted.  If they fight Solar who've had time to train and learn their abilities…" Her friend trailed off with a shrug.  

"So the Anathema are returning?" Karissa sank back onto the couch. She shifted absently to remove a lock of scarlet hair she'd sat on. "Does this mean the end of the world?  That's what the Immaculate texts say will happen if the Anathema ever return to power."

"Not at all," Daerian shook her head emphatically.  Her mouth was compressed back into that line. "Once the Solar ruled the world, and nearly every great artifact you or I have seen came from them.  They created the wonders of the first age, and only they have the power to bring such things back to the world."

"Even if what you say is true," Karissa allowed. "The Anathema will still be hunted.  The Realm will oppose them.  The Immaculates will never allow anything else."

"Karissa, they won't have a choice.  The things Yuri can do are beyond anything you've ever seen.  Whole societies will adopt his beliefs, and he may not even be conscious that he's influencing them," Daerian sat up straighter as she continued. "He will own the hearts and minds of the people whether he wants to or not.  Yuri is of the Eclipse caste, the emissaries of the Unconquered Sun."

"Yuri?" Karissa laughed. "Change the hearts and minds of the people?"

"You still don't understand," Daerian bit her lip. "Come with me?" Her friend rose slowly, stepping over the shattered saucer and spilled tea.

"Where are we going?" Karissa asked suspiciously.  She was still awash in everything her friend had told her and wasn't sure how many more shocks she was ready for.

"To see your grandmother.  There are things she is allowed to tell you that I am not," Daerian headed for the door, looking back over her shoulder as she reached it.  "Are you coming?"

"Alright," Karissa bit her lip nervously.  Seeing her grandmother was always a bit nerve wracking.  V'neef was the daughter of the Empress, and every time Karissa saw her grandmother it made her feel like a homely little girl with a skinned knee.

The pair slipped from Karissa's quarters and up the marble hallway to a broad stairwell that led to the next level of the manor.  She barely noticed the elaborate friezes decorating the walls, or the vases set on pedestals at ten feet intervals.  The slaves in their plain white cotton received even less scrutiny as they sank to their knees.  They were careful to avert their eyes when the pair passed by.

Three more sets of stairs passed by increasingly ornate décor until they arrived at the top floor of the manor.  A pair of wide doors carved from mahogany and inlaid with jade chrysanthemums stood propped open before them.  Daerian hurried through while Karissa paused long enough to suck in a deep breath.  

Beyond the doors lay a sitting chamber larger than Karissa's entire apartment.  Elaborate tapestries depicting forests with majestic animals like bucks or wolves decorated the walls.  Wide windows provided a breathtaking view of the harbor, and a cool breeze that had nothing to do with the wind washed through the room.  Piles of cushions sat atop plush couches arrayed in a rough circle, and lounging on one was her grandmother.

Karissa had often been told that she could pass for V'neef's sister, but somehow the resemblance was always lost on her.  V'neef shared her long scarlet hair, but where Karissa's fell to her waist V'neef's flowed like a waterfall all the way to her perfect ankles.  Where Karissa had smooth alabaster skin, her grandmother's held a deep green tinge that bespoke her heritage as a wood aspected Dragon-Blooded.

"Good morning, granddaughters," V'neef smiled languidly up at them as they entered.  Technically Daerian wasn't a granddaughter, but as she'd been adopted into the house V'neef often used the honorific where she was concerned. "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

Daerian gestured sharply and the double doors slammed behind them.  Hazel eyes flashed fire as she studied V'neef.  Karissa was aghast.  She'd never seen Daerian be rude to anyone, much less the matron of the house.  V'neef held the power of life and death over all of them, yet Daerian showed no fear.

"I've told her about Yuri," Daerian spit like a cat hissing at a much larger dog. "But I refuse to do the rest.  I will not ask her to do what you…require."  Daerian's fists were clenched and she kept her gaze locked with V'neef's.

"Will not?" V'neef spoke slowly as if tasting the words and not finding them to her liking. "Must I remind you, Daerian, that you are replaceable?  If you cannot follow orders I will find someone who can."

"Then do so," Daerian snarled.  Her feet slid into a combat stance and Karissa raised a horrified hand to her mouth as her friend continued. "You'll find me no easy meat, little Terrestrial.  I could tear this place down around your ears, and there's nothing you can do to stop me."

A slight widening of V'neef's eyes was her only sign of alarm.  Though, why she should be alarmed Karissa wasn't sure.  The Dragon-Blooded were the pinnacle of spiritual enlightenment and none were as strong as they.  What could Daerian possibly do to frighten her grandmother?  Her friend was only mortal.  Wasn't she?

"No, I don't suppose I can stop you," V'neef purred, amusement lighting her eyes.  "If it will make you feel better, tear down the house.  But what will you do when I order Karissa to oppose you?  Will you strike her down too?"

"You bitch," Daerian hissed, eyes narrowing. "Don't you dare use her against me.  Have you no soul?  No heart?  She's just a child."

"A child?" Karissa broke in and two sets of eyes swiveled towards her. "What are you talking about?  Why are you fighting?  Stop this.  We're on the same side.  Daerian how could you even suggest that you'd hurt V'neef much less destroy the whole manor?  Grandmother, what is she talking about?  What orders?" 

"I'm sorry child," V'neef sighed. She rose gracefully and her diaphanous gown trailed behind her in an emerald wake. She crossed the distance between them and kissed Karissa on both cheeks. "Please, both of you be seated.  Daerian, forget my earlier words.  I spoke in haste."

"My apologies matron," Daerian spoke through gritted teeth, but she dropped into a deep curtsey.  After rising she seated herself on the couch furthest from V'neef and refused to meet her gaze.

"Now," V'neef smiled once everyone was seated. "I suppose we'd best explain what we're talking about.  I ordered Daerian to give you a task, Karissa.  As she's failed to deliver those orders I will do so myself.  You are familiar with the pirate Yuri, are you not?"

"I am," Karissa answered slowly.  Where was her grandmother going with this?

"And Daerian has told you that he is an Anathema, has she not?" V'neef asked.  She gestured and a golden goblet rose from a table to drift into her hand.

"S-she has," just admitting that fact took more effort than Karissa had expected.  Even speaking of Anathema had her in a cold sweat.

"Was he attracted to you?" V'neef asked, weighing her with those piercing green eyes.

"Excuse me?" Karissa asked, mouth falling open of its own accord.  Her cheeks flushed scarlet.

"Was he attracted to you?  Did he desire you?" V'neef repeated more slowly.  She sipped from her goblet while she awaited a response.

"I-uh-yes, he was," her cheeks were positively on fire. "Why do you ask?"

"Excellent," V'neef's eyes flashed in triumph. "You are more my daughter than any of my own children.  Could you seduce him?"

Karissa sat speechless, unsure of how to answer.  She blinked several times as she recovered her composure, and when she spoke it was in a small voice, "I'm certain of it."

"Wonderful," V'neef's laughter fell like drops of rain. "Then that is exactly what you will do.  Accompany your brother to Chiaroscuro and find this Yuri Silvertongue.  You will make him love you, and when he is tied tightly around your little finger you will bring him to me.  Do you understand your task, Karissa?"

"I-well no.  Not really.  Why would I seduce an Anathema?  Won't the Wyld hunt be after him?" she asked.  Now that she'd started talking she couldn't still her tongue.  "How will I get him back here?  What possible use could you have for him and why send me?"

"One question at a time, child," V'neef laughed.  Daerian looked fit to chew nails, but held her tongue as she sat in sullen silence. "You understand that civil war is brewing.  We are the smallest of the dynastic houses, and because of our size any larger house could crush us with ease.  Two in particular have reason to do exactly that.  House Peleps resents our control of the merchant navy, and my older sister Mnemnon has never forgiven me for being born." She took another draught of wine before continuing her explanation.


"Given our precarious position what would you say our chances are of surviving a war of succession?" V'neef finished her wine and set the goblet on the table as she awaited Karissa's response.

Karissa considered the question carefully before answering.  It was similar to the one her father had posed earlier, "Slim.  If Peleps and Mnemnon work together they can attract some of the more powerful martial houses like Cathak or Sesus.  If that group decides to eliminate us…" she trailed off with a frown.  

House V'neef would be little more than a memory against a trio of powerful houses.  They were a toddler playing amidst giants, and had to tread carefully or risk being crushed.

"Impressive," V'neef replied approvingly.  Her lips pursed in distaste as she continued. "That means that to survive we need an advantage.  I have long sought just such a thing.  Until recently I despaired of finding one, but Daerian's news about the returning Anathema may be exactly the thing we need."

"You want to use Anathema as weapons," Karissa gasped in horror.  Such a thing was unthinkable, yet it would provide their house with an advantage no other could match unless they also harnessed the power of the returning Solar. "You want me to seduce Yuri to bind him to our house, don't you?"

"I do," V'neef added without a trace of embarrassment or chagrin. "Before you condemn me answer me this.  Do you see another option that will allow our house to survive?  Because make no mistake, my job is to protect my house and I will do so at all costs."

"I don't see another option, but surely there must be one." Karissa bit her lip. "Besides, how will having Yuri help us win the war?  Won't the Immaculates declare us heretics?"

"Not if you bring me Yuri," V'neef's smile was predatory. "Has Daerian told you of the Eclipse caste, and what their abilities allow them to do?"

"She has," Karissa thought quickly. The Eclipses could control the hearts and minds of the people.

"I’m going to use him to control the Mouth of Peace herself.  Oh not right away, to be sure. It will take Yuri time to master his abilities, but when he is ready the Immaculates will accept the Anathema like long lost brothers," V'neef's smile was positively wolfish. She gestured and another goblet of wine rose into her hand. 

“Legends tell that the Eclipse could modify the beliefs of an entire culture,” V’neef continued. “What if he changed the Immaculate Philosophy to accept the returning Solar?  If that could be accomplished the house that controlled those Solar would be in a position to decide the war for succession."

"You're forgetting something vital," Daerian spat. "My people won't sit still while you allow the Solar to come back to power.  If they get even a whiff of your plan they'll send assassins not even the Solar can stop.  Where will you be then?"

"Then they'd best not get a whiff of it, especially the fact that you're involved," V'neef turned her cold gaze on Daerian, her smile melting as she did. "The plan is not without risks, but I'll repeat my question.  Have either of you a better?"  Her gaze roamed between the two of them, but neither returned it.

"I thought not," V'neef continued imperiously. "I don't expect either of you to like it, but I expect you to follow your orders without question.  Do I make myself clear?"

"Crystal," Daerian's voice was cold and flat.  

"Perfectly," Karissa echoed.  While she might balk at seeing Yuri used it would give her a chance to see him again.  Besides, she was giving him what he really wanted, wasn't she?  And now she didn't need to feel guilty about it.  Well guilty for using him, maybe.  But only that.

"Excellent.  You'll depart in the morning.  Leave me," She waved a hand and they rose to give a deep curtsey.  As they turned towards the door V’neef spoke again, "Daerian, stay behind a moment."

Karissa shot a nervous glance over her shoulder, but dared not defy her grandmother.  She exited the chamber though her feet dragged as she left.  Hopefully Daerian would be alright.  She'd never seen anyone show the type of defiance her friend had just displayed, and she worried what V’neef might do about it.

Still, she had a more immediate dilemma to solve.  How was she going to find Yuri?
Chapter 17
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2nd Day of Resplendent Earth
Isle of Bluehaven
Time slowed to molasses and Yuri had a frozen eternity to study the room around him.  Ivari and Giselda lay in a heap gazing up at him with a mixture of shock and horror.  A single stream of blood flowed down Ivari's lip from where Yuri's knee had struck him.  The captains stood slack jawed in their places around the table and not a one had drawn a weapon.  Even Captain Haquen's grip loosened as he took a step back from Yuri.  

It wasn't difficult to understand their reaction.  Instead of a naked human calmly awaiting castration, what stood before them was an Anathema blazing with the light of the sun.  They'd all heard stories of Anathema, and if those stories were true he should be able to slaughter them with casual ease.  Yuri had absolutely no idea how being an Anathema would allow him to kill a room full of armed men when he stood here naked, but as long as they didn’t know how ignorant he was Yuri had an advantage.

What Yuri did know was that he needed to get out of here before they recovered.  Yuri whipped an arm up jabbing his elbow into Haquen's throat.  The captain stumbled back with a strangled cough as his hands shot to his neck.  That left the pair of essence cannons tucked into the Linthan’s belt unprotected.  Yuri seized them and dove behind the platform he'd been standing on.  Now that he was an Anathema he should be able to fire them.  He hoped so anyway.

The entire room burst into chaos as if that had released a flood gate.  Some captains ran for the hallway, while others crouched behind the table eyeing his hiding place from across the room.  A few drew firedust pistols or the occasional auhzian blade, but none looked eager to approach.  Captain Haquen stood in shock a few feet behind Yuri.

"Lad, what are you…" Yuri didn't give him time to finish.  This man was responsible for more atrocities than anyone Yuri had ever met.  He'd see the Captain kill children for pleasure, and the screams of women the Lintha had tortured still echoed in his skull.  It was unlikely he'd survive long enough to leave Bluehaven, but if he was going to die he'd see judgment passed on Haquen before he did.  

Yuri brought one of the pistols into line with the Captain's face, but nearly dropped it when something inexplicable happened.  Something flowed from him into the weapon.  He had no words for the nameless liquid power.  As the energy passed from Yuri into the pistol a link formed between them, and just like that the gun became an extension of his arm.  Yuri stroked the trigger and a boom echoed through the chamber as it coughed forth a fist sized knot of golden energy.  The energy impacted against the Captain's face with a hollow crunch.  It hurled him into the wall and his head rebounded off the silvery material.  He slid into a limp pile and didn't rise.

"Kill him!" Giselda shrieked as she stabbed an accusing finger in Yuri's direction.  The few captains who'd remained drew their weapons and approached cautiously.  Ivari numbered among them, but he was careful to hang back and let others engage.  Yuri read fear on his rival's face, prompting a grim smile.

Sprinting to the Captain's body Yuri dropped into a crouch next to him.  Slipping a hand inside the Lintha's tunic he found a leather throng around the Captain's neck and yanked it loose.  A silver key dangled from the end and Yuri slid it between his teeth.  If he got away he'd need it once he got back to the Galeta.

Six captains fanned out before him, each with a hooked sword held before him.  Yuri thought quickly as he studied his approaching foes.  He'd seen Garod do amazing things.  As an Anathema was he capable of similar feats?  There was only one way to find out.

He remembered the leap that had carried Garod onto the deck of the Galeta.  It had taken the Dragon-Blooded nearly thirty feet into the air, and was still the most amazing feat of athletic skill Yuri had ever seen.  He gathered his legs and leapt skyward.

The golden energy flowed in response to his unspoken desires, and it infused his limbs with a strength and grace he'd never imagined.  Yuri's leap took him up, and up, and up…until he impacted against the roof of the First Age vessel nearly forty feet above.  The bone jarring impact knocked the wind from him, and when his head cleared he was falling back towards the captain's body.  Not exactly the graceful exit he'd hoped for.

On the way down Yuri aimed both pistols at the line of Lintha.  Once again the golden energy flowed through him, and he squeezed the triggers as quickly as he could depress them.  Fist sized essence bolts filled the room, and the captains scattered like quail.  Four managed to dodge his hasty shots, but two were either too slow or just plain unlucky.  They were hurled across the room like rag dolls where they slammed into the silvery walls.

Giselda hiked up her skirts and ran for the mouth of the hall on the far side of the room.  As Yuri's feet touched down he brought one of the cannons into line with her, tracking the priestess as she sprinted across the room.  Lightly stroking the trigger he watched as the essence bolt caught her in the back and sent her spinning across the room.  A second shot impacted before her body had even hit the ground.  She didn't rise.

Yuri spun to finish Ivari and the rest of the captains, but hesitated when bells began tolling all over the island.  He didn't know what they signified, but it seemed an awfully large coincidence.  Odds were good they were caused by him, and if he stuck around he'd soon have an army of Lintha to deal with.  He wanted to kill Ivari, but it was time to get out of here.

This time the golden energy was waiting just beyond his reach.  Summoning it Yuri leapt towards the shattered viewport.  The wind rushed by as he sailed through the opening and into the sky above the first age vessel.  He didn't know exactly how high he'd leapt, but he'd guess nearly twice the distance Garod had crossed.  Yuri laughed like a madman as exhilaration washed over him.  He felt better than he ever had.

Studying the land underneath him Yuri found a flaw in his plan.  He'd leapt free of the ship, but had no control over his flight.  He was plummeting earthward and the only thing that might cushion his fall was a muddy patch of reeds.  At the last moment Yuri spied a deep puddle and angled towards it.  He landed with a huge splash sending a gout of muddy water high into the sky.  Yuri came up sputtering and coated in black, sticky mud.  He wore not a stitch, though what he missed most was his boots.  

The island came alive like an anthill kicked by a wayward child.  Hundreds of figures moved in the distance, and many had put small boats into the water.  The majority were swarming towards the first age vessel, which meant he had to get away quickly.  The question was how?

The sun was still shrouded by the moon, which bathed the entire island in darkness.  The only exception was him.  Yuri glowed like the sun itself and the illumination was visible for miles. Ahlat's bloody balls how was he going to get away when he was glowing like an essence lamp?  

There must be some way to dampen the effect, but how?  He tried smearing mud over his arm, but the brilliance shone through as if the mud weren't there.  He tried willing it away, but nothing happened.  There had to be something he could do.  Glancing at the water lapping around his feet Yuri had an idea.  Maybe the water would block the light.

Yuri grabbed a finger thick reed and snapped off the end so he held a piece nearly three feet long. Wading into the brackish waters surrounding the first age vessel he ducked beneath the surface.  He placed one end of the reed in his mouth, and left the other above the surface so he could breathe.  It wasn't very comfortable, but at least the intense brilliance was muted while he was under water.  Hopefully that would make it more difficult for them to find him.  

The water was freezing but Yuri ignored the cold and swam for what felt like hours.  The water was shallow in most places making progress easier, but it took forever for him to emerge beneath one of the docks nearly a mile away.  He came up with a gasp then froze fearing someone had heard him.

Other than the sound of cicada and the faint lapping of the waves against the dock all was silent.  The tolling of those awful bells had ceased, though he had no idea why.  The island was still dark from the eclipse, and much to his relief his blazing golden aura had faded into a soft glow that was barely noticeable.  Hopefully in a few more minutes it would fade entirely.

Yuri took several deep breaths and considered the situation as he clung to a pylon beneath the dock.  He was naked, lost and had no idea how to escape Bluehaven.  If this was a story his godlike powers would suddenly manifest and he'd kill Lintha by the score.  He waited graciously for those abilities to appear, but of course nothing happened.  Bloody typical.  He'd have to rely on his wits.

The first order of business was locating some clothing.  Yuri poked his head around the edge of the pylon to survey the area around the dock.  To the right lay a large ship which had been modified into a two story home.  He saw no signs of movement, though he did catch flickering candlelight through one of the windows.  That meant the place was occupied, and where there were people there would also be clothing.

Yuri drifted like a ghost through the water as he gazed up through the gaps in the wooden planks that bridged the makeshift home and the dock.  When the structure creaked he froze for several heartbeats.  When it creaked again he realized it was caused by the wind, not someone moving above.  Yuri let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, and began scaling one of the pylons.

Hand over hand Yuri struggled up the side of the onetime ship until he'd finally reached the lip of a balcony that had once been the prow.  Heaving himself over the side he fell like a boned fish and slammed his knee against the rough planks with a curse.  Normally he was more graceful, but he was exhausted and his limbs felt like two day old jelly.

Rising slowly he glanced over the lip of the balcony, but didn't see anyone.  Turning to face the window he glanced inside and realized he was looking at a kitchen.  A single candle sat atop a narrow table with three chairs clustered around it.  A heavy cauldron dangled on a chain over a fire pit, and the sorts of tools you'd expect to see in any kitchen hung on hooks set into the wall.

Yuri saw no signs of movement so he gently pried open the window.  It gave with a loud creak and he held his breath while he waited for any sign that someone inside might have heard.  There was none, but he waited several more heartbeats before slipping through the window.  

From the kitchen he could see a stairwell leading up to another floor and what appeared to be the master bedroom.  He padded softly across the planks to the bedroom and crept inside.  A salt worn bureau sat against one wall, and Yuri opened the top drawer to look inside.  The same garish clothing he'd seen on many Linthan males lay inside, and Yuri quickly pulled out a pair of breeches and a shirt.  

Pulling on the baggy clothing made him feel better, but his bare feet were still nearly blue with cold.  A quick search of the room turned up a pair of sandals, which were better than nothing.  He strapped them on and took a night blue cloak that was hanging on a peg near the door.  At least he wasn't naked anymore.

Yuri was about to slip back into the kitchen when he heard voices approaching.  He dropped to a crouch and listened as they came closer.

"I ain't never heard the bells rung for that long," a deep male voice began. "Do you think they caught the Anathema?"

"Not bloody likely," hissed a female voice. "They'd have strung him up and we'd have heard word.  Most likely he's still on the loose, but one of the fools probably realized the bells were warnin him that he was bein chased," Her voice spoke of long suffering as if she often had to explain such things.

"Mara, did you leave the window open?" the male voice asked.

Yuri made his decision before the female could answer.  On the isle of Bluehaven every knife was turned against him, and he couldn't afford mercy.  If they explored the house they'd find him quickly enough, and if he opened the window the noise would draw them.  The prospect filled him with distaste, but he knew what had to be done.

He crept to the doorway as he eased both essence cannons from his belt.  Taking careful aim he stepped into the kitchen.  Each pistol rose as he drew a bead on the Lintha, but his fingers froze on the triggers as he saw who he was about to kill.  

Standing before him was a Linthan male with an auhzian blade belted at his side, but that wasn't what stayed his hand.  Behind him stood a Linthan woman wearing the same garish silks her people favored.  Swaddled in a black blanket lay a Linthan infant and she clutched the child to her breast as she became aware of him.

"Taras," the woman hissed fearfully.  She clutched at his shoulder as her eyes widened.

"Get behind me Mara.  Get ready to run," the Lintha's blade rasped as he drew it from his scabbard, and interposed himself between the woman and Yuri.  He could see by the man's face that the man expected to die, but also that he would do so gladly to protect his wife and child.  The baby began to wail but the woman shushed it and avoided looking in Yuri’s direction as she backed towards the door.

Yuri knew he needed to kill them.  If he didn't they'd raise the alarm and there was no way he'd escape the island.  Yet he just couldn't do it.  No matter what that child would become she still deserved the right to life.  To make her own choices and live with the consequences.  Yuri lowered the pistols and Taras, that was what the woman had called him, lowered his blade a hair as well.

"I'll not kill your family if you agree to tell no one I was here," Yuri began hesitantly, holding his hands in front of him in as unthreatening a manner as he could. The man's face froze in indecision, but his eyes hardened into twin lumps of coal.  Yuri knew a second before the man's wrist tensed that he was going to attack, and he steeled himself for what he must do.

Surprisingly the essence waiting just beyond his reach surged through him, though he had no idea what it was doing.  He felt a warmth wash through him as Taras went slack jawed.  Behind him his wife wore the same expression.  Both sank to their knees and bowed their heads before him.  

"My lord," Taras groveled as he stretched out a hand to grip Yuri's pant leg. "Please forgive my temerity in raising a weapon to you.  Had I known of your greatness I'd never have done such a thing.  If you must slay us we go into death willingly."

Yuri stood stunned as he watched the Lintha all but worship him.  What had he done to so drastically change their opinions?  Could he do it again?  That was a question for another time.  Right now he needed to escape.

"I'll leave in peace if you tell no one of my presence here," Yuri offered.

"Of course my lord," Taras agreed as if doing anything else was madness.  He seized Yuri's hand and pumped it. "You have my word, my lord."

Another strange feeling overcame Yuri as bells tolled in his head.  These weren't the harsh clanging he'd heard across the island earlier, but rather the most melodious tones he'd ever heard.  There was something divine, something perfect about them.  Along with the bells words rose unbidden in his mind.

"Let our bargain be sanctified under the gaze of the Unconquered Sun," Yuri intoned solemnly, though he had no idea why.  A bright flash filled the room and he felt heat on his forehead as the bells increased in volume.  The light clung to Taras and somehow he knew the man was bound to the word he'd just given.  What had Yuri just done?

Taras and Mara gazed up at him in wonder as confusion and shock threatened to overwhelm him.  He had to get away from this place.  Stumbling past the couple he left through the doorway they'd used to enter.  A wide path of planks led off to both the north and south.

"My lord," Taras called through the doorway as he poked his head out. "How will you escape the island?"

"I'm not sure," Yuri turned to face the man. "But I'll find a way."

"If it pleases my lord, I may know a way," Taras gave a low bow and when he straightened his eyes shone with adoration.

"Speak," Yuri ordered.  The man fell over himself to please.

"If you head north you will run into many swordsmen.  To the south you will find fewer, but there are still many seeking you, my lord," Taras explained. "However, if you head south and then east you will enter an area most Lintha fear to go.  Our ancestors are entombed there.  You will know the area when you see it."

"And your people won't go there?" Yuri asked.

"No my lord.  They fear the dead, but you are great enough to overcome them," utter confidence shone in Taras' eyes. "If you find the ancestors then head east you will find a ship off the isle."

"Thank you Taras," Yuri gave a slight bow. "Remember our bargain.  Tell no one of my presence."

"Of course not, my lord," Taras sounded scandalized. "I will tell no one." The man ducked inside and the door closed behind him.

It took Yuri a moment to understand why it was suddenly lighter outside.  Glancing skyward he noted that the moon was finally moving away from the sun.  In a few minutes midday brightness would fully return.  That didn't leave him much time.

Yuri pulled the hood of the cloak tighter as he wove his way south along the wooden path.  He moved as quickly as he could without drawing attention, and it took an effort not to break into a run.  Most of the Lintha still watched the sky, although some children had grown bored and returned to their play.  Minutes passed and the sky grew brighter as Yuri began to sweat under the cloak.

At any moment he expected one of the Lintha to peer under his cowl and raise the cry, but the few he passed seemed preoccupied and left him alone.  Eventually Yuri spied the section of Bluehaven he assumed Taras had been talking about.  Black ships with blacker sails were clustered off by themselves.  A single bridge connected the area to the vast network that spanned the island.

The sky above was the unrelieved blue of a cloudless sky, but not the area over those black ships.  Dark clouds pregnant with rain hung in a patch directly above the ships, and Yuri couldn't imagine that being coincidence.  Just looking at them filled him with dread, but Taras had been right about them being his best option.  If the Lintha feared to go there they'd be less likely to search it.

Yuri wove down several more wooden paths before reaching the edge of the Lintha's ancestral tombs.  He paused on the point of turning back, but a glance behind him banished that notion.  Dozens of dinghies prowled the waves where none had been before.  They were more subtle than the bells, but were almost certainly hunting for him.

Turning back to the black ships he started up the path.  Wooden planks creaked as he passed beneath the first vessel.  It had once been a three masted galleon, although the oddly ribbed sails and the high curves of the hull were like nothing he'd ever seen.  The sails snapped in a wind he had just noticed, and the temperature dropped sharply around him.

Yuri suppressed a shiver as he passed under other ships.  The pathway wound in a nearly straight line through the ships, though some of the hulks blocked his vision and he couldn't see how much further he had to go before exiting.  

The wind rose to a high keening wail and fat drops of rain fell from the clouds above.  Yuri ignored both and hurried on.  He felt eyes on him, but every time he spun to face them there was nothing there.  As he passed under another ship a thick mist billowed from the waters around him, rising until it had covered the walkway he was crossing.

"Sun chiillld…" something whispered through the fog.  Yuri dropped his cowl to free his peripheral vision, and spun on the walkway trying to find the source of the noise.  Something was out there. 

An odd crunching sounded on the walkway behind him, though the fog distorted the noise enough that he couldn't tell its exact direction.  A second, similar crunch came from the other side of the walkway and he whirled to face it.  There was nothing there, or if there was it was covered by the fog.

"Who's there?" he called out angrily.  Maybe his mind was playing tricks on him, but somehow he doubted it.

"Sun chiilld," another whisper echoed through the fog.  This one came from a different direction from the first.

"Show yourself," Yuri commanded.  He wasn't sure how he did it, but a flare of energy surged through him and he felt a burning on his forehead.  Bright sunlight pushed back the mist letting him see nearly thirty feet in every direction.

Vague shapes filled the mist around him.  The mist hid their features, but he caught a flash of metal and heard the creak of leather.  The smell of carrion filled the air, and one of the shapes stepped into his vision.  Judging from the faded multi-color silks and the wedged hat the thing had once been Linthan.

Now it was an abomination.  Desiccated flesh was stretched taught over its skull and empty eye sockets gaped at him.  Wherever the clothing didn't cover he could see the ivory of bone, and the thing clicked and rattled as it approached.  A rusty auhzian blade was belted at its side, though it made no move for its weapon.

"Sun chiild," it hissed as it took a step closer. "Why have you come?"

"I, uh, got lost?" Yuri fumbled.  It probably wasn't the right answer, but what did one say to the spirit of a dead pirate?

"Few visitors come to us," the voice hissed as it stepped forward.  It made no move for its weapon, but Yuri could feel menace radiating from the thing. "Fewer still do we allow to leave.  Why have you come Sun Child?  Speak plainly.  We'll have none of your tricks."

"My name is Yuri Silvertongue," Yuri gave a low bow, but kept his eyes on the thing's face as he did. "I seek to escape Bluehaven.  If you give me no trouble you'll have none from me.  But if you bar my way I'll gun down every bloody one of you." He had no idea if he could even hurt the dead, but he was gambling that they'd fear an Anathema.  Hopefully they didn’t call his bluff.

Whispering echoed through the fog in a language that was painful to listen to.  Yuri had never heard it’s like, and could only describe it as wrong.  The whispers abruptly ceased and the figure in front of him spoke again.

"Very well Sun Child.  We seek no quarrel with you, but we must ask a price for your passage," the harsh grating whisper slid like cold knives over his spine.

"What price?" Yuri asked warily.  Trusting the dead seemed foolish but he wasn't sure how much choice he had.

"If passage is granted you must agree never to return to Bluehaven," the sharp hiss came again, and this time a faint red glow filled both eye sockets.  

It sounded like a fair deal.  Why would he ever want to come to Bluehaven again?  This was the last place in the world he'd intentionally set foot in.

"Agreed," Yuri extended his hand.  Bones creaked as the skeletal pirate did the same.  It's desiccated skin made Yuri shudder as it touched his own, and he started when it's hand clamped down on his.

"Sanctify the oath, Sun Child," the skeleton demanded.  At first Yuri wasn't sure what it meant, until he remembered what had happened with Taras.  What words had he used?

"Let our bargain be sanctified under the gaze of the Unconquered Sun," the melodious bells chimed again, and light settled over both of them.  The skeleton nodded in satisfaction and released Yuri's hand.  It stepped back into the mists, and just like that the shapes were gone.

Yuri was beginning to believe he might actually live to escape Bluehaven.

Chapter 18

Daerian
 
 
 
 
RY 768 
5th Day of Resplendent Earth
Gold Faction Safe House, Yu Shan
Seven steps.  That was the precise distance from one end of the cramped antechamber to the other.  Daerian knew because she'd spent the last several hours pacing under the soft glow of an essence lamp.  What could be keeping them?  She'd brought important news, but her superiors had convened the council meeting this morning.  It was already mid afternoon.  What were they discussing that had kept them closeted for so long?

Sitting heavily on the soft leather couch Daerian fought to compose herself.  Her patron, Master Rhys, had taken the news of Yuri's Exaltation more calmly than she had.  Then again Rhys was over five centuries old and had probably seen such things before.  For Daerian this was the biggest event she'd ever been a part of.  Not that she felt like a part of it.  

Her superiors, even Rhys, were treating her like a child.  They hadn't bothered to speak to her about the incident, much less ask her opinion about Yuri.  After the treatment from V'neef it was enough to make Daerian pull her hair out with frustration.  Did they really value her opinion so little?

Daerian shot to her feet as the door to the antechamber slid open with a soft hiss.  A slender acolyte she didn’t recognize entered with a low bow.  The girl wore a plain white robe with no adornment, "My pardon for intruding, advisor.  The council has demanded your presence."

Demanded, not requested.  That didn't sound good.  Had she done something wrong?  She hoped not. "Of course.  Please lead the way."

The acolyte gave another bow as she backed into the hallway.  The marble floor shone under essence lamps lining the ceiling, and enchanted murals on the walls replayed famous events in history.  The one to her right replayed the early days of the shogunate, if she remembered her history.  


The acolyte kept a brisk pace and Daerian followed closely.  It wouldn't due to be late.  The pair wound through several more hallways before arriving at a massive pair of golden doors emblazoned with the symbol of the Unconquered Sun.  Such symbology was common in the heavenly city of Yu-Shan, though all reference to the Unconquered Sun had been suppressed in creation.  She wondered how the deity felt about that.

The acolyte gave three quick knocks before pushing the door open.  It swung inward silently, though each door likely weighed several tons.  The chamber comfortably seated the twelve council members, but with little room to spare.  They sat at wide oaken tables arrayed in a perfect circle, and the last smatterings of conversation died as she entered.

The councilors wore expressions ranging from annoyance to disapproval, though Rhys shot her an encouraging smile.  Despite his age he still appeared as he had when he'd Exalted, a youthful nineteen year old boy.  His seeming youth often caused others to underestimate him, which had furthered his career over centuries of service to Yu-Shan.

"Daerian," the man seated at the head of the largest table interrupted the silence.  She glanced up at Chancellor Excelvius nervously as he addressed her. "We've called you hear to give testimony on a matter of grave importance.  Please step forward." He gestured to a raised dais in the center of the room and she obediently mounted it, standing as straight and proud as she could.
  
"You witnessed the Exaltation of a Solar, did you not?" His bushy white eyebrows rose with the question, and he stroked a thin beard dangling to the middle of his chest.

"Not exactly, Chancellor," she explained carefully.  Every word would be weighed and measured, so she took care with her words. "The Solar Exalted on the isle of Bluehaven.  I was able to observe through an automaton I secreted on his person during my first encounter with him.  At that time I couldn't be certain he'd Exalt at all."

"Yet you obviously had strong suspicions or you wouldn't have bothered tracking him.  If you knew enough to suspect his nature why did you allow him out of your sight instead of taking him to safety?" the Chancellor barked with a note of reproach.  

"This august body gave me charge of a young Dynast, V'neef Karissa.  I was told watching over her was my primary mission and that I was to obey Matron V'neef in all things.  I couldn't do that if I followed Yuri," she explained. "Nor was I positive about his Exaltation.  At that time it was a possibility, not a certainty.  Had I been incorrect in my assumption I'd have left Karissa unwatched, which went against my orders."

"Master Excelvius," Rhys stood and gave a low bow.  "May I address the council?" Excelvius gave a tight nod and Rhys continued, "Acolyte Daerian is not on trial here.  She followed the council’s orders to the letter, and her lack of initiative is not the reason this meeting was convened.  We are here to decide a course of action, not assign blame."

"Your opinion is noted, Master Rhys," the older man made no effort to mask his annoyance. "While I believe the matter was poorly handled, I do agree that there is no need for punishment.  At this time."  He paused to survey the faces in the room before continuing. 

"What is important is our response to this crisis.  An Eclipse caste Solar is wandering the oceans of the West without guidance or protection.  Our brethren in the Bronze faction have likely detected his Exaltation.  Their Wyld Hunt could already be en route to eliminate him.  We must choose a response.  Do we risk discovery by directly aiding this Solar, or do we leave him to his fate?"

Murmurs filled the room as whatever argument the council had debated threatened to flare up again.  Excelvius slammed a palm on the table in front of him with a thunderous clap that silenced the room around him. "We must decide between the two courses of action.  A newly Exalted Solar represents a tremendous asset to us, particularly an Eclipse caste.  No other will allow us to reshape the minds of the people to accept the philosophy we've fostered through the Cult of the Illuminated.  However since we do not know his current location we risk discovery by the bronze if we attempt to intervene." 

The Chancellor paused to let his words sink in. "Master Rhys has suggested a compromise.  Instead of a full circle he recommends sending a single operative to retrieve the Solar and bring him to the training camp at Kether Rock.  I believe such a plan will not only risk our discovery, but could result in us losing the operative as well.  We cannot afford to lose even a single Sidereal."

"Even if it means gaining an Eclipse caste solar?" Master Rhys rose to his feet smoothly, interrupting the chancellor.  Such a thing was highly irregular, but amazingly the Chancellor merely frowned. "Pardon my interruption, but as the Chancellor considers it acceptable to use his office to further his own agenda, I will not sit silently by.  None of us are old enough to remember the fabled first age, but some remember the contagion.  All have seen the decay of the Realm.  We're all aware of creation itself retreating before the Wyld."

"Have you a point, master Rhys?" the Chancellor asked drily.

"I do, Excelvius," Rhys continued boldly. "Creation cannot survive without the power of the Solar to protect it.  We all agree or we'd not have pledged ourselves to the Gold Faction.  Of the Solar the Eclipse were the most versatile.  The words they penned were so beautiful they captured the hearts and minds of the people.  Their mediation skills were unmatched, even by our own people.

"The Realm crumbles.  Soon there will be civil war and we'll never have a better opportunity," He paused as his gaze roamed the council members like a predator, "If we had an Eclipse caste Solar working with us, we could restore peace and wrest control of the Realm away from the Bronze." 

"I've allowed as much of your rant as I'm going to, Master Rhys," the Chancellor broke in as Rhys' words died away. "All in favor of Master Rhys' plan to send Daerian to locate this Yuri Silvertongue?" Master Rhys hand shot up.  After a moment others joined him until seven hands had been lifted. 

"Motion passes." Excelvius announced sourly.  The four council members who'd voted against the plan were clearly annoyed by the outcome.

The councilors rose from their seats with a grace that Daerian envied.  Most ignored her as they filed from the room, though Master Rhys waited for her in the entryway.  When everyone had gone she approached and gave him a short bow, "Master, why were they so angry with me?  I don't understand what I did wrong."

"You did nothing wrong, Daerian." Rhys placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, "They're looking for someone to blame because we haven't found this Solar, but we wouldn't have even known about him at all had you not alerted us.  To date we've rescued only two.  Two out of three hundred.  The council watches and worries, but they do precious little." He frowned. "You did the right thing in staying with Karissa.  The others may not understand how important V'neef is to the Gold faction, but I do."  He stepped back and gave her a fatherly smile.  It looked odd on his youthful face.

"Do you think I should have tried to capture him?  Or followed him at least?" Daerian bit her lip.

"In your shoes I'd have done exactly as you did.  You protected Karissa, as you were assigned to," he gestured for her to step into the hallway.  The doors swung silently shut behind them as they left the chamber. "Had you known with certainty that Yuri was a Solar you might have acted.  But you did the only thing you could given limited information."

"Thank you master," she smiled up at him.  Sometimes she hated being so short. "I won't let you down.  I'm certain I can find Yuri."

"How will you locate him?" he raised an eyebrow as they continued their trek down the hallway. 

"I'm not sure how to describe it," she bit her lip again.  It was a bad habit.  "Something connected Karissa to Yuri.  They're destined to meet again or I'll eat my dress, but I just can't puzzle out what the connection is."

"True love," Her master gave an amused smile, but he remained silent as they climbed a wide stairwell.  They emerged onto the second floor of the manse, which was filled with acolytes scurrying back and forth with messages.  Rhys led her to a door on the right, passing his hand in front of it so that it slid open with a soft hiss.  He nodded to one of the pair of plush chairs in front of his mahogany desk and she seated herself.

"Fate is an interesting thing.  As a Sidereal you are more attuned to it than most," Rhys began.  He seated himself in the high backed chair behind his desk, "Over the centuries I've learned to trust my instincts, and if you believe Karissa and Yuri are destined to meet again then trust yourself.  I won't tell you how to find him.  That, I leave entirely to you."

"To me?" Daerian squeaked.  She'd only been Exalted for a few years, and had never been trusted with anything this important.  "How am I supposed to find him?  It could be years before he meets with Karissa again."

"Not if we manipulate events using the Loom," Rhys grinned.  Daerian blinked rapidly.  The Loom of Fate was the most powerful artifact in existence for tracking and manipulating fate.  A strand existed for every living thing, and if you were skilled enough you could find an individual thread.  The very best Sidereal could twist those threads to achieve whatever fate they intended.   They could alter lives without coming anywhere near their intended target.

"But the Loom is controlled by the Bronze," Daerian protested.  "If I use it to locate Yuri they'll know anything I discover as soon as I discover it.  Besides, I've never done fate manipulation that delicate."

"Nor will you," Rhys gave a boyish smile. "Manipulating fate is a powerful ability, but not nearly as powerful as manipulating the manipulators."

"Are you suggesting I get the Bronze faction to do it for me?" Daerian asked.  She was genuinely confused.

"Of course not.  I'm suggesting we have pattern spiders do it for us.  That way you never enter the Loom and it will be nearly impossible for anyone to track you," Rhys pursed his lips thoughtfully. "Karissa and Yuri are destined to find each other again.   You need to engineer that meeting.  Where is Karissa now?"

"She's at her family's manse in Arjuf," Karissa explained. She was starting to understand what her teacher was getting at. "Her grandmother has ordered her to go to Chiaroscuro."  Daerian left out the bit about V'neef ordering Karissa to seduce Yuri.  That would only complicate matters with Rhys, and was grief she didn't need at the moment.

"Excellent," Rhys rubbed his hands together excitedly. "From the research I've done on Yuri he was born there, and retains strong connections to the city.  Accompany Karissa on her trip, and see that she finds Yuri in Chiaroscuro.  I'll send word via Infallible Messenger if I learn anything that might aid you."

"I'll see to it," Daerian nodded. 

"Good.  Now we need a way to get Yuri to Chiaroscuro," Rhys pursed his lips thoughtfully. "I believe our best option is the Loom.  I'll have a report compiled and sent to your office.  Go over it and find the most likely connection you think we can exploit.  The report should be waiting for you by the time you arrive."

Daerian rose from her seat and sketched a shallow bow, "Thank you master.  I hope your faith in me is justified."

"It is," Rhys smiled at her.  He was nearly eye level even though he was still seated.  He glanced down at a sheaf of paper, and Daerian knew she'd been dismissed.  She slipped quietly from the room, and wove her way through the corridors back to her own office.

She hoped her master's faith in her wasn't misplaced.  Daerian knew she was intelligent, more so than nearly anyone else she knew.  But she was woefully uneducated about the deeper politics of Yu-Shan.  In time she'd adjust, but nearly all of her peers had a centuries long lead over her.  

Reaching the door to her office she passed a hand over the essence lock and the door slid open with a welcoming hiss.  Stepping inside she gave an immense sigh of relief.  Daerian secretly believed her 'office' had been a closet before she occupied it, but at least it was hers.  It was lit by a flickering essence lamp.  She chose to think of the lighting as romantic, since essence lamps weren't supposed to flicker.  Her request for its repair had been unanswered for the past three months.

Squeezing around the desk that took up nearly the whole room she settled into her chair and leaned back with another sigh.  A bound velum scroll sat on her otherwise empty desk, and she assumed it was the report promised by Master Rhys.  Popping the seal she unrolled it and began reading.  The scroll contained a myriad of information about each thread that would touch Yuri's in the next several weeks. 

 Now all she needed to do was find the right one, and she could guide Yuri towards Chiaroscuro.
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The sun painted a bloody swathe across the sky by the time Ivari was called before Grandmother Haquen.  He'd come immediately, of course.  He'd not even bothered to grab his hat on the way out.  Grandmother expected punctuality, and in her present mood tardiness was suicidal.

He waited in a plush sitting chamber carved from the deck of what had once been a fine three masted galleon.  Ivari knelt before a high backed wicker chair.  He held his place there while he waited for the woman who'd summoned him to give him permission to rise.

Of all the Grandmothers in the Haquen sept only one was allowed to claim the sept name as her own.  She was old and powerful and wore her anger like a lover's embrace.  She'd lost one of her husbands and her favorite daughter on the same day.

"You may rise," Grandmother spoke.  Her voice was like the skittering of a quill across dry parchment.  

Ivari rose obediently, but sketched a bow as he stood.  It was better to be overly formal than too friendly. "You called and I have come.  How may I serve, Grandmother?"

"Look at me boy," she growled, and Ivari raised his gaze to meet hers.  The old woman's once blue skin had faded to white, and only a few strands of stringy hair clung to a skull spotted with age.  "You spoke for this mortal at the Gathering, did you not?"

"I did, Grandmother," Ivari allowed.  His heart leapt into his throat at her question.  Did she blame him for this?

"You must know him well then," she continued slowly.  Her eyes glittered like shards of blood. "Where will he go if he escapes Bluehaven?"

"He will not escape," Ivari began. "I'll see to…" He trailed off as her eyes hardened dangerously.

"Do not make me repeat the question," she told him calmly.

"My apologies Grandmother," Ivari gave her another low bow. "If Yuri escapes he will go to Wavecrest, to the Isle of Abalone."

"Why?" she asked, one eyebrow rising in curiosity.

"There is a woman there, Grandmother.  He cares for this woman," Ivari explained.  Few knew of Yuri's connection to Ria since he'd gone to great pains to prevent the Lintha from finding out.  But Ivari remembered his humiliation, and had kept tabs on the mortal's activities.  Yuri often went to the Seawatch inn, which Ria ran.

"Does he," a smile bloomed on her face. "Ivari, go to this island.  Find this woman.  Violate her.  Scourge her.  Humiliate her, but do not kill her.  When this Yuri Silvertongue arrives, I want him to see what you've done."

"At once, Grandmother.  And Yuri?  What of him?" Ivari asked, though he was fairly sure he knew the answer.

"Kill him, Ivari.  Kill him and bring his head to me.  If you do this you will return a Grandfather, and you will have my full favor," the Grandmother extended a hand, and Ivari darted forward to lay his lips against it.

"Of course, Grandmother.  It will be as you say.  I'll set sail immediately," he gave her a final bow before turning to leave the audience chamber.

Ivari had waited a long time for his revenge, but it was finally about to bear fruit.  Yuri would go to Abalone, and Ivari would be waiting…
Chapter 20
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Yuri was fifteen when he'd first encountered rotgut.  The notorious liquor burned like fire on the way down, and tasted like turpentine on the way back up.  The day he'd discovered the vile stuff was without a doubt the worst of his life.  The worst three days, in fact.  Today had kicked the legs out from under his rotgut experience and beaten it senseless.  

He's continued past the Lithan graveyard without incident, and had nearly reached the mists leading back to the Galeta.  If he could find the right walkways Yuri was fairly sure he could make it inside of an hour, assuming he wasn't caught before then.

The golden glow suffusing his skin had faded entirely, but he felt the nameless energy waiting within easy reach.  It had an eagerness to it as if it wanted to be used.  It was a part of him as much as breathing or eating, and he welcomed the strength it offered.  Despite the wonderful power he was conscious of the brilliant display his anima had caused.  He'd have to be careful about using his powers where the residents of Bluehaven could see.

 
Yuri hurried along the wooden planks, careful to keep his cowl close about his face so as not to be recognized.  So far no one had so much as looked at him twice, but all it would take was one suspicious person and he'd be running for his life again.  It would be just his bloody luck too.

Not far from the pathway a group of swordsmen practiced forms on a dais made from the deck of a shogunate era raker.  They stood bare to the waist and several panted heavily from recent matches.  The tallest wore snow white hair in a topknot hanging to the small of his back.  A bronze ring was hooked through the end of it, and had the look of a weapon.  Interesting.  

The Lintha turned in his direction and called out what sounded like a greeting, “Oo tara.  Zari da Falla?"

Yuri turned to face the stranger but kept the hood low over his face.  The speaker toweled sweat from a well-muscled chest while giving a friendly smile.  Behind him a half dozen others were strung out along the walkway, though all clearly deferred to the one who'd spoken.  Could he kill them all?  Maybe, but that would draw more attention than he could afford right now.

"Oo tara?" the Lintha repeated suspiciously.  When Yuri didn't respond he gave a sharp gesture and all five swordsmen fanned out to block the pathway.  So much for stealth.  Yuri drew both pistols and threw back his cloak in one smooth motion.   Varying degrees of shock registered on their faces, but their leader showed none.  His blade flowed into his hand and he moved towards Yuri with deadly grace.

A pulse of golden essence suffused every part of Yuri's body.  The clear golden light flowed from him in waves, and illuminated the island around him like a second sun.   A flare of warmth pulsed from his forehead, and he could see the golden ring reflected in the Lintha's widening eyes.  

Gathering his legs underneath him Yuri sprang into the air twisting to keep his weapons trained on the knot of opponents.  Each cannon boomed twice sending grapefruit sized balls of golden essence spinning towards the swordsmen.  The fastest was still reaching for his blade when the shots hit, and four of his five opponents were hurled into the water on either side of the walkway.

Yuri spun to face the last Lintha as his feet touched the wooden planks.  The pair eyed each other warily for several moments.  Then the Lintha dropped his gaze and gave a low bow, "Na Lintha.  Well done, sun child.  You are a worthy adversary."

Quick as a viper he flowed towards Yuri with blade held loosely in his right hand.  He watched Yuri like a cat, which proved to be a bad move on his part.  He should have paid attention to his footing.  Yuri moved both pistols a fraction of an inch, and shot either side of the plank the Lintha had just stepped on.  It splintered into a thousand tiny fragments, and spilled the white haired swordsmen into the frigid water.  He could have just as easily killed the man, but as he'd shown a modicum of respect Yuri decided to let him live.

The cloak fluttered to the walkway behind him as Yuri abandoned all pretense of stealth.  He bolted down the narrow wooden path, wind whipping by as he ran more quickly than he ever had.  As fast as he was Yuri hadn't quite reached the mists when the tolling of bells echoed across the island once more.  That could only mean one thing.  They'd seen his anima banner and the hunt had begun.  Yuri glanced back and saw dozens of black dinghies filling the waves.  Armed Lintha swarmed the pathways and the horde was converging in his direction.

Yuri spied the mists a mere dozen yards ahead and slowed his mad flight as the cool white fog settled over him like a funerary shroud.  He wanted to escape but caution was necessary here.  Yuri was conscious of the shark's presence somewhere out in the water and knew it was hunting him.  Its hatred was palatable and he knew it could attack without warning.  Falling from the walkway was an open invitation for the beast to dine, and moving too quickly made that a greater risk than he was prepared to accept.

Yuri estimated another mile of twisting walkway before reaching the Galeta, but the thick mist made it difficult to be sure.  Normally his sense of direction was flawless, but the mist deadened sound and cut visibility.   Each step caused the walkway to creak ominously.  The fact that it was the only sound at all made it even more eerie.  Even the lapping of the waves against the pylons was soft and muted, and there was no wind to speak of.

Yuri kept up a steady pace as he traversed the maze of walkways in what he prayed to Ahlat was the correct direction.  The horns of a dilemma finally interrupted his flight when he reached a junction he didn't recognize.  Both paths spiraled off into the mists in roughly the same direction, but he had no idea which to take.  He wracked his memory for any clue that might reveal the correct direction.

A chill drew an involuntary shiver up the length of his spine.   The split second of intuition was the only thing that saved him as the pathway exploded beneath Yuri.  The fanged maw of an all too familiar shark gaped hungrily just a few feet below, and moving with a speed that belied its size the beast snapped its jaws shut around him.

The golden energy surged through him so swiftly he couldn't even begin to understand what it was doing.  His body moved of its own accord leaving him an unwitting observer.   Yuri tucked himself into a tight ball and dove deeper into the shark's gaping mouth, which he'd never have done willingly.   Dozens of razor sharp fangs snapped shut where he'd been a fraction of a second before.  How did he move out of the way so quickly?  

The reek of rotting fish was overpowering as Yuri landed in a puddle of seawater and bile.   He was lodged firmly between the shark's gums inches away from many, many sharp fangs.  The shark dove and its mouth flooded with seawater.  Yuri sucked in a deep breath just before the wall of water crashed over him.  If he didn't do something quickly he was in serious trouble.  The shark couldn't bite him as long as he was wedged in well enough to avoid being swallowed, but he still needed to breathe.  The beast could simply drown him and dine at its leisure.

Yuri snaked a hand down to his belt and drew one of the essence cannons.  He pressed it against the roof of the shark's mouth and squeezed the trigger.  The beast's tough outer skin may have been strong enough to resist the blast, but the sensitive lining in its mouth definitely couldn't.  Blood and flesh exploded into the water and the shark thrashed frantically as it tried to disgorge it would be meal.

Yuri struggled desperately to avoid the fangs, but lost his grip as the shark's mouth opened.  He was hurled headlong into the bottom rows and a flash of agony stabbed through him.  A stream of bubbles escaped his tortured lungs and he screamed silently from multiple punctures.  One dagger long tooth stabbed into his right leg while several more bit into his back.    A host of smaller pains blossomed on his chest, arms and shoulders but he did his best to block them out.  Dizziness fought to overcome him as he squeezed the trigger a second and third time.

Yuri was violently expelled from the shark's mouth in a cloud of blood and flesh while the beast's frantic thrashing grew weaker.  He prayed it was dead as he swam in the direction he hoped was up.  Disorientation, the pain of his tortured lungs, and the myriad of punctures warred with the frigid water to be the first to overcome him.  He'd nearly given up when he bumped into something cold and metallic.  

Yuri fumbled at it with numb fingers wondering what it could be.  After a moment he identified it as a chain, most likely attached to an anchor.  That meant somewhere above him lay not only sweet, wonderful air but also a ship.   The thick links spiraled into the darkness above him and he kicked with all his might as he headed for the surface.  Blackness tinged the edge of his vision, but he didn't give up.  He had to make it.  He needed to live.  

Yuri burst from the icy waters with a gasp as he gulped in a lungful of sweet air.  Leaning heavily against the chain he clung to it desperately while he caught his breath.  Yuri shivered uncontrollably and kept fading in and out of consciousness.  He needed to get out of the water before it killed him.  Taking a good look at his surroundings he realized he was at the base of a chain that spiraled up to the rail of a ship above.  

Relief flooded him as he identified the ship as the Galeta.  Somehow he'd made it back.  The fire of his wounds was the only thing keeping him conscious, and he tried to focus.  At least the icy water numbed the pain.  A steady stream of blood flowed down his leg, and a trickle inched down his back.  The patchwork of wounds on his chest and shoulders sent out pulses of agony, but he gritted his teeth and pulled himself up the chain.  The links where just large enough for his foot and he climbed it like a ladder.

"Dead man crossing.  Too bad Tranel," crowed a familiar voice, "The toss goes to me.  Thank you very much, lads."

It took a moment to place the voice as belonging to Rat, and Yuri heaved a sigh of relief.  Blind luck had brought him back to the Galeta, and if he could find just one more burst of energy he could scale the chain.  The crew was going to ask questions, but he'd deal with it somehow.    

He pulled himself up a few more links until his face hung next to the porthole the voice had come from.  Two Lintha and four mortal sailors were dicing in a rough circle between several crates in the main hold.  Rat stared at Yuri in surprise.  He still clutched a fist full of dice he’d been about to cast.  


"Yuri?" a concerned voice asked from a great distance away.  Yuri took a deep breath and tried to stay conscious. "Hold on, we'll come get you."

He clung to the chain for all he was worth while he waited for the footsteps to reach him.  After what felt like hours Garg's strong arms reached over the rail and seized him by the shoulders.  The massive sailor hauled him up like a child setting him gently on the deck.

"W-we have to run.  Get the ship ready to move," he panted.

"What about the captain?" he couldn't identity who'd asked the question.

"The captain is dead.  The Lintha are having a revolution," Yuri lied. "They're purging all mortals from the fleet," he explained through gritted teeth.  He was relying on the crew's inherent fear of the Lintha to keep them from probing for too many details, "If we stay we're as good as dead."

"You heard him," Rat barked, "Cut the ship loose and let out the mainsail.  Spotters to the rail.  We're getting out of here."

Several hazy minutes passed.  When Yuri was next conscious of his surroundings he found his cheek pressed against the time-roughened planks of the Galeta.  He lay in a heap not far from the anchor and every part of his body screamed at him in agony.  He felt like he'd be stepped on by a yeddim.

The gentle rocking of the ship filled him with alarm, and Yuri struggled to force his muscles to respond.   If the ship had been moving the gentle rocking would have been sharper as they crested each wave.  The sails would have been unfurled.  He felt none of that.  They were still moored to the dock, and his pursuers must be closing in.  Voices clashed in argument several feet away, and he tried to focus on them.

"We'll let you debark, Tranel.  It doesn't have to be this way," Rat pleaded.  Yuri heard steel drawn and managed to face the confrontation.  The three Linthan sailors who'd remained on the Galeta had their backs to the rail with weapons drawn.  Facing them were the crew's seven mortal members.

"If our people have decided you need to die then you need to die," Tranel growled back.  "Running won't save you.  Hiding won't save you.  If you take this ship you'll be hunted to the edge of creation, and your deaths won't be easy."

"Maybe, but you won't live to see it unless you leave this deck right now," Rat drew his cutlass and pointed it down the gangplank towards the dock. 

"We'll never…" Tranel began, but Yuri had heard enough.  He didn't have time for this.  Grabbing the side of the rail he heaved himself to his knees and ripped one of the cannons from his belt.  His hand shook and his aim wasn’t up to its normal perfection, but it was good enough to hit a stationary target less than ten feet away.  Three times the weapon roared and three golden balls of essence rocketed towards the Lintha.  Tranel was knocked overboard mid sentence as the blast caught him in the face.  His two companions were luckier, and fell heavily to the deck as the shots impacted.

"Dump them on the dock and get us moving," Yuri rasped.  He settled against the rail of the ship and let his hand fall to the deck still gripping the pistol, "Congratulations Rat, you're my new first mate."

"You heard the captain," Rat barked, "Get those bodies down to the dock, and prepare the ship to sail.  Garg, help me get the captain to his quarters."

Garg knelt next to Yuri and scooped him up like a wayward child.  Yuri was too tired and in too much pain to be embarrassed.  He gritted his teeth at each painful bump as he was carried up the steps to the sterncastle. There were two ways to enter the captain's quarters.   The first was below deck near the crew quarters, but the one Garg carried him to was atop the sterncastle.   A narrow stairwell curled around the base leading to an equally narrow door.  Yuri grunted when Garg banged his shoulder against the wall on the way down.   At least he was alive.

"Careful Garg.  That's the captain not some sack of grain," Rat chided as he followed.

"Door's locked, captain." Garg rumbled in consternation.

"Here," Yuri rasped as he pulled the leather thong and silver key from under his shirt.   He didn't know what to expect as Haquen had never allowed the crew into his quarters.  Even Yuri had only caught the occasional glimpse the few times he'd had to disturb the captain.

Garg swung the narrow door inward and stepped into the captain's chamber.  The room was barely adequate for a house, but for a ship was positively cavernous.  A bed wide enough to accommodate Haquen's bulk dominated the center of the room.  It was covered in bright red silk, and had nearly a dozen fluffy pillows.   A dresser that came to Yuri's shoulder stood on the bed's right side, and to the left shelves had been set into the hull of the ship.  They held nearly two-dozen books, a pile of maps, and a skull about half the size of a grown man's.  A wardrobe of some reddish wood stood next to the door, and a washbasin sat on the nightstand on the bed's left side.

The room triggered a pang of sadness in Yuri.  It was difficult to pity a monster like Haquen, but some part of him was sad at the captain's passing.  Perhaps it was the change in his life and he merely longed for the way things were.  It was hard to say, but regardless of the source he squashed the feelings and focused on escape.

"That's far enough, Garg.  I can take it from here.  Head above deck and take the wheel," he ordered as Garg set him gently on the bed, "Rat, stay behind a moment.  We need to talk."


“Of course, captain.” Rat leaned against the wardrobe and waited for Garg to leave, then closed the door behind the massive sailor.

“See if you can find me some rum in that cabinet,” Yuri grunted through gritted teeth.  Rat obediently moved to the cherry wood cabinet, and pulled out an unmarked bottle of rum.  He tossed it to Yuri who caught it deftly in one hand, “Thanks.

“What can I do for you, captain?” Rat asked.  Yuri knew his friend must have a ton of questions, but the pain made it difficult to think.  He needed to give his new first mate just enough information to get him to sail.  He could make up the rest later.
“Set a course for Wavecrest.  We need to make best speed for Abalone.  When we arrive we’ll be taking on new crew,” Yuri pulled himself up onto the many pillows until he was comfortable.
“Why did they turn on us, captain?” Rat’s voice was filled with anguish, and Yuri felt a twinge of guilt for his lie.
“I don’t know, Rat.  But we both know what they do to someone they want dead.  We need as much distance as we can get, and we needed it yesterday.  I’m going to get some rest, but wake me for dinner or if we run into any problems between now and then,” he ordered.

“Aye, captain.  See you in a few hours,” Rat saluted as he exited the quarters.  Yuri heaved a sigh of relief and relaxed.  Sleep wasn’t long in coming.
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9th Day of Resplendent Earth

Waters north of Bluehaven
The sun hadn't been long in rising when Yuri finally pulled himself from his new bed.  It felt odd sleeping in the Captain's quarters, and even more odd having the crew address him as such.   He'd been unable to sleep, and the thought of another two hours tossing and turning in his bunk wasn't very appealing.  A few weeks before it would have been the dreams driving away sleep, but now he faced a different enemy.   Time.  He needed to reach the island of Abalone, and he needed to be there three days past.

A slight limp tugged at each step as he crossed the cabin to the bar he'd discovered atop Haquen's dresser.  The grievous wounds Yuri had suffered from the shark were healing with miraculous speed.  In another day or two he'd have nothing left but a few scars to remind him of his brush with death.  One more blessing of the Anathema, it seemed.  In the meantime each step sent a stab of agony up his leg, and he walked with a pronounced limp.  Still, it was better than it had been yesterday.  Two days ago he couldn’t even walk.

Grabbing an unmarked bottle of dark red wine Yuri pulled the cork with his teeth and spit it back on the table.  Savoring a mouthful he closed his eyes with a sigh and hoped the spreading warmth would quiet the shards of pain in his leg.  He was lucky to be alive.  That didn't much help with the pain, though.  Nor did he want to risk anything stronger than wine as he'd need his wits about him when he arrived.


There were few non-Lintha who understood the ways of the Family as well as he did.   They maintained their iron control mainly through fear.  Usually that fear was generated by making an example of anyone stupid enough to defy them.  The first part of that example came by exploiting the loved ones of the offending Family member.  Depending on how severe the crime a loved one could serve as a hostage, or worse.  The most heinous crimes resulted in a loved one being sold to the fair folk to have their hopes and dreams stolen.  People who returned were never the same and it proved a very effective reminder that crossing the Lintha was hazardous to your health.

That was why time was such an enemy.  He'd long labored to prevent the Lintha from knowing just how close he'd grown to Ria.  Still, the Lintha were resourceful and if they did know she'd be their first target.  He had to reach the Seawatch before they did, and he had to convince Ria to leave with him.  Given how stubborn she was he knew it would be difficult, but if he had to carry her kicking and screaming he'd do it.

Yuri took another swig of dark red, and contemplated leaving the bottle on the bar.  Instead he cradled it loosely in one hand as he left the quarters.  

He wondered if Rat was having as much trouble adjusting to his new bunk as he was sleeping in the Captain's too comfortable bed.  Maybe he'd ask.  They certainly needed to sit down soon to discuss an overall plan.  Thus far he was flying blind just trying to stay one step ahead of his enemies, but that wasn't going to work forever.

The thick planks of the salt worn door creaked in complaint as he pushed it open and stepped into the predawn chill.  In the distance he could just make out early morning sunlight glinting off the harbor.   It was perhaps a half hour before full dawn, but the sun's presence already touched the western horizon with a painter's palette of reds, oranges, and golds.   There wasn't a cloud dotting the sky and he took that as a good omen.  

There were only two men on deck.  Garg was a towering mountain as he kept silent vigil over the emerald waves.  Little puffs of steam drifted skyward with each breath the man took.  It was the only sign of life he exhibited.  Rat had taken the night watch and leaned against the wheel not far from where Yuri had emerged.  Normally there would be at least two more crew above deck, but with only seven of them they'd been stretched thin.

"Mornin, Rat.  How's that new patch treating you?" Rat turned his remaining eye on Yuri and a smile lit his face.  A whalebone pipe was clenched between his teeth, and the thin streamer of smoke coming from the bowl carried the scent of marijuana.

"Morning, Captain.  New patch works great.  Not as good as havin both eyes, mind you.  But, it’s serviceable.  Don't think I'll be winnin too many ladies though," he heaved a heavy sigh.

"Don't underestimate yourself, Rat.  Women love a dangerous man, and that patch makes you look dangerous.  You might find yourself with more action than you can handle, especially if you tell them about your courageous escape from Bluehaven," Yuri grinned and felt his mood lighten a shade.

"How do you keep em all straight, Captain?  Every time I see you in port you find a woman there.  Sometimes two at the same time."

"I don't.  Only the special ones are worth keeping track of.   Most crave a night's excitement, but they're just as happy to see me leave come morning.   We give them a taste of things they'd never know otherwise, and they love it.  They can see far off ports through our eyes and imagine that in the morning they're going to run away with us to find a life of adventure," Yuri leaned heavily on the wheel and took another pull from the bottle. "Sure, they'll be quick to bed me again if I come back to port, but when morning comes none of them are in a hurry to follow me back to the Galeta.  In the light of day they realize there's no bath on a ship, and nothing but crass dirty men robbing other crass dirty men.  It’s easier for them to go back to idealizing the lives we lead."

"What about the ones that do matter?" Rat scratched absently at his painted eye patch.

"Those are the ones to watch out for, Rat.  You'll know her when you meet her, because she'll get under your skin and into your dreams.  You won't want to eat, or sleep, or drink or do anything that doesn't involve her.  Every time she smiles it will be more brilliant than the sun rising, and when it’s gone you'll do anything to get it back," Yuri's voice softened into memory, and Ria's face lit his mind's eye. "They're beautiful and magnificent, but once they worm their way into your heart you can't ever be rid of them."

"It sounds more a curse than a blessing," Rat seemed dubious.

"Of that you're definitely right," Yuri laughed. "Those women are a curse, but they're also like a drug.  When you find yours you'll do anything to make her happy, to keep that smile on her face as long as possible.  And you'll love every minute of it, praying for just one more when it’s over."

"You're talking about Ria.  She's one of those special ones, ain't she?" Rat gave a knowing smile.

"Aye.  She's one of a kind, but she's too wild to be held down by any man.  Leviathan knows I've tried.  If she'd been willing I'd have given up life at sea for her," Yuri took another pull from the bottle.  The pain in his leg was finally beginning to subside.

"She's the reason we're going to Abalone, isn't she?" He could see the wheels turning in Rat's head, and congratulated himself again on making the right choice in his new first mate.

"She is and you know why.  If I don't get there in time they'll find her, and…well that's not going to happen," Yuri's mood soured as he considered the consequences of losing the race to Ria.  Another pull of dark red did little to lighten his mood, but where it failed the sight in front of him succeeded.  They were a few hundred yards from the harbor and would dock shortly.  Whatever happened at least the waiting would be over.

The last hundred yards took longer than the entire four day journey, but in the end they made it to the dock.  Relief washed over Yuri as the Galeta glided to a halt a few feet from the pier.  The trade winds had favored them, and he whispered a prayer of thanks to the bloody orb hanging low over the eastern ocean.  The trip would have been far faster with the worm, but the secrets of its summoning had died with the captain.

Abalone's population was made up of sailors, pearl divers, and fishermen.  The latter had been up for hours plying their trade, and the harbor was dotted with tiny ships and tinier figures casting nets into the waiting waves.  The former were still abed, and the streets of the island city were empty and quiet.  The bustle wouldn't begin in earnest until the sun hung high above the city, and even then it would be a pale shadow of the crowds that packed the streets in the evenings.
 
"Rat, rouse the crew and get them on deck.  I want to address them before we debark," Yuri was surprised to feel the weight of authority his words carried.  A few weeks ago he'd have been the one waking the crew, and would have followed Haquen's orders without question.
 
"Aye, Captain.  I'll see to it," Rat headed down the stairwell to the main deck, and ducked into the narrow doorway leading to the crew quarters.

"Garg, tie us off," Yuri called over the early morning wind.   Garg gave a slow nod and picked up an arm thick rope that was looped through the rail.  He hopped to the pier where he tied the other end around a thick pylon left for just such use.

Rat emerged from below deck with as bedraggled a crew as Yuri had ever seen.  The four figures following him had dark rings under their eyes and wore worried frowns.  The unspoken dread they all felt hung heavily about them, but no one dared broach the topic on all their minds.   No one wanted to bring it up, because talking about it made it real.  On some level all of them were hoping to wake from the terrible nightmare to find it had all just been a bad dream. 

"Listen up," Yuri's voice rang out as Garg slapped the gangplank down to bridge ship and dock, "We'll be in port for one night and one night only.   You all know who pursues us and what they'll do if they find us.  They know this ship by sight and by name so this is where they'll seek us.  Any man who wants to sail be here at first light, but realize we'll be hunted.  I won't look down on anyone who wants to find their own way.  Now get off my ship and go find a drink, a bed and a woman to fill it."

The seven crew members debarked in somber silence, and none save Rat met Yuri's gaze.  He doubted he'd see most in the morning, which was just as well since he didn't plan on being here anyway.  Linthan ruthlessness was legendary for a reason.  Their presence in the west held a stranglehold on most local governments, and those governments lacked the strength or will to resist them.   

Their information network made it easy to find those foolish enough to flee, and their victims couldn't even call on local magistrates to protect them.  If these sailors wanted to avoid the Lintha's notice their only option was anonymity, and staying on the Galeta lit a bonfire to draw the Family's ire. 

"Rat, I need a word with you," he called as the last sailor debarked.  Rat waited by the rail as Yuri limped down the steps to meet him.

"Aye, captain?" Rat's gaze was calculating.  He knew as well as Yuri that they needed a plan.  There were ports safe from the Lintha, but none within a thousand miles.  His new powers were impressive, but the Lintha's wealth and influence were effectively bottomless in the areas they controlled.  He'd be lucky to stay a step ahead of them long enough to hit waters beyond their long reach.

“I want you to lay in a dozen of the hardiest men you can find.   We can run lean and keep the men working four man shifts, but not if you find people allergic to a hard day's work.  I want to be ready to sail this evening, before sunset." he explained gruffly, again surprised to find his voice held the same edge Captain Haquen would have used.  Maybe being captain changed a man.

"You told the crew we were leaving at first light," Rat's confusion was evident, and he rubbed the rough leather of his eye patch as if the socket underneath itched, "What if some of them mean to sail with us?"

"At least one is already running to the Lintha.  He'll find the first Cousin he can, and he'll sell us out to regain their favor.  If they believe we're here until first light the ambush will come well after dark.  By the time they come looking for us we'll be long gone," Yuri sighed.  "I'd like to keep Garg but we can't risk it.  Right now you're the only one I trust."

"Of course, captain.  You've saved my life more times than I can count, and Leviathan take me if I ever forget it.  Not that I can count that high mind you," Rat's gap toothed grin was infectious, "I'll be careful with the recruiting, and I'll make sure none of the lads see me about it.  The ship will be ready to sail at sunset."

"No doubt it will be.  I have some things to take care of, but I'll be back an hour before sunset to review the new crew," Yuri drained the last of the bottle.  

"If you're going to see Ria might be a good idea to take another sword or two," Rat offered.  Yuri appreciated his friend's loyalty, but still hadn't found a way to tell Rat what he'd become.  Besides, he couldn't ask the man to risk himself on Yuri's behalf anymore than he already had.

"They've only had four days since we left, and I'm hoping they don't even know who she is.  If they do, I'd rather have you readying the ship for our escape.  But Rat…I do appreciate it.  I'm sure Ria would too."

"Don't you think nothing of it, Captain.  We're family, after a fashion.  See you in a few hours, sir," Rat bobbed his head deferentially as he thumped down the dock and headed into the still sleeping city. 

 Yuri followed more slowly and gritted his teeth at the flare of pain that accompanied each step.  He shouldered his way down the pier and through the throng of early morning fishermen.  By the time he'd made it up the narrow boulevard to where the Seawatch sat the ache in his leg had grown into full blown agony again.  He blew out a thick breath as he stopped in front of the inn.

The squat two-story building was topped by tiles, a difference from his last visit when the roof had been thatched with straw.  Ria must be doing well for herself.  As he came closer he realized the place was shuttered and dark which surprised him.  Normally by first light a narrow plume of smoke would curl skyward from the cook fire in the inn's large oven.   The aroma of freshly baked bread was absent as well.

Uneasiness tightened its grip on his heart, and he quickened his step despite the agony.  When he reached the door he pressed his ear against the worn wood and held his breath while he listened.  Harsh laughter echoed from within, and he heard the scraping of a chair as someone stood.  That was it.   Yuri took a deep breath and seized the door handle like a man clinging to driftwood in a storm.  Was she ok?  He pushed the door open and stepped inside.  

The room was a shambles.  The fireplace gaped like some cold dark wound, and several wide oaken tables had been shattered to kindling.   The bar was covered in broken crockery, and there was no sign of the bartender who'd normally be hurrying out breakfast to early risers.  The door leading from the common room to the kitchen hung oddly from one hinge, and the silence of the place was deafening

The three remaining tables were all occupied, and every one of those occupants was Lithan.  They wore the garish clothing he'd come to recognize, and the final echoes of their harsh laughter died as he stepped into the room.  The table furthest from the door lay shrouded in shadow, but an indistinct female form lay atop it.   She'd been bound face down with ankles and wrists lashed to the corners of the table.  Yuri's heart broke when he recognized the naked woman as Ria.

The creaking of a chair broke the silence and Yuri turned to face the Lintha who rose from the table next to her.  A familiar wide brimmed black hat perched like a bird of prey over a pinched blue face.   Ivari's hands rested easily on the hilts of his twin Daiklaives, and he smiled warmly at Yuri as he rose.

"Yuri, I'm so glad you could join us," Ivari drawled while picking his way cautiously through the wreckage towards Yuri.  Each step was almost dainty as if he wanted to avoid getting his slippers dirty.  Given the rich purple silk Yuri wasn't surprised, "Please, join us.  Would you like some wine?"

"I have my own," Yuri's voice sounded flat even to his own ears.  He drew the flagon from his belt and took a pull before replacing it.  "Besides, I don't drink with men I'm about to kill."

"Kill?  Why would you do that?  We're part of the same Family, are we not?" Ivari kept his voice light and friendly, but Yuri felt steel underneath.   He reminded himself how dangerous this man was.

"You're no kin of mine," Yuri's gaze bored into the man, and he hooked his thumbs into his belt near his pistols.

"It pains me to hear you say that.  You know as well as I that there is only one way to leave the Family.  As you are still breathing you can't have left," the Lintha crooked his finger, and chairs scraped as a dozen hardened pirates rose as one.  The only Lintha still seated was a diminutive figure nursing a glass of wine.  Yemmon, he realized after a moment.  Bloody maidens, the sorcerer was here too.

"Why don't you sit while we discuss this?" Ivari pressed.

"No."

"But I insist," the speed with which Ivari drew his firedust pistol shocked Yuri.  One moment it was tucked into his belt.  The next it was in his hand pointed at Ria's naked form, as if he'd simply not bothered with the intervening space.  The Linthan was as fast or possibly even faster than Yuri, or at least as fast as he'd been before becoming an Anathema.  "There's no need for this unpleasantness, is there Yuri?"

"Alright," part of Yuri died inside with Ivari's triumphant grin.  Now that the Lintha knew he could use Ria against him the man had every advantage and he wore that knowledge like a suit of armor.  

"Excellent.  I knew you'd see reason.  Beryt, check him for weapons," the pirate Ivari had named rose and approached Yuri cautiously.  The Lintha's fear was palatable but Yuri merely waited placidly.  Beryt slid the knife from Yuri's left boot then patted his legs as he searched for any weapon Yuri may have concealed.  When he reached Yuri's belt he unbuckled his cutlass laying it on the table next to the knife.

What happened next puzzled Yuri, but he schooled his face into an impassive mask.  Beryt looked right at his essence cannons, but turned back to Ivari, "He's clean.  No weapons."  

He waited as the man stepped back, but none of the Lintha seemed alarmed at the golden handled pistols tucked into his belt.  It was almost as if they couldn't see them.  Was this another power of the first age weapons?  If it was it may very well save his life.

"There, that's much better, Yuri.  Please, sit and let’s have a drink.  I am a reasonable man, and I'd like to discuss the terms of your surrender."

"I told you I don't drink with men I'm about to kill.  If you'd like to discuss the terms of your surrender I'm willing to listen, but most likely I'll just kill you anyway," Yuri's voice was cold as the grave.   The slip in Ivari's composure was so slight he almost missed it, but it was there.  Fear.

"So much hostility.  Well, I see that I can't change your mind and so I accept your challenge," Ivari's sigh made it abundantly clear he was disappointed in Yuri's decision. "However, I am a man of honor.  Before we duel I will allow you time to make peace with your woman.  Cousins, give the man some space."

The Lintha took a step back to clear a corridor for Yuri.   He kept his pace deliberately slow as he passed through their ranks, and Ivari's eyes narrowed while he tracked Yuri's progress.  When Yuri reached the table Ria was lashed to he dropped to his knees next to her, "Gods no.  What did they do to you?"

 One eye was swollen shut and a large bruise purpled the other.  Dark curls were plastered to her forehead and neck, but the stickiness wasn't water.  It was blood.  So much blood.  The way her lip had been split triggered a fresh surge of rage, because he knew it had been caused by a fist.  

Worse even that the blood and the beating was the nakedness.  Ria was beautiful, but for a barmaid she'd been far more demure than most women he knew.  She'd be scandalized to have so many men see her like this, and Yuri stripped off his cloak laying the thick green cotton protectively over her.  As the cloth settled over her Ria's eyes fluttered open.  Her gaze was unfocused and she was wracked by a shuddering cough that shook her whole body.  Flecks of blood moistened her normally soft lips, and he sucked in a pained breath.  He was no physician but every man he'd seen cough up blood had died shortly thereafter.

"Yuri?" Ria's croak was barely above a whisper.  He leaned closer so she could see him out of her good eye.

"It's me, Ria. Yuri.  I came as fast as I could.  I'm sorry.  So, so sorry," a sob wracked him as hot tears slid down his face.  How had he let this happen?  She was supposed to be safe.  This was his fault.  All his fault.

"Yuri," her lips twitched into a ghost of a smile. "I k-knew you'd come.  They hurt me, Yuri.  So much.  T-they took the hairpin."

"Shhh.  Don't try to talk, Ria.  I'll get the hairpin back." Yuri tried to comfort her, but his voice cracked.

"I-I'm dying.  I only held on because I knew you'd come.  I wanted to say goodbye," she was interrupted by a fierce fit of coughing and Yuri jerked as if burned.  The black rage rising within him was a living thing that threatened to choke off all reason, but he suppressed it for her sake. "Promise me.  Promise me you'll hurt them like they hurt me.  Promise."

He leaned forward to kiss her forehead tenderly, "I'll make them pay, Ria.  I swear it."

"Thank you," a single tear traced a path through the blood plastered to her cheek.  "I love you Yuri.  I'm sorry I never told you.  I k-know you wanted to hear it."

Yuri struggled to find his voice, but couldn't choke the words out over the lump in his throat.  There were so many things he wanted to tell her, but it was too late.  She gave one last tortured breath before the light left her eyes forever.  The black rage exploded to the fore overwhelming every thought save one.  Death.  First, Ivari would die.  Then his brother Yemmon.  Afterwards he'd hunt down every man who'd participated in this.

"Make your peace Ivari," the black rage pulsed in time with his heartbeat.  The pain in his leg was gone.  Worry, pain, sadness.  All gone.  What remained was a need greater than he'd ever felt.  A need to hurt these men as Ria had been hurt.  To make them feel small and powerless and weak.

"Oho, so much confidence.  Before I cut you down there are things you must know," Ivari's predatory grin sickened him.  The Lintha thought he was in charge of the situation, but he was about to find out how wrong he really was. "I took her from behind, Yuri and she loved it.  She begged for more.  She was sorry you interrupted our tryst all those years ago.  She told me that I am more of a man than you'll ever be."

Silence stretched to fill the room as Ivari waited for his response.  Yuri knew the man was trying to bait him and it enraged him even further.  The Lintha wasn't content to take away the thing he held most dear.  The bastard needed to taunt him and rub salt deep into the wound.  Very well, Yuri could repay that in kind.

"I'm going to make you suffer, Ivari." Yuri's voice was colder than ice.  Colder than death.  Every man in the room took a step back, save Ivari.  They had to know he was an Anathema, but they seemed unconcerned for some reason.

Ivari locked gazes with Yuri as he unsheathed each daiklaive with deliberate slowness.  Streaks of essence darker than the coldest hours of night crackled the length of each blade.  At least he did so silently.  The time for words had passed and they both knew it.  Now it was time for one of them to die.

Ivari began a dance that even Yuri admitted was beautiful.  The swords blurred by the Lintha with ever increasing speed, and the midnight essence left dark trails where the blades sliced the air.  Ivari took a step closer staying just out of striking range.  He was savoring this moment.  His great triumph over the mortal who'd bested him so many years ago. 

Ivari leapt into the air lunging forward with both weapons.  The first blurred towards Yuri's right eye, but he slid back a fraction of an inch allowing the deadly weapon to whistle by his ear.  The second blade darted in low aimed at his crotch, but Yuri pivoted on his heel shifting just out of reach.

Ivari's eyes widened.  He hadn't expected Yuri to dodge either attack much less both.  Yuri reached for his essence and allowed his caste mark to flare.  The golden ring was reflected in Ivari's shocked gaze.  Perhaps it was time to remind Ivari he was longer dealing with a mortal.

The Lintha renewed his assault with a desperation that lent him strength.  If it was possible the twin daiklaives blurred even faster, with even greater accuracy.  One raced towards Yuri's knee in a tight low arc while the other leapt towards his throat.  The weapons moved so quickly they hummed, air whistling in their wake. 

Yuri was simply no longer there.  Essence surged through him filling him with life and strength.  He leapt straight up twisting his legs over his head to grab the edge of the chandelier between booted feet.  Both daiklaives whistled harmlessly through the space he'd vacated.  Ivari stumbled forward as the resistance he'd expected from the blades meeting Yuri's flesh never materialized. 

Ivari's pirate crew began drawing weapons, and unease took root on their faces.  Ivari had no doubt instructed them to help him if the fight seemed to be going against him, but Yuri wasn't going to give them a chance to save their captain.  He hung upside down like a bat pulling his cannons from his belt to point them at Ivari. "Do you remember these, Ivari?"

Yuri lightly stroked both triggers and twin balls of essence rocketed towards the Lintha.  His suspicions about the cannons somehow remaining unseen were borne out by Ivari's lack of reaction.  He clearly didn't see them until the shots left the barrels.  By then it was too late and Ivari had just enough time for his eyes to widen before the essence bolts impacted.

Both shots struck home at exactly the same instant.  The first struck Ivari’s right forearm severing his wrist completely. The second caused similar damage as it impacted with Ivari's left forearm.  Both daiklaives spun off in different directions, each still gripped by one of the Lintha's severed hands.  Ivari raised both stumps before his face and stared in mute horror.  The fiery essence had seared both wounds cauterizing them shut so that he couldn't even bleed to death.

Yuri unhooked his feet from the chandelier twisting to land on a table near Ivari, "I've taken away your greatest love, Ivari.  Yourself.  So much pride and what did it come to?  Now you’re a cripple, but you're still a man.  Let's see if I can correct that."

The thought of this pig defiling Ria, of beating her before raping her, burned through him with the heat of the sun.   Yuri aimed one of his cannons at Ivari's crotch and waited until the terrified Lintha met his gaze.  Squeezing the trigger he ensured that Ivari would never rape a woman again.  The Lintha collapsed into a pitiful mewling ball trying desperately to shield his charred manhood with bloody stumps.  

Attached to a leather thong around his neck was Ria's hairpin.  Nearly half of the ivory swan was crusted with dried blood.  Ria's blood.  Yuri darted forward to rip the hairpin from the thong around Ivari's neck.  He pushed back the wave of sadness and tucked it into a pocket before turning back to Ivari.

"You could have been dead if you'd treated me with even a little respect.  Instead you're worse than a cripple.  You're a crippled eunuch," he hissed.  "For as long as you live I want you to remember this day, Ivari.  Remember the mistakes you made and the consequences.  Remember that I am going to kill your men, and I am going to kill your brother.  When they are all dead, then and only then will I come for you.  I'll make this seem like a pleasant memory by the time I'm done with you."

The Linthan faces lining the room showed a range of emotion from terror to determination to resignation.  Most had accepted they were going to die as soon as his caste mark had flared.  Everyone, Lintha included, had heard stories from the cradle of the unstoppable Anathema that would come to kill them all.  It still amazed him that Ivari had assumed there would be any other outcome.  Why had the man come to face him?  Was it simple arrogance? 

"Kill him!" Yemmon bellowed from the back of the room.  The sorcerer's command broke the spell holding the pirates in place and they rushed Yuri en masse.  He laughed as a fresh rush of essence filled him.  This time the golden light spilled forth transforming him into a brilliant beacon.  Essence burst into a towering display above him as a golden falcon spread its wings.  Was this his anima banner?  A falcon?  The raptor seemed fitting, and he considered the Lintha rushing him as his totem animal would have.  They were prey.

Yuri hooked a chair with a foot flinging it at the first two pirates.  Each dodged to the side, but it left them open as his pistols boomed.  Both shots struck home and the pair were flung into the wall on the far side of the room.  The rest of the pirates approached more cautiously as they fanned out to encircle him.  Ten remaining.

Behind the pirates Yemmon raised his hands over his head and barked words in the same eldritch tongue Yuri had heard Karissa use.  This time he understood the words.  What was different he couldn't say, but now their meaning was clear.  Yemmon was casting a spell to send a message to someone, and Yuri could easily guess who it was.  Ivari and Yemmon came on a ship, and Yemmon was ordering them to get ready to sail.  He meant to flee.  Yuri let him finish the spell with a wicked grin.

"Ghartan, Borack kill that man," Yemmon stabbed a finger towards Yuri as two massive shapes coalesced next to him.  Both resolved into brutish figures that towered several feet over the Lintha.  The demonic blood apes beat their chests letting loose a roar that shook the entire inn.  Their heavily muscled forms were covered in bright red fur, and enormous incisors dominated mouths wide enough to engulf a human head.   He'd seen them before and knew exactly how dangerous they were.  Even Dragon-Blooded dealt warily with them.

The Linthan pirates had moved close enough to be a threat, and he focused his attention back on them.  Five decided to try a coordinated assault with two approaching from the front while three attacked from the rear.   Yuri risked a glance at the chandelier above him, but it wasn't quite big enough to get them all.  Instead, he decided to take them one at a time.  The chandelier could serve another use.

The first man gave a snarl and used his cutlass to stab at Yuri with all the grace of a clumsy butcher.  Having operated among the Lintha for as long as he had Yuri knew this was intentional. The tactic was designed to provide the people behind him with an opening.  Yuri darted forward dropping to his knees as he slid through the Lintha's legs.

Rolling to his feet he walked the pistols down the entire group squeezing the trigger once for each opponent.  Five booms accompanied five balls of essence which sent the pirates spinning into neighboring walls and tables.  One had the misfortune of being hurled into the fireplace with a sickening crunch.  None rose afterwards.  Five remaining.

The last group had their companions' example to serve as a warning.  They circled warily like a pack of hunting dogs trying to bring down a bear.  None was eager to be the next to approach, not that he could blame them.  The decision was taken from them by the blood apes.  The demons were notoriously violent, and rarely needed an excuse to fight.  Both charged directly for Yuri.

Each footfall sent dust and splinters raining from the ceiling as the massive demons lumbered towards him.  Slobber fell in gobs from wide maws to land sizzling on the floor, and their stench was overpowering.   Behind them Yuri saw a second pair of blood apes appear, and felt a moment's despair.  How many of these things could he take at once?  Fortunately, he never found out.  One of the new pair scooped up Ivari in massive hairy arms, while the other picked up Yemmon.  They bowled through the wall of the inn to bound down the street towards the harbor.  Ahlat's teeth, the bastards were getting away.  

Yuri had no choice but to deal with the pair of blood apes charging him.   The first launched a punch that could have shattered the thick mast of the Galeta.  The corded muscles of its arm stood out even under the dirty red fur, and he shivered at the thought of being hit.   Yuri let the meaty arm sail under him leaping just high enough to land on the ape's wrist.  The surprised look the beast shot him was almost comical and he gave it a grin as he stood on its arm.

Yuri felt more than heard the second blood ape's roar as it lumbered up to its companion.  It launched its own meaty fist in his direction.  Time to go.  He vaulted from the first ape's arm just as the second’s fist passed through the area he’d vacated.  The impact as the second ape punched the first squarely in the face echoed through the room, and the beast that had been struck stumbled back with a stupefied look.


Yuri aimed one cannon at the metal prong holding the chandelier in place, and the other at the ape standing directly underneath it.  He stroked both triggers sending one golden bolt to rip the metal from the ceiling, while the second took the ape in the knee spilling it to the floor.

The wrought iron chandelier gave a tortured groan as it ripped free of the ceiling, and it plummeted nearly twenty feet to crash heavily on the blood ape.   He’d guess the weight at about five hundred pounds, but while the ape gave a grunt of pain it was still alive.  What did it take to kill these things?

Its companion glanced nervously through the hole left by the departing blood apes when they'd taken Yemmon to freedom.  The demon spoke in a harsh guttural voice like rocks grinding together, "Sun child we have been commanded to fight you and so we shall.   Never let it said we shirk battle, no matter the odds.  However, our master neglected to command us not to share information with you.  Before we finish our battle may we speak?"

"No," one of the few remaining Linthan pirates bellowed at the demon. "You won't betray Yemm…"

"Be quiet fish man," the other blood ape rumbled as it seized the Lintha's head in its oversized hand.  A quick squeeze silenced the man forever. "What say you, Sun Child?"  The rest of the Lintha bolted for the door and Yuri let them go.

"Why should I trust you, demon?" Yuri asked from his perch on one of the few remaining tables.  Both blood apes laughed as if he'd told an amazingly funny joke.  They sounded like one of the badly tuned essence engines that had powered the water pumps in Chiaroscuro.

"We're demons, of course we can't be trusted," one rumbled.

"But that doesn't mean we can't be used to your benefit.  We want Yemmon dead as much as you do, and will gladly help you kill him," growled the other.

"Very well, share your information and I'll decide if it’s useful." Yuri allowed.  They'd most likely lie, but he was curious to hear what they had to say.

"Even now Yemmon is heading for his ship.  When he reaches it he'll command it to sail to the Violet Spire in Chiaroscuro," the one hit by the chandelier explained as he pulled himself from under the heavy metal.  He picked the chandelier up and hurled it angrily at one of the fleeing Lintha crushing the man against the wall.  

"He has a maze of magical defenses," the other blood ape broke in. "He'll be expecting you, and will have many demons to defend himself.  If you allow him to get there before you it will be much tougher to kill him."

"He'll arrange several escape plans if you give him enough time," broke in the other ape. "So you must get there quickly."

"How do you suggest I manage that?  Yemmon can harness an infernal worm, whereas I have to rely on my sails.  He'll beat me there by weeks."

 "Not if you harness your own worm, sun child." one of the demons replied.  It was very difficult telling the two apart, and he wondered if they were brothers or just very similar. "Your woman's death was regrettable, but necessary.  Her sacrifice has unlocked your command of terrestrial circle sorcery.  You now command the magic of the Dragon-Blooded."

"I think I've heard enough," Yuri's eyes narrowed as the black rage returned.  How dare they mention Ria.

"Wait, Sun Child.  Please, he speaks the truth," the other blood ape pleaded. "Sorcery demands discipline and sacrifice and only the greatest sacrifice can unlock the greatest magic.  Your lover's death was tragic, but not without purpose. Would she not have taken solace in knowing her death provided you with the tools to avenge her?"

Yuri lowered his weapons as he considered the demon's words.  He knew they couldn't be trusted, but something in the beast's tone held an air of truth to it.  It certainly could lie, but in this instance he didn't think it had. "So let’s just say I can summon the worm.  If I go to Chiaroscuro I'll find Yemmon in this Violet Spire?"

"Yes, Sun Child.  He can be found there.  If you seek his death we have a request," rumbled one of the apes.

"After you kill us we will return to Malfeas, and our bond with Yemmon will be broken," explained the other. "You can then summon us to aid you in your hunt.  We are willing to follow you anywhere if it will lead to combat, and to Yemmon's death."

"Let's get this over with then," Yuri back flipped off the table towards the kitchen landing behind the bar.  He popped around the side filling the air with essence balls.  The already wounded ape dodged the first, but the second shot struck its undamaged knee knocking it heavily to the floor.  A third shot snapped its head back at an odd angle.  He'd broken the demon's neck.

The other blood ape bellowed a challenge and charged the bar.  When he reached it he ripped the entire thing out of the floor and hurled it through the gap in the wall to shatter in the street.   Yuri wasn't there and it stared in confusion as it tried to locate him.  He smiled from his perch, wedged between two of the rafters, and fired repeatedly at the demon.  The first and second shots ricocheted off its head only making it angrier.  The third, fourth and fifth shots were much more devastating.  They also struck the beast in the head, with the fifth shot sending the demon crashing to the floor.  

Yuri dropped to the floor panting heavily as he limped towards the table still holding Ria's body.  Essence rolled off him in waves, and his anima banner lit the room like it was noon.  If he were to step outside he was sure he'd be visible for miles.  Last time the banner had faded in a few minutes.  It made sense for him to wait for that to occur before leaving the inn.  Otherwise he risked panicking the populace, and possibly alerting the Wyld Hunt if any was present in Wavecrest.

That left him with both the time and privacy he needed to deal with Ria.  She deserved the most elaborate funerary rites he could afford, and he'd see that she was well taken care of.  Such things helped a spirit find rest, and given the nature of her death he worried she might otherwise return as a hungry ghost.  She didn't deserve that.

He retrieved his belt knife from the wreckage of a table, and cut the ropes binding Ria's wrists and ankles.  Rolling her over he wrapped her fragile body in his cloak covering her as best he could.  Even beaten so badly she was as beautiful as the day he’d met her. He stroked her hair pulling her tightly to his chest as he rocked back and forth.  

What good was all this power if he couldn't protect those he loved?
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How long he'd sat there alone with Ria, Yuri couldn't be sure.  Through the hole made by the departing Blood Apes Yuri could see the sun slowly sinking towards the horizon.  Later afternoon maybe?  Not that the time really mattered.  After losing Ria nothing would ever matter again.

"No," howled a voice from the doorway.  Yuri spun to see the portly cook holding her hands over her mouth in horror.  She waddled through the wreckage and shoved Yuri roughly aside so that she could kneel next to Ria. "No, no, no.  Oh, Ria.  What did they do to you?"

Behind the cook another woman crept into the room.  It took Yuri a few moments to identify her as Sienna.  She raised her skirts with both hands, creeping gingerly through the wreckage until she stood next to Yuri and the cook, "It's ok, nana.  Come away.  You don’t need to see this."

Through the numbness Yuri realized her voice was tinged with terror.  It took him a moment to identify himself as the source.  Motes of sunlight suffused the air around him, and his caste mark on his forehead.  Both clearly marked him as an Anathema, and if the cook couldn't see past her grief long enough to understand her granddaughter certainly did.

"I won't hurt you Sienna," Yuri gave a weary sigh.  She flinched as if struck and refused to meet his gaze.  He sank to his knees next to Ria's body. "This is my fault.  She's dead because they were coming for me."

"Nana, come away," Sienna hissed, obviously terrified.  The old woman looked up at her granddaughter with a tear streaked face.  She shook her head dusting herself off as she stood.

"No, I will not come away.  This is my home," she choked back a sob. "I won't be driven away by some…some demon." The cook smacked Yuri with her handbag.  It didn't hurt, but Yuri flinched anyway.

Black rage clouded his vision, but Yuri clamped it down ruthlessly.  He'd come as quickly as he could, and had battled incredible odds to save Ria.  Yuri had failed, and no one knew it better than he.  He'd carry the weight of her loss until he could finally join her in death.  Yet the old woman thought she'd lost more than he had.  That he was an unfeeling demon come to destroy them.  His essence stirred within him, but what effect it had he couldn't say.

"Cook, you've called me a scoundrel, a popinjay and about a hundred other names over the years.  From the day I walked in here eleven years ago you told me you didn't like the way I looked," Yuri sat up straighter and met the old woman's gaze unflinchingly. "But even you can't deny that I loved her.  I would have given anything just to make her smile.  Hells, I'd give my life now if it would bring her back.  But it won't.  She's gone and all I have left is killing the bastards responsible.  I may be a demon, but if so I'm a demon of vengeance.  Her death will not go unpunished."

Yuri didn't understand how or even why, but as he spoke his essence infused his words.  It seemed to lend them weight and made them easier to accept.  The effect they had on Sienna and her grandmother was as immediate as it was startling.  Both sat slack jawed for a moment then their eyes filled with trust.

"Oh Yuri," Cook struggled to her feet and threw her arms around his waist.  She buried her face in his chest as sobs wracked her tiny body. "You make them pay.  You kill them all.  It's what she would have wanted."

"I know, Cook.  I will.  I held her when the light left her eyes.  She made me swear I'd kill them all," he stroked the old woman's hair gently. "There is something else she'd have wanted.  The Seawatch was her home and with her father dead there's no one left to run it.  You've lived here for as long as I can remember, and I can't think of anyone she'd rather have looking after the place.  Will you take care of the Seawatch?"

Cook disengaged herself from Yuri and looked up to meet his gaze, "She'd have wanted it that way, but I don't have the coin to rebuild this place.  I wish I could."

"I can help with that.  I'll have a talent of silver sent before I leave port," Yuri promised.  Both women gaped at the sum he'd named.  It was enough to rebuild the entire inn with a good deal of change left over.  Yuri found it fitting.  Ria had loved this place so he loved it too.

"Sienna, will you help her?" Yuri turned to face the straw haired beauty. "Running this place isn't a one person job.  You know the customers and they like you.   Ria would have been happy knowing the Seawatch is in good hands."

"I…of course I will Yuri," the last of her fear faded and she nodded emphatically.  Good, he could leave Abalone knowing Ria's legacy would live on.

"I'll send coin when I can, but I'm sure you both realize why its best you don't tell anyone where it comes from," Yuri explained.  While the pair accepted him now, their initial fear was exactly the sort of reaction most people would have.  Even if that wasn't the case he was still hunted by the Lintha, and they'd kill anyone connected to him no matter how tenuous that connection was. "If anyone asks you tell them I left here, and good riddance."

A clattering sounded from outside the hole in the wall and Yuri's cannons were drawn before he even realized he'd done so.  The clattering grew louder until a scruffy face appeared at the edge of the hole.   The burgeoning rage faded into disappointment, and he realized he'd wanted it to be a Lintha so that he could kill them.  A shiver worked its way down his spine at the thought of his own brutality.  Was he a demon?  He still knew next to nothing about what he'd become.

"Leviathan's balls.  Yuri…your forehead.  Its glowing," Rat's jaw dropped in surprise and awe.  Strangely enough he didn't smell any fear.  His first mate's eyes widened as he took in the bodies scattered throughout the room, then widened again at the massive corpses left by the blood apes. "What happened?"

"Ivari beat us here," Yuri's voice was filled with bitterness. "He and his crew raped Ria.  They killed her, Rat."

"No," Rat gasped in horror.  He looked as if he might cry, and Yuri couldn't blame him.  He felt the same way. "We made that trip faster than I've ever seen it done.  How did they beat us?"

"They used the worm, Rat.  I'm guessing they arrived last night, because they were here waiting for me when I arrived," Yuri grabbed one of the few remaining chairs and sat heavily.

"Yuri, ah, your forehead," Rat began cautiously, "You're an Anathema.  In case you'd not noticed."

"That I am," Yuri began slowly. "It happened on Bluehaven when the captain took me to their temple.  Do you remember the eclipse?"

"Aye, Yuri.  I mean, captain.  I do remember." Rat bobbed his head deferentially as he waded through the wreckage.

"I don't know how or why, but it was during that eclipse that I changed," Yuri's voice softened. "They were going to castrate me, rat.  I remember thinking I'd do anything to avoid that, and then all of a sudden I could do anything.  I killed some of the captains called to the gathering, along with the priestess and Captain Haquen.  Then I fled back to the ship."

"The Lintha never purged us from the fleet, did they?" Rat's remaining eye glittered.

"No Rat, they didn't.  I lied.  I'm sorry my friend, I had no choice," Yuri sighed.  He'd dreaded this moment, but Rat deserved to know the truth.  He braced himself for the man's reaction.  This could be the end of their friendship.

"Yeah, I figured as much.  It didn't make a whole lot of sense," Rat muttered absently as he threaded through the wreckage to the spot where the bar used to be.  He fished around in the wreckage until he found a half full bottle of rum, then sat heavily on the floor. "You look like you could use a drink.  I know I could.  Care to join me?"

Yuri nodded absently and dragged his chair over to Rat's corner of the room.  He'd dearly love to forget everything that had just happened, and the lure of alcohol was strong.  He sat heavily and took the proffered bottle.  

"May we join you? I could use a drink myself," Sienna asked.  She helped her grandmother over, and Yuri yielded his chair to the older woman.  His spirits lightened when he realized Sienna was staring boldly at Rat.  She settled into a cross legged position next to him, and he offered her the bottle.  Rat was, of course, oblivious to her interest.

"So," Rat prodded the corpse of one of the blood apes with his boot. "How did you manage to fight Ivari, his crew and a couple of demons all at once?  That must be one hell of a story."

"They killed Ria," Yuri growled. "It could have been every sorry Lintha on Bluehaven, and I'd have gunned them all down.  I don't pretend to know what I've become, but I'm a lot stronger than I was.  Yemmon's going to learn exactly how strong, because at first light we're sailing after him."

"If I hadn't seen what I had earlier I'd say you were crazy," Sienna offered the bottle back to Rat and he took a swig before passing it to Cook. "I was sitting down in a bar about to interview the first of the new men, and guess what I saw?  Two blood apes bigger than a yeddim tear down the street breaking wagons, and knocking down people in their way.  One of em was carrying Ivari, and the other had Yemmon sitting on his shoulder.  I didn't know where they was running too, but they sure seemed in a hurry to get there.  You musta scared them something fierce."

"I shot off Ivari's hands.  They're still attached to his blades around here somewhere," Yuri gestured absently at the room behind him as he took the bottle from Cook.  He took a long pull, then another immediately after. "I ensured he'd never rape another woman, and now he pees sitting down."

"Y-you shot him in the balls?" Rat gaped.  A chuckle built into laughter until tears streamed down his face. "Oh, Yuri.  That's poetry."

"Isn't it?" Yuri smiled grimly.  Ria would have appreciated the joke, and he poured a bit of wine on the ground to honor her spirit.  He rose to his feet dusting off his breeches and retying his flagon to his belt. "The longer we take the more of a lead they have."

"Aye captain, I'll get to it," Rat rose to his feet as well.  He eyed Sienna slyly out of the corner of his eye blushing furiously when she openly returned the stare.

"On second thought I'll tend to the new crew myself, Rat.  Why don't you stay here and keep an eye on Sienna?  I'd feel better knowing she was safe in case the Lintha come back," Yuri ordered in a stern voice.

"Uh," Rat glanced uneasily at the attractive blond barmaid. "If you think it’s necessary sir."

"Thank you.  It makes us feel so much safer," Sienna gave a dazzling smile leaving Rat slack jawed.  Poor man was probably in for more than he'd bargained for.

"Just be back by sunset," Yuri laughed as he picked his way through the rubble.  Despite the horrible things that had happened, at least something good had come from today.  
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Yuri tugged at the scarlet bandana nervously for the dozenth time as he wove through the port.  He'd taken it from one of the Lintha before leaving the Seawatch, and had used it to cover the golden circle emblazoned on his forehead.  That mark trumpeted his identity as one of the dreaded Anathema.  Even a whisper of it would transform the people crowding the dock around him into a frenzied mob.

Bare weeks ago he'd been a part of that crowd.  Now it was both alien and hostile.  Buried under the weight of so many secrets he saw everything differently.  Was that glance the fishwife threw his way suspicious or merely curious?  Did the old man hawking his wares narrow his eyes as Yuri walked by?  Or was it all his imagination?

None spared so much as a glance as he shouldered his way up the pier towards the Galeta.  One sailor was easily lost in the throng and he found the ship without incident.  The Galeta waited silently as the sun sank into the waves behind her.  Reds and oranges tinged the sky where it touched the waters painting the few clouds with a pink brush.

The creak of the ship as it rocked gently on the soft waves felt like a greeting, and Yuri patted the rail as he limped up the gangplank.  Much to his surprise three people were waiting on deck where he'd expected no one.  Garg's massive form squatted next to the mainmast, and trussed at his feet were a pair of men.

"Captain," Garg rose to his feet towering over his captives. "I've important news, sir."

"Explain yourself, crewman," Yuri barked.  He wasn't in the mood for any more surprises today.

"Sir," Garg began hesitantly. "I was headin into port to find myself a bath and an inn like you said.  These two ended up in the same inn, sir.  I heard them talking about going to find themselves a Cousin.  They were planning on selling the rest of us out."

"Is this true?" Yuri squatted next to the pair of men.  He recognized both.  Urt was a squat balding man with a wine colored splotch stained across his cheek.  Teron was a reed thin man with nervous eyes that never met anyone he talked to.  Both had been on the Galeta for over a year, but Yuri wasn't even slightly surprised at Garg's accusation.  No doubt it was true, but he needed confirmation.

"We was gonna tell em, sir.  But we was gonna wait until morning after the ship was gone," Terod spoke up in a nasally voice.  He avoided eye contact with Yuri.

"Urt?" Yuri demanded. "What do you have to say?"

"Its true captain. We was gonna sell you out.  What else could we do?  They'll kill us when they find us otherwise," Urt broke into sobs half way through his explanation.

"You want I should break their necks, captain?" Garg offered.  He cracked his knuckles and both men cowered beneath the long shadow he cast across the deck.

"No, I have other plans for them," Yuri closed his eyes and concentrated.  He could feel the essence waiting within easy reach, and he used just a trickle of the awesome power to flare his caste mark. "Do you recognize this symbol?  Do you know what it means?"

Both men went slack jawed.  Neither was capable of speech.  They nodded frantically, with Terod avoiding eye contact more than ever.

"Good, then you know what I am.  Do you know of Ivari and his brother Yemmon?" Yuri's gaze slid back and forth between the two captives.  Both nodded. "Less than an hour ago they attacked me in the Seawatch inn.  Their crew is dead as are the demons they sent to kill me.  Ivari is a crippled eunuch who fled for his life.  I let him go so he could live in fear until I decide I want him dead."

"Please don't kill us," Urt sobbed. "I'm sorry captain.  It was a mistake.  I'm so sorry."

"Don't worry, Urt.  I'm not going to kill either of you," Yuri stood and glared down at the traitorous dogs. "I'm going to let you go.  I have a message I want you to bring to the Lintha.  Can you do that for me?"

"Y-yessir," both men stammered together.

"Excellent.  Listen closely and deliver this message exactly as I speak it," he growled. "Tell them they never should have killed the girl.  I'd have left peacefully, but now they are going to pay.  Ship by ship I am going to wipe the Lintha out until even their memory is gone.  They had their one chance to kill me and they failed.  What I did to Ivari I will do to every captain who crosses my path.  Can you remember that?"

"A-are you sure that's the message you want me to deliver?" Urt asked timidly.  All blood had drained from his face.  

"You tell it to them exactly like that, Urt.  If you change so much as a word," Yuri seized the man's chin and forced him to meet his gaze.  His voice was dangerously soft, barely a whisper. "Then I'll come for you.  You don’t want that, do you Urt?"

"N-no sir.  I swear it sir.  I'll give it to em just like you said," Urt fell over himself trying to say whatever he thought Yuri wanted to hear.

"Cut them loose, Garg." Yuri ordered.  Glancing at the taller sailor the man's face had also drained of blood, and the quick looks he shot Yuri were filled with fear.  

Still, he obeyed the order.  Producing a long knife from his belt Garg sawed at the thick cords of rope holding both men.  Both shot to their feet nearly falling overboard in their haste to rush down the gangplank and into the crowd on the docks.  Neither looked back, leaving Yuri alone with Garg.

"Garg," Yuri turned his gaze towards the nervous sailor. "If you want to leave the ship I'll see you off with enough silver to start a new life.  You have my gratitude.  Loyalty is rare among our kind."

"Beggin your pardon, but I'd just as soon stay on the Galeta captain," Garg's cool blue eyes met Yuri's with just a hint of fear. "The Lintha will be hunting me, sir.  I don't know much about Anathema, but you bested Ivari and his whole crew by yourself.  My best chance of living is sticking with you, sir."

"Stick with me," Yuri laughed. "You'll end up richer than you can imagine, and your name will live forever in song."

"Aye captain," Garg grinned back.  Just like that the fear was gone.  It was the most emotion Yuri had ever seen from the man.

"Garg, I need some privacy for the evening," Yuri pulled his flagon from his belt and took a swig, then handed it across to Garg.  The larger man took a pull, then handed it back. "I'll be summoning the worm, so I can't be disturbed for any reason."

"Summonin the worm?  You can do that?" Garg gaped.  He was clearly in awe and for good reason.  Up until now only Captain Haquen could summon the worm.  It was a trick known only to the Lintha, but Yuri had seen it done enough times.  If the blood apes spoke the truth he should be able to wield sorcery, and he was fairly certainly he understood what he needed to do to summon the worm.

"Aye, Garg.  I can do many things that I couldn't before," Yuri clapped him on the shoulder then pulled a heavy pouch from his belt.  The black cotton bulged, clinking with the weight of the silver within. "Take this and lay in as much food, wine and water as you can.  We're sailing for Chiaroscuro with the tide by noon tomorrow." He'd leave earlier, but Yuri wanted to lay in a cargo before they departed.  It was time to stop being a pirate and start a more honest trade, like smuggling.

"I'll see it done, sir," Garg gave a curt nod then headed down the gangplank.  All business that one.

Yuri limped up the steps to the forecastle, sitting heavily on the top step.  The ship was eerily quiet, though no vessel was ever really silent.  The creaking of wood and snapping of sails in the breeze kept him company as he pulled out his flagon again.  Shaking it in his hand he'd guess it about half full from the way it sloshed.

How long he sat there holding the flagon he wasn't sure.  The sun had disappeared into the ocean when he came to with a start.  It left a trail of red across the lower half of the western horizon, and he knew that meant he was running out of time.  He needed to start the summoning ritual precisely at sundown, so in the next ten minutes.

Standing stiffly he limped to the door to his new quarters, and slid the silver key into the lock.  It turned with a satisfying click, and Yuri stepped inside.  To the left of the door he knelt next to a small iron bound chest he recognized from the half a dozen times he'd seen the captain summon the worm.

The chest opened easily at his touch giving a small creak as be pushed back the lid.  The inside was lined with red felt, and cushioned within were several sticks of black chalk and a number of black candles.  In the very center was a black book that could have fit in his palm.  He picked it up and flipped the cover open to reveal yellowed pages covered in tiny black script.

"Captain?" a muffled voice called from outside.  

Yuri hurried to the door and pushed it open to hobble out on deck.  Standing near the mainmast was Rat along with a half dozen disreputable looking men, "Rat, come on up here a minute."

His first mate hurried up the stairs with an idiotic grin smeared across his face, "Yuri, she kissed me.  Sienna kissed me."


Yuri's mood lightened immediately.  He remembered wearing that same expression whenever he'd finished one of his visits with Ria.  She'd have loved the fact that Rat and Sienna had hit it off, "I had a feeling she might.  I told you that patch made you look dangerous."

"I brought the new lads for you to review, sir," Rat's pride was evident, though from the look of the lot Yuri wasn't sure why.

"They'll have to wait, I'm afraid.  I'm about to start the ritual to summon the worm and I want you present.  Tell the new crew to come back at first light ready to sail, and then join me in my quarters," Yuri ordered.

"Aye, captain.  Straight away," Rat snapped to attention with military precision.

Yuri headed back to this quarters closing the door behind him.  It was time to begin.  Kneeling next to the box he withdrew a stick of the red chalk.  He moved to the center of the room and used the chalk to sketch a circle wide enough for a man to lay down in.  That done he exchanged the red chalk for a stick of silver, and traced runes at even intervals around the circle.  

"Captain?" Rat called through the door.

"Enter," he called over his shoulder absently.  The door creaked open quietly, then shut a moment later.  Footsteps sounded behind him. "Have a seat on the bed.  I'll explain things as I work."

Rat kicked off thigh high boots and slung them over his right shoulder.  Crossing the room gingerly he gave the chalk circle a wide berth, "Aye, sir."

"Right now I'm completing the summoning circle itself.  This will focus the essence I channel into the spell," Yuri explained as he continued tracing silvery runes around the edge of the circle. "It will send a message to the demon I name, and that demon will appear before us."

"Uh, sir…isn't the worm longer than the ship?  How's it gonna fit in here?" Rat's nervousness was obvious as he glanced around the small room.

"The demon will appear in an un-manifested state, which means it won't have a physical form.  It will be here and not be here all at the same time.  Once I've beaten it in a battle of wills it will obey my commands, and I'll order it to assume its physical shape under the ship just like Captain Haquen used to do," Yuri explained as he finished the final rune.

Reaching into the box Yuri replaced the silver chalk and withdrew all five black candles.  He placed each in one of the four cardinal directions then set the fifth in the center of the circle.

"What are the candles for?" Rat asked hesitantly.  He seated himself on the bed as far from the circle as he could be and still be in the room.

"They represent the elemental poles, and will bind the demon to creation," Yuri explained around a candle still held in his mouth. "Normally demons are bound to Malfeas, and can only enter creation if invited.  The candles are part of that invitation."

"So, uh what happens if you lose this battle of wills?" Rat asked. "Not that you will, mind you."

"The demon would be loose in creation, and would most likely kill everyone on this ship," Yuri answered casually. "Then it would go on a rampage destroying the port until someone was able to stop it."

"Oh," Rat's voice was as meek as Yuri had ever heard.

"Rat, if the demon got loose I'd kill it before it did any damage," Yuri glanced up and smiled at his first mate. "There are advantages to being an Anathema."

"I'm not worried about it, Yuri.  I trust you," Rat smiled back. "Sir, if its not an improper time I've been thinking."

"What about?"

"We need a new flag sir, and new sails.  Black and silver don't make much sense anymore," Rat stroked the thin beard he'd been working on for the last few days.

"What did you have in mind?" Yuri asked as he placed the final candle carefully in the center of the circle.

"When you uh, glow, you have this giant falcon over you," Rat began. "I was thinking we could make the sails white with gold trim, and have a golden falcon for the flag."

"That's a splendid idea," Yuri reached into the box and withdrew a small wooden stick.  Taking it to the lantern hanging from the ceiling he used the flame to ignite the end.  That finished he lit each of the five candles. "Tomorrow at first light see what you can dig up.  We can wait til tomorrow evening to sail.  You can leave Garg in charge of the new recruits while you're about it."

"What about you captain?" Rat asked.  He stared at the summoning circle with a mixture of fear and apprehension.

"I need to see about finding us a cargo.  I've got three talents from my share of the pearls, and I found four more that Haquen had squirreled away under his bed," Yuri explained as he sat just outside the edge of the circle.  He took several calming breaths before beginning the final part of the ritual.

"Seven talents," Rat gaped. "We're rich."

"Not as rich as we're going to be," Yuri chuckled. "I was good before, but since becoming an Anathema I've found it much easier to convince people to do as I wish."

"I hope you aren't usin those powers on me," Rat asked dubiously.  He seemed to decide his question was ridiculous, and grinned sheepishly at Yuri as he rubbed his patch.

"Not on purpose," Yuri shrugged.  Thin streamers of smoke rose from the candles reminding him of his purpose. "From this point I'll need you to be quiet.  Watch carefully."

Rat nodded and remained obediently quiet.  Yuri began chanting in a singsong voice, using a language he'd not understood until yesterday when Ria died.  Yuri's voice rose and his cadence quickened as he beseeched the demon to hear his call.  For the better part of three hours Yuri continued the song without a break.  

At long last a curtain of darkness fell over the room smothering the candles with a hiss.  Rat had gone pale as a sheet, and even Yuri felt trepidation at the pool of inky darkness that hovered before him.  Were it not for the circle he wouldn't have seen that shape, but its magic made the ethereal demon visible.

"Who has summoned me?" the worm shrieked with a mouth never designed for human speech.  While Yuri understood the words Rat would have heard nothing but an ear piercing cry.

"I have called you forth, worm," Yuri intoned in the same shrieking language.  The words caused him more discomfort than he would have imagined.

The worm heaved itself at the circle but was repulsed by a shower of ruby sparks when it reached the edge.  Yuri allowed it to thrash for several moments more before chanting the final part of the ritual.  It entwined his will with that of the worm, and both struggled for dominance.

Yuri had no words to describe the struggle.  It was like sharing his head with someone else, and knowing that if he stumbled his head might belong to the demon.  Yuri forced all the anger he felt at Ria's death against the worm.  White hot rage stiffened into a whipcord within him, and he used it to flay the worm's will.  It cowered and groveled until Yuri relented.

"What is your bidding, master?" the worm shrieked.  Rat covered his ears with his hands and looked like he'd rather be anywhere else.

"Hide in the waters beneath the ship.  Attack nothing and do not show yourself unless I command it," Yuri ordered, this time speaking common Realm so Rat could understand. The inky pool of blackness pulsed once, and then was gone. 

It seemed that the blood apes had been right.  Whether Ria's death had unlocked something or if his Exaltation was responsible, Yuri was now a sorcerer.  He'd bound a demon to his will and he wondered if that made him evil.

If it did he didn't care.  He'd use anyone and anything he had to, so long as it scourged the Lintha and drove them from the waves.
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Sunlight slanted through the porthole to splash across Yuri's face, which finally brought him to wakefulness.  The pain in his leg was gone, though he'd have been more thankful had it not been replaced by the pain in his head.  Yuri had lost track of the number of bottles of wine he and Rat had gone through, but the number four seemed to stick in his head for some reason.

Yuri stumbled from bed rubbing gingerly at his temples.  Casting his eyes around the room he found what he was seeking and picked up a half full bottle of wine.  Easing the cork free with a fingernail he took a liberal swallow, ignoring the scarlet stream that ran down his chin.  Hopefully that would take the edge off the headache, although it did nothing to quiet the memories of yesterday.

His words to Ria had been angry when they'd quarreled before Bluehaven.  Now he'd never have a chance to apologize.  If he had it to do over Yuri would have ignored Katrina no matter how beautiful the woman had been.  He hadn't been betrothed to Ria, true.  But he'd known it would hurt her.  He'd had done it anyway, and then had the bad grace to turn it back on Ria when she complained.

Yuri had never felt lower.  Ria was gone and nothing he could do would bring her back.  All he had left was his vow.  He'd hurt them.  Hurt them like they'd hurt her.  Ria had probably been talking about Ivari and his crew, but she hadn't known he was an Anathema.  She hadn't known he was strong enough to hurt all the Lintha.

Before he could do any of that he needed to know more about who and what he'd become.  None of those answers were to be found in Wavecrest, or if they were he had no idea where to look.  Chiaroscuro might provide more, but that was three weeks of hard sailing even with the worm towing the Galeta.  In the meantime he needed to procure a cargo.

Fortunately Yuri didn't need to dress as he was still wearing yesterday's clothing.  He pulled on his thigh high boots, and stomped a couple of times to settle into the supple leather.  Yuri buckled on his cutlass as well, although with the essence cannons tucked into his belt it was more for show than anything else.  He also grabbed a satchel that practically bulged with silver, and slung it over his shoulder.

Pushing open the heavy door Yuri stepped into the late morning sunlight.  Half a dozen men were armed with buckets and brushes, all working under Garg's watchful eye to scrub the deck until it shone.  None looked up to meet his gaze, though Garg gave Yuri a cool nod which he returned.  

Crossing the deck Yuri spoke loudly, "I’m heading into town to see about cargo.  If this lot sails like they scrub we might be in Chiaroscuro a day or two early.  Tell Rat I sent my compliments."

A few of the new crew perked up at the praise, but Garg's scowl had eyes back on the deck before Yuri had even found the gangplank.  He smiled in spite of himself as he stepped off the ship and onto a dock crowded with fishermen returning with their catches.  

Weaving his way up the dock towards the market Yuri felt his mood lighten.  It was a beautiful day and everywhere he looked seemed to conjure another memory of Ria.  Nearly all of them were happy, and reminded him how much fun the pair had together.  She might be gone but she'd never be forgotten.

Yuri continued towards the main market, a group of pavilions strung near the docks a little to the north of where the Galeta was berthed.  The morning traffic made for slow going, but threading through the crowd it took only a few minutes for him to arrive.

The market consisted of three dozen stalls, each with a different merchant on hand to sell their wares.  Everything from jewelry to pearls to exotic birds were displayed.  The question was what would fetch the best price in Chiaroscuro?  Yuri wandered the market eyeing a number of different items, but nothing caught his eye.

He was just about to start over at the beginning again when he saw a stall at the end of one of the rows that he'd previously missed.  Piled high atop the counter in front of the stall were dozens of necklaces, rings and bracelets.  Each was wrought from gold or silver, but that wasn't what drew Yuri's eye.  The gemstones ranged from pale blue to deep green, and he'd never seen anything like them even in Chiaroscuro.  The noblewomen there would kill for such unique pieces.

"How much for the lot of them?" Yuri asked as he approached.  Standing behind the stall was a shrewd man wearing traditional native clothing.  That consisted of a plain white vest, short breeches cut above the knee and not much else.

"The lot of them?" the man took in Yuri's wrinkled clothing, evidently deciding he was not a noble.  That would matter when it came down to the bargaining.  The man would suggest at a price, Yuri would balk at it and suggest one of his own.  They'd repeat that until they finally found a price they could agree on. "If you wish all my wares I could part with them for three talents of silver."

"Three talents?" Yuri's mouth dropped open, which was only partly an act. "What makes you think they're worth so much?  I could have twice as much jewelry for half the price two stalls down."

"Ahh," the man rubbed his hands together and gave Yuri a gap toothed smile. "Would he have the same fair folk aquamarines?  You'll never see another like these, I can guarantee that.  They hold the smiles of young maidens, if you can believe that."

Looking at the brilliant blues and greens Yuri could almost believe it.  Still, there was no way he was paying three talents for a pile of gems no matter how they sparkled.  

"Half a talent," Yuri began, then nearly tripped over his own tongue.  Something stirred within him when he spoke.  That half remembered energy he'd not though of since the day before surged through him, though what it might be doing he couldn't say.

"Done," the man's eyes shone and he spat in his hand and gestured for Yuri to take it.  Yuri could only gape for several long seconds, but when he'd recovered seized the man's hand and pumped it.  He'd been expecting to pay at least a talent and a half, but the man hadn't even bargained.  Were his new powers somehow responsible?

"Excellent," Yuri set his satchel on the counter and counted out the silver. "Have them delivered to the Galeta by noon." Yuri pointed towards the docks, and the man nodded eagerly.

This left Yuri with enough coin to make several other large purchases.  He headed back towards a stall that had been selling conch shells from the edge of the Wyld.  Apparently if you sang to the shells they'd sing back.  He was pretty sure they'd sell out the first day in Chiaroscuro, simply because nobles there liked owning rare things.

Sidling up to the counter Yuri gestured at the several crates behind the stout woman running the stall, "How much for the entire lot?"

The woman eyed him up and down apparently deciding she didn't like what she saw, "All of em?  I'd let em go for a silver talent."

"I'll give you a fifth," Yuri opened with an offer that bordered on insulting.  The golden energy surged through him again, and the woman blinked slowly.

"Done," she agreed as a beatific smile spread across her face.  She looked as if she'd just made the best deal of her life instead of having her wares all but stolen out from under her.  

Yuri was shocked.  If this trick worked at every stall he could fill his hold for a small fraction of the price he'd been expecting.  That left him with a considerable store of silver, and a cargo he was sure would triple its value by the time he made port in Chiaroscuro.

He stopped by four more stalls, and each time the response was exactly the same.  The owner was willing to sell Yuri goods at a fraction of their normal price, and not a one balked.  Every last merchant accepted his initial offer, and by the time he headed back to the Galeta he'd bought eight talents of cargo for just under two talents in silver.  

"Rat," Yuri called as he trotted up the Gangplank. The diminutive sailor was puffing away on a bone pipe as he watched two of the new sailors string a broad white sail with a golden falcon stitched across it.  He nearly forgot what he was going to say as he stared at the new sails.

"Aye Captain?" Rat shot back, breaking the spell and bringing Yuri back to the present.

"I like the new sails," Yuri nodded up at them.  He reached into the satchel and fished out a washed leather purse.  Tossing it towards Rat the sailor snatched it out of the air deftly. "That's your bonus for a job well done."

Rat goggled when he opened the purse and looked inside.  It was probably more silver than he'd ever held at one time, but given his good fortune it was only fair to share.

"Garg," Yuri called.  The massive man was showing one of the new arrivals how to properly secure a line.  Yuri tossed Garg a washed leather pouch, though this one a bit smaller than he'd given to Rat.  Garg caught it with a look of surprise.  He looked about to say something, but after several moments he closed his mouth and gave Yuri a grateful nod.

"Oh, one more thing.  Rat may have forgotten to mention your signing bonus," Yuri dropped a third purse and the deck and the thin cloth tore as it hit the deck.  Coins went spinning everywhere, and every sailor engaged in a mad scramble to gather as many as possible.

"You must have had some luck in the marketplace, eh captain?" Rat met Yuri's gaze and they shared a laugh.

"More than a little.  Stick with me, lads, and you'll end up old, fat and rich," Yuri's passage was accompanied by cheering and clapping as the men pocketed the silver they'd been given.  He moved to stand beside Rat.

"I don't know what were going to find in Chiaroscuro, but I'll wager it will involve more coin than any of us can dream of," Yuri smiled at his friend.  He lowered his voice for the next words. "Looks like being an Anathema is good for something."
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Ivari stared dumbly across the lavishly decorated cabin, appreciating none of the opulence.  Instead he sat cross-legged on the large wooden bed watching as the flickering lantern threw up shadows that danced crazily on the walls with each swell the ship crested.  Every few moments he'd hold up the bandage wrapped stumps to see where his hands should have been.  How had this happened?  It wasn't supposed to end this way.

When Ivari had been called before Grandmother Haquen he'd been ecstatic.  She'd called a blood hunt on Yuri Silvertongue for the death of her daughter.  Demands had been made of every captain within a thousand miles to drop everything to find the Galeta.  Lavish rewards had been offered, not that it mattered to Ivari.  Killing Silvertongue would be reward enough.  Ivari knew Yuri better than any other Lintha save the captain the human had murdered.  He knew exactly where Yuri would go.

The day they'd met all those years ago was etched into Ivari’s memory with a stylus of pain and jealousy.  Ivari remembered how Yuri had made a fool out of him, though he'd not learned how until later.  He'd claimed the barmaid, Ria, was his sister and that she was diseased.  It had been a clever ploy to prevent him from coupling with her.  One that had worked.  Ivari hated the sick almost as much as he hated the crippled.  Neither had a place in this world.

"Brother?" a soft rap sounded at the door.  When Ivari didn't respond it slid open with a creak, and Yemmon stepped into the room.  He held a cloth-covered tray in both hands, and set it gently on the nightstand next to the untouched one he'd brought that morning. "Are you ready to talk yet?"

Ivari didn't answer and Yemmon left quietly.  He knew his brother was worried, but he couldn't stand the pity filled gaze.  Ivari hated pity nearly as much as he hated cripples.  It was no way to live and had his brother truly loved him he'd smother him with a pillow while he slept.

It is not pity that stays your brother's hand.

Where the voice came from Ivari couldn't say, but his eyes darted wildly around the room trying to find the source.  Other than the dancing shadows nothing moved, "Who's there?  Who said that?"

He stays his hand because in spite of your failure he senses the seeds of greatness in you.  You have the power to rise from your fall.  You can be even greater than before.  Faster.  Stronger.  All of these things are within your reach.

Was he going mad?  Ivari had seen madness claim other men, and had even caused such things.  He remembered one man in particular who'd broken after Ivari had raped his wife and daughter to death in front of him.  Perhaps his losses had finally stolen his sanity.

You are not mad.  The gifts I offer are real, if you've the courage to accept them.  Are you a great man, Ivari?  Or are you a sniveling handless eunuch?

Impossible.  He'd not spoken aloud, and yet the voice knew his very thoughts.  How could that be?

Does it matter?  I offer power, Ivari.  Power beyond your wildest dreams if you but seize it.

Power.  The offer was tempting, but he'd be a fool to accept the words of some disembodied voice, "Show yourself and I will hear your offer."

The shadows on the south wall deepened into an impenetrable pool of blackness.  A pair of eyes the color of dried blood peered out from the shadows with the unblinking stare of death.  He had the sense that something massive waited within that darkness.  Something evil.  Something ancient and implacable.

Trust your senses Ivari.  They do not deceive you.  Do not give in to fear, for while I am terrible to behold I also offer power.  I can give you back your hands, Ivari.  I can give you back your life.

"Why?  What do you gain from the bargain?" Ivari's eyes narrowed suspiciously.

We will become one.  Our strength will be joined and I too will be greater than I am now.  I am a servant of powers more majestic and amazing than you can comprehend.  The true masters of the world, who were overthrown by the Sun Children.  Join with me and I offer the blessings of the Yozi including the one you know as the Mother.

"Kimberry?  The Great Mother?" Ivari was awed.  She who'd birthed his entire race had been imprisoned at the end of some great war long ago, or so the priests of Dukantha taught.  Perhaps this was one of her servants sent as a gift?  Perhaps he was being rewarded for his steadfast service.

Kimberry recognizes your achievements, Ivari.  However, it was not she who sent me.  I have been dispatched by her brother and king, the great Malfeas.  He recognizes your potential and offers you a place among his very highest servants.

"What must I do?" Ivari had heard enough.  The price was no doubt higher than he expected, but no price was too great to restore his hands.  No price would deter him from seizing the power he'd need to kill Yuri Silvertongue.

Excellent, Ivari.  You are a man of vision, and that vision will be rewarded.  All you must do is close your eyes and pray to Malfeas.  Offer him your allegiance, and you will have the power you crave.

There was no hesitation as Ivari closed his eyes, "Great Malfeas I offer myself as your humble servant.  Give me the power I desire and I pledge my soul to you now and forever."

There was no sudden thunderclap or bright flash of light.  Nothing at all happened that Ivari could tell.  He cocked his head realizing something was different.  A sound like a thousand snakes slithering filled the room.  The sound grew more urgent until strands of coarse hair flowed out of the darkness to cover him.  He opened his mouth to scream but the hair filled it choking off his cry.  It covered his face, his head and finally the whole of his body.  He was suffocating and he thrashed wildly, but all his struggles accomplished was allowing the hair to entangle his arms and legs.

Sleep, Ivari.  Rest.  When you awake you will be made whole, and you will have the power to slay your enemies.
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Yemmon sighed as he considered his brother's pathetic condition.  Picking up the tray from the pitted table in the galley he glided by a pair of Lintha who'd just gotten off a shift at oar.  The passage was narrow and normally he'd have had to squeeze by to pass, but their fear was so palatable the pair practically became a part of the wall just to avoid touching him.

Flickering candles packed in wrought iron sconces dotted the claustrophobic passageway.  They flared a little more brightly as he passed each one, and Yemmon wondered which of the demons trailing him was responsible.  He'd commanded them to manifest only on his command, and they spent the rest of their time in ethereal form.  They were very much capricious children and bored easily.  They did whatever possible to show that they could flaunt his will, even if such rebellions were small.

 Yemmon ignored the mischievous demons and worked his way deeper into the bowels of the ship.  Stopping in front of a thick oaken door as warped and twisted as the man behind it Yemmon rapped three times.  No answer, though that hardly surprised him.  He'd lived through many of Ivari's famed black moods, but this was something else entirely.  He wasn't angry, or sad, or…well anything really.  Ivari had given up on life and wanted to die.

Yemmon pushed the door open gently, its creak breaking the silence.  Thick, inky darkness lay within like a predator.  The lantern had been extinguished and the only sound was of some titanic beast breathing.  Something wasn't right.  The Linthan sorcerer reached into his belt pouch and pulled forth an azure glowstone.  The soft blue pebble fit easily in his palm and gave off enough illumination to banish the shadows.  What the light revealed filled Yemmon with shock and awe.

The only word he could think of to describe the strange leathery sack in front of him was a cocoon.  A mass of thick bristles covered leathery skin the color of dried blood, and it looked for all the world like one of the Blood Apes Yemmon used as servants.  The entire mass pulsed as if breathing and he sensed something alive within it.  Curiously, the mass sat right where Ivari had been earlier that day.

Yemmon gave a dark, disturbing smile.  Thank the Great Mother.  The cocoon reeked with power, and somewhere within lay his brother.  How or what had happened he had no idea.  He'd never seen anything like this, and Yemmon dealt with dark powers every day.  Whatever it was, though, his brother was likely to emerge stronger than when he'd gone in.  Instead of having to put his sibling out of his misery they might actually be a team again.

Chiaroscuro was several days off.  Hopefully whatever transformation his brother was undergoing would be complete by that time.  Then their enemies, especially Yuri Silvertongue, were going to pay.
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Daerian massaged her temples as she stared up at the flickering essence lamp above her desk.  Hours of study had led her to…something.  What, she wasn't quite sure.  She felt like she'd been given the pieces of a puzzle, but had no idea how they fit together or even if she had all of them.  

Currently she was studying a barmaid in the Wavecrest Archipelago.  Her thread crossed a Linthan named Ivari, who was tied very strongly to Chiaroscuro.  Unfolding the scroll for the hundredth time Daerian traced Ivari's thread.  It intersected with the barmaid just before her thread ended, and sent ripples along her thread to Yuri's.  If her interpretation was correct Yuri would follow this Lintha, ending up in the southern port city of his own accord.  He'd arrive in Chiaroscuro in about two weeks, a few days behind Karissa and Garod.

She should be ecstatic that her task was so easy, but something just didn't feel right.  Ivari's thread danced wildly a few days before reaching Chiaroscuro.  It was coated in an odd green glow that she'd never seen before, and she could discern nothing about his fate from that day forward.  Daerian had never seen anything like it.  Normally the only threads that were so ambiguous were those of Exalts.  Who was he and what did he have to do with Yuri?


Daerian wanted answers, but she wasn't going to find them in her study.  Throwing her shawl over her shoulders she slipped from the room.  This late at night the hallways were all but deserted, and she passed no one as she wound her way to Master Rhys' chambers several floors above.

Finally reaching the cool silver door Daerian rapped softly and waited for an answer.  After several long moments she heard movement inside, and the door slid open to reveal a bleary eyed Rhys.  His hair was mussed from sleep, and he wore no shirt.  When he saw who it was he stifled a cavernous yawn and gestured for her to step inside.

"Daerian, it’s the middle of the night," Rhys sighed as he flopped face first atop his bed. "Has another Contagion occurred?  Or are the Deathlords marching on the Realm?  Otherwise come back in the morning."

"I need you to look at something," Daerian ignored his comment. "I've never seen anything like it."

"Alright, alright," Rhys yawned again.  He sat up on the edge of the bed and plucked his spectacles from the nightstand.  Once they were perched atop his nose he turned to face Daerian. "What did you bring?"

"You asked me to study the fate reports on Yuri, and I found something I've never seen before," Daerian channeled a mote of essence into the fate scroll, and a web of multicolored lines flowed into the air forming a three dimensional representation of all possibilities that could occur in Yuri's immediate future.

"Do you see this one?" Daerian pointed at a thick thread that intersected with Yuri's.  It glowed a faint sickly green color.

"Who else has seen this?" Rhys' mouth dropped open as he leaned closer to study the thread. "Have you shown this to anyone?" Her tutor's intensity made her uneasy.

"No one.  Why?  What is it?" Daerian leaned closer hoping to spot whatever it was her master had seen.

"That's the color of Malfean brass," Rhys sighed heavily.  He stretched out a finger to almost touch the thread. "Only, the way it behaves suggests an Exaltation.  A Celestial Exaltation."

"What does it mean?" Daerian asked as she settled back on Rhys' bed.

"It means that whoever this thread represents will Exalt soon.  Whatever he is going to become will be tainted by the demonic forces of Malfeas," Rhys said gravely.

"He's going to be an Akuma?" Daerian's jaw dropped open.  Akuma were those who swore their souls to the Yozis, dark gods imprisoned by the Solar at the dawn of the first age.

"I don't think so," Rhys shook his head.  Worry lined his eyes. "A Celestial essence would never choose a corrupted mortal to Exalt, so he can't already be tainted."

"But the taint shows up as soon as his thread thickens with the Exaltation," Daerian mused as she studied the thread.  

"Which suggest that the Exaltation itself must be corrupted," Rhys shot back.  There were no yawns now.

"The shard corrupted?" Daerian's mouth hung open. "Is that even possible?"

"I don't know," Rhys admitted. "For now keep this between you and I.  Get to Chiaroscuro as quickly as you can, and help Yuri find this corrupted essence.  It must be destroyed, but before that happens I want you to learn everything you can about it.  If there are corrupted essences the council must be told." Daerian could see wheels turning behind his eyes, and it didn't take much to trace his logic.  If someone could corrupt a Solar essence how powerful would that servant be? 

"I'll get there immediately.  There's a gate there so I can be in Chiaroscuro in a few hours," Daerian mused as she rose from Rhys' bed. "I'll update you as soon as I know more."

"See that you do," Rhys nodded as he met her gaze levelly. "Remember to say nothing.  If the bronze suspected that Solar essences could be corrupted it might give them enough support to have an injunction placed against Lytek."

"No one will learn of it from me," She gave a low bow as she backed out of Rhys' quarters.  Her mentor wore a worried look as the door snapped shut behind her.

Now she needed to get to Chiaroscuro so she could meet with Karissa when the girl arrived.  Having her around to seduce Yuri could prove useful, as she doubted she could convince the man to work with her on her own.

Chapter 27
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Damn Yuri.  If it hadn't been for him Karissa would never have smuggled herself aboard her brother's ship.  Or, that was what she kept telling herself anyway.  V'neef was the real reason she'd come, but Yuri seemed a much more convenient target for her anger.  Damn the man.

Every time the ship creaked Karissa huddled a bit further behind the stack of crates.  The dirty light of a single lamp left the corners of the room shrouded in darkness.  A high keening wind sang a sorrowful song that echoed through the night.  It reminded her of the evenings at the Heptagram when the students would sit by candlelight swapping ghost stories, though that had been a great deal less lonely.  It had also been a considerably warmer.  Why hadn't she thought to bring a blanket?  

All she'd packed was a single change of clothing, her journal, a spell book she was trying to master, and enough food for two days.  That and a thick scroll tube which held the portrait she'd had painted.  A blush colored her cheeks just thinking about it.  It surprised her how eager she was to have Yuri see it.  His eyes would probably goggle out of his head.  It would be such a shame to take it away from him, but he had told her that she could use any means at her disposal.  She was certain the extra outfit she'd brought would guarantee the portrait's speedy return.  No doubt she'd have to seduce him, but the prospect was one she was looking forward to.  She'd never seduced a man before.

Her merriment faded into gloomy nervousness as it had repeatedly during the day and night she'd spent in the hold.  Garod was going to be furious when he realized she'd stowed away. There'd be little he could do as they were already over a hundred miles from Arjuf.  If he wasted time turning around he'd miss his rendezvous with the Tri-Khan's assistant, and given his previous failure he'd do anything to ensure the success of this mission.  Maybe she should just go above deck and turn herself over.  At least it would mean an end to the waiting.

She could simply show him the orders V'neef had given her, but admitting to her brother that she'd agreed to seduce an Anathema was hardly likely to trigger a favorable reaction.  Still, lying to her brother about why she'd come to Chiaroscuro didn't sit right either.  It was quite the dilemma, one she was tired of stewing over.  It really would almost be better if she were caught soon.

As if triggered by her thought the door leading into the hold creaked open above.  She huddled deeper into the nook behind the stack of crates.  Hopefully whoever it was wouldn't notice her.  

"Someone left a lantern lit.  The entire ship could go up in flames," Garod's muffled voice drifted down the stairwell.  Well, she'd wanted a way to reveal herself and here it was.  Fear held her in place.  Try as she might Karissa couldn't force herself to stand or to call out.  Two pairs of booted feet thumped down the stairs growing louder as they approached.  They stopped beside the crate she'd converted into a hiding spot, and she held her breath hoping they'd miss her.

"Head back on deck, Thane.  I'll take care of it," Garod ordered.

"Yes sir," the marine snapped smartly to attention, then pivoted sharply to walk briskly back the way he'd come.  Garod remained still until the footsteps receded.  What he was doing down here by himself?

"You can come out now," he called softly. "It has to be cold down here and I know how you hate using a chamber pot."

Karissa grimaced at the thought of squatting over the brass pot she'd been using for a toilet.  Wait, how did he know she was here?  She crawled out from under her crate and peaked over it.  He was staring right at her.

"How did you know I was down here?" she demanded as she pushed a handful of scarlet hair out of her face.

"I've never heard of a rat humming to itself, and I don't believe the ship is haunted," he ran a hand through scarlet locks smiling sheepishly, "That left a stowaway, and once I realized we had one it wasn't hard to figure out who it might be."

"Does father know?" a shiver traced its way up her spine.  If Garod had been smart enough to realize she'd go, then there was no way her father wouldn't have anticipated it.  Would V'neef tell him the truth of why she'd been sent?

"Of course he does.  He gave me this to give to you," Garod reached into a leather pouch at his belt and withdrew a folded vellum parchment sealed with wax.  He handed it to Karissa as she threaded her way out of the crates.

"Father gave you a letter for me?" she was shocked.  Her father had seemed to accept Karissa’s answer that she would stay at home, but had apparently known the whole time that she'd disobey his wishes.  Why hadn't he stopped her?  She turned the soft white parchment over in her hands a few times before cracking the unmarked seal.
 
Karissa,
 
Your grandmother has spoken to me of your mission.  Your mother and I have implored her to see reason, but she will not.  Much as it pains me I must ask that you follow her instructions to the letter.

I was able to convince her of one detail, however.  She has agreed to allow you to tell Garod of your mission.  Please do so and show him this letter.  I want him to know that you have my full support, and the support of your grandmother in this difficult task.

I love you little Rissa.  I'm sorry I couldn't turn you aside from this path.  You deserve better.
 
- Father

Karissa felt a rush of affection.  Her father had known, but he'd let her go anyway.  It had been the right decision, and all the dread she'd wrestled with for the last few days faded in an instant.  Going to Chiaroscuro was the right choice, even if he didn't agree with the reasons.

"So what did it say?" Garod asked as he leaned over her shoulder to get a look at the parchment.

"Father and Grandmother had an argument about me coming.  Father wanted me to remain in Arjuf, but Grandmother was insistent I go with you," she sighed.  She'd tell him the whole truth after he'd eaten.  He was always more willing to listen on a full stomach. "I'll deal with that when I get home.  I'm starved.  Did you say something about dinner?"

"No, but now that you mention it I was about to sit down to eat.  I might be able to find a few table scraps for you if you're hungry.  First you need to scrub the deck, though.  Stowaways need to earn their keep," He grinned down at her.

"I'll scrub you," she slugged him as hard as she could in the shoulder.  He rubbed it gingerly, but his smile never faded.

"Alright, alright you can come to dinner.  Come on let's get you some hot food. If you hit me again, though, I really am going to make you scrub the deck," she took another swing, but Garod dodged out of the way laughing. "I'm glad you came Rissa.  It wouldn't have been the same otherwise."

The pair headed up the narrow wooden stairs to the deck above.  This ship was larger than the Empress' Pride, and looked a lot more like Yuri's.  It had a castle on the front and another on the back of the ship, though the proper nautical names escaped her.  She'd never really cared much about ships as her spells were a more convenient means of transportation.

They crossed the deck heading up a wide set of stairs set into the forecastle, that was the name.  Not far from the wheel a door led to Garod's quarters.  He ducked inside and she followed.  Oddly, during the entire trek not a single crew member seemed surprised to see her.  A few she knew from the Empress even waved, "Is there anyone who didn't know I was on board?"

"Thane didn't, but he's new.  Most of the crew had a bet on how long it would take you to come out of hiding.  I lost a fistful of silver.  I didn't think you'd make it a whole day.  Avaro thought you'd make it at least a week," Garod held open the door as she ducked into his quarters.  Two candles were lit on a small dinner table, and a variety of pleasant smells came from the covered platters.  She'd never smelled anything so good, and eagerly slid into one of the two chairs.

"This smells wonderful," Karissa picked up the napkin from her plate and unfolded it carefully to spread across her lap. "Who made it?"

"I did," Garod slid into his own chair pulling himself closer to the table.  He draped his own napkin over his lap and turned to her, "Help yourself.  I made enough for two."

The largest dish was a platter of mixed vegetables in a tangy sauce.  Succulent pieces of beef had been mixed in, and she occasionally bit into a pepper that made her eyes water.  She helped herself to a generous portion of rice, and two glasses of the sparkling wine her brother offered.  They dined in silence both attacking their food like a sworn enemy.

"Ohhh," Karissa moaned when she'd finished. "I won't be able to walk for days.  When did you learn to cook like that?"

"During my travels in the threshold.  I learned how to make most of this in Grey Falls when I was a part of the Wyld Hunt," Garod popped another piece of beef into his mouth chewing contentedly.

Since I'm here anyway, can you tell me where we're going and who we're meeting?  I want to help," Karissa asked after taking another bite of the spicy meat.

"Of course.  I'm meeting a special assistant appointed by the Tri-Khan to combat piracy.  I believe his name is Xendrak.  He's one of the local nomads.  By and large they're uncouth savages, or so I hear anyway," Garod took a sip of his wine before continuing. "When we arrive he's going to give us all the information he has on the Lintha.  I'm hoping we'll be able to use it to shut down their operations in and around Chiaroscuro."

"How are you going to accomplish that?" she took a sip of her wine.

"I’m not.  You are.  Why do you think I brought you?" Garod gave her a wide grin.  Karissa should have known.

"How extensive are the Lithan operations in Chiaroscuro?"

"The Tri-Khan has no love for them.  He's managed to stop most of the direct piracy in the waters he controls, which is quite a feat.  The Family remains strong in the shadows of the city, though.  He's not sure exactly how much influence they wield, but rumors are growing of a war between the Lintha and the Guild," Garod explained.  He stood and began collecting empty dishes.

"The Guild is only nominally better than the Lintha, but I suppose if you have to pick one or the other they're the safer choice," she mused.

"The Tri-Khan's throne is less than secure and he needs Guild backing to keep it.  It’s a rather chaotic form of government, really.  He needs to keep the nobles happy, or they'll work together to remove him from power," Garod explained. "It's not at all like the absolute power the Empress wielded, bless her name."

"It's less efficient, but I guess it does make the ruler accountable to the people.  If she mistreats her followers those followers will overthrow her," Karissa mused as she sipped her wine. "Their method means only a wise ruler who cares for the people will retain power."

"Most of these nomads only care about women, camels and fighting," Garod snorted.  He obviously held a low opinion of the natives of the southern port city. "Did you know they fight duels with knives?  They happen every day and can be triggered by an insult.  Even an accidental one."

"It sounds like a dangerous city," Privately Karissa was more than a little nervous.  Anything could happen in the lawlessness of the Threshold.  The city states dotting the coasts of the inland sea all paid homage to the Realm, and most were tributaries to one of the great houses.  They enjoyed the protection of the Realm legions, but most set their own laws.  All were uncivilized compared to the home she'd grown up in.

"It is, but not for us.  Few will risk the wrath of the Realm, and even if they were willing to attack us we're more than capable of defending ourselves," Garod clenched a fist eagerly, as if hoping someone would be foolish enough to assault them.

"How long will it take us to get there?" Karissa asked.  She hated long ocean voyages as the ship was so cramped, but it was exciting to see new places.

"The better part of two weeks.  It should give us plenty of time to make plans, at the very least," Garod polished off his wine, and refilled it from the nearly empty bottle. "Oh, I had quarters prepared for you.  They're right next to mine if you're tired.  I'll have your belongings carried up from the hold."

"No," Karissa cried.  She was halfway out of her seat before she caught herself. "I mean, I don't want anyone to go to any effort on my part.  I can carry up my own belongings.  Besides, you haven’t asked why I came."

Her brother paused with a fork a few inches from his mouth.  He finished his bite before answering, "I assumed you just couldn't take all this marriage drivel and decided to see the world."

"That's not entirely true," Karissa allowed.  She set her fork on the table and rested her hands in her lap before continuing. "I was ordered to come.  By Grandmother."

"Ordered?" Garod was shocked, but not enough to stop shoveling food into his mouth. "Why would she order you?  To do what?"

Karissa handed the letter to Garod and he quickly scanned the contents.  When he was finished he set the letter down and looked at her quizzically, "This doesn’t say anything about why you were sent, just that you have Father's support.  And Grandmother's as well."

"I know, but I wanted you to read it before I told you.  Otherwise you'll think I'm lying," Karissa sighed.  She smoothed her skirts before meeting her brother's gaze, and even then took three breaths before finally finding the courage to speak. "Grandmother has asked me to seduce a pirate, and to bring him home to Arjuf."

"What?" Garod choked on a morsel of food, and drank deeply from a goblet as he coughed and sputtered.  Once his breathing had steadied he turned to meet her gaze. "She wants you to do what?"

"She wants me to seduce a pirate and to convince him to come to Arjuf," Karissa repeated calmly.  So far this was going better than she'd expected.

"A pirate," Garod said drily.  His eyes narrowed as if he couldn't decide whether or not she was having fun at his expense. "Why would V'neef want you to bring her some grubby pirate?  Even if she did want a pirate why send you to seduce him?  Why not just have me haul him back home by the scruff of his neck?"

"Because he's an Anathema," Karissa winced inwardly as the words left the mouth.

"An Anathema," Garod's eyes glittered like diamonds.  He'd served the Wyld Hunt for nearly five years, and had seen friends killed by Anathema.  No one in House V'neef was more staunch an advocate of their continued destruction. "If this is a joke I do not find it funny little sister."  That was a bad sign.  He never called her little sister unless he was angry.

"I wish it were," Karissa gave a heavy sigh.  "It's no joke Garod.  I was just as shocked as you were."

"What are you going to do?" his eyes flashed lightning, but her brother's tone was calm.

"Do?  Exactly as I was told.  I'm going to seduce him and bring him home," Karissa asked, shock evident.  One didn't disobey orders, especially from V'neef herself.  Not if they liked breathing anyway.

"You're going to lay with a demon?" Garod growled. "An Anathema?  I'll not allow it.  I'll take the blame, Rissa.  Let them rail at me.  What they're asking you to do is wrong."


"I have to do it, Garod," Karissa stiffened her resolve with a few gulps of wine. "You don't know what's at stake.  You haven't even asked why Grandmother ordered this."

"It doesn’t matter.  It can't matter," he hissed as he seized his own goblet.  After draining it he turned his fiery gaze in her direction again. "We're sworn to the destruction of the Anathema.  Letting them live is heresy."

"Garod, Grandmother feels that without Anathema firmly in our control our house will be destroyed in under a year," Karissa met his gaze without allowing any of the nervousness she felt to show. "She's right.  If we don't get help all of us will be a memory when the war finally begins."

"And this is the best she can come up with?" Garod hurled his goblet into the wall and it clattered to the floor.  "Even if we survive what will it matter?  We've betrayed the Realm itself.  I'm not sure we even deserve to survive."

"How can you say that?" Karissa felt a rising heat within her. "Do you want us to be wiped out?"

"No, but neither am I willing to commit a Greater Heresy," Garod shot back stubbornly.

"Even if that heresy is based on a false religion?" she countered. "Grandmother told me that what we know of the Anathema is a lie.  They weren't demons and they aren't evil."

"I've heard enough of this drivel," Garod carefully wiped his face with his napkin and rose from his chair. "I’ll show you to your quarters.  We'll speak of this in the morning when I've had time to consider things."

"Garod," she reached for his arm, but he jerked back as if burned.  "Very well.  We'll speak tomorrow."

He opened his door and she slipped out onto the deck.  How was she going to convince Garod to accept Yuri?  If she couldn't her brother would very likely kill the pirate before she could get him back home.
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Nine days at sea had proven more torturous for Karissa than the sorcery trials themselves.  The quarters Garod had given her had become a prison with their dim lighting and constant rocking.  The entire room would have fit in her bathing chamber at home.  It held a small wooden bed built into the wall, a nightstand just big enough for the wash basin atop it, and a heavy iron bound chest at the foot of the bed.  There was no place for make-up, no wardrobe, and of course no bath.  Still, it was better than the hold had been. 

She tried losing herself in the spell book again, but after the ninth time reading the same passage she gave up.  Her hair was frizzy from the salt air, she stank of sweat, and her clothing was stiff from being worn for too long.  She remembered meeting Yuri, and felt a little guilty for harping on his hygiene.  It really was hard to stay clean on one of these gods’ awful ships.

"Karissa?" three sharp raps sounded at the door along with Garod's muffled voice.  She rose from the bed where she'd been reading and slid the bolt on the door so she could open it.  She still felt nervous speaking to her brother.  They hadn't discussed her mission since that night.

"Yes?" She peaked out.

"You're going to want to see this, come on," He beckoned into the hallway outside of his chambers. "You'll enjoy it, I promise."

"I'll take any excuse to get out of these quarters," she set her book down on the bed, and slipped out the doorway to join her brother. "What are you going to show me?"

"It’s a surprise," he smiled as he hurried up the narrow hallway and the steep stairs beyond.  The pair emerged into an afternoon worthy of a story.  Karissa shaded her eyes against the brilliant sunlight glinting off the waves.  A few lazy clouds broke the azure perfection, but otherwise the sky was an endless sea of blue.  A warm breeze washed over her eliciting a contented sigh.  By the dragons it was a gorgeous day.

"What did you want to show me?" She asked as she scanned the horizon.  It didn't take long to find the answer.  To the south the sun glinted off two bronze cannons so enormous the ships entering the harbor looked like toys.  Each gigantic tube angled skyward pointing out over a harbor larger than any in the Realm, and lining that harbor was a breakwater made of smooth golden glass.

"Those cannons are something, aren't they?" Garod clapped her on the shoulder.

"They certainly are.  My whole childhood I've been taught that the Realm is the pinnacle of civilization, but this…we couldn't make anything like that wall.  It’s amazing," Karissa continued to gape at the massive firedust cannons, and the huge wall beneath them.  

"Do you see the light glinting off the towers behind them?" Garod pointed over the waves towards the city looming behind the harbor.  Karissa had missed them at first, but now she saw dozens of towers scraping the azure sky.  They were taller than anything she'd ever seen, including the tallest towers on the Blessed Isle.  Each was a different color of glass, with some comprised of two or three different colors.  They refracted the sunlight into rainbows that danced off the smaller, more primitive buildings lining the mouth of the harbor.

"So those are the rainbow towers of Chiaroscuro," she breathed.  They were amazing. "Thank you, Garod.  This was worth the trip by itself."

"You've been an utter beast for the last few days.  I figured you could use something to lift your spirits," he punched her lightly in the shoulder. "Besides, now that we've arrived I'm going to need your help.  I'd like you present at our initial meeting with this Xendrak fellow."

"Will we have a chance to take rooms and get cleaned up first?  I'm a mess," she admitted.

"Of course, I wouldn’t want to meet an emissary from the Tri-Khan looking like a beggar.  I should warn you, though.  Chiaroscuro's customs are different than what you're used to," Karissa was sure she didn't like the sly smile her brother wore.

"What sort of customs?"

"The baths are open aired and co-ed.  You won't be bathing alone," she assumed Garod's laughter was prompted by the look on her face.  She had to bathe with men?  And anyone could just walk in and join them?  Her initial shock gave way to a niggling thought that brought a flush to her cheeks, though not for the reason Garod likely assumed.  Daer had said Yuri was somewhere in Chiaroscuro.  Stranger meetings had happened.  Maybe he'd walk into her bath…

"Captain," Avaro yelled from his place at the wheel. "Port authority approaching, sir."

Garod's first mate was a sandy haired youth fresh from the House of Bells.  A fire aspect originally born in the Scavenger Lands his loyalty had been won when Garod arranged his adoption into house V'neef.  He was only a year or two older than Karissa, and just as reckless as every other fire aspect she knew.  

"Lower a ladder and send the inspector to my quarters," Garod commanded. "Come with me, Rissa.  You should see how this is done."

"How what's done?  Shouldn't you wait to meet this customs agent?" she asked as she hurried after her brother.

"I'll explain in my quarters," Garod took the stairs leading up the forecastle two at a time sweeping through the doorway into his cabin.  

When she'd followed him inside he began his explanation, "Things work differently in Chiaroscuro.  The agent they send aboard will be a Delzahn noble.  All nobles have the right to collect trade duties, but it’s more of a negotiation than an actual fee." 


"If any noble has the right to collect duties what if more than one tries to collect from us?" Karissa asked.  It seemed a backward system, but it was important she understand how it worked.

"The first noble to collect will issues a pass which we can show to any of the others.  Competition is fierce, because all of them want to be the first to reach wealthy ships," Garod took out three crystal goblets from a heavy oaken chest setting them on the table.  He strode to the bar and withdrew a bottle of last year's red which he set next to the wine. "I've heard they sometimes get into pitched battles over it."

"I can imagine.  Don't they have to turn the money over to the Tri-Khan?"

"Part of it, yes.  They keep the lion's share, and for many it’s their only source of income," her brother filled each of the three glasses about half way.

 A trio of sharp raps sounded from the door to Garod's captain.  He opened the door to reveal the first Delzahn nomad Karissa had ever seen.  The man loomed in the doorway like one of the larger than life statues outside the manse in Arjuf.  He was broad in the shoulder and well muscled, especially for a customs agent.  Loose fitting silks of blue and green draped his body in voluminous robes, and he had a curiously wrapped scarf wound tightly about his head.  Belted at the man's side were a dagger and curved sword she recognized as a scimitar.

"I am Hamari of the Takar sept.  It is my honor to welcome you to Chiaroscuro," he gave a low bow which he held for several seconds before straightening.

"Welcome to the Galeta, Hamari.  I am V'neef Garod, the captain of this vessel," Garod extended a hand and Hamari took it.  Karissa could see the muscles in both men's arms tense as they shook hands.  Why did men place so much stock in a strong grip?

"Who might you be?" Hamari turned an oily smile in her direction.  Lust was written plainly across his features.

"I am V'neef Karissa, Garod's sister and a sorceress of the Heptagram," she smiled, but he seemed to be waiting for her to do or say something else.  He blinked rapidly before turning back to Garod.

"Please, help yourself to my favorite vintage, inspector," Garod handed a glass to the Delzahn and another to Karissa.  He left his own on the table.

"Ahh," Hamari inhaled deeply over the glass. "Truly a fine vintage, master V'neef.  Thank you.  May I inquire as to how long will you be staying in Chiaroscuro?"

"At least two weeks," Garod explained. "I'll pay you for that long now, and if we end up needing a longer berth I'd be happy to compensate you accordingly."

"Excellent.  With your permission I will see to the inspection," Hamari gave a similar bow.  His gaze kept sliding over her like she was a choice piece of meat.  Karissa shivered despite the warm day.

"You have it.  Take as much time as you need.  If you need anything my crew is at your disposal," Garod picked up his wine giving the man a cool smile. "I wanted to thank you for such prompt service.  You seem a man of influence, and if you'll use that influence to get us docked more quickly I'd appreciate it."

Garod took a small pouch from his belt that clinked as he handled it.  He tossed it to Hamari who caught it deftly in his right hand.  Karissa blinked at how quickly the pouch disappeared from the man's hand and into his robes.

"You wisdom is everything I'd expect from such a refined Dynast.  I will see you docked as quickly as time permits," this time the bow was much lower, and held for nearly a dozen heart beats. "If you are searching for lodgings I can recommend many fine inns."

"Thank you, but we've already found an excellent inn.  This isn't our first trip to your lovely city," Garod delivered another cool smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.  She could feel his anger building with every glance Hamari shot her way.  If the man didn't stop soon his life expectancy would drop sharply, if she knew her brother at all.

"I'll do my best to stay out of your crew's way, captain.  Once I've finished my inspection I will present your pass to the first officer, with your permission," Hamari's gaze flickered back and forth between Karissa and Garod, though he spoke to her brother.

"You have it.  Again, my thanks," Garod took Hamari gently by the shoulder and steered him from the cabin.  Karissa gave a little smile as her brother used his bulk to block the man's view of her.  Once he'd been pushed out Garod stepped back inside and closed the door.

"If I didn't feel like I needed a bath before I certainly do now," she shuddered, still feeling the man's oily stare.

"I have to keep reminding myself how different their culture is.  To them women are treated as possessions to be bought and sold like horses," Garod snorted. "It took an effort not to snap his greasy little neck."

"That probably would have made it take longer to dock," Karissa smirked, "but, I'd have been willing to wait."

"The only reason I let him live is the next man would have done exactly the same thing," he downed the rest of his wine in one gulp.

"I notice he didn't ask the reason we were in Chiaroscuro.  Why?" she raised a curious eyebrow.
 
"The Tri-Khan reacts badly to anyone who impedes trade, and the people here have learned that it’s far more profitable not to ask questions," Garod refilled his glass. "Make no mistake, though.  He's curious and looking for any clues he can find.  Whatever he learns will be sold to three different buyers before the day is out."

"I'm impressed," Karissa admitted. "You have a better understanding of the politics here than on the Blessed Isle."

"I had an excellent teacher," Garod surprised her by blushing. "Her name is Anora.  I met her on my very first trip here a few years back.  She's an assistant to the Tri-Khan."

"Oh?" Karissa raised an eyebrow.  She'd rarely seen her brother this uncomfortable.  He must really care for whoever this Anora was. "Just how did you meet this 'assistant'?"

"She intervened on my behalf after I got into some trouble," he dodged the question.

"You're not getting off that easily.  There's a story there and I want to hear it," she laughed prompting a smile from Garod.

"She's beautiful, Rissa.  Thick dark hair that falls all the way down her back, and dark brown eyes you can't look away from," Garod's eyes shone with passion. "We met at a state dinner when I'd come with the Wyld Hunt.  She was assigned by the Tri-Khan to see to our needs, and ended up taking a liking to me even though I younger than most of the others."

"I wish someone would sigh like that when they talked about me," Karissa joked.  "Did you spend a lot of time with her?"

"Every evening for the three weeks I was here, and every time I've come back.  It’s been nearly a year since I've seen her," Garod's face was lined with worry.

"And you think she's moved on?"

"She might have.  I've never seen anything so beautiful, Karissa.  Everywhere we went men threw themselves at her," her brother sighed. "Besides, it’s not like we can have a future.  My marriage will be arranged just like yours.  I couldn't confine her to just being a concubine in a foreign city.  She deserves more than that."

"By the Dragons, Garod…you're in love," Karissa gaped.  "I've never seen you like this.  If you love her then go see her.  If she feels the same way she's probably waiting for you.  Have you told her how you feel?"

 "No.  What if she didn't return my feelings?  To her this could just be a fling, and if she didn't feel the same way…well I'd rather not know," Garod sighed heavily.

Laughter bubbled from Karissa.  She couldn't control it and it grew larger until tears streamed from her eyes.  Garod's face darkened and she gasped out between peals, "I'm sorry Garod.  It’s just that my whole life you've been my fearless brother.  I've never seen anything make you afraid before.  I just can't believe a woman could succeed there where hordes of Anathema failed."

"I've told you about Anora, now it’s your turn.  Rissa, I want to hear all about this pirate," Garod's eyes narrowed and a triumphant smile blossomed. "I've had time to work it out, and grandmother wouldn't have asked you to seduce him unless you were already connected to him in some way.”

Her laughter was choked off and her cheeks flushed, "Do I have to?"

"I just bared my soul, Rissa.  I won't make you talk about this, but you owe me the truth.  I'm ready to listen,” Garod explained.  He looked much calmer than the first evening when they'd discussed her mission.

"Alright," she sighed.  He had a point, damn him. "But you can't laugh."

"How can you say that?  I told you about Anora and you laughed at me," Garod raised an eyebrow. "I'm not promising anything."

"Alright, but if you laugh I will hit you," she tried to look menacing, but it didn't have the desired effect.  She took another swallow of wine. "I'm going to need more of this.  It's an embarrassing story."

Garod refilled her glass giving her that span to gather her thoughts.   He was her brother and supported her in everything, but Yuri was an Anathema.  Garod had been a part of the Wyld Hunt for over five years, and took killing Anathema seriously.

"Thank you," she took another liberal mouthful of the dark red wine.  It tasted of summer. "I'll start at the beginning.  I met Yuri when he boarded the Empress during the fight with the Galeta.  He and another pirate killed the marines you left to guard me.  I did the best I could to kill them, but when I used the Flying Guillotine spell it, well it, uh, cut the mast in half."

"So that's what he meant," Garod shook with laughter. "You did more damage to my ship than he did."

"When we fought it didn't go well for me," she blushed furiously.  He was going to laugh again. "I used a spell to turn myself to bronze, and he tricked me into walking over the damaged part of the deck."

"Damaged from where the mast fell?" her brother snickered.

"Yes," she admitted with a sigh. "I fell through and was pinned by a crossbeam.  Yuri saved me."

"And?" he prompted.

"Before I fell in I sort of made a bargain with him.  A bet you might call it.  If he won I had to agree to any favor he cared to name.  The scroll tube I brought is the favor."

"What's in the tube?" he asked.

"A portrait of me.  An indecent portrait," Karissa’s blush deepened.

"A what?" Garod gaped. "A portrait of you?  And you agreed to give it to some pirate?"

"He tricked me," she sighed.  She took another swallow and savored it before swallowing. "I swore on my honor to perform any favor he asked."

"That explains grandmother's position," Garod's eyes narrowed. "If this pirate is interested enough that he asked for a portrait that would explain why V'neef thinks you can seduce him."

"I can do it," Karissa tossed her head indignantly. "I can get him to come home with me."

"Do you really think it will be that easy?" Garod's eyes tightened. "Rissa, he is a Defiler.  I know you never took studies of the Anathema seriously, but do you know what his kind are capable of?  They cloud the mind with lies.  Our only defense against such power is to kill them before the Defiler has a chance to speak." Garod took her hand and met her gaze levelly.


"Captain?" Avaro called loudly through the door.  How much had he heard?

"Come on in, Avaro." Garod yelled back.  He released Karissa's hand and didn't look at her as the first mate entered.

"Sir, the weasel has disembarked.  I've asked the crew to scrub down the deck to get rid of the shit stench the bastard left behind," Avaro grinned.  He gave a start when he saw Karissa, then scrubbed a hand through sandy blond hair. "Oh pardon, milady.  I didn't see you there.  Forgive my rough language."

"Avaro, some of my professors could peel paint with their curses.  Nothing you can say is going to shock me," Karissa waved dismissively. 

"Avaro, bring us into port and let me know when we've docked.  Until then I want no further interruptions unless it’s an emergency.  Am I clear?" Garod's voice was cold and his face a hard mask.

"Crystal, sir." Avaro saluted smartly and backed out of the cabin.  The door closed with a sharp click.  Garod returned to his seat.  Grabbing the bottle from the table he upended it draining the contents.  Wine splashed down his face and neck, and he didn't bother wiping it away.

"Garod," Karissa began, "I know it’s not easy to accept.  It hasn't been easy for me either, but…you trust me don't you?"

"I trust you.  It's the Anathema I don't trust.  Rissa, he's a bloody demon.  I swore an oath to kill his kind.  To prevent their return to power," Garod growled. ”How can you just blindly accept this?  How can you go to his bed and bring him back like some tame animal?"

"I don't blindly accept him, but Grandmother wouldn't have sent me if she didn't have a plan.  Would you have me go against her orders?" Karissa used her trump card.  Garod was driven by duty, especially duty to his house.  He obviously hated what she'd been asked to do, but enough to go against his own house?

"No," Garod clenched his fist and spoke through gritted teeth, "But that doesn't mean you have to sound so bloody happy about it."

"Do I?" Karissa asked hesitantly.  Did she sound happy about this?  She certainly hadn't felt that way, though now that she thought about it maybe he was right.  Karissa had a tremendous weight lifted from her when her grandmother had assigned her this task.  Maybe she was more excited than she cared to admit, even to herself.  "I don't know that I'm happy about it.  I'd have taken any mission if it meant avoiding more marriage interviews."

"Are you attracted to him?" Garod ignored her defense cutting right to the heart of what she wanted to hide.

"Yes," Karissa admitted miserably.  She felt guilty admitting it. "I know its wrong.  He's a pirate.  He's probably done all sorts of horrible things, but…oh I don't know.  He was charming and he did save my life."

"Charming," Garod repeated distastefully. "Did it never occur to you that he was merely trying to bed you?"

"Of course it did," Karissa snapped. "I'm used to that sort of thing from almost every man I meet."  She finished the contents of her second goblet, and the wine rushed right to her head. "When he had the chance to force me to sleep with him he didn't.  

"Besides," Karissa's cheeks grew hot. "He has the most amazing eyes.  I just couldn't look away.  And that smile was infectious.  I had to keep from laughing along with him.  Garod, I liked him…"  Karissa was shocked at her own words.  She had liked him.  A great deal.  She wanted to see what his lips felt like against hers, and she wanted to hear that laugh again.

Garod stared at her in alarm.  His eyes were wide and his mouth worked silently as he struggled to find words.  Finally those eyes narrowed, "If he's dead then you won't be able to bring him home, and he'll have no further hold on you."

"Garod," Karissa was shocked.  "How can you say that?  Grandmother would be furious if you killed him.  She might exile you.  Besides, he doesn't have any hold over me."

"Doesn't he?" Garod shot back. "Your cheeks are flushed and not from the wine.  You're excited about seeing this pirate again.  You want to seduce him."

"I should never have told you," Karissa shot back bitterly. "You can't see beyond the propaganda that's been controlling us our whole lives.  How do you know the Anathema are evil?  Have you ever seen them kill or corrupt anyone?  Or have they been defenseless children with no chance to fight back when you attacked them?"

"How dare you," Garod shouted. "Get.  Out."

"I. Will. NOT." she screamed.  It was the first time she'd raised her voice with Garod since she was twelve. "You are going to listen to me.  Afterwards you can do whatever you bloody well like."

"Five minutes, Karissa.  Then you are on the next ship back to Arjuf under guard, and I am writing father to beg him to end this madness," Garod's growl was reminiscent of some caged beast.

"Garod, listen to me.  Don't let the steel trap close around your mind," she moderated her tone trying to keep it calm and even.  Karissa wasn't sure how much success she had. "We were raised with an understanding of how dangerous the Anathema are, right?"

Garod gave a curt nod, eyes tight with anger.

"We were taught all about them.  What they look like, what powers they use against us, right?" she was leading him and he knew it.

"Obviously.  Four minutes, Karissa." his voice was cold.

"Five of the Anathema have golden caste marks.  Five have silver.  You can tell me about every last one of them.  The last one you killed was a defiler, was it not?"

"It was.  Karissa, where are you going with this?" he raised an eyebrow.  At least his curiosity seemed to overpower his anger.

"We know everything about the Solar.  We know everything about the Lunar.  Answer me this, Garod.  Why don't we know about whatever group Daerian works for?" Karissa asked.

"What do you mean?" Curiosity and confusion flushed Garod's features.

"When Daerian brought me to meet grandmother they fought," Karissa explained. "Daerian threatened to tear down the entire manor around us."

"She would," Garod laughed.  

"Garod, V'neef looked frightened.  I've never seen her frightened before.  She believed Daerian could tear down the house," Karissa looked at him searchingly and was rewarded as she saw the same thought flash across his mind that had crossed hers.  Neither had ever seen V'neef frightened.  What sort of being could have that effect on their grandmother?

"She believed Daerian could destroy the manor?" Garod scoffed.  He downed his goblet and refilled both.  That was a good sign at least. "There are dozens of demons defending the manse.  Magical traps and who knows what else.  One person couldn't tear that place down, not if it was the Empress herself."

"Unless they were an Anathema," Karissa had him now.  He was smart enough to see where she was going.  "We've never heard so much as a whisper about anything as strong as Daerian claimed to be, but V'neef knows her people exist.  Daerian told me that three of the professors at the Heptagram were 'her people' as well.  They live in our society under our very noses, but no one has ever mentioned them.  Why Garod?"

"I don't know," he admitted begrudgingly. "But there must be a reason.  That's hardly proof."

"Not proof, no.  I'm not finished, though." She rushed on with her line of reasoning. "The Empress was immensely powerful.  She attained a mastery over sorcery far beyond any one of her children is capable of.  Do you honestly believe she was ignorant of a whole other type of Anathema, if that's what Daerian is?  And, if she knew, why didn't she train the Wyld Hunt to find them and destroy them?  Why Garod?"

"I don't know the mind of the Empress and neither do you," her brother growled.

"Stop that.  Don't make excuses.  Think.  We've known about the Anathema from the very beginning of the Realm.  Before the Contagion, before the Empress came to power," Karissa felt her essence stirring.  One of her talents was speaking, and essence infused her words making them more persuasive. "If they knew all that, how is it possible that we know nothing about Daerian's people?  Surely in the thousands of years the Wyld Hunt has operated we'd have heard something.  In your opinion, Garod, why don't we know about these mystery Anathema?"

"If there were another type of Anathema we should know about them," he conceded.  "They never would have escaped the Empress' notice.  Never."

"Back at the Heptagram three of my professors weren't Dragon-Blooded.  One  taught a course on advanced essence, and all three gave orders to children from the most power houses in the Realm.  They gave those orders expecting to be obeyed," her words nearly vibrated with power. "They weren't gods, Garod.  They weren't Dragon-Blooded.  Yet they were very, very powerful.  Daerian told me they were her people, but she wouldn't tell me more about them."

"Karissa," Garod held his head in his hands. "I-I just don't know what to believe."  He looked up at her with a searching gaze. "You make a convincing argument about these Anathema.  We should know about them, but we don't.  Why?"

"I believe they serve as advisors to the Empress, and her children.  V'neef requested Daerian's service, and for her to do that she'd have had to know who and what they are.  Who knows how powerful they are or how much influence they have over the Realm?" Karissa stretched out a comforting hand, and her brother took it. "Garod, there are so many things I still don't know.  I do know that I trust Daerian, at least until she gives me reason not to."

"Karissa, if you're right…" he shook his head unable to speak for several long moments. "I've done horrible things.  Terrible things.  I-I remember the last hunt.  I'll never forget it.  We were sent to An-Teng where we were told a defiler was about to Exalt.  Rissa, she was just a little girl.  She couldn’t have been more than seventeen.  I remember how terrified she looked as we surrounded her.  She started crying, and didn't even try to fight back.  She let us kill her, Rissa.  I can still remember her screams.  How can that be based on a lie?"

"I don't know, Garod," she gave his hand a squeeze. "What I do know is that you've always done what you feel is right.  You are a good person.  If we learn that we've been deceived we can't be blamed for our actions, but neither can we continue them.  If we are wrong we must change.  We must right the wrongs we've committed."

"You seem so sure of yourself, but I can't accept this blindly.  I need proof, Rissa.  I'll give you the time you need to find that proof, and I'll reserve judgment until then," he squeezed her hand stepping around the corner of the table to gather her into a fierce hug. "I won't kill this pirate you've been sent to kill, but if I see him clouding your mind he's a dead man."

"So you aren't sending me home?" 

"I really do need your help, Rissa," he admitted. "Even if you're wrong, I understand why you believe as you do.  Sometimes we'll do anything for the ones we love."

"Thank you, Garod.  For believing in me," she returned the hug.  She felt so much better having him on her side.
Chapter 29

Daerian

RY 768 
21th Day of Resplendent Earth

Undercity, Chiaroscuro
A vertical slash of brilliant white light banished the darkness that had lain across the room for decades.  The light grew between a pair of marble pillars so exquisitely carved that a viewer might have wept at the sight of them.  Above the columns rested an arch of the same stone, save that it had been inlaid with Orichalum, Starmetal, Moonsilver and Jade.

As the light crystallized between the pillars it became a gateway.  Through that gateway an observer, had there been one, would have seen the most beautiful city in existence.  Yu-Shan it was called by its residents.  Heaven to those who dwelled in creation.

A single figure stepped through that gateway with a cautious glance at her surroundings.  Daerian pulled the hood of a dark cloak over her head, not that anyone was around who might have seen her.  Still, being seen stepping into creation through one of the Celestial gates was the last thing she needed.

Her immediate surroundings were shrouded in darkness the moment the gate winked out behind her.  Daerian whispered a few words and a glowing sphere appeared over the upturned palm of her right hand.  It cast wild shadows on distant walls, but revealed enough for her to identify her surroundings.

She stood in a wide corridor with a domed roof almost large enough to be called a cavern.  A raised platform of some silvery metal ran down the exact center of the corridor.   If the fading pictures on the walls could be believed a giant carriage had sped along that silvery metal carrying people across the undercity of Chiaroscuro.  Daerian was a bit skeptical, but she'd see more impressive feats of magitech during her time in Yu-Shan.  Anything was possible she supposed, especially if these images dated back to the first age when such miracles had been commonplace.

Daerian hurried along the corridor moving unerringly up a number of smaller passageways, though she'd never been here before.  Each angled towards the surface, and perhaps an hour later she finally emerged into the stifling heat of the southern city.  Cobwebs covered her hair and face, and a thick layer of dust stained her cotton cloak.  

Pulling off the offending garment Daerian stuffed it in her pack, and repaired her hair as best she was able.  When she was satisfied Daerian headed towards the sound of the harbor in the distance.  Gulls circled overhead, men shouted and she could smell salt and fish the closer she came.

Daerian reached into a pocket and withdrew a small ruby disk as she stepped around a corner and onto the main thorough faire leading to the docks.  Channeling a mote of essence into the disk she felt it tug her north and east.  It would lead her unerringly to the disk's twin, which was currently held by Karissa although her friend had no idea she even carried it.  Daerian wound through the throng of humanity clogging the docks before her.

Going was slow but long minutes later Daerian reached a berth marked 26.  Moored to the pier was a three masted vessel she recognized.  It was Garod's new ship, the Hasty Name.  Several sailors were still fixing the ship to the dock, and she saw a crowd of people on deck waiting to debark.

A gangplank was slapped over the side, bridging the vessel and the dock.  Before it had stopped clattering eager sailors flooded off the deck.  A few eyed her appraisingly and she glared at one fellow who seemed on the verge of asking her for a kiss.  He blanched and turned away before heading down the dock with a laugh.

"So where are we staying?" a familiar voice carried over the rail of the ship.  Daerian stood on tiptoes, but still couldn't see Karissa.

"We'll stop by Anora's manor," Garod answered as he crested the gangplank.  He wore the traditional white silks of a Delzahn noble, and his normally close cropped hair had grown out to his shoulders.  He had a Daiklaive belted at his side, but the dire lance he normally favored was nowhere to be seen. 

"Hopefully she'll be willing to let us stay there," Garod continued. "If not I know a number of fine inns." For some reason Garod blushed furiously.

"I'd like to meet the girl who's turned my brother into a love sick puppy," Karissa grinned.  Garod's eyes narrowed and the girl actually stuck her tongue out.  It drew an affectionate smile from Daerian.

"I'd like to go too.  I want to see if she'll give lessons on bringing a man to heel," Daerian spoke loudly as the pair stepped off the gangplank and onto the dock not far from her.  Both gave a start when they realized who she was.

"Daerian?" Karissa's mouth sagged open. "What are you doing here?"

"I was sent by V'neef to keep an eye on you," Daerian smiled as she gathered Karissa into a fierce hug.  She'd missed the girl. 

"She needs it," Garod's eyebrows knotted together like storm clouds. He lowered his voice before continuing, and it was nearly swallowed by the din around them. "Karissa told me about this fool mission you have her on."

"That I have her on?" Daerian bristled. She stalked towards Garod and glared up at him. "I'd never have agreed to send her.  Not to do what- what V'neef wants her to do." She'd been about to say seduce an Anathema, but this was hardly the place to use that word.

"So you're against it too?" Garod's eyebrows shot up in surprise. 


"At least as much as you are.  Probably more," Daerian bristled.  A little of the anger left her.  It wasn't Garod's fault.  It was his scheming grandmother. "But we shouldn't talk about that here.  You said you were going to a manor house?"

"Yes," broke in Karissa with as wicked a grin as Daerian had ever seen her wear. "Why don't you take us to meet Anora?  I'd love to spend some time with her." Karissa fluttered her eyelashes innocently, and Garod gave a resigned sigh.  

"Wait, that's the girl Garod's in love with.  The one he mentioned when we returned from the Heptagram," Daerian gasped.  They'd found the mystery girl! "She lives in Chiaroscuro?"

"She does," Garod sighed. "I know this is a futile attempt, but could you at least try to avoid embarrassing me in front of her?  Please?"

"No promises," Karissa snickered.

"I'd never embarrass you Garod," Daerian effected a shocked pose as the trio made their up the docks and into the city. "Of course if she asks me a question about your past, I'd have to answer truthfully." She grinned wickedly at him and Garod stuck his tongue out at her.  It amazed her how all of her problems seemed to melt away when she was around the pair.

"Daerian," Garod grew more sober.  He stepped around a smaller man all but ignoring him as they threaded towards a wide boulevard leading deeper into the city. "Karissa told me some disturbing things.  Did you really threaten to kill V'neef and tear down the manor?"

"I'm sorry Garod.  I was angry," Daerian bit her lip. It had been wrong and she was very thankful V'neef hadn't chosen to go to Rhys about it. "I'd never have harmed her, or the manor."

"That's not what alarms me," his eyes narrowed.  He waited for a cluster of nomads to thread past them before continuing. "What alarms me is that you can tear down the manor.  No one could do that.  Not even a Dragon-Blooded."

"An Anathema could," Karissa broke in.  She'd been listening intently, although the girl had been careful to let her brother ask all the questions.  That wasn't at all like her.  She had a curiosity with a tongue to match.

"Are you an Anathema?" Garod hissed.  She waited a long while before responding.  They wound up another road, this one leading to a wealthier section of town.  Here the nobles wore silks instead of cotton, and brightly colored parasols shaded them from the blistering heat.

"Not one you'd recognize," she replied in a quiet voice.  They were moving towards a large manor with several spires topped with onion like domes. 

"But you are an Anathema?" Karissa asked sharply, grabbing Daerian's arm and forcing her to stop in front of the manor house.  Garod stepped close and the pair all but loomed over her.

"In a manner of speaking," she admitted.  Daerian was walking a dangerous path, and what she was about to reveal could get her killed.  Even Rhys wouldn't hesitate to sign her arrest warrant if he knew. "My people are much like the Solar and the Lunar."

"I knew it," Karissa practically crowed as she met her brother's gaze. "I told you she was an Anathema.  Are you going to try to convince me that Daer is a demon?" Daerian sensed an old argument between the two.  She decided to see what she could learn of the situation before telling them anymore.

"We're taught that demons can come in many forms, Karissa.  If Daerian is an Anathema she can't be trusted," Garod's voice was harder than stone.

"Even if grandmother trusts her?" Karissa countered. "She could have killed either of us dozens of times, but she's done nothing but keep me alive.  Daerian has been my friend nearly my whole life.  Are you really going to tell me she's deceived me the whole time?  That she's some horrible demon bent on the destruction of our people?"

Garod merely fell silent and shook his head.  He refused to look at Daerian, which hurt more than she would have imagined.  Karissa and her brother were family.  They'd been friends for over a decade, but Garod's whole attitude toward her seemed to have shifted in a matter of seconds.

"Garod?" Daerian asked stretching a hand out tentatively.  He jerked as if burned and she yanked the hand back.  She fell back a step and tried to hold back the tears.  

"Garod how can you be so callous," Karissa seized him by the shoulder. "I don’t care what you believe, this is Daerian.  She's part of our family and I will not let you treat her like this."  She whirled from Garod and linked arms with Daerian. "Come on Daer.  Obviously we're not wanted here."

Karissa stalked off dragging Daerian with her.  Garod whirled, shock etched on his features.  He was still staring after them when Daerian turned back to Karissa, "Are you sure you want to just leave him there?" 

"Trust me.  He won't leave us alone in a strange city to fend for ourselves.  He’ll come after us," Karissa's eyes glittered mischievously.  She quickened her step and dropped her voice to a whisper. "Don't look back."

Daerian did as her friend asked and the two made it perhaps half a block before she felt a hand seize her roughly.  She was about to break the hand on her shoulder, but spun to find Garod.

"Wait," he said, face a mask of anguish.  "Don't go.  I'm sorry.  Maybe you are an Anathema, but Rissa is right.  You're family Daer.  I'm sorry for the way I spoke."

She turned slowly and blinked up at him.  In all the years she'd known Garod she'd never heard him apologize to anyone. She leaned forward and hugged the man. "It's alright Garod.  I'll tell you what I can, and I won't let anyone hurt our family.  I promise."

Garod returned the hug and Karissa joined them.  What they must look like, three people hugging each other in the street, Daerian had no idea.  Just like that the moment was over and they were heading back towards the manor.

"Let's not speak of it, at least for now.  This should be a happy time," Garod's face belied his words.  He didn't look happy.  He looked terrified.  Of course if it had been a while since he'd seen this Anora that made sense.  The woman could be married for all he knew.

They reached a low stone wall with a wrought iron gate, and Garod pushed his way through as if he knew the place.  They walked up a wide cobble path that led to the massive manor.  Sunlight glittered off the mosaics dotting the walls, and off of the odd onions atop the towers.  Garod approached the door and it opened as he neared it.

"Welcome to the home of the Nalah family," an older man with stringy white hair and a few missing teeth gave a low bow as he emerged from the manor. "Who may I tell the Lady Anora is calling?"

"V'neef Garod and company," Garod bowed low. "How are you Kharkas?"

"Well, master V'neef.  So good of you to ask," the man gave her brother a crooked smile. "I will inform the lady of your arrival.  Please, wait here a few moments."  Kharkas gestured towards the wide entry chamber just beyond the door he'd opened.  

Garod followed the man inside and took a seat on a pile of plush cushions in what appeared to be a sitting chamber.  Karissa followed and once both were seated Daerian did the same.  The place looked safe enough, but in a strange city she needed to be careful.  You never knew when an attack could come.

Minutes passed and Garod looked more and more anxious.  Eventually he couldn't take it any longer, and began pacing.  That was how the woman found them when she finally arrived.  

"Garod?" a soft, melodious voice echoed through the chamber like someone strumming a harp. 

Garod spun to face the speaker, but Karissa and Daerian looked up as well.  A river of wavy black hair cascaded down darkly tanned shoulders, continuing down the back of a clinging white dress cut from the finest silk.  Deep brown eyes sparkled in the candlelight.  Anora was nearly as short as Daerian, although Daer would still have to look up to meet her gaze.  The woman's dark skin was creamy and smooth, and Daerian had no trouble understanding how she'd earned Garod's attention.  She was gorgeous.

"Anora?" Garod asked hesitantly.  The man wore his heart on his sleeve, and adoration shone in his gaze.  Anora practically sprinted forward to throw her arms around Garod's neck.  He seized her in both arms and lifted her into a kiss so passionate both Karissa and Daerian looked away in embarrassment.

"We should tend to our guests," Anora pushed Garod away with a murmur before turning to face them. "I apologize.  You must think me horrible.  It's just that I haven't seen Garod in so long, and it was such a pleasant surprise to learn he was here." Her smile was dazzling and Daerian found herself liking the woman immediately.

"These are my sisters.  The taller one is Karissa and the shorter is Daerian," Garod gestured at each woman in turn.  

Daer's eyes widened as he introduced her as a sister.  It seemed a far cry from his willingness to decry her as an Anathema just a few minutes ago.  Not that she was surprised.  All it took to change a man's mood was a pretty smile and a nice pair of legs.  Anora had both.

"I am so pleased to meet you," Anora stepped forward to place a hand on each of Daerian's shoulders.  The woman kissed her on each cheek, and then repeated the whole process with Karissa. "Please, my home is yours.  I will have chambers prepared.  Will you stay for dinner?" Daerian heard hope in the woman's voice.

"Of course," Garod answered without hesitation.  "We'd be honored."

"Kharkas, see too quarters for the young ladies," she smiled up at Garod. "And see that Garod and I are not disturbed before dinner."

Karissa gaped at Daerian, and Daerian returned the expression.  It was true that many Dynasts frequented some fairly debauched orgies, but even on the Realm such an open show of affection was rare.  Daerian found herself blushing as the servant led her and Karissa away.
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Nightmare after horrific nightmare assailed Ivari in a storm of half understood memories, each more terrible than the last.  Alien vistas never seen by human eye stretched to the horizon shifting subtly the longer he watched.  They were scenes from the mind of a twisted god.  Malfeas, his new patron.  

The Yozi was filled with hatred, rage and the underpinnings of a loss so great Ivari had no words for it.  He was envious of that hatred.  Ivari hated people.  He hated weakness.  He hated strength, at least any greater than his own.  He hated many things, but his hatred was a candle to the roaring bonfire before him.  Infinite and terrible the hatred held a majesty he longed to share.  It washed over him and he understood.

Once, the graceful and noble Primordials had ruled creation.  They'd carved it from the vast chaos of the Wyld using nothing but their own might.  The rule of the Primordials spanned millennia.  The land flourished under their guidance, until their greatest failing led to their downfall.  Trust.  Their children betrayed and imprisoned them.  


The hatred receded sending Ivari tumbling back into his body.  Darkness shrouded him and his breathing came harsh and heavy.  Bestial, like some caged animal.  His limbs twitched but he couldn’t move.  The air stank of sweat, old blood and less pleasant things.   Where was he?  Who dared imprison him against his will?  Ivari welcomed the rising anger, though it was a pitiful thing compared to the rage of Malfeas.  A growl built low in his chest as he thrashed wildly to escape.

Calm yourself.

The voice was familiar.  He recognized the harsh, flat tone.  It was the being who'd offered him power, though he still had no name for it. 

"I'll be calm when I'm free," he rumbled.

No force can break the Chrysalis Grotesque before the proper time.  It will open of its own accord now that you are awake.  Be patient.

"I've been patient long enough.  Free me," he ordered in a low, menacing voice.  Ivari strained against his bonds, but they didn't budge so much as an inch.

I lack that power.  Like it or not we are trapped here until the chrysalis opens of its own accord.

"How long must I wait?" Ivari's voice dripped venom.  He'd grown tired of this meddling voice.  Ivari wanted to rip it apart, cracking its bones to suck out the marrow.

Your hatred is admirable, but misplaced.  We are one now.  Kill me and you kill yourself.

His eyes narrowed.  The voice was right, though that only made Ivari hate it more.  Like it or not he was stuck with it.  For now.

We’re going to get along very well.  Keep that hatred close.  Nurture it.  Let it smolder within you.

The voice was amused.  Why couldn’t Ivari punch it, or tear out its throat?  He snarled at it, though it gave no answer.  

Ivari tensed when the sharp crack of tearing leather ripped away the silence.  Sickly green light blazed from all directions.  Fractures broke the unrelieved green as black streaks spider webbed along the surface.  The cracking of a thousand mirrors echoed into silence as the chrysalis shattered into fine green mist.    The cocoon left nothing but a few coarse hairs to prove it had ever existed. 

"I’m free," Ivari grinned at himself.  The first thing he noticed was his hands.  He had hands.  By Malfeas he was no longer a cripple.  He held them up for examination.  They were larger than before.  His fingers were longer and thicker.  Like a primate.

You are so much more than before.  Many secrets are yours to unlock.  Beside the door.  There, look in the mirror.

Ivari turned to face the door.  To its right stood a body length mirror he'd liberated from a noblewoman years ago.  Studying his reflection he was awed at the changes.  He’d gained an inch or two.  His shoulders were broader, and his chest and arms had more definition.

Ivari ran a hand along his jaw realizing that too had changed.  It was thicker.  More pronounced.  Raising a tentative hand he gasped.  Twin orbs like the dark blood of a heart wound stared back at him.  Glowing hellishly in the dimness they shone an odd counterpoint to the emerald radiance flowing from the disk emblazoned on his forehead.  The circle looked similar to that of an Anathema, but not identical.  What was he?

A tentative rapping sounded at the door.  Who'd disturb him here?  Only one man was brave, or stupid, enough to enter his quarters unasked for.


"Come," Ivari barked.  The door swung open slowly, almost fearfully.  A bald blue pate leaned through and Ivari smiled. "Yemmon, you must see what I've become."

"Ivari?" his brother asked hesitantly.  "Is that you?"

"Of course," Ivari rumbled. "Power courses through me, brother.  I am strong."

"How is this possible?  I must know more," lust for knowledge lit his brother's eyes as Yemmon pushed his way into the room.

"I've been embraced by Malfeas.  He has blessed me with dark power and terrible rage," Ivari beat a massive fist against his chest.

"Ivari, your forehead…" Yemmon sagged to his knees staring in awe. "You've become a Green Sun Prince, the most powerful of the Anathema.  Brother, you are the foremost of the servants.  None stand higher."

"So you understand this transformation then?" Ivari needed to know more.  What had he become?  "How can I quiet the voice in my head?  It's maddening."

"Ah," Yemmon's eyes shone with understanding and excitement. "Your unwoven coadjutor.  It is a part of you now.  Whichever demon brought you this gift is forever a part of you."

"I can't be rid of it?" Ivari snarled.  Damn that slick, knowing voice.  He could sense its amusement. "There must be a way."

"If such a method exists it is beyond my understanding," Yemmon collected himself rising from his place on the floor. "But, I won't say it can't be found.  Tell me more of this voice.  Can it hear me?"

Of course I can.  I hear what you hear, feel what you feel. The voice kept its smug tone.

"It can.  Voice, have you a name?" Ivari demanded.

You may call me Tyronas.

"The voice calls itself Tyronas, and hears what I hear," Ivari frowned.  He didn't like this Tyronas eavesdropping on his thoughts.

"That makes sense.  The coadjutor is a part of you, as much as any of your limbs," his brother explained. "Remember that you control it.  It does not control you.  It needn't obey your every wish, but it is powerless to do anything save advise."

He speaks the truth.  I am here to serve and instruct.

"I don't like it," Rage and frustration were building again. "But it seems I have little choice.  How long have I been gone?"

"I've watched over you for five days.  Seven, if you count the time before you entered the chrysalis," Yemmon explained nervously.  He smelled the sorcerer's fear.  That was new.

"Where are we bound?" Ivari demanded.  He'd not been in his right mind when leaving the Seawatch, and had no idea what plans his brother may have concocted in his absence.

"Chiaroscuro.  I felt it wisest to return to the Violet Spire.  Of course, that was before your transformation.  I feared you'd need a much longer convalescence, but it seems Malfeas has taken care of your injuries."

"And given me so much more," Ivari's grin was predatory. "Have you a spell that will find Silvertongue?  I care nothing for the Violet Spire, I want his head."

"I don't," Yemmon frowned. He never liked admitting the limits of his power. "That hardly matters, though.  He will find us in Chiaroscuro."

"How can you be certain?" Ivari caught a flash of white in the mirror.  His teeth were sharp, like a wolf's.

"You raped and killed the woman he loved," Yemmon returned his grin. "I saw his face.  That man would follow you into Malfeas if he had to.  He'll come for you, brother.  All you need do is wait."

"Coming for me," Ivari felt an unfamiliar emotion.  Fear.  His new powers were no doubt incredible, but Yuri's were just as much so.  As mortals they'd been nearly equal in skill, and had never found which was the stronger.  Now both were Exalted and the question remained unanswered.

You are not ready to face him.  Complete your training.  Journey into the desert, to Cecylene.  Pass into Malfeas where we can meet our master.  Receive the honor, slaves and weapons that are your due.  There you will be taught the use of your powers.  Then and only then should you risk fighting the Sun Child.  He is your greatest foe, for only his strength so closely matches your own.

That was the most the voice had ever spoken and it chilled him to the bone.  Even this demon feared Yuri. 

Not fear.  Caution.  You will dine on the Sun Child's heart, but only if you are patient.

"Did I do right, Ivari?" the stink of fear was sharper now.  What had happened to Yemmon?  His brother dealt with powerful demons expecting unquestioning obedience.  Why was he so frightened of the transformation Ivari had undergone?  

"Aye, Yemmon.  You did right," Ivari nodded sharply. "Continue course to Chiaroscuro.  We'll set an ambush for Yuri.  When he arrives Silvertongue will die by my hand."

"Of course, Brother.  What of the more, ah, conventional business?" Yemmon asked.

"Conventional business?" Ivari rumbled.

"One of our spies confirmed that the Realm dispatched a Dragon-Blooded captain.  He's to end the reign of the Lintha within a thousand miles of Chiaroscuro," Yemmon snorted. "I assumed you'd want him dealt with.  I took the liberty of arranging a dinner for him and his crew.  The representative assigned by the Tri-Khan is one of ours, so they should suspect nothing."

"Well done.  What do we know of this Dragon-Blooded?  Is he formidable?" Ivari was eager to test his new powers.  

"Quite.  He's young, but well trained.  V'neef Garod is the man's name.  He has an impressive string of victories, with one loss.  He served with the Wyld Hunt for over five years, personally slaying an Anathema two years ago.  I think you'll find him a suitable workout," the fear smell was almost gone.  Good, it made Ivari uncomfortable.

"One loss?  To whom?" Ivari prompted.

"Grandfather Haquen," Yemmon explained. "Garod ambushed the Galeta while Haquen was still running the ship.  I don't know the whole of the tale, but somehow the Galeta escaped.  Garod was sent home in disgrace.  This is his attempt to atone for his mistake."

"I don't like this," Ivari frowned. "I do not believe in coincidence.  Garod tasted defeat at Yuri's hands?  And now both will be in Chiaroscuro?  This meeting cannot be chance.  Can your auguries tell us nothing, my brother?"

"I will meditate tonight during the hour of the jackal.  Perhaps more will be made clear to me," he shrugged. "Do you wish to avoid this dinner?  It’s not too late to change our plans."

"No, the dinner is a good idea.  I'll kill Garod myself," Muscles rippled across his chest and shoulders. "When Yuri shows up he'll die in the same manner."

"As you wish, my brother.  If I may request a favor?" Yemmon's voice suggested it was something to please Ivari.  "Garod didn't come alone.  Apparently, he brought his sister.  She's a young sorceress from the Heptagram, quite beautiful."

"She's yours, brother.  Use her as you will," Ivari waved dismissively.  Yemmon liked young women, especially pretty young women.  Ivari preferred Lithan women, though he’d raped his fair share of humans.  The beasts deserved no better.

"Thank you, Ivari.  Though after I've had my fun I do have a plan for her," Yemmon rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

"What plan?"

"Florivet is a powerful demon of Malfeas.  If we bring him the girl he'll take us to Malfeas through Cecylene.  You might survive that trip on your own, but if I am to accompany you I'll need the demon's aid." Yemmon explained.

"Excellent.  I'm glad you're thinking ahead," Ivari rested a meaty hand on his brother's shoulder. “Now, I've not eaten in five days.  I'd like something…substantial for dinner."

"What do you have in mind?" Yemmon's curiosity was apparent, but Ivari read a subtle tang of fear as well.

"Bring me one of the human crew.  I don't care which.  Tell him he'll be dining with me," Ivari gave a wolfish grin.

"As you command, brother.  I'll have your, uh, dinner sent within the hour," Yemmon bowed as he backed out of the room.

Ivari was very much looking forward to dining this evening.
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A bolt of lightning clawed the sky with silver fingers, ripping away the night to expose high waves in all directions.  The accompanying thunder crashed over Yuri drowning out the howling wind.  The Galeta very nearly flew across the waves, with sails stretched so taught they might burst.  Yuri clung to the wheel laughing like a mad man.  He'd rarely enjoyed a storm so much.

"Rat," he yelled over the wind.  The first mate crouched next to the rail securing a line, oblivious to Yuri's cry.  Sheets of rain soaked everything making that more challenging than usual.  Yuri called twice more before he was heard.

"Aye captain?" Rat staggered to his feet.  He clung tightly to the rail as he wove up the slick forecastle steps.  A gust of wind plastered breeches and tunic to his lean frame pulling his long black hair into a stiff line behind him. 

"Have Garg take the wheel," he leaned in close to be heard.  "I need something hot in my belly.  Meet me in my quarters as soon as you can get there."

"Aye sir.  Should I bring up some slop from the mess?"

"Do that.  I'm not too picky.  Bring whatever's hot," Yuri called back.  Rat gave a quick nod and ducked down the stairs.  

A few minutes later Garg's towering form emerged from below deck.  He gave the captain a tight nod resting one meaty hand on the wheel, "I'm here to relieve you, sir."

Yuri released the wheel into the sailor's grip, "Thanks, Garg.  Send for Rat in two hours.  We'll be in my quarters."

The sailor nodded before stepping into place behind the wheel.  Garg had nearly as steady a hand as Yuri and would make a fine navigator given time and training.  That was training Yuri intended the man to have.  An experienced crew kept a captain and his vessel afloat, and Yuri was particularly fond of living.

He leaned into the wind rolling on the balls of his feet as the deck swayed.  Half staggering across the slippery planks he made it to his quarters.  Yuri fought for control as the wind nearly ripped the door off of its hinges, but throwing his weight against the thin wooden planks he forced it closed.

Inside the shelter of the cabin the wind was muffled but audible.  Yuri had not seen a storm this fierce in a long span and found it exhilarating.  Storms tested a man to his limits and then pushed a little more.  He’d rarely felt as alive as he did tonight.  

Leaving a lantern loose during a storm was a sure invitation to fire, which meant his quarters were dark as pitch.  Yuri closed his eyes and reached for his essence.  It responded more quickly to commands each time he drew on it.  Golden light flared from his caste mark casting odd shadows around him.  Being a living lantern was probably not how his powers were meant to be used, but it was an effective way of lighting a room.

Yuri used the flint and tinder next to the lamp to start a guttering flame then replaced the glass cover.  Flickering yellow light fought the shadows, losing for the most part.  Crossing his quarters he pulled a pair of wine bottles from the bar setting each on the table within easy reach.  Both he and Rat enjoyed their liquor enough that one bottle wasn't going to last more than a few minutes.

Yuri pulled off his wet shirt tossing it in the growing pile in the corner near the bed.  He fished a fresh one from the dresser pulling it over sopping wet hair.  Collapsing into the chair he popped the cork taking a liberal swallow.

An itch danced just beyond Yuri’s reach.  Right between his shoulder blades, not quite reachable no matter how he squirmed.  It began on Bluehaven, though he'd barely noticed at the time.  More a sense of urgency than an actual itch it came and went at the oddest times.  

The itch tugged as if it wanted him to follow.  If he closed his eyes Yuri knew exactly which direction east lay. That was where the itch wanted him to go.  Why?  What was pulling him?  He needed answers.  Would it tell him why he'd been chosen by the sun, or what his patron expected? 

Maybe he'd find out if he followed it, but he had other matters to deal with.  As long as Yemmon lived Yuri would dog his heels.  If the blood apes he'd bound to his service were correct, their one time master was headed for the Violet Spire.

Yuri knew of the place from his childhood, and later from when he'd sold contraband for the Lintha.  The spire was a towering structure from the first age, though mostly ruined now.  It sat squarely above the Undermarket, the notorious black market deep under the city.  The tower was used by criminal elements such as the Family, though other organizations made a home there as well.  Ivari and Yemmon had the top several floors to themselves, which meant they were more influential in the southern city than Yuri had given them credit for.

"Captain?" Rat's muffled voice echoed through the door.  Crossing his quarters in three quick strides Yuri kept careful hold over the door as he opened it.  Fighting the wind he held the door in an iron vice until Rat was inside.  His first mate carried a large platter covered with a stained napkin, and set the platter down on the table with a clatter.

"You're soaked to the bone.  I can't offer you a fire, but that bottle's for you," he nodded to the unopened bottle of dark red on the table.  Rat dropped into the chair with a heavy sigh.  He cradled the bottle in one hand while fishing his knife from his boot with the other.


The pair dined together often since Bluehaven.  Rat wasn’t the only one who knew he was an Anathema, but he was the only man Yuri could relax around long enough to talk about it.  Mostly his first mate just listened, though Yuri was coming to count on the man's astute observations.  For a man with no education Rat was surprisingly perceptive.

"I still can't get used to eating in here," Rat jimmied the cork loose with the tip of his knife.  He took a deep pull from the bottle sighing with pleasure. "The thought of the captain up here used to terrify me.  He’d spend hours in here yellin like he was fightin with someone."

"I always wondered who he was talking to, but never had the balls to ask," Yuri twitched the napkin off the platter.  Two steaming bowls of greasy stew filled the room with their enticing aroma.  Yuri grabbed one of the hard rolls next to the bowl dunking it in the stew.  It was the only way to eat the bread without breaking a tooth. "Of course knowing him he may not have been talking to anyone.  I wouldn't put it past him.  The whole thing could have been a ruse to frighten the crew."

"If it was then it certainly succeeded.  I was too afraid to wonder at the captain's motives," Rat grinned at his own naïveté.  "Seems like so much of being in charge is not letting the crew know just how little we actually know about what's going on."

"Ignorance and confidence.  That's what the Haquen always called it," Yuri agreed with a laugh.  He took a long pull of dark red, "Command is knowing which way everyone is about to jump, then jumping before they get a chance to.  They’ll follow whether they meant to or not.  Once they've followed one order it’s easier to follow the next.  Take the new crew.  They're terrified of you.  They've built up far more frightening possibilities than anything you can come up with on your own."

"Me?" Rat looked comical holding the bottle a few inches from his mouth.  He blinked rapidly. "They're terrified of me?  What did you tell them?" 

"I didn't tell them anything," Yuri grinned. "Garg did.  He told them the truth."

"The truth?" Rat raised an eyebrow.

"You lost your eye in a daring escape from a Realm ambush, and you led the crew in the escape from Bluehaven," Yuri sloshed the bottle.  Looked like it was about half full. "I know you don't like praise, but all of that's true."

"Maybe, but when you say it like that it don't sound right," Rat frowned. "I was scared out of my wits.  I just kept moving because I didn't know what else to do."

"The trick is not letting them know that," Yuri gestured lazily with the wine bottle.  He was drunk but that was nearly always the case since Ria's death. "Make sure you're confident.  The only person you should defer to is me, and even Garg needs to hop when you say rabbit.  If you feel a man could cut you down, you make him believe the opposite."

"That's easy for you to say," Rat scoffed. "You were dangerous before you Exalted.  I can barely handle my sword.  It’s worse now that I only got one eye."

"Maybe, but they don't know that.  Act like you can cut down the lot of them.  Do that and in their minds you can." Yuri countered.  He took another generous swig of wine. "Think about the fear you had for the captain.  How often did you see him actually kill anyone?"

"Now that I think on it, not very.  Mostly it was just the crew talking about things he'd done."

"Exactly and if we do the same the crew will make similar assumptions," Yuri downed the last of the wine spilling a red river down his chin. He wiped it away absently with the back of his hand.  By the sun he was thirsty.  The silence stretched for a moment before Rat broke it.

"Captain, what are we going to do once we reach Chiaroscuro?  You laid in that cargo.  Are we going back to pirating or trying to become honest traders?" Rat broke eye contact as if he feared Yuri's response.

"I thought I'd try my hand at honest trading.  Well honest in that we'll pay for our cargo instead of stealing it.  I'm not opposed to smuggling," Yuri dug into the stew with a will.  It had been in the cauldron too long and tasted of burnt carrots.  At least it was hot. "First we need to take care of some unfinished business.  Once we've dealt with Yemmon I honestly don’t know.  For the first time in my life I get to choose my own future.  I'm not really sure where I want to go or what I want to see." 

"What about, you know…" Rat trailed off.  Yuri did know.

"About me being an Anathema?  I need answers, but I don't know where to find them," Yuri sopped up the last of his stew with a crust of bread. "I still don't know anything about what I've become.  All the legends and stories I grew up with say I'm a demon."

"You make a piss poor demon if you ask me," Rat downed the last of his bottle. “You don’t have red eyes, and you haven’t terrified or corrupted anyone as I can see.”

"I'll try to do a better job of it," Yuri rolled his eyes. 

"See that you do," Rat waved the empty bottle in his direction. "So, what are you planning on doing about the Wyld Hunt when it shows up?" They both knew it would be when and not if.

"I don't know," Yuri crossed the chamber to grab another pair of bottles.  He tossed one to Rat, ripping the cork out of his own. "That's the real trick.  I know I'm an Anathema, but I'm fumbling in the dark.  I have abilities I never would have dreamed of, but they seem to come at random.  I have no idea what power I'm going to suddenly manifest.  They just sort of…happen."

"Hmm," Rat rolled around a mouthful of wine, eventually swallowing it. "You need someone who knows more about Anathema.  Or maybe another Anathema to teach you."

"They don't exactly advertise themselves.  Most I've heard of died at the hands of the Wyld Hunt," Yuri took another generous swig. “If there are any that escaped they must keep a low profile."


"What about that Bull fellow?  The one up north who chewed up those House Tepet legions?" Rat finished the last of his stew washing it down with a liberal gulp of wine.

"Seems an awfully long way to sail.  Besides, I hate the cold," Yuri laughed. "I'm hoping I'll learn more if I speak to Grandmother Bright in Chiaroscuro.  They say she’s as old as the city.  If that doesn't pan out I might pay this Bull of the North a visit.  He's the only person who's ever survived a Wyld Hunt, at least to my knowledge.  The thing is he's a barbarian, and I'm not even sure I speak his language.  I don't know how friendly he'd be to some random Anathema showing up for advice."

"I spose that makes sense.  So, what about Chiaroscuro?  Do we have a plan?" Rat changed the subject abruptly.

"I do," Yuri grinned wolfishly. "I sold those pearls to a man named Xendrak.  He's well known as a man of few principles, and I know he has ties to the Undermarket.  I'm hoping Xendrak might also have ties to the Violet Spire.  If not, I might have to pay Anora a visit."  Yuri sighed at the last. 

"Anora?" Rat asked.  He took another swig from his bottle and belched loudly.

"She's my sister," Yuri answered Rat's swig with one of his own.  Just thinking about his sister made him crave stronger drink. "She inherited our family name when I was sold to the Lintha.  We weren't all that important as far as nobles go, but she's done wonders for our family name.  A few years back she was recognized by the Tri-Khan for her service, and is one of his emissaries."

"You've never mentioned a sister," Rat's curiosity shown past a bulbous nose red from too much drink. "Why's that?" he slurred.

"Anora is two years older than I am," Yuri polished off the second bottle before continuing.  He was well and truly drunk. "I'm always been intelligent, but she makes me look stupid and she's not shy about it in front of other people.  She's got a tongue like a file and fists like a sailor."

"She sounds terrifying," Rat gaped.  "Are you sure you want to seek her out?  Sounds like a woman to be avoided."

"That's the worst part," Yuri glowered.  "She'll treat me like a dead rat dragged in by a pet dog, but all anyone else sees are smiles.  Everyone loves her.  Still, if anyone can come up with a plan to get us inside, its her.  I owe it to Ria and if swallowing my pride is the price I have to pay, I'll do it gladly."

The door shivered under a massive blow.  Two more followed.  Yuri and Rat stared at each other for a few seconds before Yuri got a hold of himself.  Sliding his chair back he weaved his way to the door, yanking it open in a shower of rain to reveal Garg's towering form.

"Captain," Garg yelled over the howl of the wind. "We got trouble.  Two ships with black sails flanking us.  Looks like they crept up under the storm.  They ain't gaining much ground, but they're definitely after us.  Pretty sure I recognize at least one of em."

Black sails.  All three men knew what that meant.  Few ships sported black sails and the most common were the Lintha.  Having sailed with them for years it was unlikely Garg had made a mistake.  Yuri cursed under his breath.  He was drunk and he knew it.  This couldn't have come at a worse time.

"Rat, wake anyone not on duty.  Get them on deck as quickly as possible, and see that they're armed.  Let them know who's attacking," Yuri grabbed the still sheathed cutlass from its place next to his bed.  Buckling it over his shirt he turned back to Garg. "You'll be handling the wheel, Garg.  You keep it steady and don't vary course no matter what happens.  Have the men trim the sails."

"Trim the sails?" Garg was aghast.  "Captain, if we slow down they'll catch us.  I know those ships.  They ain't gonna be takin prisoners.  They're after blood."

"I'm sure they are.  You have your orders," Yuri met the sailor stare for stare.  

"Aye captain," Garg dropped his gaze but Yuri heard muttered curses under his breath.  The one word he picked out was 'crazy'.

"Rat, have you put down roots?  Get the crew on deck," Yuri hauled his first mate out of his chair.  His voice was hard, but he was the captain now.  These people looked to him to save their lives.  

"Aye captain.  Sorry, just took me a bit what with the wine.  I'll get the crew ready," Rat dashed out of Yuri's quarters into the sheets of rain.  Yuri could hear him bellowing orders and suppressed a smile.  He and Rat both had some learning to do, but they made a good show of knowing what they were doing.

Speaking of which, Yuri wasn't sure his plan would work.  He stepped across the threshold of his quarters and was pelted by rain.  The wind howled as it tried to pluck him from the deck, but the best it could manage was twisting and snapping at his clothing.  Yuri wove nimbly across the deck as the Galeta rolled over each wave.  Glancing at the dark waters he noted the swells cresting ten feet.  A few approached fifteen.  High enough to be dangerous, even to a ship with a deep draft.

A half dozen sleepy but fearful crew stumbled from below deck with Rat after them like some bedraggled sheep dog, "Get to your stations you worthless curs.  Move like you want to live through the night."

Yuri smiled at that last line, clearly stolen from their previous captain.  Rat was learning fast.  Now, about that plan.  He headed to the aft rail pulling a bronze tube from his belt.  Holding the spyglass aloft he scanned the night shrouded waters, but the rain made the gadget useless.  He'd have to rely on his own eyes.

There.  Two dark shapes prowled the waters behind the Galeta.  Both stayed far enough back not to alarm them, using the speed of their worms to flank his ship.  The first would attack from the west drawing their attention, and once the Galeta was committed the second ship would attack from the east.  It was a common tactic, and one Yuri had used on more than one occasion.

Most vessels fell easily to the simple tactic, but the two approaching vessels obviously had no idea they were attacking a former Linthan vessel.  If they did know they were fools.  Yuri didn't care which, both would have the same outcome.

Sucking in a deep breath Yuri let loose the same horrible warbling cry he'd heard the captain use so many times in the past.  The unnatural shriek was echoed from the waves beneath the ship.  The worm reared up revealing a massive maw ringed with arm length fangs.  Damn it was ugly.

"Worm, release my ship." Yuri commanded in its warbling language.  He extended an arm east towards the Lintha pursuing them. "Destroy that vessel."

The worm gave a shriek of assent before sinking below the waves.  That ought to give their opponents something to think about.  They were used to using the infernal worms to kill their enemies, not having one attack them.  That should slow the ship to the east giving him time to deal with the one to the west.

The western vessel had closed to about two hundred yards, and had abandoned all pretense of stealth.  They'd hoisted the Linthan flag high above their decks, and the silver on black shone with each streak of lighting.  Cocky bastards.

"Rat," Yuri bellowed over his shoulder. "Have the crew man the aft side of the ship.  Get them ready to repel boarders."

"What are you going to do?" Rat yelled back.

"I'm going to sink the other ship and kill their crew," he called back matter of factly.  Most of the crew stared up at him like he was mad.

"Make it quick.  We're getting soaked out here and some of us were looking forward to a good night's sleep," Rat laughed.  The crew picked up on their confidence.  They went about their tasks with less fear.  Most had never seen the Lintha much less been attacked by them, but all had heard tales of the horrors the Lintha inflicted.  The fact that their captain and first mate seemed unconcerned helped calm them.

"Send a man up to my quarters to crack that cask of brandy.  I want the men to have a taste when we're finished.  It will help us sleep better," He shot back.

The Linthan vessel closing from the west was no more than sixty or seventy yards away.  Yuri placed one foot on the rail and grabbed a line with the other.  He'd seen Garod do something similar and hoped it worked as well for him.

When the enemy vessel had closed to fifty yards Yuri took a deep breath and steeled himself.  Calling upon his essence he shot into the sky in a golden streak.  A falcon comprised of pure sunlight rose twenty feet above him with wings spread majestically.  He could almost hear the raptor's cry.  The enemy vessel grew larger underneath him, and Yuri let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.  The leap had proven far easier than he'd expected.


The unsettling feeling washed over him again.  Time slowed, then stopped entirely.  Every rain drop was frozen.  Sails that would normally snap in the wind ceased all movement.  The Linthan crew stood locked in place.  One sailor held an auhzian blade pointed at the Galeta, his face locked into a scream.  That would be their first mate ordering his crew to begin the assault.  Others readied bows or firedust pistols, though he couldn't imagine why.  The rain and wind would render them useless.  Most of the enemy crew lined the rail and had an eager look about them.  Yuri knew that look well, and had worn it himself.  It was the anticipation of combat, and the knowledge that you were the hunter and they the prey.  

Where was the captain? There.  A larger Lintha with a barrel chest and a wedge shaped hat gripped the wheel tightly.  His face was locked into a mask as he called over his right shoulder.  Unless he had more crew hidden in the waves below he could only be talking to the infernal worm.  Mostly likely he was delivering similar orders to those Yuri had given.  

Just like that time sped back to its normal flow.  There was something more he could or should have done when the flow of time stopped, Yuri was sure of it.  Something half remembered danced at the edge of his mind.  Tantalizingly close, yet elusive and impossible to put his finger on.  Something about a trance.

Yuri had no more time for idle thoughts.  The enemy ship was rushing up at him and he needed to act.  Pulling both pistols from his holster he aimed at the captain.  Two fist sized essence bolts took the man in the chest, spilling him over the rail.  The enemy captain plunged into the maw of the worm below.  White fangs longer than a cutlass stabbed through the man's chest, neck and arms staining them red.  Normally a demon couldn't turn on its master, but in this case the demon had done nothing.  The Lintha had simply had the bad luck to fall into the beast's mouth, killing him instantly.  That was a lucky shot, even for Yuri.

Yuri was just beginning to congratulate himself when he ran face first into the enemy sail.  Rolling forward he twisted through the rigging, firmly snagged in a tangle of ropes.  He twisted slowly, dangling like a fly caught in a spider web.  One arm and both legs were so tangled and there was no way he could free himself.  The arm that was free was tangled enough that Yuri couldn't angle his pistol to shoot the ropes imprisoning him.  He was well and truly stuck.  

Yuri could, however, aim at the sailors on deck.  Most had become aware of him when his anima banner blazed, and more than one pointed up at him in stark terror.  Yuri took hasty aim and squeezed shots from the ancient pistol as fast as it could fire.  His aim was uncannily accurate, more so than it had ever been when he was mortal.  Six shots blazed towards the deck and six Lintha collapsed where they stood.  Most of the dozen remaining dove for cover and peered around crates or masts.  

Yuri couldn't help but be embarrassed at his predicament.  In stories the hero led his forces in battle, and after a long fight celebrated a hard fought victory.  They most certainly did not dangle from the rigging of an enemy ship, helpless as the day they were born.  How the hell was he going to get down?

Yuri kept a careful eye on the Lintha, but none seemed interested in climbing up the rigging to battle an Anathema.  Easing his free arm behind him he tried a couple of experimental shots.  Even with his magically enhanced accuracy it took several attempts to sever two of the ropes pinning him in place.   When they fell away his other arm was freed and he clawed at ropes still imprisoning him.  

Yuri was sliding free of the last rope when the enemy vessel slammed into the Galeta.  He felt a moment's weightlessness and then he was falling.  He twisted just enough to land on his feet, but Yuri staggered forward and slipped on the rain slicked deck.  He tumbled against the rail and only a hastily snagged rope prevented him from being washed overboard.

Instead of invading the Galeta the remaining Lintha had their gazes fixed on Yuri.  Now that he was free it was time to deal with them.  Yuri sprinted across the deck squeezing off shots whenever he had a target.  In just a few moments another half dozen Lintha were down.  The rest hid as Yuri holstered one of his pistols.

Pulling his cutlass from its scabbard Yuri sliced through the first rope securing the Lintha vessel to the Galeta.  Two more slashes cut the remaining lines, and Yuri hopped back to his own vessel as it began drifting away from the Lintha ship.  There weren't enough sailors left on board to pursue them, and Yuri turned his attention back to the other Linthan vessel.

It had also locked with the Galeta, which surprised Yuri.  He'd have thought the worm he'd sent after the Lintha would have slowed them.  Then it hit him.  They had their own worm.  Glancing at the waves he saw the titanic demons grappling and snapping at each other.  

The Linthan crew had flooded the Galeta, but Rat and Garg led a furious counterattack.  The towering mountain of a man was laying about him with a falchion he'd picked up before leaving Wavecrest, and every time it darted forward a Lintha stumbled back with a scream.

Rat was bellowing orders to the crew, but when a man stumbled close enough his rapier darted in and came back bloody.  The men around him fought ferociously, and if a few had fallen to the Lintha more were down among the pirates.

Yuri briefly considered the best course of action.  Glancing at the demons a slow smile spread across his face.  It wasn't easy to tell the two demons apart, but Yuri was almost positive he knew which one belonged to him.  He hoped he was bloody right.

Yanking both pistols from his belt he aimed at the creature's mouth.  Wait for it.  Wait for it.  Now!  The worm slid forward like a bolt of lightning as it tried to bite its demonic opponent.  Keeping his arms steady Yuri waited until he had a clear shot at the gap between two rings of scales covering its neck.

Stroking both triggers the pistols roared sending a pair of essence bolts towards his target.  Both wreaked hideous damage as they landed.  Burning through flesh and sinew they carved huge chunks of demonic flesh.  The air was filled with the scent of charred flesh and the worm jerked erect with a shriek of rage.  Yuri triggered two more shots which landed in exactly the same place.  This time they severed the worm's neck sending both head and body beneath the frigid waters as if they'd never been.

"Kill everything living on that ship," Yuri shrieked over the waves.  His demon, he was sure it was his, slid under the surface towards the Linthan vessel still moored to the Galeta.  

Rat and Garg led a final charge cutting down the last trio of Lintha still on their feet.  The crew gazed around them in wonder, most panting like a bellows from the unexpected exertion.  They seemed surprised to still be alive, and well they might.  No one survived an attack by the Lintha, especially when you were outnumbered two to one.
 

Just then the infernal worm emerged from the ocean like a vengeful god.  It reared from the waves seizing the mast of the enemy vessel in several tree thick coils.  Those coils tensed shattering the mast into kindling, and sending the sail spinning off into the night.  Wrapping itself around the hull the Worm lunged forward snapping up an unwary crewman with a mouthful of white spikes.  

The shocked Lintha rounded on the worm, no longer caring about the Galeta.  Several hacked at it with their curved swords, but if they did any damage the worm showed no reaction.  It lunged forward a second time to swallow another crewman and triggering a mercifully brief scream from its target.  A few of the more desperate sailors dove over the side, though drowning in the frigid waves seemed as bad a fate to Yuri.
 
"Captain?" Rat yelled from his place near the rail. "Permission to board the enemy vessel?"

"Granted," Yuri called back. "An equal share for every man on this ship.  Whatever you find, you can keep."

The crew let up a ragged cheer rushing to line the rail.  Every last one of them had heard of the Lintha's fabulous wealth, and all of them wanted a piece of it.  Gone were the frightened faces expecting their own deaths.  Yuri had shown them that the Lintha were easy prey, and the men were excited to test themselves.

"Rat," Yuri pitched his voice lower as he placed a hand on his first mate's shoulder. "I want you to lead them across.  They need to see you in action."

"Aye, captain.  That's why I suggested it," Rat nodded nervously. "I don't know that I'm cut out for this, but I'm giving it my best."

"Be careful.  I can't afford to lose you," Yuri clapped him on the shoulder then bolted for the forecastle to seize the wheel.  He could have killed the few remaining Lintha on his own, but it would be better for the men to see that Rat was every bit as dangerous as the stories told.

Rat was the first across, followed by Garg and a flood of sailors Yuri didn't recognize in the dark and the rain.  Their landing was unopposed as the Lintha struggled to deal with the demon assaulting them.  The combat that followed was quick, bloody work.  Distracted by the worm wolfing down sailors like a starving child they had little chance of dealing with Rat's assault.  He led the crew in a ragged charge cutting down the opposition without a single casualty.  It was the most successful boarding Yuri had ever seen, at least against the Lintha.

Yuri struggled not to assist them, but they hardly needed help.  Instead he turned to the rail and scanned the waves for the first vessel.  There it was.  It had fallen a good two hundred yards back, but it was too dark to see what its crew must be doing.  If the Galeta circled around they might be able to take the few survivors by surprise.  

It would be safer to just move on, but he'd sworn an oath to Ria.  She may not have intended him to wipe the Lintha from the waves, but by Ahlat he was going to do it anyway.  She'd been so young and so vibrant, and he missed her more than he'd ever admit.  Never again would he allow the Lintha to take a woman the way Ria had been taken from him.  He couldn't erase the pain, but if he could prevent others from feeling it then he would.

The ring of sword on sword echoed sporadically from the enemy vessel, but was over quickly.  Yuri glanced back to see his crew tossing the Linthan bodies over the rail.  He shrieked at the worm and it slithered off the enemy hull and back towards the Galeta.  Yuri still couldn't believe their victory had been so bloodless.  Granted, he'd had a lot to do with that but his men had performed admirably as well.

"Captain," Rat called as he leapt back onto the Galeta's deck. "The hold's already half full.  Looks like they hit a pearl trader coming from Abalone.  A nice pretty haul, sir.  Should give us all a fist full of silver if you still intend to share it equally."

"That I do Rat.  The men fought for it and they've earned their share," he turned back to Garg who had just stepped back onto the Galeta. "As soon as we're loose and we've recovered the crew turn us around and make for the other vessel.  They might have a bit more loot for the boys." Garg nodded his assent.

"Sir, what about the enemy vessel?" Rat asked.

"Burn it," Yuri ordered. "Make it nice and bright.  Wherever Yemmon is I want him to see it and know that I'm coming for him."
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Two crewmen vaulted the rail of the Galeta as she bumped against the moorings lining the pier.  Yuri squinted against the midday glare as they tied off arm thick ropes.  Both were bare to the waist, not surprising given the heat.  He'd forgotten how oppressive Chiaroscuro could be.  The smell of fish and the harsh cries of gulls reminded him of his childhood.  Back then he’d spent his days running barefoot through alleys, one step ahead of the watch.

"Captain," Rat clomped his way up the stairs to Yuri's spot near the rail. "Do you want me to arrange a trip to the Undermarket?  I figured you'd want to offload the goods we took from the Lintha.  Not to mention the cargo we took on in Wavecrest."

"Have Elias and Jari take care of it," Yuri ordered.  

"Elias?  Are you sure?" Rat asked dubiously. "He was a fisherman afore we picked him up in Abalone.  He's got no experience smuggling, and even less dealing with the people he's gonna meet down there."

"True, but he's smart and good with numbers. He'll catch anything Jari misses," Yuri countered. "He's also good in a pinch.  Didn't he account for two Lintha in that last fight?"

"Aye.  I hadn't thought about that," Rat rubbed his eye patch. "What about Jari?  I like her and all but…"

"But you don't trust her," Yuri finished for him. "I don't either.  That's the other reason I want Elias.  Jari is smart and she'll get to Xendrak without having a knife shoved in her ribs.  Elias will keep her honest."

"I get it," Rat nodded. "Good choice, captain.  I'll see it done."

"Remember, equal shares for every crew member.  Make sure they know that," Yuri turned to gaze at the towers dotting the old city to the east of the port.  He should probably take care of selling the goods himself.  Given his new powers he'd almost certainly get a better price than either of the sailors.  

The thing was he still had four talents of silver, and even if they got a bad deal for the cargo they'd see another six.  That was a king's ransom, and Yuri just didn't see the need to make more.  At least not in the short term.  If and when he needed more money he'd see to it, but for now he had other things on his mind."

"Aye sir, they'll appreciate that," Rat responded.  "Keeps em happy and makes my life easier."

"Happy men are loyal men," Yuri agreed as he watched the crew set the gangplank. "Let's see they stay that way.  I'm still worried they might talk about my, uh, situation."

"They saw you stop a Lintha vessel by yourself.  You killed that demon afore most of em was even aware of it," Rat grinned. "They ain't gonna tell no one nothing, Yuri.  They'd worry you might come after em if they did."

"Haquen always said it was better to be feared than respected," Yuri mused.  "I'll take both given a choice."

"You've got both.  The men know you're fair, and they respect that," Rat spit a gob of black juice over the rail.  Yuri found the habit disgusting, but many sailors chewed tobacco.  "None of em expected you to share the loot from that second ship.  Law of the waves says it belongs to you, since you took it."

"It was the right thing to do.  They're taking a big risk sailing with us," Yuri pulled the leather flagon from his belt and took a long pull.  It was the last of his dark red, and he'd need to see about picking up more.  V'neef if he could find it.

"I agree, but Haquen wouldn't have given the men one coin of silver," Rat mopped at his forehead with the tail of his shirt.  He hailed from Abalone and wasn't used to the heat.

"I'm not Haquen."

"Not unless you gain about two hundred pounds, you're not.  And thank the gods for that," Rat clapped Yuri on the shoulder. "We're damn lucky to have you, captain.  I've got a feeling you're going to show us more wealth than we can imagine."   

"Stick with me and you'll end up rich, fat and married to Sienna," Yuri laughed.

"I'll hold you to that," Rat chuckled.  His attention was pulled back to the deck where one of the crew attempted to secure a line.  "Crewman Bosk," Rat bellowed. "This ship is a lady not some dockside whore.  You treat her with respect, or I'll thump you until you do."

"I'll leave you to it," Yuri suppressed a smile. "I've got business to attend to.  If I'm not back in three days take the ship and head for An-Tang."

Rat's eyes widened as he looked back at Yuri, "You think you might have trouble?  I can send some of the boys with you."

"I always assume there'll be trouble, but if there is I should be able to handle it," Yuri replied. "Haquen taught me never to get into anything I can't get out of.  Always have a plan for getting away, even if you think you'll never use it."

"Suit yourself," Rat shrugged. "I'll station a man with an axe near the ropes so we can get out of here quick like.  Any cargo you want me to pick up?"

"I trust your judgment," Yuri paused to consider. "But I'd like a cask of brandy.  Oh, and see if you can get some of that dark red that V'neef bottles."

"Aye sir, easily done."

"Good, then I'll see you in a few days.  Hopefully less.  Try not to burn down my ship," Yuri teased.  

"See you then captain.  Take care," Rat extended a hand and Yuri took it.

"Take care of the ship and get the cargo loaded," Yuri vaulted the rail landing on the pier below. "And pick up something nice for Sienna.  Something that sparkles.  They love that sort of thing."

Yuri didn’t wait for a response.  He turned towards the crowded pier taking in the city for the first time in a long while.  It hadn't changed since his last visit, though he'd have been surprised if it had.  Chiaroscuro had always been a compass for him.  No matter how he changed or what crisis he weathered the city was the same, waiting here to welcome him home.

Yuri wove his way through the mass of fishermen and sailors clogging the pier.  Most were barefoot and wore sleeveless cotton shirts with baggy white breaches.  The more traditional wore thick white turbans to keep off the sun.  A few displayed brightly colored veils indicating which tribe they owed allegiance too, but those were more common among the tribes outside the city proper.

Beyond the crowd lay the nine towers of the X market (lookup).  The shining spires covered a rainbow of colors and looked as if they might fall at any moment.  That glass was made during the first age, and the fluted towers were as stable as any in creation.  Each rose hundreds of feet over the adobe structures clustered around their feet.  Home to one of the most powerful merchant families in the city the towers boasted amazing magical conveniences.  The fully functional ones had elevators, cool air, and essence lighting.  Even the damaged ones were a far sight above the squalor that was the best most city residents could aspire to.

The one that drew his eye was violet.  It twinkled in the sun just like the others, but the sharp spire was different.  It had extensive damage and the upper third was far more skeletal than any of the neighboring towers.  The violet spire was controlled by the criminal element and not even the Tri-Khan controlled the business that took placed there.  The others were run by legitimate nobles or guild Factors. The violet spire was where he'd find Yemmon, if he could get inside.  When he made it inside.

Yuri had grown up in the narrow alleys between those towers.  Back then he'd gazed up in wonder, knowing they represented a life more grand than anything he could imagine.  That was before he'd been pressed into service with the Lintha, before his dreams had been snatched from him.  His greatest ambition had been to be a puppeteer running a show on a street corner, or maybe a playwright.

Yuri staggered as a boy shoved past him.  Or attempted to anyway.  Yuri snatched the youth by the wrist dragging him to the mouth of a nearby alley.  Clutched within a too thin fist was Yuri's washed leather purse.  

"I-I'm sorry sir," the boy bawled. "Please don't hurt me.  I was only trying to buy food."

"Your mistake," Yuri crouched next to the frightened boy prying open his fist, "Was in the mark you selected.  As a rule foreigners are your best choices, but before you choose a target make sure you're faster than he is.  Understand?"

The boy nodded, his eyes were wide with terror.  He expected to be handed to the watch, which would result in a lost hand or worse.  The boy practically stank of fear.

"Take that man," Yuri pointed a fat merchant waddling arm in arm with a stunning young woman. "You see how his focus is all on that woman?  Odds are he'd not even notice someone bumping into him.  Even if he does do you really think he'd be able to catch you?"

"I-you're not going to hand me over to the watch?" the boy recovered enough to speak.

"No, but keep up such sloppy work and they'll catch you soon enough," Yuri retied his purse around his belt. "Go hit that mark.  He'll never notice, I promise."

The boy's eyes narrowed as if expecting a trap, but Yuri stepped back to give him plenty of room.  He darted away like a rabbit, prompting a laugh from Yuri.  Nearly twenty years ago he'd been that little boy. In Chiaroscuro most children stole to supplement whatever meager income their parents provided.

Yuri continued down the walkway as it wound through the towers.  The crowds grew thicker and the pace slowed.  The residents were increasingly well dressed the closer he came to the base of the towers.  Good thing he'd worn the silks he'd bought with Katrina on his last visit, though it did feel odd wearing traditional Delzahn garb.  The vest hung loosely about him leaving his arms and shoulders bare.  The flowing pants were equally comfortable, and the breeze passed through the thin cloth.

It had been a long time since he'd needed to blend in, and he hoped he was doing a good job of it.  His dark skin and eyes marked him as a native, but his gait singled him out as a sailor rather than a local.  Yuri had spent too many years at sea to ever really feel comfortable on land.

The pathway curled between two squat adobe buildings, and he turned onto a broad thorough faire paved with the cobblestone that marked the new city.    In the distance he could see a sprawling manor topped with onion shaped towers.  Yuri shook his head as he looked, to him the place was a palace.  To Anora the place was simply her due as a wealthy noble.  She'd come far since their childhood.

Yuri opened the wrought iron gate and crossed the courtyard to a broad pair of doors on the face of the building.  Elaborate friezes covered the walls in a myriad of colors, and Yuri blinked in surprise when he realized one of them depicted his sister.  A radiant woman lounged on a pile of cushions, with raven hair cascading down her shoulders.  Wide brown eyes bigger than dinner plates stared imperiously down at him.  Yuri shivered despite the heat.  He bloody hated coming home to see his sister.

He'd just raised a hand to knock when one of the doors popped open and Yuri hopped back.  An older man in white cotton robes poked a head out.  His skin was like worn leather, and he had a gap toothed smile, "Master Yuri, so good of you to grace the family with your presence.  Your sister will be so pleased."

"Hello Kharkas," Yuri smiled wryly at Anora's chief retainer.  He'd always like the man, who'd been in his sister's service for over a decade. "How've you been?"

"Well enough," Kharkas smiled back, obviously pleased that Yuri had asked. "If you'll follow me I'll bring you to the Lady's sitting chamber, where you can await her pleasure."

"Of course," Yuri gave the man a courteous bow. The man blinked rapidly in surprise.  Nobles didn't bow to servants, but then Yuri hardly considered himself a noble. 

The pair threaded through a wide entryway paved with large marble blocks and lined with columns of the same stone.  The vaulted ceiling lay forty feet above, and was painted with an elaborate mural of a Delzahn tribe riding their mounts into battle.  It harkened back to the early days of the Nalah tribe before the Kha Khan had conquered Chiaroscuro.

"Might I inquire as to what brings the young master home?" Kharkas asked conversationally.  The man never pried, but he did enjoy gossip.

"I've made a fortune," Yuri smiled at the man as the two wove around a corner and into a wide sitting room. "And I've broken free of the Lintha.  I wanted to visit my sister now that I can come and go as I choose."

"That's wonderful news, young master," Kharkas gave Yuri another gap toothed smile as he clapped his hands excitedly. "Your sister will be so pleased.  Will you be returning to the city permanently?"

"I guess that depends on the reception I receive," Yuri grinned down at the older man.  They'd wound around a corner when Yuri had to do a double take.  

It wasn't the room that shocked him.  Wide, low couches sat against three of the room's four walls.  A chandelier with hundreds of candles dangled from the domed roof.  Beautiful tapestries decorated the walls, just as they had the last time he'd been here.  What was different was the man standing just a few feet away.

Yuri didn't recognize him immediately.  The man was a good two inches taller than him, with shaggy red hair that fell loosely around his shoulders.  A white silk vest barely covered a well muscled chest and arms, and the man's skin held a faint greenish tinge.  It took Yuri a moment to summon the man's name to mind.  Garod.  The Dragon-Blooded he'd battled when the Galeta had been ambushed.

The man seemed just as surprised as Yuri, and the pair eyed each other like strange cats thrust into a small room.  Then Garod's eyes narrowed.  An explosion of power surrounded him as his anima ignited, and a glowing sword of green energy appeared in his right hand.  He snarled like an animal and charged Yuri, blade aimed before him like a spear.

Garod moved so quickly it was impossible to dodge.  Yuri did anyway.  He called on his essence and slid a fraction of an inch to the right as the blade whistled through the space his head had just occupied.  Before he could recover Garod had already pivoted, and shifted his thrust into a slash at Yuri's leg.  Yuri flipped into the air over Garod rolling behind one of the couches as he landed.

The Dragon-Blooded turned smoothly and stalked across the room towards Yuri.  What was the bloody bastard doing here?

"Put up your sword," Yuri spoke quietly, eyes narrowed. His hands eased around the hilts of his pistols. "If you attack again I'll put you down.  Don't test me, Dynast"

"I don't know what you're doing here, Anathema, but I'll not let you anywhere near my sister," Garod hissed as he continued to stalk across the room. "Or Anora."

"Your sister is none of my affair," Yuri growled back.  He ripped his pistols from his holsters.  Garod was less than a dozen feet away now. "But my sister is.  If you don't explain what you're doing in my house I'll end you, little Dragon-Blooded." 

Yuri's rage was on him.  He was tired of surprises.  Tired of being attacked where he felt safest.  Tired of being a target.  Garod was going to die.  Reaching for the golden essence Yuri let it suffuse his body.  His skin glowed golden, and his caste mark blazed.  The wings of a falcon hovered protectively over him as his anima burst into its full majesty.

Garod was brave, Yuri gave him that.  The Dragon-Blooded's eyes widened, but he came on with a look of determination.  Garod burst into a sprint giving a fierce battle cry as he closed.  Yuri waited patiently as the blade flashed towards his neck.  He felt the steel brush his flesh, but in that instant the golden energy carried him away and the sword whistled by.  

Yuri's arm moved so quickly even he couldn't see it.  Just like that he shoved the barrel of his pistol into Garod's mouth, and forced the man to his knees.  The man glared up at him hatefully, but Garod had to know if he moved so much as an inch Yuri would blow out the back of his skull.

"Now then," Yuri growled. "Before I kill you, you are going to tell me exactly what you are doing in my sister's home.  If you don't, I'll kill you slowly.  You can lose a lot before you actually die."

Garod's eyes darted behind Yuri, but there was no way he was falling for such a simple ploy.  He saw movement reflected in the man's eyes, but before Yuri could turn around a heavy iron skillet crashed down on his head.  Yuri sank down into blackness.
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The whisk of the ivory handled hairbrush echoed through the chamber as Daerian ran it through her hair.  She sat at a marble topped vanity with an oval mirror atop it.  Daerian rarely had time to worry about how she looked, so she considered this a rare treat.

She was used to living in luxury at V'neef's manor, but there she filled the role of Karissa's servant.  When Daerian visited Yu-Shan she was treated as an acolyte during the best of times, and like a muddy faced child with a skinned knee the rest.  

Here Daerian was the Lady Anora's guest, and for once the servants waited on her instead of the other way around.  The room she'd been given was spacious without being ostentatious.  The vanity was the nicest piece in the room, but the unadorned pine bed was topped with a comfortable looking feather mattress.  There was a wardrobe for her clothes, though Daerian had hardly had any time to pack before hurrying away from Yu-Shan.  Maybe she could buy some in the market today.

Daerian started humming as she smiled at herself in the mirror.  There, she looked better than she had in a while.  Every chestnut curl was arranged just so and her makeup was understated, yet drew the eye.  Rising with a smile she crossed the room, running her hands down the front of the sea foam dress that the gap toothed servant had dropped off earlier.  It fit her perfectly and was the first she'd worn in a long time.

A sudden crash and the sound of yelling disrupted Daerian's reverie, bringing her forcibly back to the present.  What was going on?  She rushed to the door yanking it open and stepping into the hall.  A pair of heated voices drifted up the stairwell from the sitting chamber below.  Both were male, which surprised her.  She recognized one as belonging to Garod, but had no idea who the other might be.

Daerian darted to the railing overlooking the sitting chamber below.  A flash of brilliant golden light blinded her, and she blinked rapidly to clear her vision.  Daerian gaped at the sight of the majestic golden falcon that loomed over the entire room.  She identified it instantly as the anima banner of a Solar, though she'd never seen one in person.  What else could it possibly be?

Daerian stepped to the railing again and took in the scene below.  Garod's anima banner had also flared, and he was covered in a towering whirl of leaves and essence.  For all his ferocity the Dragon-Blooded was a tiny candle compared to Yuri's bonfire.  The anima around the Solar overpowered Garod's, and as she watched Yuri forced the man to his knees and shoved the barrel of his pistol into the man's mouth.  She froze as indecision overwhelmed her.  What should she do?  Daerian couldn't let either die.


The decision was taken from her as a third figure crept into the room.  It took a moment to identify her as Anora, whose thick midnight hair was bound into a ponytail.  She wore a white cotton apron and carried an iron skillet in one hand.  Feet padding silently across the floor the woman crept up behind Yuri, and before Daerian could give warning or say anything the skillet came crashing down on Yuri's head.

The Solar went slack like a boned fish as his pistols clattered to the marble tiles next to his limp form.  Garod surged to his feet cocking his arm back to ram his crackling blade into Yuri's unconscious body.  Daerian couldn't allow that.  Flipping over the railing she came down at Garod like a comet.

Her leg stiffened like a knife and the tip of her foot hit Garod's shoulder.  She used it as a perch, rolling off the side to land behind the Dragon-Blooded.  It took a moment for the effect of her blow to be felt, but when it was Garod's arm fell uselessly to his side and his sword winked out of existence.

He rounded on her angrily, "Stay out of this Daerian.  He needs to die before he awakes or all of us are dead."

"You know he is not to be harmed," Daerian voice was ice and she slid into a combat stance. "I don't want to hurt you Garod, but I've sworn to keep that man alive.  Think about V'neef's reaction if Yuri dies.  Do you really want to be exiled?"

"Yuri?" Anora broke from her place over the Solar's limp body.  She knelt next to Yuri and gave a shocked gasp.  Anora cupped his chin and turned his face towards her. "Oh gods Yuri I'm so sorry.  I didn't know it was you." 

The woman seemed on the verge of tears, and her pained voice dragged Garod's attention away from Daerian.  Garod ignored her entirely as he knelt next to Anora and Yuri, "Anora?  Do you know this man?"

"He's my brother," Anora sobbed. "I just reacted.  I didn't know who he was.  I saw him attacking you and I just…reacted.  Will he be alright?"  Anora turned big dark eyes at Garod, and Daerian smiled behind her hand.  Garod flushed scarlet as all thoughts of Yuri seemed to flee.

"Yes Garod.  Will Yuri be alright?" Daerian echoed sourly from behind him.  He glared over his shoulder before turning back to Anora.

"He'll be fine," Garod rested a comforting hand on Anora's shoulder. "He just needs a little time to recover."

"He'd better," Anora growled, eyes flashing light lightning. "Because as soon as he does I'm going to thrash him within an inch of his life.  I've never been so scared.  An Anathema in my house?  What was he thinking?"

Yuri gave a groan and raised a tentative hand to his temple as his eyes fluttered open.  When he saw Garod Yuri swept a leg forward knocking the Dragon-Blooded sprawling.  The Solar gathered his weight and flipped to his feet.  Yuri gestured at the essence cannons on the floor and the leapt to his hand as if summoned.

That was as far as he got.  Anora grabbed Yuri by the shoulder and slapped him so hard it echoed across the chamber.  Yuri's eyes tightened and he seemed on the verge of speaking, but before he could open his mouth Anora slapped him again.  This time it was on the other side of his face, but the echo was just as loud as the first.

"You enter my home and attack my guests," Anora hissed at Yuri.  Her eyes shone with fury, "I should whip you so you can't sit down for a week.  I should flog you from here to the harbor.  How dare you display such behavior?  This is my home."



Yuri’s mouth worked for several long moments.  He took a deep breath and looked a little calmer.

"I apologize for my behavior," Yuri executed a perfect bow.  The essence cannons in his hands seemed to disappear, which caused Daerian to frown.  She had no idea where they'd gone. 

When he straightened Yuri turned stiffly on his heel and strode from the chamber, towards the front door to the manor.  Anora froze with her mouth open.  From her expression Daerian assumed the woman was going to continue her tirade, but Yuri's sudden exit seemed to have stolen her words.

"Yuri?" Anora called after her brother.  She hurried after him.  Daerian swept by Garod to follow, and he trailed after silently.

"Yuri wait" Anora called a second time, but Yuri didn't so much as slow.  He stalked towards the manor door, obviously intending to leave.  The golden glow suffusing his skin had faded.  

He had one hand on the door handle by the time Anora caught up.  She grabbed Yuri by the shoulder and spun him around to face her.  Yuri's eyes flashed and his mouth tightened into a firm, angry line.  

"If you'll excuse me, sister, I have business to attend to," His voice was cold and emotionless, though his eyes told a different story.  He was furious.

"Where are you going?" Anora's voice held anger enough to match Yuri's, "You just got here.  You haven't even told me why you came."

Yuri slapped her hand away from his shoulder and opened the door, "I'll not stay anywhere I'm chastised for stopping a man from killing me.  Goodbye Anora.  Ahlat watch over you."  He strode through leaving Anora standing agape.  She seemed shocked that the man had treated her that way, but didn't pursue him.  Her jaw worked for a moment or two before she turned to Garod.

"Is that true?  Did you start this?"  Anora whirled on Garod.  She planted her hands firmly on her hips.

"He's an Anathema," Garod began lamely. If anything Anora's slap echoed more loudly when she hit Garod than it ever had hitting Yuri.

"He's my brother.  I've not seen Yuri in years, and the first time he comes home you chase him away," Anora's words came out in a torrent, and Garod's eyes widened in alarm.  She stabbed a finger against his chest, eyes filling with hot angry tears. "I don't care if he is a bloody demon.  He's family and you've driven him away." She spun away from Garod sprinting up the stairs as sobs overtook her.

Garod simply stood there with his mouth hanging open.  He stretched a hand after Anora as if to follow, but Daerian placed a hand on his shoulder and shook her head.  If Garod went after her now he'd simply dig a deeper hole.

"I'd leave her be for now," Daerian sighed. She took Garod by the arm and led him back to the sitting chamber.  Daerian paused to right a vase that had been knocked on its side during the fighting, before guiding Garod over to a pile of cushions.  He sat heavily with his head in his hands.

"What am I going to do?" Garod mumbled miserably.  

Daerian had no words of comfort him, not that she thought he wanted to hear them in any case.  He was on the horns of an impossible dilemma.  Yuri was an Anathema and Garod had been trained from the cradle to kill such a being on sight.  Yet Garod's own house had all but commanded him to keep Yuri alive, and now he'd learned the man was brother to the woman he loved.  She didn't envy him.

"Why the long face?" Karissa breezed into the room looking a different woman than she had hours earlier.  Karissa's hair flowed loosely down her shoulders, and she wore a clinging ruby dress thin enough to scandalize her brother.

"You just missed Yuri," Daerian explained drily. "He and Garod…didn’t get along."

"What?" Karissa gaped as she strode into the room and sank down on a cushion. "Yuri was here?  How?  Why?"

"Apparently," Daerian continued. "Anora is his sister.  I don't know why Yuri was here, but when he came in Garod attacked him.  Anora broke up the fight with that." She nodded towards the iron skillet still sitting the floor near Karissa's foot.  "Yuri seemed rather angry at being attacked and stalked off."

"He left?" Karissa glanced at the door. "How long ago?"

"Just a few minutes.  I'm sure we can catch him if we hurry," Daerian suggested.  She could track him using Erry, so finding him shouldn't prove difficult.

"Maybe I should go too," Garod offered, though he looked uncomfortable at the idea. "I have to get him to come back."

"You're the last person he'd want to see," Karissa snapped. Her hands clenched and her eyes tightened as she glared at Garod. "You knew why I was here, and you tried to kill him?  What would have happened if you'd succeeded?"

"Your mission would have been over, that's what would have happened." Garod shot back, but the anger drained out of him quickly.  One look at his face told Daerian what had changed.  Anora was upset and Garod would sooner chop off his own arm than cause her the slightest pain.

"Wait here Garod.  Tell Anora we've gone after Yuri.  We'll be back with him in time for dinner," Daerian interrupted. "Come on Karissa.  Let's see if we can catch him."

Daerian started towards the door without waiting to see if Karissa followed.  

"Wait," Karissa called to her as she hurried over. "I need to get something from my room.  I'll be right back." Daerian's friend bolted up the stairs and disappeared into the room she'd been given.  She returned moments later carrying a scroll tube.  Daerian's mouth fell open when she realized what it must contain.

"That's a good idea," she grinned at Karissa. "That might calm his anger."

"I figured it can't hurt.  Besides, I've been waiting to see the look in his face for a long time," Karissa giggled.  She even did that prettily.  

The pair exited the manor and headed up the broad thorough faire.  They very nearly retraced their steps back to the harbor, as Daerian unerringly followed the pull of the link she shared with Erry.  If she had to guess Daerian assumed Yuri had headed back to his ship.

Another ten or fifteen minutes brought them to a berth on the east side of the harbor.  Daerian recognized the ship as she and Karissa approached, the Galeta according to the freshly applied white paint near the prow.  It certainly looked different than it had the last time she'd seen it.  The black and silver sails had been replaced with white and gold, and Daerian blinked when she realized the falcon emblazoned on the sails was a match for Yuri's anima banner.

The deck was empty save for a towering man with a scowl imprinted on his features.  He was seven feet tall if he was an inch, and corded muscles rippled as he rested a hand on the hilt of a large curved sword belted at his side.  The scowl shifted in her direction as Daerian mounted the gangplank.  Karissa trailed behind nervously and didn't meet the scowling man's gaze.

"Is Yuri here?" Daerian sidled up to the tall man with a warm smile.  He eyed her appraisingly and gave an approving nod before answering.

"Who wants to know?" the man's voice was like rocks being ground to dust.

"I do," Piped Karissa. "My name is V'neef Karissa and I brought something for Yuri." She hefted the scroll tube and the man eyed it for a long moment.

"Alright, I'll get him," he gave Daerian another appraising glance.  She followed his gaze down her neck to her chest and found herself blushing.

The man climbed a broad stairwell towards the back of the ship.  When he reached the top he rapped at a wooden door Daerian guessed led to the captain's quarters.  The door opened almost immediately and Yuri stepped out with a tin cup clutched in one hand. 

The towering man pointed in her direction and Yuri glanced down at them.  When he saw Karissa he gave a start, but then his eyes hardened.  Yuri disappeared back into his quarters, and the towering man approached.  When he'd reached them he spoke again in that gravelly voice, "Captain says he don't want to talk to you.  He didn't ask me to throw you off the ship or nothin, but he don’t want to see you."

Karissa and Daerian looked at each other and Daerian leaned in close to whisper, "Go knock at the door.  I'll take care of the big man."

"Since he didn't say he wanted us to leave is it alright if I stay for a while?" She gave the man her most brilliant smile and something softened in his eyes.

"S'alright by me," he grinned down at her. "My name's Garg."

"I'm Daerian," she extended a hand, but rather than shake it Garg took it in his massive hand like it was a piece of porcelain.  He knelt low enough to brush his lips along the back of her hand before releasing it.  Much to her surprise a sharp blush suffused his features.

Daerian glanced at Karissa as her friend crept up the stairwell.  She shifted her gaze back to Garg and fluttered her eyelashes.  The man goggled like she'd grown a third eye and looked decidedly uncomfortable.  She wondered why.  At least he was staring at her instead of watching Karissa.
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Yuri was in a foul mood.  His head throbbed and both cheeks stung.  Neither fact surprised him given that he'd gone to Anora's.  No good ever came from paying his sister a visit, though in this case he'd actually needed her help.  Seeing Garod in her home had been a nasty surprise, but given how bad things usually went when he saw Anora he was hardly shocked at how things had turned out.

Crossing his quarters the bar Yuri withdrew a bottle of sweet rum he'd bought in Wavecrest.  It was far from his favorite drink, but they'd drank everything else during the voyage and Yuri hadn't had a chance to restock yet.  Pouring a few thimblefuls in a tin cup Yuri gulped it down.  Fire spread down his throat and into his belly, but did little for the ache in his head.

He wished he had a bit of marijuana.  Rat liked the drug far more than Yuri, but he'd often found it helped dull pain.  Right now he'd do anything if it would stop the hammering of his temples.  He filled the cup a second time and was cradling the cup when a knock sounded at the door.

"Come," Yuri growled.  His mood was as black as a Linthan heart.

"Captain?" Garg ducked his head through the doorway. "We've got a pair of women on deck.  In dresses.  They're asking for you."

"Let me see," Yuri crossed the room in three quick strides.  Garg stumbled out of the room in his haste, and Yuri stepped out behind him.  


Scanning the deck he saw a pair of women standing near the gangplank.  They were hardly who he was expecting.  Though Anora had no idea what the name of his ship was, Yuri had half expected her to find him for another tongue lashing.  Instead a petite brunette in a dress the color of sea foam and her hair done in curls stood with a stunning redhead in a dress as scarlet as her hair.

Wait, was that Karissa?  The scarlet flowing down her shoulders was unmistakable.  That made the brunette Daerian, her maid.  Why were they on his bloody ship?  Now that he thought of it Yuri remembered seeing Daerian at Anora's house, though at the time he'd had other things on his mind.  It shouldn't surprise him that Karissa had been there too.  

"Send them away," Yuri growled as he stalked back into his quarters.  Garg seemed on the point of saying something, but Yuri slammed the door before he could open his mouth.  Downing the second cup of brandy Yuri filled it a third time and downed that as well.  

A pleasant numbness washed over him and Yuri staggered over to collapse face first on his oversized bed.  The beating of his temples was a little less distant, but raised a hand to his head he found a lump the size of his fist.  Maybe some sleep would help.  Yuri closed his eyes and relaxed.  The pain grew more distant as his breathing slowed.  He'd finally begun to drift off when another knock sounded at the door.

"Go away," Yuri shouted.  He ripped off one of his boots and hurled it at the door.  It bounced off with a hollow thump and Yuri pulled a pillow over his head.  After a moment the knock was repeated.

Yuri gave up at sleep with a heavy sigh.  Sliding from the bed he stumbled over to the door and jerked it open, "I don't want to be disturbed.  You tell those bloody women to get off my ship, and if I see them again…"

It wasn't Garg standing at his door.  It was Karissa.  Up close she looked a different woman.  The last time Yuri had seen her she'd been wearing armor and carrying a Daiklaive.  Now her dress clung to soft curves, and the light fabric was nearly see through.  Her hair had been brushed until it shone, and her eyes sparkled like little emeralds.  Her smile was inviting and clutched in one hand was a scroll tube.  She was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

Yuri slammed the door without a second's hesitation.  Sliding the bolt to lock it Yuri headed back to the bar and poured himself a fourth cup of brandy.  Why wouldn't the bloody woman leave him alone?  True, he'd flirted with her but that had all been in good fun.  He'd never expected her to carry it so far, and while he might normally enjoy the company of such a beautiful woman this one was simply too dangerous.  Where Karissa went her brother followed, and the last thing Yuri needed was another confrontation with Garod.  Keeping his temper in check had been difficult, and the next time Yuri was going to shoot first and ask questions later.  

If nothing else seeing Garod had confirmed something at least.  Yuri was far stronger than he ever could have imagined.  Avoiding Garod's blow and landing one of his own had been child's play.  If Anora hadn't intervened Garod would have fallen like a kitten mauled by a mastiff.

"Yuri?" a soft voice called through the door.  The knock was repeated, this time a bit louder.

"Go away," Yuri yelled back as he contemplated the tin cup he still held. "You don't owe me anything.  I forgive the debt."

"Open the door Yuri," Karissa called more loudly. She wasn't taking the hint.  Another round of knocking began.  Yuri was going to have Garg's bloody skin for a rung.  Where was the man?

He poured and downed his fifth cup before hurling the tin cup into the wall as hard as he could.  Yuri stalked over to the door a bit unsteadily, which was hardly surprising given how many shots of brandy he'd had in the last few minutes.  Yanking the door open he glared at Karissa, who was standing in exactly the same spot.

"Listen, I know we made a bargain," Yuri explained through gritted teeth with as much patience as he could muster.  The headache wasn't making that easy. "You saw what I am.  We're oil and water.  You shouldn't be associating with me, and even if that wasn't true I have no desire to see you."

"I brought your portrait," she held it up with a smile like the sun breaking through clouds.  Yuri took it from her and tossed it on the pile of clothing in the corner.

"Great.  Thanks," Yuri gave her as polite a bow as he could manage given how inebriated he was.  Which couldn't have been that much or he'd not be thinking of words like inebriated.

"Can I come in?" Karissa asked, smile never slipping. "Please?"

"Fine," he growled. "But make it quick."  Yuri flopped into one of the chairs at the little table on the far side of the room.  He was surprised when Karissa strode boldly across the room and planted both hands on the side of his head.

"Hold still a moment," Yuri's mouth opened to reply, but closed just as quickly.  Something like ice flowed through his entire body, and when it passed the pain in his head was gone as if it had never been.  He blinked rapidly as Karissa lowered her hands.

"Thank you," Yuri mumbled in something close to awe.  The woman had healed him.  Yuri had never seen anything like it, and hadn't even known it was possible.  He wondered if he could do something similar.  

"It's the least I can do," Karissa grabbed the second chair and pulled it next to him before sitting. "I'm sorry for my brother's behavior.  He's spent too many years in the Wyld Hunt, and has the manners of a pig besides."

"Speaking of which, the Wyld Hunt can come for me at any time." Yuri replied.  He was doing his level best to avoid staring, but that dress looked even better than the one he'd bought for Katrina. "Hells, you should be calling it yourself, not talking to me and bringing me gifts." Yuri's eyes flickered to the scroll tube.

"I thought you'd be happy to see me," Karissa bit her lip, suddenly looking younger and a great deal less sure of herself. "Aren't you?"

Yuri's gaze roamed her in spite of himself.  Ahlat's bloody blade she was gorgeous.  

"I'm pleased to see you.  Maybe more than pleased," he allowed.  It was true whether he wanted to admit it or not. "But its not proper, Karissa.  You're a noblewoman.  A Dynast.  The last thing you should be seen with is a grubby smuggler, much less an Anathema."

"If your sister is nobly born aren't you a noble too?" Karissa's eyebrows drew together in what Yuri took for curiosity.

"Technically that's true, but you know what I meant.  I hardly live the life of a noble, and anyone I tried telling that to would laugh," Yuri snorted.

"Maybe.  So you mentioned taking up smuggling?" Karissa asked. She scooted her chair a bit closer to Yuri's. "What happened to piracy?  I thought membership with the Lintha was for life?"

"It is," Yuri rose from the chair and picked up the scroll tube from its place in the corner.  Since Karissa had healed him his mood had improved.  "Joining was never my idea and now that I'm an Anathema I'm strong enough to go my own way.  I figured I'd try a little honest trading.  Well mostly honest anyway."

"I'm sure you'll be great at it," Karissa beamed.  She didn't seem phased in the least that he was an Anathema.  She was also a good deal more friendly than she'd been last time.  Something about that struck Yuri as wrong, but five cups of brandy allayed his reservations. "Aren't you going to look at it?" She nodded at the tube, and Yuri cracked the seal.  

Carefully removing the canvas he unrolled it on the table.  The artistry was amazing.  Karissa had been captured so perfectly that Yuri wasn't sure which was the picture, and which the real woman.  Of course the brandy may have something to do with that.  Still, the portrait was amazing.  It showed Karissa sprawled across a plush couch, naked as the day she was born.  What she did wear was a mischievous smile bold enough to make a man say yes no matter his intentions.

Yuri broke into a grin for the first time in days.  It was perfect, "Thank you Karissa.  It's amazing.  I'm sorry if I was gruff earlier.  Being him in the head with a skillet has that effect on a man."

"It's alright," Karissa raised a tentative hand to touch Yuri's cheek.  Her fingers were cool and soft as they brushed him.  She glanced down at her right hand before continuing.  Yuri thought he spotted an ink smudge. "Would you like to see, uh, see the real thing?" It came out rather stilted and she kept glancing at her hand.  Karissa's cheeks flushed.

"Are you offering to take off that dress?" Yuri's mouth hung open.  Was this even the same woman he'd met before? 

She scanned her hand again, as if reading.  Yuri's eyebrows knitted in consternation and he seized Karissa's wrist.  Turning her hand over Yuri gaped at what he saw.  Nearly a paragraph had been written on her wrist and on the palm of her hand.  She snatched her hand back before he could read the words.

"I, uh…" Karissa stuttered.  She was blushing even more furiously. "I’m really mangling this aren't I?"  Something clicked in Yuri's head and suddenly he understood.

"You're trying to seduce me, aren't you?  Why?  Is it to get the portrait back?  Because if it is you can forget about it," Yuri turned to the portrait with a grin. "I'm never letting this go.  Ever."

Karissa looked relieved for some reason, but she kept her hand hidden. "I was hoping to get the portrait back, yes.  I thought if I wore a dress like this that you'd want me."  She bit her lip. "You said you did.  Before, back on the Empress' Pride."

"Karissa," Yuri took one of her hands in both of his, and gazed directly into those emerald pools. "Any man would be a fool to turn you away.  Normally, I'd lock the door and not let you out for three of four days.  But I came to Chiaroscuro for a reason.  I have some…unpleasant business to tend to.  I can't afford distractions, and in that dress you are very distracting." 

Yuri couldn't help but eye her appraisingly.  She was entirely too distracting.  For some reason she beamed with pleasure at his words.  He'd more expected a slap than a smile.

"How long is this business likely to take?" she asked, smile battling her gaze to see which could be more mischievous. "I'm in town for a while.  When you finish your business maybe I could see about distracting you for a few days?"  She twined her hands around his neck and gazed up at him.  Yuri felt helpless.

"It, uh, shouldn't take long," he licked his lips and tried to focus on anything besides those eyes. "A few days maybe."

"Alright," Karissa purred. "I have a dinner party tomorrow night.  Garod and I are meeting with a representative of the Tri-Khan.  Perhaps after that?  Maybe you can show me around Chiaroscuro?"

"I think I'd like that," Yuri smiled down at her.  "Will you be staying with my sister?" 

"We are.  Anora seemed very upset when you left," Karissa bit her lip. "If you come back I think that would make her happy.  Are you sure you won't reconsider?  There's no reason you have to stay here, and I promise I won't be too distracting." Karissa's eyes pulled him in like twin whirlpools.

"I'll think about it," he murmured.  She leaned up and her lips brushed his.  They were softer than any silk, and Yuri felt desire crash over him like a wave in a storm.  He pulled her into a kiss, losing himself in Karissa for long moments before reluctantly releasing her.

"Please come," Karissa said.  She seemed a bit breathless from the kiss. "I'd love to spend more time with you."  She took his hand and smiled up at him. 

"Maybe tomorrow," he grinned back. "I'll take care of my business as quickly as possible.  Thank you for coming Karissa.  And thank you for the portrait."

"Think of me when you look at it," She grinned back as she sauntered to the door. "I'll be waiting…"
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Southern Ocean
Ivari couldn't decide which he hated more, the oppressive heat attempting to crush him or the glare rippling across the bay.  Chiaroscuro was bright, noisy and stank of fish.  At least the sun would set soon.  That might not stop the noise, but the ever vigilant heat might relax its guard.  

He waited impatiently as two crewmen maneuvered the gangplank into place.  They heaved it over the rail guiding it to narrow groves along the dock.  Once the bridge was locked in place Ivari shoved his way down the gangplank and onto the pier.  His brother followed a few paces behind.

"Ivari," Yemmon kept his voice low, though he needn't have bothered.  None of the fishermen or merchants crowding the pier paid them the slightest attention. "Our contact has invited Garod and his sister to dine tomorrow evening.  The bulk of their crew will remain on the ship under the command of its first mate, but the Dynasts are staying in the city at the home of a noble.  Some woman from the Nalah tribe."

"How long can he keep them occupied?" Ivari asked.  An old woman stumbled into his path and Ivari shoved her roughly. "I want to take his ship while this Garod is at dinner."

"Hours, my lord.  He'll be adding a sedative to their wine.  By the time we arrive they should be quite pliable," Yemmon's emphasis on the last word annoyed Ivari.  His brother's lust was written across his features.  Ivari often indulged his brother's vices, but only because they'd never gotten in the way.  

He turned to grab Yemmon roughly.  "Remember business before your little pleasures.  Understood?"

"Of course, brother," Yemmon's eyes dropped to the wooden planks, and the sickly sweet tang of fear filled the air.  Ivari hated that smell.

"Good, I'd hate to have to discipline you," Ivari growled. "Now, run through the plan again."

"Of course," Yemmon gave a little bow.   He took quick steps to avoid tripping over lavender robes. "We're to meet with Leanne to pick up your new weapons.  Once we have those we'll stop for dinner at the Hole in the Wall.  I know how you like their trout."

"The plan Yemmon.  I don't care what stops we're making along the way," Ivari's eyes narrowed and the fear stink deepened. "I need to know how we're going to take this ship and kill the Dragon-Blooded left to watch it."

"I'm sorry, I should have realized," Yemmon took a deep breath and collected himself. "We'll be hitting the vessel an hour after dark.  We'll take a pair of dinghies from the Voracious to scale the hull with our blades.  The first mate is a fire aspect, but the remaining crew are all mortal.  If you can tend to the Dragon-Blooded my demons will handle the rest."

"I can handle him.  This must be done quietly?" Ivari sighed.  He wanted to toy with his food, but drawing the eye of the Tri-Khan would complicate matters more than he liked.

"Regrettably, yes.  It's imperative we not be detected while taking the ship," Yemmon explained. "Afterwards we'll meet our contact.  He's ill equipped to collect our prey, even though they'll be drugged.  Expect at least some resistance when we take them from the inn."

"And you've bribed the watch in case they see us?"

"I have done what I can.  These Delzahn are savages and don't have the decency to stay bought," Yemmon sneered.  His hatred of the horse lords overpowered his fear.  For now at least.

"Then we'd best hope they don't interfere or I'll have to make a scene." Ivari rumbled.  Hopefully they would intervene so he could slaughter them all.  Ivari had always been violent, but since his transformation he wanted to smash and kill and maim for the joy of it.

The pair continued up the dock and onto a broad scarlet highway made from first age glass.  The crowd thinned, but only a bit.  As they continued Ivari wrinkled his nose in disgust.  The stink of sweat mingled with the other smells and nearly made his eyes water.

"Let's hope not," Yemmon shuddered. "Ah, there's Leanne's shop.  Do you want to wait out here or would you like to collect your new blades?"

Yemmon stopped in front of a squat adobe building perched like some ugly toad along the gravel thoroughfare.  Larger buildings of the same unrelieved brown rose on either side.  Its windows were shuttered against the heat, and none of the passersby seemed interested in the place.  Given what he was purchasing Ivari was surprised there wasn't more traffic.

"I'll accompany you.  I want to see these weapons," Ivari nodded at the door and Yemmon rushed over to open it.  He gritted his teeth.  His brother's servitude was beginning to grate.

Kill him then.

No, Ivari thought back.  He's useful.  I trust him.

He'll betray you.  His jealousy of your power will grow.

"That's my problem.  I'll deal with him if it becomes necessary.  Keep your thoughts to yourself," Ivari snarled.  His brother gave a worried look but said nothing.

Yemmon leaned forward to hold strings of multicolored beads so that Ivari could duck through.  The room on the other side was small, dim and smelled of earth.  Inside it was merely sweltering instead of unbearably hot, but that did little to improve Ivari's mood.  The only furnishings were a pair of rickety wooden chairs, and a low counter along the back wall. Behind the counter stood a matronly woman with silver hair pulled into a long braid.  She wore a quiet dignity and the light of intelligence lit her eyes.  

"Welcome to my shop, good sirs.  My name is Leanne.  How may I help you?  Seeking a love charm perhaps?  Or a cure of some kind?" the woman gave a warm smile, but Ivari didn't trust it.  The cabinet she stood behind was full of dried herbs and little pots filled with a variety of ointments.

"I've come for my blades, old woman," Ivari growled shoving his brother out of the way.  He stalked to the counter with murder in his eyes, but the old woman didn't so much as blink.

"Is that so?" she raised a delicate white eyebrow. "Who might you be?"

"Ivari of the Haquen sept," He hissed. "Don't trifle with me.  Have you my blades or not?"

"Ivari," his brother hissed urgently. "I don't think…"

"That's quite alright, Yemmon," Leanne rose gracefully.  She leaned both elbows on the counter and smiled up at Ivari. "Your brother lacks manners, but his coin is good.  As long as he's respectful for the rest of his visit I see no reason to embarrass him."

Be wary, she is not human.

"My apologies," Ivari choked out.  Apologizing wasn't in his nature, but when both the demon and Yemmon agreed on something he thought it wise to listen. "It's been a long trip and I forget myself."

"Think nothing of it," the woman's cheek dimpled as she smiled.  He longed to crack her face with his fist. "Your blades are ready.  Please wait here while I fetch them."

She straightened and walked through the curtain dividing the back room from the front.  Once the woman was gone Yemmon leaned forward to whisper, "She is a god, Ivari.  A powerful one."

"A god?  Yet she traffics with the Family?" Ivari was surprised.  Gods were capricious and usually viewed mortals as either possessions or unworthy of notice.  He'd never heard of one running a shop before, much less trafficking in illegal goods.

"She's one of a few sworn to the Reclamation," Yemmon explained.  The word triggered a torrent of conflicting emotions within Ivari, but he didn't know why.  What was the Reclamation and where had he heard that name?  It resonated within him, "Her master is Cecylene and always has been.  Leanne is not the god's real name, nor do most realize what she is."

"This Reclamation you speak of, brother.  What is it?" Ivari's eyes gleamed hungrily.

"When you journey to Malfeas it will be explained by those with a far better understanding than I," Yemmon eyed the curtains watching for Leanne's return. "But I can give you a short explanation.  Kimberry is imprisoned in Malfeas, as you know.  For her to escape creation must be made more hospitable.  That is the Reclamation.  We must change creation so that our mistress will be free once more."

"Yes," Ivari nodded slowly. "I understand.  Much was revealed to me during my change, but in fragments and images that made no sense.  The Reclamation, that was what Malfeas was trying to show me."

The pair fell silent as the curtains rippled aside to reveal Leanne.  She struggled under the weight of two curved blades sheathed in tooled leather.  The woman placed both carefully on the counter before her and gestured at Ivari to come closer, "You'll be wielding them so best come take a look."

Ivari stepped forward to get a better look.  Both hilts were made from green jade, though it was so dark as to nearly be called black.  It almost looked as if the metal had been stained somehow.  He could tell without measuring that both blades were exactly four feet long.  Each Daiklaive started narrow at the base of the blade, but flared out into a wide curve near the end.  They were similar to his old blades, though with better craftsmanship.

"How old are they?" he looked up to meet Leanne's gaze.  He didn't believe she'd made them.

"Old enough to see the coronation of the Scarlet Empress, but not so old that they remember much before that," she explained mildly.  "Go ahead and draw them.  Make sure you're happy before you give over payment.  All purchases are final."

"So you didn't craft them," Ivari picked up one of the blades and slid the jade alloyed steel from the sheath.  The soft rasp of metal on metal sent a shiver down his spine.  It reminded him of combat.  The blade was green jade like the hilt, but bore the same dark stain.  He'd never seen anything like it.

"I did not.  I procure items, I do not make them," she explained patiently. "However, I did treat the blade with Vitriol as Yemmon requested.  Are they satisfactory?"

Ivari gave an experimental slash and the blade hummed as it sliced the air.  It felt right in his hand, more so than any other weapon he'd possessed, "They are amazing.  You've outdone yourself, Leanne.  My apologies for my earlier behavior.  What is this Vitriol you mentioned?"

"Your brother can explain its origins, but suffice it to say that Vitriol is the blood of the Yozis.  Any artifact coated with it will be empowered by our masters," she may as well have been talking about the weather given how companionable her voice was. 

"Interesting.  What properties does it convey?"

<Lookup and explain properties>

"Thank you for your time, Leanne," Yemmon bowed low and glanced at Ivari expectantly.  Ivari gave her a cool nod before heading for the door.  The Daiklaives felt good buckled at his waist.  He'd felt naked ever since Yuri had stripped him of his previous weapons.  He wondered if the filth still had them.  Perhaps he'd have a chance to recover them.

"That was unwise, brother," Yemmon's mouth was compressed into an angry line, and the fear smell was all but gone.  Good, he'd not seen this side of his brother in too long. "Leanne is a powerful ally, and offending her is unwise.  She won't forget how you slighted her."

"I thought you said none stood higher among the servants than I," Ivari feigned ignorance.  He wanted to see Yemmon's fury.

"None stand higher in the eyes of the Yozis, that much is true.  But antagonizing our master's most powerful servants isn't going to win many friends.  I told you gods are capricious, and if she decides to hold a grudge she could make life difficult for us," Yemmon raged. "Doesn't that matter to you?  Ivari, you have it in you to bring the dawn of a new age, but not if every blade is turned against you.  We need allies."

"We have allies," Ivari growled back. "Grandfather Haquen is dead and power is shifting in the sept.  Before the rise of the next moon I mean to control his fleet."

"That won't help us here.  Our reach is long, but even we need to take care in Chiaroscuro," Yemmon's voice was acid. "Obviously your transformation hasn't done much to improve your intelligence."

"Are you calling me stupid?" Ivari's eyes narrowed.  He didn't mean to hurt his brother, but there was no reason to let him know that.  How far would Yemmon push?

"Yes," Yemmon stopped on the walk outside Leanne's shop. "Stupid and willful.  You're like a bloody child.  You've always been arrogant, but since the change you're reckless as well.  If you keep this up I promise you'll regret it."

Kill him the voice prompted.

"Are you threatening me, Yemmon?" Ivari's voice held a deadly softness.

"Ivari, you are threatening yourself.  You and I have always worked together, and you've always relied upon my wisdom," Yemmon used a more moderate tone.  The fear smell thickened, but not nearly so much as it had been before. "Do you wish to go your own way?  Perhaps its time for me to find my own path."

"So, you no longer need me is that it?" Rage surged through him in an implacable tide.  How dare he?

"Don't turn this back on me," Yemmon stabbed a finger at him. "You're the one who's stopped listening to my advice.  You treat me as I treat my demonic servants and I'll not have it.  We are equals, or we are done.  If you wish a battle over this I'm more than happy to give it.  You'll not find me easy meat, brother."

Kill him.  Do it now.

Ivari's rage gave way to laughter, "Ah Yemmon, this is what I missed.  Since my return you've acted the part of some frightened girl.  I'll not have it.  Remember yourself, my brother.  If you want to be treated as a partner then act it."

Yemmon's mouth clicked shut swallowing whatever comment had been on his tongue.  He blinked rapidly, "So this was a test?  Cruel, my brother.  I am impressed and pleased.  I'll get over my fear, but you must learn more restraint."

"I'll do my best," Ivari rumbled. "I've always struggled with that.  Its why you're so important.  I need you to govern that part of me."


"I'll be there as I always have, Ivari.  We're capable of great things now," Yemmon smiled grimly. "Great things.  Now, did you wish to see about dinner?"

"I've lost my taste for trout," Ivari's grin widened exposing razor sharp teeth. "Tonight I'll dine on the blood of the dragons.  Let's head back to the ship and prepare for our little ambush."

"Of course.  I've a few errands to run still.  I'll be back an hour after sunset," Yemmon explained.

"Don't be late," Ivari clapped his brother on the shoulder with one meaty hand.  Shoving his way down the crowded pathway he made his way to the pier.  It was just as crowded and smelled even worse.  Gods how he hated this city.
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Anora’s Manor, Chiaroscuro

Late afternoon sunlight slanted through the stained glass warming Karissa as she sat at the vanity in the room Anora had provided.  She counted out a precise hundred strokes as she brushed her scarlet locks until they shone.  She wore the clinging red gown she'd donned to see Yuri earlier and gave an absent smile as she glanced down at herself.  

Yuri's reaction had been everything she'd hoped for.  True, he'd not given in right away, but the widening of his eyes and the way he stared whenever he thought she wasn't looking told the tale of his affections.  If Karissa had an evening with the man she was positive he'd throw himself at her.  Well, mostly sure anyway.

Something had been different about him.  During their first meeting he'd had a carefree air and had been irreverent and flirtatious.  Now Yuri carried a burden that had been absent before.  If he wasn't exactly the perfect gentleman he was a far cry from scoundrel he'd been on that first day.  What had happened to change him?

Karissa supposed it could be his transformation into an Anathema.  That would stand the world on its head for anyone, and who knew what kind of effects it would have on a man?  Still, even if Yuri had become as prudish as an Immaculate Monk Karissa was going to worm her way into the man's bed.  That thought brought a flush to her cheeks, but also a hesitant smile.

A gentle knock startled her into standing and Karissa spun to face it as if girding herself for battle.  "Come in," she called softly.

The door slid open to admit Anora.  The woman was stunning as usual.  Her long, lustrous hair shone like a raven's sleek feathers and her smile was framed by ruby lips.    Anora wore a soft gown of flowing white silk that trailed in a wake behind her.

"May I come in?" Anora asked, eyes twinkling and cheek dimpling with a smile. 

"Of course," Karissa gestured towards one of the high backed chairs.  The dark wood had more gilt than she'd seen even in the Realm.  Karissa waited for Anora to seat herself before sinking into the neighboring chair. "How can I help you?"

"I wanted to ask about Yuri," the woman began hesitantly.  Karissa hardly knew Anora, but the weak beginning seemed uncharacteristic. "You went to visit him today, did you not?"

"I did," Karissa nodded.  She absently smoothed her gown to occupy her hands. "Why do you ask?"

"He's my brother," Anora's eyes flashed.  Karissa couldn't tell if the fierce light was protective or angry. "Was he well?" the woman continued in a softer tone.

"He seemed well enough.  I healed his headache and he was smiling when I left," Karissa beamed proudly.  The smile had been a result of her company, of that she was sure.

"Does he, I mean are the two of you…let me start over.  How well do you know Yuri?" Anora asked as she rested her chin in a cupped hand with the elbow propped on the arm of the chair.

"We met at sea," Karissa tried to hold back the flush, but the heat in her cheeks told her she'd failed. "He and I made a, well a sort of a wager I guess.  He won and I came to Chiaroscuro to see that he received his winnings."

"Did you agree to bed him?" Anora's eyes glittered like diamonds and Karissa couldn't tell if the disapproval was for her or for Yuri. "That's the only favor I could imagine him asking of a woman like you."

"I most certainly did not," Karissa shot back haughtily.  How dare the woman intimate that she'd give away her virtue in a wager?  "I agreed to have a portrait painted, and I wanted to deliver it."

"That's it?  Nothing more?" Anora pressed.  Her gaze was searching. "My brother is a handsome man.  You don't have any other designs?"  

"I wouldn't say designs," Karissa replied cautiously.  The woman was certainly forward with her questions. "Hopes maybe."

"Hopes?" Anora asked in a neutral tone. "You haven't fallen for him have you?"

"Of course not," Karissa replied in a rush.  The effect was ruined by the renewed heat in her cheeks. "I hardly know the man.  He's handsome and he was a nice smile.  But I'm hardly in love."

"Good," Anora gave a heavy sigh and reached out to take Karissa's hand in hers. "Because if you're going to get involved with him there are things you should know.  I don't want you to get your hopes up."

"What do you mean?" Karissa leaned forward to catch the woman's next words.

"Yuri is as easily held as the wind, Karissa.  He drifts from port to port bedding any woman who'll slow down long enough for him to speak," Anora snorted, though with a note of affection. "I've seen him break more hearts than I care to remember.  I don't know that there's a woman alive that can really lay claim to him.  Garod seems worried for you and I'd spare him any hurt I can.  I just want you to be careful."

"Thank you," Karissa said softly.  The woman's questions made more sense now.  On the one hand she was annoyed at Anora's prying, but it was hard to fault the woman for trying to spare Garod harm. "Anora, what’s he like?  I mean what sort of man is he?"

"Yuri?  I hardly know myself if you want the truth of it," Anora admitted.  She released Karissa's hand and leaned back in her chair. "He hasn't spent more than a few days in the city since he was twelve."

"What happened?" Karissa pressed.  Learning about Yuri's life fascinated her.

"Yuri and I share the same mother, but we have different fathers," Anora explained. "His father was a scoundrel of the worst sort, and married our mother after my father died.  The man had a penchant for gambling and fell in with the Lintha.  When he couldn't pay his debts they took Yuri and they killed our mother."

"Oh Anora," Karissa gasped in horror. "I'm so sorry.  I didn't mean to ask about such a painful topic."

"It's alright," Anora waved away Karissa's concern. "It was a long time ago and I barely remember the woman anyway."

"So the Lintha took Yuri?" Karissa asked.  The thought of a scared child drafted into service by the Lintha filled her with pity.

"They did," Anora sighed heavily. "Before he left he was soft spoken.  He liked poetry and writing.  Back then he wanted to be a playwright for the street plays in the city.  He was gone for three years before I saw him again, and when he came home he was a completely different person." Anora's expression shifted into anger. "They'd changed him.  He was harder and there was a wall about him.  Before I could always tell what he was thinking just by looking at him, but after he came home he was a stranger."

"That's horrible.  He was just a boy," Karissa was outraged.  It hardly seemed fair. 

"That didn't matter to the Lintha," Anora sneered and her hands became fists. "Every time he came home he was more different.  I knew he hated life among the Lintha, not that he ever told me.  Yuri never wanted to talk about life among them."

"I can't blame him.  It must have been horrible," Karissa frowned sympathetically.  No wonder the man was such a scoundrel.

A loud rapping sounded at the door and Kharkas' voice echoed through the thick wood, "My lady?  You have a visitor."

Anora rose with a grace Karissa wished she could match.  She glided across the room and opened the door to face the old man, "Who's come calling, Kharkas?"

"Your brother, milady," Kharkas gave a low bow. "What message shall I take him?"

"Tell him I'll be down presently and see him to the sitting room," Anora commanded with a wave.  Kharkas scampered away with surprising spryness for a man of his age.  When he was gone Anora turned back to her.

"Would you accompany me?"  Anora's eyes twinkled mischievously. "If you're there he'll be too busy goggling to remember to be angry about earlier."

"I'd love to," Karissa offered her arm with a smile, and Anora took it.  The two walked slowly down the stairs, turning the corner to enter the sitting room.

Yuri lounged on one of the plush couches dotting the sitting room.  Instead of his earlier garb he now wore dark green silks and a loose vest that gave a nice glimpse of his chest.  He was pleasantly well muscled and she considered what it might feel like to slide her fingers along that soft silk.  He became aware of them as they rounded the corner, and rose to give a graceful bow which he held for several heartbeats.

"Sister," he began as he straightened. "I came to apologize for my behavior earlier."

Anora gaped like he'd grown a third eye.  Given how roughly he'd been treated Karissa was just as shocked.  By the accounts she'd heard Anora should be apologizing to him not the other way around.  From the expression she wore the woman knew it too.

"I accept your apology," Anora glided to Yuri and planted a kiss on each cheek. "I am pleased to see you, little brother.  Accept the hospitality of my home." The whole thing smacked of some sort of custom, but Karissa had never seen the like.

"Karissa," Yuri's eyes lit up and his face broke into a broad grin. "You look amazing."

"Quit ogling the girl," Anora elbowed Yuri hard in the stomach and he gave a sour grunt. Yuri eyed his sister balefully, but Karissa stepped in smoothly before he could respond.

"Its quite alright," she purred as she ran a hand along Yuri's chest. "I rather like him ogling me."

"I certainly don't," Garod's voice came from behind and Karissa turned towards her brother.  He stood behind her in a white robe.  His normally handsome face was marred by a frown.

"Garod," Yuri sucked in a deep breath as if he was about to do something unpleasant. "Please excuse my earlier behavior.  I meant no disrespect and I apologize for attacking you in my sister's home."

"Apology accepted," Garod grunted without meeting Yuri's gaze.  It didn't sound very sincere, but at least it was a start.  Nor did it make much sense.  Daerian said Garod had attacked Yuri, not the other way around.

"I came to ask for the pleasure of Karissa's company this evening," Yuri gave a low bow to Garod. "As her father isn't in evidence I must ask you."

The shock on Garod's face was so comical that Karissa giggled.  He studied Yuri like some strange animal that might suddenly attack.  He glanced at Anora who shot him a warm smile, but it was long moments before he spoke.

"Alright, you may escort her for the evening, but I'll have your oath before you take her anywhere," Garod allowed.  He stepped closer and his voice held an unspoken threat. "You protect her life with your own.  You keep her from harm no matter the cost.  Agreed?"

"Of course," Yuri seemed almost insulted. "She'll come to no harm under my care.  Though, she can take care of herself." Yuri shot her a wink after the last.  Fortunately Garod didn't see.

"Then you have my permission.  Have her back before midnight," Garod ordered.  If she didn't know better Karissa would say the man was sulky.  He kept darting glances at Anora and she wondered what the woman had said to him.  Garod's manner towards Yuri had certainly shifted since their scuffle earlier that day.

"Where are you taking me?" Karissa asked as she slid her arm through Yuri's and gazed up at him through thick eyelashes.

"It’s a restaurant on a ship," Yuri smiled at her. "We'll be able to watch the sun set over dinner, and the bay gives a lovely view of the city."

Garod seemed on the verge of interrupting, but Anora shoved an elbow into his gut prompting a grunt similar to the one Yuri had given when Anora had done the same to him.

"Splendid," Karissa laughed. "Let's be away then.  I'll see you tonight, Garod.  Anora, I'd like to continue our talk at another time, if it pleases you."

"I'd like that," Anora smiled at Karissa.  She'd never had a sister, but if she had Karissa imagined that's how a sister would smile. "Perhaps we can have breakfast tomorrow."

"I'd like that," Karissa returned the smile as Yuri tugged her from the room.  The two threaded their way from the manor silently.  The door had clicked shut behind them before Yuri finally spoke.

"Can I ask you a question?" Yuri looked down at her and Karissa lost herself in twin brown pools before coming to with a start.

"Of course," Karissa answered, averting her gaze to keep him from seeing the slight flush in her cheeks.

"When we first met you seemed to hate me," Yuri began slowly as they walked up the street arm in arm. "Now I almost feel like I'm the one being chased.  If anything I expected you to hate me more." He lowered his voice. "Given that I've become an Anathema."

"I don't care what you are," Karissa answered fiercely. "Besides, I didn't hate you when we first met.  At the time we were enemies.  I had to fight you, but even then I thought you were handsome."

"Handsome?" Yuri gaped. "You'd have thought I'd asked you to kill children when I asked you to say it."

"It's hardly the sort of thing a woman likes to have asked of her," Karissa explained.  They rounded a corner and the harbor stretched out before them. "It's embarrassing admitting such things, especially given where we were."

"Let's make a deal," Yuri said with a grin. "For tonight you're not a dynast and I’m not an Anathema.  You're just a beautiful woman and I'm the handsome scoundrel trying to weasel his way into your bed."

Heat bloomed in Karissa at the sight of that smile.  She felt fluttery, though had anyone described her that way she'd have given them the rougher side of her tongue.  Dynasts didn't flutter.  They were calm and possessed.

"Alright," She agreed with a grin to rival Yuri's. "Though in case you're wondering, worming your way into my bed might prove easier than you'd think." Karissa looked away when she spoke.  Yuri stiffened in what she took for surprise, and she smiled into her hand.  She could be as forward as a dockside whore and not feel a whit of guilt.  V'neef had ordered her to seduce him after all.

"You seem a different woman," Yuri began after a few moments.  He led her out onto a long stone pier that jutted into the harbor.  A wide, flat bottomed boat waiting at the end.  It bore a sign proclaiming it the Wandering Woman. "Not that I'm complaining mind you.   A man likes to know there's a pot of gold waiting at the end of the night, if you take my meaning."

"If you'd like to skip dinner," Karissa purred.  Being so forward was more fun than she'd have expected. "We can head to your cabin.  I promise I'll show you something better than that portrait."

"You're not getting it back," Yuri broke in fiercely. 

"We'll see," Karissa laughed.  She leaned her head against his shoulder, glancing up through thick lashes. "So which would you prefer?  Dinner, or some time alone?"

Yuri's face was torn with indecision.  His gaze roamed her like a man dying of thirst might view an oasis, "Do you like to dance?"

"Dance?" Karissa blinked.  It was hardly the response she'd expected. "I've never really learned."

"Would you like to?" Yuri grinned.  He offered her a hand as they stepped on the gangplank.  Two black coated men gave low bows as they stepped onto the boat.

"Here?" Karissa didn't try to hide her surprise.  Dancing on a boat?  Then she heard the sound of fiddles drifting from below deck.

"You didn't think I was taking you to some snobby restaurant did you?" Yuri Chuckled.  He guided her onto the deck and the pair ducked through a narrow doorway.

"Well it is our first date.  A girl expects a man to put his best foot forward," Karissa smiled back. The room they'd entered wasn't at all what she'd envisioned.  

"Trust me," Yuri laughed as he darted forward to kiss her. "You'll enjoy this place."

Noise crashed over her in a wave.  Instead of the small intimate setting she'd expected there were long tables and benches packing the room.  One lantern hung from the ceiling, but it only partially drove back the shadows and it took Karissa a moment to adjust to the gloom.  Three fiddlers stood on a raised platform at one end of the room, and a wide gap between them and the benches served as a dance floor.

Dozens of people packed that floor, most wearing the plain cotton clothing of common laborers.  They were coated in sweat, but both men and women wore bright smiles.  Truth be told Karissa felt a bit overdressed for the place, but if people darted looks her way it was only the appreciative glances of men in the crowd.  They flicked gazes towards Yuri before deciding she wasn't worth the effort. 

"This is my kind of place," Yuri wrapped an arm around her.  Karissa found she enjoyed having it around her waist. He leaned closer to be heard over the music and laughter. "I'll show you how to dance.  After, I was thinking we could teach you a few drinking games and maybe play some dice."

"Dice?" Karissa gaped up at him.  In the Realm Dynasts played Gateway, not dice.  Dice were for commoners.

"That's right, dice.  If you don't enjoy it we can leave, but I'm thinking you'll be easy enough to corrupt," Yuri's laughter was like music and Karissa smiled up at him.  He looked so much like Professor Daggun.

"Alright, but we'd better get that alone time later," Karissa reached up and dragged him down into a kiss.  He seemed surprised, but his lips found hers eagerly.  She broke the kiss feeling a bit breathless.

"Consider that a promise," Yuri laughed as a pretty young woman in a black dress with a scandalously low neckline approached.  She had long blond hair done into a mass of curls that spilled down her shoulders and back.

"Milord, milady," the woman gave a low curtsey. "If you'll follow me we've found a spot for you."  The woman hurried off towards one of the smaller benches, and planted them at a spot at the end.  It was hardly intimate, but at least they could look at each other across the table even if they could barely hear over the din.

"Bring us a bottle of your best red," Yuri delivered a dazzling smile to the woman who'd seated them.  He pressed a silver coin into the woman's hand, and she gave Yuri an inviting smile.  

 Karissa couldn't see her own face, but she must have worn a frown because the woman jumped as if pinched when their gazes touched.  She darted worried looks at Karissa as she hurried off towards a door that must lead to the kitchen.  Yuri noticed neither the exchange nor the woman.

"I doubt the stuff here will be up to your standards," Yuri reached across the table and took Karissa's hand in one of his.  She liked the way that felt. "Being from V'neef you'd be horrified at some of the stuff I drink.  Still, the red they serve here is from the Hundred Kingdoms.  It's not bad."

"I'm sure its fine," Karissa allowed.  She admitted to being a bit of a snob when it came to wine, but it was hard not to be when your family had made its fortune selling the stuff.  She leaned forward and felt a smile bloom when Yuri's gaze dropped to her chest.  The dress was too scandalous to wear back on the Blessed Isle, but it was so much fun to watch Yuri's reaction to it.  Karissa was sure her grandmother would approve.  

"Ahh, there she is," Yuri asked as the waitress reappeared.  The woman kept darting looks at Yuri when she thought Karissa wasn't looking, but Yuri seemed oblivious.  The woman set a bottle and two tin cups on the table before them.  Yuri turned to the woman with a wide smile that sent a stab of jealousy through Karissa, "We'll want a second bottle after the first.  Oh, and see about a couple of plates of that braised trout I saw coming in."

"Straight away, milord," the woman gave Yuri a sultry smile that matched dark smoky eyes.  She dipped into a low curtsy all but exposing herself in that dress.  This time Yuri did look, though with a casual sort of interest.  As soon as the woman straightened his gaze shot back to Karissa which prompted a satisfied smile.  
"Here," Karissa poured both cups a little over half full and handed one to Yuri. "A toast.  To new beginnings." Their cups clinked together and Karissa sipped at the red liquid.  It wasn't half bad, though it was swill compared to what V'neef served at her table.  

Much to her surprised Yuri gulped down the wine and slammed the cup down on the table.  He refilled his cup and raised it, "Another toast.  To promises kept and to getting you alone and locking the door behind us."

Karissa clinked her cup against his with a chuckle, before downing the contents just like Yuri had.  Her eyes watered and a pleasant warmth spread through her.  Yuri mimicked her and refilled both of their glasses.  It wouldn't take too many more before Karissa was drunk, but for once she decided to indulge.

"So what brings you to Chiaroscuro?" Yuri leaned close to be heard over the din.  He really did have pretty eyes.

"I came with Garod," Karissa launched into the story she'd prepared. "He's been assigned to wipe out the Lintha in the area.  We're actually here because of you, in a way.  This is our attempt to make up for failing at capturing or killing Captain Haquen."

"Captain Haquen is dead," Yuri downed his cup and his expression soured.  That wasn't what widened Karissa's eyes, though.  The expression of every person in the room shifted at once.  Where before the room was full of laughter and song now the patrons wore sullen anger like a cloak.  The expression was a perfect mirror of Yuri's.

"You know what?" Yuri's expression lightened and he poured himself another cup of wine. "I'm not going to think about that.  I've got a pocket full of silver and a beautiful woman in front of me.  Nothing can ruin my mood."

Just like that every face broke into a grin.  Laughter filled the room again, only this time the people were even happier than before.  A chill worked its way down Karissa's spine despite the heat from the wine.  Had Yuri caused that sudden shift?  She had to know for sure.

"Yuri, do you want to dance?" Karissa eased her foot out of its slipper and ran it up Yuri's leg under the table.  His eyes widened and lust lit his gaze.  

Sure enough every last person in the room duplicated the expression.  Barmaids were seized by eager patrons, and kissed those patrons back with even more eagerness.  The whole place felt like a Cynis Orgy.  Yuri rose and offered her a hand.

Karissa stood unsteadily, mind still reeling from what she'd just seen.  Yuri had unconsciously manipulated the emotions of every person in the room.  She'd never seen anything like it, certainly not anything so subtle or so powerful.  If this was what he could do unconsciously what would the effect be like under his full control?

"I'd love to," Yuri slurred.  He'd finished nearly two thirds of the bottle by himself, and his cheeks were pleasantly flushed. "Follow me and I'll show you how."

Karissa leaned heavily on Yuri as he led her out onto the dance floor.  She'd attended a few dances at Dynastic parties, but had always felt awkward.  She envied Daerian for being so light on her feet.

"I'll lead.  Just watch what I do and try to mimic it," Yuri took both of her hands in hers as he began a series of slow steps.  

He made her repeat the steps twice until she said she was comfortable with it, and then the real dancing began.  Karissa mimicked the steps Yuri had taught her, but they came much faster to match the tempo of the music and she had a difficult time keeping up.  Her favorite part came when the men lifted the women into the air and spun them.  Karissa was more than a little dizzy by the time the dance was over, but she'd had a marvelous time.

"Can we do that again?" she asked as they stumbled back to their table.  She was out of breath from a mixture of laughter and the dance itself.

"As many times as you want," Yuri grinned.  He snapped his fingers and the blond woman hurried over.  The tinge of lust was gone from the room, though it lingered on the barmaid's face. "Could we have another bottle of that red please?"

She was about to point out that they still had wine left, but looking down at the bottle she realized it was empty.  So was her cup.  Had she really drank that much?  She certainly didn't feel drunk, though her face was really hot for some reason.  Karissa seized Yuri and tried to pull him to his feet, but instead fell laughing on his lap.

"I think I like this place.  Much better than one of the restaurants I would have chosen," Karissa giggled as she looked up at Yuri's dark eyes. She snuggled closer and leaned into his chest.  The hard muscles were made soft by the silk vest, and she could hear his heart beating through the fabric.

"I thought you'd approve," Yuri purred as he ran a finger down her cheek.  The gesture was more tender than she'd have expected and Karissa felt overwhelming passion for the man.  Glancing around the room she realized she wasn't the only one.  

Every female in the room was staring at Yuri, and most of the men too.  The latter wore angry frowns, and muttered under their breath while the former fluttered eyelashes in an attempt to get Yuri to look in their direction.  Yuri didn't seem to notice, because he was staring at Karissa.  If the room was feeling what he did was this how he felt when he looked at her?

The waitress hurried over and thumped the bottle of wine down hard on the table.  When Karissa glanced up at the woman she realized the barmaid was glaring daggers at her.  The woman gave a sniff and stalked off.  Yuri was oblivious as usual.  He poured them both a cup and held his up for another toast.

"To the Lady V'neef for giving us the most beautiful thing in the world," Yuri's gazed touched hers and seemed to give off sparks.  Heat rose in Karissa's face, "You."

Karissa downed her cup and dropped the tin back on the table where it fell on its side with a clatter.  Straddling Yuri she seized his hair and used it to drag his mouth down to hers.  She didn't care where they were.  Right now all she wanted was his hands on her, and he seemed happy to oblige.  

How long they sat there pawing at each other she wasn't sure, but when she finally came up breathless there were fewer people in the restaurant.  Suddenly realizing what she'd been doing she gave Yuri a weak smile and blushed furiously.  This was more brazen that she'd ever been, but by the dragons it was fun.  

"I'm worried," Yuri panted with a grin. "If you kiss like that I'm not going to have a prayer of keeping that portrait once you have me alone."

"Why Yuri," Karissa murmured as she peered up at him. "That almost sounded like a compliment."

"It was meant for one," Yuri shot back as he pulled her closer. "Not that your kissing is the best thing about you.  That laugh…" Yuri trailed off as if realizing what he was saying.  He blushed furiously, which was the first time Karissa had ever seen him do that.  He reached for his cup and busied himself gulping down its contents.

"That sounded like another compliment," Karissa purred.  She slipped out of his lap and tugged him back towards the dance floor.  It was less crowded now, but half adozen couples spun to a fast paced tune. 

"There's more where that came from," Yuri seized her around the waist and spun her around as they stepped onto the dance floor. The man was so light on his feet, but with so much wine in her Karissa stumbled more than danced.  Not that it made dancing any less fun.

Hours must have passed, because by the time they collapsed back onto the bench the moon was high in the sky and the place was all but deserted.  Karissa was going to feel the effects of so much wine in the morning, though of course being a Dragon-Blooded she'd simply use her magic to heal a hangover.

"You promised me some private time," Karissa smiled up at Yuri like a hunting cat. "Shall we head back to the Galeta?"
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The gangplank was still in place as Ivari thumped up its length onto the deck.  Only two crewmen were visible, both working with pitch and brush to caulk over recent cracks.  Neither looked up as he passed, but both shot glances out of the corner of an eye.  Since his transformation crewmen went out of their way to avoid his notice.  As far as Ivari was concerned that was a perk.

Walking to the aft rail he gazed across the harbor.  The sun sank slowly into the waves coloring the sky to match his mood.  Hundreds of ships rose and fell on the soft swells rippling through the harbor.  Some were even larger than the Voracious, though far more were smaller craft designed to hug the coast.  Deep ocean vessels were rare, though with so large a harbor even those were well represented.

Scanning the eastern side of the harbor Ivari found his target.  The Realm galleon loomed over the ships around it, and its flag fluttered arrogantly in the evening breeze.  It was a shame he had to burn it.  The vessel would make a fine addition to the fleet he had planned.  Still, a message had to be sent and burning the vessel was part of that message.  The Realm had to be taught that Chiaroscuro belonged to the Lintha.

"Captain," his first mate cleared his throat nervously behind him. "I've gathered the men Yemmon asked for.  We're ready to leave at your command."

He rounded on the man like a predator.  Uthis was a tall for a Lintha and Ivari only came to the man's shoulder.  The man's pale blue skin was crisscrossed with scars, though in the two years he'd served on the Voracious Uthis had never spoken of their origin.  He wore the hooked auhzian blade many Lintha favored, though he'd only risen to the sixth kur.  Ivari could have easily killed the man before his Exaltation, a fact that Uthis was painfully aware of.

"You've done fine work, Uthis.  We'll board the dinghies when Yemmon returns," Ivari explained. "In the meantime have the men sharpen their blades and await my orders."

"Aye sir, I'll see to it," Uthis gave a graceful bow and scurried off to relay the orders.  Ivari was left alone with his own thoughts.  He eyed the Realm vessel as the sun's last rays disappeared into the waves behind him.  There were only a few figures on deck, which made sense.  Ivari assumed most of the crew had debarked for shore leave.  That would make taking the vessel even easier, though it meant less killing.

"Ivari?" his brother called.  Ivari turned towards Yemmon, who wore a wicked smile. "I've returned.  Are your men ready to begin?"

"Uthis," Ivari barked.  Boots thumped on the stairs and the Lintha appeared a moment later, "Are the mean prepared?"

"Yes sir.  We just need to board the dinghies."

"Excellent.  Come get Yemmon and I when you're ready," Ivari ordered.  Uthis rushed below deck to shepherd his charges.  Moments later a ragged train of Linthan sailors emerged.  All looked dangerous with their auhzian blades and midnight clothing.  Every last one was a veteran of the nocturnal assaults the Lintha were famous for.  

Uthis hurled a rope ladder down the aft side of the ship.  Both dinghies had been lowered into the water, and the Lithan sailors filed down the ladder in short order.  Once the last disappeared over the rail Ivari followed.  Instead of bothering with the ladder he leapt nimbly over the rail landing lightly in the prow of one of the dinghies.

"All eyes on me," Ivari barked, though he needn't have bothered.  After his jump all eyes were already on him. "I hope you're ready to earn your pay.  Tonight we're in need of some knife work."

"I can't think of a finer evening than a little murder and a bit of plunder," One of the sailors quipped.  Nervous laughter echoes from several other sailors, but quickly faded to silence.

"There won't be much plunder.  The ship we're boarding is meant for passengers, not cargo.  The work we do is still important, make no mistake," Ivari paused to scan the faces of his men.  Every eye was focused on him. "The Realm has decided to end piracy within a thousand miles of this harbor.  How do you think we should respond?"

Cries of 'burn them' and 'kill the bloody bastards' rang from more than one throat.  Good, the men were already in the grip of bloodlust, "Then that's exactly what we'll do.  Keep your oars muffled.  Let's make our way to their ship and pay them a little visit."

The pair of dinghies shoved off from the Voracious.  It was late enough that most traffic had stopped for the evening, but not so late that anyone who looked would think they were up to mischief.  After all what fool would assault a ship under so many watchful eyes?

The trek took just under a half hour and the snatches of nervous conversation died as they approached their target.  The Realm galleon loomed large above them under the light of a mostly full moon.  It had been painted scarlet and blue in Realm fashion, and the paint was newly applied.  This was either a new ship or one newly refurbished.

"Sir," a deep voice called from the deck above.  Every Lintha froze. "There's a card game goin below deck.  Think you might like to join us?  Awfully lonely up here."

"Thank you Erek, but no.  I'd rather be alone with my thoughts," a gravelly voice echoed back.

"You're thinkin about her aren't you, sir?" the first voice laughed. "She's a cold fish.  You're better off looking for someone who can appreciate a warm blooded man."

"My thoughts are my own, crewman," the second voice hardened. "Enjoy your game."

Ivari waited for the footsteps to recede.  Gathering himself he leapt from the prow of the dingy to perch on the rail of the Realm vessel.  He wasn't surprised when several of his crew gasped at the feat.  He'd leapt nearly twenty feet effortlessly.  This new body was amazing.

 Ivari's perch was on the center rail between the fore and stern castles near the main mast.  Scanning the deck he spied only one figure and the man had his back turned.  Perfect.  Ivari slid both Daiklaives from their sheathes.  The rasp of metal on metal drew the figure's attention, and he spun to face the intruder.

"Hello," Ivari gave a wicked grin. "Fine ship you have here.  Care to show me around?"

"Lintha," the man hissed as he stepped into the light of the lantern affixed to the mast.  He wore a sculpted red jade breastplate with a golden sigil that matched his shock of blond hair.  The hilt of a Grand Daiklaive jutted over his right shoulder, and heavy muscles tensed as he assessed his opponent.  Ivari would guess his age at about thirty, though with Dragon-Blooded it was difficult to be sure. 

"So you recognize my kind.  You know why I'm here then?  If you run I might let you live," Ivari hopped from the rail to the deck.  He held both Daiklaives loosely letting the tips scrape the deck.

"I don't think so, pirate.  You'll find us more than prepared for your kind," the man leaned over his shoulder to shout into the hold. "To arms!  Pirates aboard."

"So you think you can handle us then?" Ivari raised an eyebrow smirking at his foe.  He took another step forward, but made no threatening gesture.

"We are the finest soldiers in the world, scum.  We're more than able to handle a few pirates," the flaxen haired Dragon-Blooded seized the hilt of his Daiklaive ripping eight feet of steel from its sheath and holding it in both hands. "I'm going to teach you just how large a mistake invading this ship was."

The man slid his feet apart and settled lightly on the balls of his feet.  Excellent, a blade master.  That should make this interesting, "I'm sure I'll enjoy the lesson.  I'm quite frightened.  Really."

The Dragon-Blooded snarled and a wave of heat washed over Ivari.  An angry red circle flared to life on his opponent's forehead, and licks of flame danced around the man.  Each breath sent little clouds of smoke curling skyward and his eyes became pools of flame.  The deck around his feet smoked as his anima singed the wood.  It was really very impressive.  Ivari yawned.

"Could you deliver this lesson quickly?  I'd like to get a good night's rest when I'm finished here," Ivari leaned on one of his Daiklaives letting the tip bite deeply into the deck.  He was totally relaxed and left himself open to attack.  The Dragon-Blooded's eyes narrowed as if he suspected a trap, but the man came on anyway.

Ivari's suspicions that the man was a blade master were confirmed.  The fluid grace was unmistakable.  The man crossed the deck like a firestorm, his blade whirling so quickly it hummed in the evening air.  The heat the man put off was oppressive.

The Grand Daiklaive sung as it sliced an arc towards Ivari's neck.  At the last moment he yanked both blades from their resting place and brought them into an X over his chest.  They caught his opponent's larger Daiklaive between them holding it a scant few inches from his neck.

"Impressive.  I'm curious though, is Garod a better fighter?" Ivari stepped back casually as he allowed the heavy Daiklaive to complete its arc.  The Dragon-Blooded pulled his sword into a guard position and stepped back.  His features were locked in concentration and he ignored Ivari's question.  Maybe if he tried a different tactic? "Because I'm going to pay him a visit after I'm done with you.  Him and his sister."

That did it, the mention of the sister.  The man's features shifted into a mask of rage and he launched a vicious thrust.  Ivari batted the larger weapon aside easily then launched an attack of his own.  One Daiklaive whipped towards the man's eyes, while the other sought to pin his foot to the deck.  Much to his surprise the Dragon-Blooded grabbed the blade headed for his face in one hand, and smoothly blocked the downward thrust with his larger sword.

"Very good," Ivari praised the man. "I'll be sure to tell Karissa you died well."

"Don't you speak her name.  Not ever," the fire aspect hissed.  He maintained his grip on one of Ivari's weapons, and yanked hard in an attempt to wrest it from his grasp.  The Dragon-Blooded seemed surprised when the weapon didn't budge.


"A fair request.  I'll make sure neither I nor my men use her name when we rape her," Ivari let his dark essence flood him.  The rush was amazing and prompted a feral grin.  As the energy infused him his caste mark filled the night with its sickly green radiance.  His opponent's eyes widened revealing a new emotion.  Fear.

"Anathema," the Dragon-Blooded gasped.  He released his grip on Ivari's blade dancing back to gain room.

"Now you understand how hopeless your situation is," Ivari laughed.  His blades became spinning arcs of death whirling so quickly each was a blur.  Behind him his crew crested the rail.  The Realm marines were stirring, but it would take them time to emerge from below deck.

Ivari took the offensive with a vengeance.  He'd seen the best this Dragon-Blooded had to offer, and as strong as the man was he couldn't stand against a Green Sun Prince.  Picking up speed Ivari broke into a run jumping as he neared his opponent.  He planted one foot against the mast to gain momentum and swung the other in a vicious spin kick that caught his opponent in the face.  The man staggered back in a spray of blood as his nose broken at an odd angle.

Ivari blades were already moving when his feet touched the deck.  The Daiklaives blurred towards his foes' wrists from opposite sides.  The man was amazingly skilled managing to parry one attack, but the other slid past his defenses biting into the flesh above an enameled bracer.  The damage done by his Daiklaive was hideous, and his opponent's right hand hung uselessly trailing a stream of blood.

"Do you have a message for Karissa?" Ivari asked companionably.  He took a step back allowing his opponent to collect himself.  The man's chest heaved with exertion and his anima flared into a towering inferno that blackened the deck for yards around him.  

"I may not be able to stop you, but Garod will," the man growled.  Raising his blade in one hand he sprinted across the deck towards Ivari.  How noble.  The man saw his own death, but tried anyway.

Ivari waited while the man closed.  The Dragon-Blooded launched a wicked overhand slash that would no doubt have killed Ivari had it landed.  Dropping to his knees while the sword was still at its apex Ivari stabbed upwards with both weapons.  Each Daiklaive skittered along the jade breastplate until they found purchase, then cut through the armor piercing the Dragon-Blooded's lungs.  The strength went out of the man and his weapon clattered heavily to the deck.  

"If this was a story your last act would curse me," Ivari hissed as he pressed the weapons deeper into his opponent's body. "But this isn't a story.  Your death will be futile.  Your ship will burn.  Your captain will die, and his lovely sister will be ravaged by my crew."

The man's lips worked soundlessly as the light left his eyes.  Ivari smiled as the man’s body sagged to the deck.  He'd complete his disrespect of the man by dining on his corpse.  For now there was more killing to take attend to.
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Karissa set her goblet on the balcony's wide railing with a heavy sigh.  The view reminded her of Arjuf, but the first age breakwater overlooking the harbor put the lie to that fantasy.  She was as far away from home as she'd ever been, and had rarely missed it so much.

Tugging at the strapless gown for what felt like the hundredth time Karissa frowned.  The fact that the soft blue silk was gauzy enough to see through was bad enough, but it left her shoulders, neck and the top of her breasts exposed to the world.  It wasn't any more risqué than the dresses she'd worn to countless Dynastic parties, but it seemed inappropriate for an ambassadorial dinner.  Besides, she felt defenseless outside of her armor, and missed the blade normally belted at her side.

"Are you hiding out here?" Garod's voice came from behind and she turned to face him.  He looked dashing in his scarlet and emerald uniform, especially with his auburn hair combed into a wide ponytail.  He was unarmed, though he still managed to look dangerous.  She'd have to figure out how he did that.

"Just gathering my thoughts," She smiled up at him.  He'd fussed endlessly over every detail of tonight's dinner, and still worried something might go wrong. 

"We'll be sitting down for the next course in a few moments.  Join me?" Garod offered his arm and Karissa took it.  He led her back to the low table dominating the spacious chamber.  Piles of cushions had been arrayed on one side of the horseshoe table.  Guests lounged while talking in small groups, or puffing away on hookahs placed throughout the room.  Little streamers of smoke drifted upwards to pool near the high vaulted ceiling.

"They've already served more food than I've ever eaten in one sitting.  What else could they possibly stuff into us?" Karissa quipped as she settled gracefully onto a fluffy cushion.

"The last course is sweetmeats and other deserts.  Most of them are amazing," Garod explained settling onto his own cushion. "If you don't have room left I'd at least take a bite of each."

"Ah, my most honored guests.  Are you enjoying yourselves?" a friendly voice interrupted.  Karissa glanced up to see their host.  She forced a smile at the man.  Short, fat and sweaty Xendrak was one of the most powerful nobles in Chiaroscuro.  His ridiculous hat resembled a cream puff with a huge pink feather stuffed into one side, and his broad white robes reinforced the image of a pastry.  

"Immensely, Lord Xendrak," her brother saved her from having to speak.  Handy as whenever she looked at Xendrak she suppressed a gag reflex.  It made it difficult to speak to the man.

"Desert will be served shortly.  Have you tried the ferrabery wine?  I highly recommend it, especially if you try the chocolate," Xendrak beamed at Karissa.  A stunning woman with platinum hair done in ringlets and a scarlet gown cut scandalously low stepped forward to link arms with Xendrak. "Ah, my lovely wife.  Allow me to introduce you.  This is the Lady Katrina.  Katrina, this is Garod and Karissa of House V'neef."

"It's a pleasure to meet you," Katrina smiled warmly down at them, though the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.  Those twin orbs were like flecks of ice, weighing and measuring everything around them.  The frost around her seemed to melt when she looked at Xendrak, and Karissa blinked in surprise.  She'd have expected a political marriage, but the woman shone with affection for the smaller man.

"Ahh, Lord Norus." Xendrak beamed again as he waddled a few feet to greet the noble who'd approached.  Norus was a pudgy man little taller than Xendrak, but where Xendrak was earnest and friendly this Norus was oily and filled her with loathing. "Please, allow me to introduce you to our guests of honor.  This is the Lady Karissa and Lord Garod of the Blessed Isle."

"You are a vision of beauty," Norus settled on the cushion next to Karissa.  He leaned close enough for his garlic stink to wash over her as he refilled her goblet with the sweet wine.  With a force of will she kept her smile in place. "How do you like our fine city?  Not so beautiful as the imperial city I am thinking."

"It has its own charm, Lord Norus.  The glass towers are breathtaking, especially in the evening once they begin to shine," Karissa kept her voice light and as sincere as she could manage.  Why was it every time she went to a party the man with the worst breath was always seated next to her?
  
Yuri kept popping into her mind as she remembered some of the places he'd taken her yesterday.  It had been one of the finest days of her life, and the ending the most memorable part.  She longed to be set afire by his touch again.  Just thinking about him made her heart beat more quickly.

"Have you found rooms in the city?  Perhaps you'd consider staying with me in the Violet Spire?  Your needs would be tended to as befits your station," Lord Norus seized her hand in his pudgy grasp.  His hands were slick with sweat. "Its simply dreadful that such a flower might have to live in some dingy inn.  It hardly presents you a fair view of our city."

"Dynastic training includes many hardships, my lord," Karissa smiled sweetly as she yanked her hand back. "My grandmother would be most displeased if I took advantage of your kindness, besides I have the pleasure of staying with the Lady Anora.  Your generosity is most appreciated, however."

Lord Norus looked torn between anger at her refusal and pride at her flattery.  Ultimately flattery won out and he grinned like a buffoon, "A pity.  I was hoping we might be able to spend more time together."

"This wine is wonderful.  I've never tasted anything like it.  Where is it grown?" Garod broke in from Karissa's other side.

"Drink up, drink up," Lord Norus rubbed his hands together and gazed at Garod with what Karissa could only call eagerness.  Karissa's mouth tightened.  The wine he offered belonged to Lord Xendrak and the man had no right to offer it to others. "Its bottled in An-Teng.  The berries grow on a tree found in that area.  I'm sure Xendrak can have a case sent to your ship, if you like it."

"I'd very much appreciate that, Lord Xendrak.  If you sold this in the Realm I bet you'd net a tidy profit," Garod glanced up at Xendrak as he took a healthy swallow from his goblet.

"Do you really think so?" Xendrak looked like a surprised Rooster. "I'd never thought of that."

"No doubt you could Lord Xendrak, but the quantity is so limited I'm you'd deprive us of the pleasure," Norus explained with an obsequious smile. "If you will excuse me I've a matter to attend to.  Karissa, I won't leave you alone for long."

Norus heaved his bulk from the cushion and waddled towards the double doors towards the eastern end of the room.  Karissa heaved an audible sigh of relief as he disappeared from sight.  She leaned close to whisper to Garod, "Thank god desert is nearly here.  How can we leave afterwards without triggering a diplomatic scandal?"

"We'll have to mingle for at least another hour," Garod sighed.  He didn't seem any happier about the situation than she.  Her brother was interrupted as the double doors were thrown open with enough force to send them clanging into the wall.  Every eye in the room swiveled towards the commotion.

Two of the strangest men Karissa had ever seen stepped through the doors.  The first wore a bright red shirt and painfully green breeches.  A wide brimmed hat was perched atop his head at an angle, and his sickly blue skin identified him as a Lintha.  Belted at his waist were a pair of daiklaives and his hands rested easily on the hilts. 


Behind him stood a bald Lintha who looked like a scarecrow in his lavender robes.  Silver sigils she recognized as blasphemous prayers from some demonic text were scrawled in odd places across the robes.  This man was not just a sorcerer, but most likely a demonologist.

"Garod?" she asked nervously.  Neither man seemed like he belonged here, and she was more than a little alarmed.

"I don't know.  I feel funny," her brother’s voice slurred oddly and she realized her own head was swimming.  What was wrong with her?  It felt like everything was so far away.  Was she drunk?  That seemed unlikely as she'd only had two cups of wine.

"Good evening," the Lintha with the Daiklaives boomed as he crossed the chamber.  Nearly everyone able to stand did so, and most ran for the doors as if terrified. "My name is Ivari Haquen of the Lintha.  Please excuse my poor appearance."  He brushed absently at a dark stain on his chest.  It looked like blood.

"I am V'neef  Garod," her brother rose unsteadily to his feet.  "What brings the Lintha to the home of the most esteemed Lord Xendrak?"

"A business transaction," Ivari answered as he picked up a leg of mutton from one of the low tables.  Ripping a mouthful from the bone with sharp teeth he chewed quietly while awaiting a response.

Her brother's mouth tightened in anger, and Karissa couldn't blame him.  Lord Xendrak claimed he wanted to end piracy, but dealt with the Lintha in his own home?  She was more than a little angry herself.  The object of her ire waddled timidly through the doors to stand a few feet behind Ivari.  He dry washed his hands nervously, but avoided eye contact with everyone.

"A business transaction," Garod extended his hand triggering a charm she'd rarely seen him use.  A spear with a black haft and a head of fire appeared from nowhere, "What sort of business transaction?"

"He's delivering some merchandise to me," Ivari smiled revealing wickedly sharpened teeth.  Was he Wyld tainted?

"Merchandise?" Garod growled as his feet slid apart in a combat stance.

"Aye, merchandise.  I've bought and paid for two Dynasts from house V'neef.  You are one of them," Ivari gave a predatory grin. "Your sister was included too."

"You're assuming we'll come quietly?" Karissa shot to her feet.  Fury threatened to overwhelm reason.  They'd been sold out by that fat toad, Xendrak.  To think she'd actually liked him, too.

"Oh quite the contrary," Ivari shot back. "I'm hoping you'll resist."

"We'll resist and more," Lord Norus waddled forward with a short sword held before him. "You'll not take her, Lintha."  Wait, was the greasy toad trying to defend her?  Maybe she'd misjudged him.

When the man was within range Ivari gave a casual flick with a Daiklaive.  It sliced through Norus' wrist severing his hand and sending the short sword clattering to the marble tiles.  Before the man could so much as scream the Lintha rammed his other blade through the man's heart.  Norus sagged to the ground as the light left his eyes.

Everything happened at once.  Garod leapt over the table interposing himself between Karissa and the pirates.  The Linthan sorcerer barked a command and four Blood Apes materialized.  They moved quickly to block the balcony and doors.  Ivari flowed forward like a dancer drawing his blades as he moved.  No one seemed to notice Karissa.

She breathed deeply to calm herself then cast her Skin of Bronze spell.  Her essence flowed around her causing her entire body to tingle.  She'd nearly finished when the spell shattered into a thousand painful shards.  Blinking back tears Karissa looked up to find the Linthan sorcerer grinning at her.  The bastard had countered her spell.

Two Blood Apes sprinted toward Karissa spreading cracks across the marble floor with each heavy footfall.  She looked around wildly for a weapon, but beyond a table knife nothing presented itself.  That left her magic.  Bracing her arms before her chest Karissa harnessed her will hurling it at the closest ape.  The bonds holding it to creation shattered, and the beast was sent howling back to Malfeas.

The second ape was nearly upon her and reached down to seize her with a massive fist.  As its hairy fingers closed around her waist she concentrated a second time banishing this demon the same way she'd done the first.  It disappeared with a pop leaving her unharmed.

She whirled to face the sorcerer.  He'd closed his eyes and begun casting a spell of his own.  Karissa didn't recognize the words he chanted, but it was a safe bet that whatever he was trying to accomplish would be bad for her.  Harnessing her will a third time she looked for a weak point in his spell, and sliced at his weaving.  His spell came apart much as hers had sending him staggering back.

"Two can play at that game," she growled.  

"Yes, but only one of us can win," the Lintha shot back.  Crooking a finger he ordered the remaining pair of blood apes in her direction.  Her will came more quickly now, and she severed the ties holding both demons to the mortal plane.  Sagging to one knee she caught herself against the table.  A wave of dizziness passed over her.  It the background the sound of metal on metal echoed.  At least her brother was still fighting.

"Very impressive," the sorcerer laughed. "But how long can you keep it up?  You look tired, Karissa."

"Long enough to deal with you," she picked up a heavy platter and whipped it at the Linthan.  It caught him in the temple sending him stumbling back into one of the marble columns holding up the vaulted ceiling.

"You'll regret that, I promise you," the sorcerer hissed.

Karissa chanced a glance at her brother to find him in dire straights.  The Linthan swordsman rained a flurry of blows that Garod just barely avoided.  His forehead was beaded with sweat, and every ounce of concentration went to keeping his opponent at bay.  

"My brother is toying with him," the Linthan sorcerer held a hand to the bruise rapidly forming on his forehead. "Ivari can end this whenever he'd like."

Karissa feared the man was right.  Tears of frustration threatened to fall, but she steeled herself.  She wouldn't show weakness before these pirates.

"Karissa," her brother yelled desperately. "Run!"

"You fight like a three legged toothless dog," Ivari taunted her brother. "Clearly you are distracted by your sister's welfare.  The poison in the wine probably isn't helping either." The Linthan flipped into the air.  He landed less than three paces away from Karissa with a Daiklaive held at her neck. "Come quietly, and I'll let your sister live.  We'll give you tonight to rest, and I'll make sure you have proper armament tomorrow.  We'll finish our duel then."

"I accept your terms," Garod sighed heavily, obviously defeated.  He'd given up because of her, Karissa realized.  The spear in his hands winked out of existence and he didn't resist as nearly a dozen Lintha flooded the room.

"Excellent decision," Ivari lowered his blade. "You'll be cared for until tomorrow, and then we'll see who the better warrior is."  He turned to face the Linthan sorcerer, "Yemmon, have them brought to the Spire.  You can do whatever you like with the girl, but I want Garod unharmed.  If you're going to rape her use a gag.  I can't stand it when your toys keep me up with their weeping."

Yemmon looked at her with such lust that Karissa couldn't hold back the scream.
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Shock and horror battled across Daerian's features as she realized what was happening.  Nearly a dozen Lintha flooded into the feast hall, and at their head was a man she recognized.  He had a pair of Daiklaives belted at his side, and walked with the deadly grace of a hunting cat.  She'd never met Ivari, but she knew who he was from examining Yuri's fate. This was the pirate that had killed the barmaid.  He was reason Yuri had come to Chiaroscuro.  

Daerian watched as Karissa and Garod were overwhelmed by the invading Lintha.  She could have intervened, but without knowing their capabilities it seemed foolish.  If she helped they might kill or capture her, and there would be no one to warn Yuri.  She had to do that much at least.

Daerian slipped onto one of the balconies and let her servant's garb fall to the ground at her feet.  Underneath she wore form fitting black breeches and a shirt of the same cut.  Leaping off the balcony she executed a perfect swan dive into the bay below, barely eliciting a splash as she sank below the waves.


The water was cold, but not unpleasantly so.  Daerian broke the surface and swam towards the closest pier.  Pulling herself from the water she shook herself like a dog.  It didn't exactly dry her, but it was better than before.  

Hurrying along the nearly deserted wharf she wove across piers and jetties until she found Yuri's ship.  The Galeta was well lit with lanterns hanging from the rigging.  A group of sailors sat in a broad circle on the deck, and the clatter of dice carried over the low moan of the evening breeze.

"Garg," Karissa called as she rushed up the gangplank onto the deck. "Where's Yuri?"  The massive sailor rose from where he squatted among the sailors.  His stony face broke into a grin at the sight of her.  

"Daerian?" Garg rumbled in a voice like an avalanche.  He cradled a quarter full bottle of run in his right hand. "What are you doing here?" The former pirate was clearly infatuated and under normal circumstances she may have enjoyed it.  Right now she had work to do.

"I need Yuri's help," Daerian leaned against the mast while she caught her breath.  Water dripped in a pool underneath her.  Garg saw neither.  The man seemed more interested in the poorly disguised curves of her chest and waist under her tight fitting clothing. "Karissa is in trouble and he's the only one who can help."

"What happened?" Garg thundered.  He tossed the bottle to one of the other men and motioned for Daerian to follow back onto the pier.

"The Lintha came," Daerian explained with a touch of impatience. "They carried off Karissa, the red headed woman I brought yesterday.  The man leading them is an Anathema."

"An anathema?" Garg stumbled back in shock.  He clutched a hand around the hilt of his cutlass like a talisman. "What's the man's name?  I know many Lintha."

"He called himself Ivari.  I gather that's someone Yuri knows?" Daerian asked.  Garg's reaction was curious.  His mouth tightened into a thin line and blood drained from his face.

"Aye," the sailor replied softly. "Ivari is someone Yuri's sworn to kill.  That's the reason we came to the city, though you can't told him I let that slip.  He's come to avenge Ria by killing Ivari and his brother Yemmon.  The thing is, Yuri don't know that Ivari's like him.  An Anathema." Daerian could barely make out the last over the soft moan of the wind.

"Where is he Garg?  I have to find him," Daerian pressed.  Garg looked uncomfortable.

"If I tell you you're gonna take Yuri into the Violet Spire, aren't you?" Garg's brow knotted and his face grew stony.

"If that's where Karissa is being held," Daerian allowed. "Why do you ask?"

"Yuri's a good man, even if he is some sort of demon.  If Ivari is an Anathema too Yuri will be outnumbered and fighting the man on his own turf," Garg's expression was pained. "Ivari will gut him like a fish, and where will that leave the rest of us?"

"If I don't tell him Yuri will still go after Ivari," Daerian countered smoothly. "But if you tell me now at least he'll get there in time to save Karissa.  Yuri loves her, you know." The last wasn't true, but there was no reason Garg needed to know that.

Garg was silent for a long moment, "He loves her?"

"Yes Garg.  Yuri will fly into a rage if he finds out Karissa's been killed.  He needs to be cool headed if he's to have a chance against Ivari.  I have to reach him.   Please Garg," Daerian made her eyes as wide as possible as she stared up at the much taller sailor.  Garg's face softened.

"Of course," Garg responded gruffly. "I'll take you to him.  He's at his sister's house.  The Lady Anora."

"I know the place," Daerian spun and started off down the dock.  Much to her surprise Garg trailed after her.

"I'll keep an eye on your back.  City's a dangerous place at night," Garg prowled after her with his hand on sword hilt protectively.  Daerian didn't send him away, though she could look out for herself.
  

The pair hurried up the dock and threaded through nearly deserted alleys and streets until they arrived at Anora's manor.  The windows dotting the manor shone with lantern light, and the turnip shaped domes rose above like gigantic mushrooms.  

Opening the wrought iron gate she approached the door at fast walk.   Before she'd reached it the door slid open and Kharkas stepped out.  The man seemed to possess only a single outfit, a pair of plain white cotton breeches and a matching vest.  A carefully wound turban of the same cloth completed it.

"Mistress Daerian, your presence is most unexpected," the servant gave a low bow.  He glanced nervously behind him, and she heard the sound of raised voices.  Kharkas recovered smoothly, "If you'll give me a moment I will announce you."  

He gave a low bow and slipped back inside the manor.  Several long minutes passed, and Daerian shifted impatiently from foot to foot.  Garg stood nervously at her side, darting glances he no doubt thought subtle.  It was rather flattering, though the man's timing was bloody horrible.

About the time Daerian was about to knock again the door opened and Kharkas reappeared.  This time the glance he shot behind him carried a most un-servant like disapproval.  His face melted back into calm before he spoke, "The Lady will see you now." 

Kharkas stepped through the door with a bow and guided them down the hall to the sitting chamber.  Anora sat haughtily on a couch, eyes aflame and focused on her brother.  Yuri sat opposite her and his face may as well been stone, though his eyes glittered coldly.  Anora stood and turned to face them as they entered the room.

"Be welcome Daerian," Anora's smile seemed forced.  One hand clutched a goblet so tightly her knuckles were white. "Did Garod return with you?"

"No.  Nor will he," Daerian began.  She sank onto a couch without being asked. "The Lintha invaded the feast.  They were led by a man named Ivari."

Yuri stood slowly and all blood drained from his face, "What did you say?"

"The Lintha set a trap.  They took Karissa and Garod, but I think they're alive," Daerian explained.  Yuri's eyes blazed like twin infernos.

"Not that.  The name of the Lintha," a soft golden glow suffused Yuri's skin as he spoke.  

Something compelled Daerian to sink to her knees and tell him everything, down to her darkest secrets.  She knew he must be using some sort of charm, but had never heard of such a powerful compulsion before.  Fighting it took enormous effort, but she gritted her teeth and pushed back the essence trying to bend her will.

"Ivari," Daerian answered when she was sure her will was her own. "He brought another Lintha, a demonologist.  Ivari called the man his brother, but I didn't hear his name."

"Yemmon," Yuri snarled.  The glow around him intensified and his golden caste mark flared like an eye being opened. "They took Karissa?" His voice still held a commanding edge.

"They were taken to the Violet Spire," Daerian answered almost before she realized it. She hadn't meant to tell him where Karissa was being held.

"I'll kill him," Yuri thundered.  The light suffusing his skin deepened and suddenly he was cloaked in divine majesty.  Daerian prostrated herself before she even realized what she was doing.  A quick glance told her Anora had done the same.  Whatever charm or power Yuri had used terrified her.

"Yuri?" Anora's voice quivered in terror.

With a blink Yuri came back to himself and became aware of the effect he'd had on his sister.  The glow surrounding him winked out like a candle doused in water, and he sank to his knees.  The caste mark still glared accusingly, though.

"I'm sorry Anora," Yuri sighed.  He stretched out a comforting hand and placed it on his sister's shoulder. "Sometimes I don't know what comes over me.  It's like the worst rage you can imagine."

"Yuri," this time Anora's voice was stronger. "You have to get him back.  You will, won't you?"

"Garod?" Yuri asked.  He withdrew his hand and his face grew hard again. "I'll save him if I can.  Karissa too, though I worry what Yemmon will do to her if we don’t get there quickly.  But that's not why I'm going.  I swore a vow, and I'll see it through if it kills me.  Yemmon and Ivari are going to die." Frost tinged his voice.

"I'm going too," Anora announced in a tone that brooked no argument. "You aren't going so you can save Garod, and I won't leave him like some afterthought.  Someone has to go who has his best interests in mind."

"Alright," Yuri exhaled. A look of pain flashed across his face. "If you can save Karissa I'd be grateful.  I'll do for Ivari and Yemmon."

"Yuri, its not that simple." Daerian broke in.  Her heart was still in her throat from whatever the man had done to her earlier. "Ivari is an Anathema."

"What?" shock was etched on Yuri's features.  He rose to his feet as he stared down at Daerian.  His jaw worked as if he wanted to say something but couldn't find the words.

"He's like you, only stronger.  You are of the Eclipse caste and you kind is meant to serve as diplomats," Daerian explained.  She only had a limited understanding of the role Solar played, but it was probably more than Yuri knew. "Ivari is of the Dawn caste.  They are peerless warriors and generals.  In a straight fight I don't think you have a chance against him."

"I don't care what Ivari's become.  I'll find a way to kill him," Yuri shot back confidently. "Even if I can't it hardly matters.  All we have to do is get inside and find Karissa and Garod.  You two can help them escape and I'll deal with Ivari.  Even if I lose you can still get away."

"Yuri that's suicide," Anora gasped at the same time Daerian spoke.

"I can't go," she began.  Anora subsided so Daerian continued. "My superiors would never allow it."

"Alright," Yuri nodded at Daerian matter of factly.  She could have kissed the man for accepting her answer without pressing. "That means Anora and I will be going alone.  Our first problem is getting into the Spire itself.  Daerian, can you help with that much at least?"

"I'm not sure what I can do, but I'll help however I can," Daerian agreed without thinking.  It burned that she couldn't do more to help her best friend, but she'd do no one any good sitting in a holding cell in Yu-Shan for the next few years.  There was no way her superiors would sanction her being anywhere near whatever Ivari had become.

"Yuri," Anora stood and stalked across the room towards her brother.  Her eyebrows drew together like storm clouds as she closed. "Fighting this Ivari is suicide.  I won't let you do it.  There has to be another way to get them out of the tower."

"I'm sure there is, but I'm not going so I can rescue Garod.  I'm going there to kill Ivari," Yuri explained. His eyes tightened with fury and determination. "Do you remember me telling you about Ria?"

"The girl from Wavecrest?" Anora asked quietly.

"He raped her to death," Yuri snarled through gritted teeth. "Him and his whole crew.  They killed her to get to me.  She deserved better, and I'll not let that bastard draw breath for one second longer than I have to.  No price is too high."

Anora searched Yuri's gaze for long moments before answering, "I didn't know.  I'm sorry, Yuri.  I'd not expect any less of you.  Kill the bastard.  Make sure he dies in pain." 

"How do we get inside?" Yuri asked.  He looked from Daerian to Anora and then back again.

"The dinner took place at a merchant's manor.  I believe the man's name was Xendrak," Daerian offered.  Hopefully the knowledge would help.

 "Xendrak," Anora hissed. Her eyes tightened angrily. "That little weasel.  He's an odious little man with a penchant for smuggling, but he's never stooped to kidnapping.  Not that I've heard anyway."

"You know him?" Yuri asked.  He began pacing back and forth.  It reminded Daerian of a leopard she'd once seen in a zoo in the Imperial City.

"I know him," Anora's eyes glittered coldly. "I've done some work for the Tri-Khan.  He has me keep an eye on certain nobles to make sure they're not plotting treason.  I investigated Xendrak's manor, and while I found a few crimes the man was fairly simple.  He was more interested in getting a hand up my skirt than he was in causing trouble."

"Does he know you well enough to let you in unannounced?" Yuri stopped pacing long enough to face Anora.

"If I come at night he'll assume I'm looking for a tryst," Anora shivered with distaste. "I'm sure he'll want to see me."

"Let's go then," the blaze in Yuri's eyes roared and it seemed every muscle in the man's body tensed.  He didn't wait for an answer before stalking towards the door.

"I'll wait here," Daerian offered. "In case anyone brings word we can use."

"That's a good idea," Anora agreed as she rose to her feet.  She grabbed a cloak from a coat stand near the hallway and followed Yuri towards the door.

Daerian had to get word to Rhys.  She had no idea how she was going to stop Yuri from going to his own death at Ivari's hands.
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Stepping into the cool evening air did nothing for the rage threatening to overwhelm Yuri.  He stalked forward hands clenching and unclenching as he imagined them around Ivari's neck.  The rainbow towers shone above and he spun until he found the only violet one.  It loomed above him a few miles to the southeast.  Was Ivari in that tower right now?

"Yuri?" Anora tugged at his vest and Yuri turned to face her with a start.  Something in his face made her cringe, though he had no idea what.

"Where does Xendrak live?" Yuri hissed.  He remembered dining with the man the last time he'd been in Chiaroscuro, though he doubted Xendrak would recall.

"In the old city near the base of one of the towers," Anora answered quietly.  She looked worried. "I'll take us there."

They wove through a number of broad streets paved with cobbles before reaching a stretch of First Age glass.  That part of the road had been intact since the first age, though Yuri didn't even notice the shimmering vermillion as he stalked across it.  The streets were nearly empty this time of night, though the occasional cutpurse eyed them from the mouth of an alley.  One look at Yuri's face was enough to send them back into the shadows.
"There it is," Anora pointed down the street.  Ahead lay a manor nearly twice the size of his sister's.  It was topped with the same turnip shaped towers, though these were higher and more elaborate.  A ten foot wall encircled the grounds, capped with a wrought iron gate at the front.

The gate was closed and there was no sign of any guards, nor was there any bell or other means of informing those within that they had guests.  Yuri didn't care.  He drew one of the essence cannons from his belt and squeezed off a single shot at the large iron lock holding the gates closed.  It melted into slag and swung open with so much force the gates bounced against the inner wall.

"Was that really necessary?" Anora winced.

"I'm not in the mood to wait," Yuri shot back icily.  

He stalked up a path that wound through a number of marble sculptures.  Most were fanciful creatures that lived only in their creator's imaginations, or so Yuri assumed.  He rushed past them without a second glance, eyes fixed on the front door.  When he reached it Yuri grabbed a thick purple tassel and yanked.  A large bronze bell gave a single peal before subsiding into faint echoes.

A peephole on the broad wooden door slid open after several seconds.  As it closed a bolt was thrown back, and the door creaked open to reveal a mousey looking woman of perhaps forty.  Her graying hair was pulled back into a simple bun and she wore a plain white dress.  The woman sized them up seeming not to like what she saw.

"State your business," she demanded primly.

Anora glided forward with a smile, "Please tell Lord Xendrak that Anora of the Nalah tribe has come to call on him."

"I'll inform him," the woman's tone said she didn't approve. She closed the door and the pair were left to wait.  What felt like hours passed before the door slid open once more.  The same woman poked her head out.

"Lord Xendrak has retired and isn't seeing visitors," the woman's gaze suggested that was for the best.  She clearly disliked Anora.

"Oh he's not, is he?" Yuri growled.  He planted a booted foot against the door and shoved with all his might.   The door flung inward revealing a long marble hallway.  The woman fell back and clutched her hands to her chest.

"Guards," she screeched.  Hiking up her skirts she ran into the house as fast as her bony frame could carry her.  Yuri turned to Anora with a smile.

"See, you just have to be polite.  Maybe I am cut out for this diplomat thing," Yuri grinned impudently and she glared back.  He definitely felt better now that he was doing something. 

Four red coated men with scimitars cradled loosely in calloused hands came rushing around the corner.  They fanned out into a line to keep them from moving further into the manor.  The eldest had three blue slashes on each shoulder, and stepped forward calmly.

"Lay down your weapons and you'll not be harmed," he demanded with a voice used to carrying authority.

"Lay down yours and fetch Xendrak, or I'll pull this place down around your ears," Yuri answered coldly.  He stepped in front of Anora protectively and drew both essence cannons.  None of the men reacted, which made sense as they couldn't see the weapons.

"I don't know who you are, but you made a mistake coming here," the elder man flowed forward with surprising grace.  If he wasn't a blade master he was close enough that it made no difference.  Unfortunately for him he was also mortal.

Yuri casually raised a pistol and shot the base of the blade.  It glowed white hot before shattering into metal shards.  The force of the explosion carried the man into the wall and he fell to the ground coughing.  Spots of crimson spread across his coat, but none of the wounds looked fatal.  Even if they were he didn't care.

"Who's next?" Yuri growled.  He took another step forward, but none of the three remaining soldiers were in a hurry to approach. "No one?  Good, then take me to Xendrak."

"That won't be necessary," an angry voice drifted down the staircase behind the soldiers.  A short man nearly as wide as he was tall waddled down the steps.  Yuri recognized him immediately as Xendrak.  He closed to perhaps a dozen feet before his eyes alighted on Anora, "I don't know why you've forced your way into my home, Anora, but I am not pleased.  I have fond memories of our time together, but I'm a married man now.  I've no interest in flip skirts," he gave a wave of casual dismissal in Anora's direction.

"Flip skirt?" Anora's face twisted into a mask of rage. "Did you just call me a bloody flip skirt, you monstrous little toad?"  She started to rush towards the tiny man, but Yuri put a hand on her shoulder when she rushed by.  Anora stopped and gathered her composure before speaking again.

"I've come to ask after a matter of grave importance," she began in a smoother tone. "Earlier tonight you hosted a dinner.  Two of your guests were taken from that dinner against their will.  Where are they and how can we reach them?"

Shock registered on the man's face.  He blinked rapidly as he regained his composure, "I don't know what you're talking about."

"I will only ask one more time," Anora's voice was dangerously quiet. "If I don't hear an answer that satisfies me it will be my brother's turn to ask.  He won't be as gentle as I have been."

Xendrak's eyes finally shifted to Yuri.  He studied the essence cannons for a long while before his eyes made it to Yuri's face.  When they did he blinked rapidly a few times before his face split into a wide grin.

"Yuri my friend.  If I'd have known it was you I'd have had a banquet prepared," He waddled down the stairs more quickly than Yuri would have guessed possible.  When the man reached him he seized Yuri in a hug, and leaned up to kiss him on both cheeks. "Be welcome in my home, Yuri."

Taking in the soldier leaning heavily against one wall Xendrak sniffed with distaste.  His wrist flicked in a simple gesture and all four soldiers hurried deeper up the hallway until they were out of sight.  The last was clearly limping, but at least the man hadn't been too badly harmed.

"What brings you to Chiaroscuro?  Can I get you a drink?  Please, sit, sit," the man got out all in a rush.  He seized Yuri's hand and dragged him up the hallway to a sitting room that could have contained Anora's entire manor.  His sister eyed him askance, but Yuri simply smiled back before turning his attention to Xendrak.

"I've come to kill a man.  He killed the woman I love," Yuri told him truthfully.

"How horrible," Xendrak's eyebrows crawled together like white caterpillars. "I will aid you in any way that I can.  Who is this man?"

"His name is Ivari of the Lintha," Yuri replied.  Xendrak began to sweat and fidgeted nervously.

"Yuri, I'm a man of my word," Xendrak began as he waddled towards a ring of cushions set around a hookah near the center of the massive room. "But Ivari is- well he's an Anathema.  If he's killed your lady you have my sympathy, but if you pursue him you'll only die yourself.  Are you sure there's no other way?"

"None," Yuri replied simply.  He sank into a cross-legged position atop one of the cushions as Anora did the same.  Xendrak sat on the far side of the circle. "It's a matter of honor.  It may cost me my life, but I have to reach Ivari in the Violet Spire."

"Bad business, that," Xendrak sighed.  He fell silent as a whisk, whisk echoed up a hallway on the far side of the room.  A stunning woman wearing a clinging robe of green silk glided into the room with a beatific smile across her face.  Yuri recognized her.  It was Katrina.

"Lady Katrina," Yuri rose and executed a perfect bow as she approached.  Anora studied him like he'd grown a third eye, but she held her tongue. "It's a pleasure to see you again."

When she was close enough Katrina offered him a hand and Yuri brushed his lips against it.  Katrina sank onto a cushion next to Xendrak and slid a possessive arm through his.  She smiled warmly at Yuri but remained silent.

"Ah my lady wife," Xendrak patted her knee affectionately.  "I have to thank you again for introducing us Yuri.  That was one of the happiest days of my life, but every day since has been even better." Xendrak smiled up at Katrina, and she shot a similar one back.  The two appeared to be in love.

"Lord Xendrak, are you willing to help me gain entry to the Spire?" Yuri asked.  Xendrak's gaze darted back to Yuri.

"Of course, my boy.  You brought me the greatest treasure in the world.  Anything I have is yours for the asking," Xendrak turned back to Katrina with a smile, and to Yuri's surprise the woman actually blushed.

"Yuri," Katrina asked quietly. "Why do you need access to the spire?"

"Ria is dead," Yuri said flatly.  He reached into his vest and pulled out the silver hairpin on its leather thong.  Dried blood still coated nearly half of it. "I'm here to kill the man who did it."

"No," Katrina gasped as she pulled up a hand to cover her mouth. "Oh Yuri, I'm so sorry.  You poor man.  Did you-did she read the letter before…" Katrina trailed off.

"She read it," Yuri nodded. "I think she forgave you, Katrina.  Getting the hairpin made her happier than I've ever seen her." Katrina responded with a quiet nod.

"Yuri," Anora broke in quietly.  Her face was passive but Yuri knew her well enough to see the storm bubbling under the surface. "How do you know Lord Xendrak?"

"I can answer that," Xendrak beamed.  He straightened in his seat and glanced at his wife before continuing. "Yuri came to Chiaroscuro to sell a cargo of pearls and I agreed to buy them.  When he came to conduct the deal he brought Katrina, and we knew at first sight that we were meant for each other."

"We were married last month," Katrina added as she took her husband's hand in her own.

"Congratulations," Yuri smiled and found that he meant it.  He was glad Katrina had found happiness, and he thought Ria might have been as well. "I wish I could have been there for the happy day."

"Your presence would have been a kingly gift, my friend," Xendrak beamed. "But enough of me.  You have come asking a favor, and I would see that favor done.  I can get you into the tower.  I can send you as an emissary to speak with Ivari.  That should get you inside, though regrettably you'd be on your own after that point."

"You'd have my eternal thanks, Xendrak.  If you can get my sister and I that far I can take care of the rest," Yuri patted his essence cannons confidently.  He wasn't sure how confident he actually felt, but there was no reason to let them know that.

"Of course, of course," Xendrak waved magnanimously.  "I'll have the missive drafted immediately.  You can deliver it at your leisure.  Corus, bring me parchment and ink. Corus!" Within moments a servile old man hobbled into the room.  Cradled in his hands were a stack of parchment, a stylus and an inkwell.  Given how fast he'd responded Yuri wondered if the man carried them on his person.

The servant handed his bundle to Xendrak with a low bow.  The Lord set a piece of parchment in front of him, and dipped the stylus in the inkwell.  He added several brief sentences before folding the parchment three times.  Reaching into his belt he withdrew a signet then dribbled wax from a nearby candle across the letter before pressing his seal against it.

"There," he handed the letter to Yuri. "I've done what I can.  Now the gods must watch over you.  Take care my friend, Ivari is no easy meat."

"I know," Yuri sighed. "But somehow I'll find a way to kill him."
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The Violet Spire sparkled in the morning light, though the gaping holes and skeletal superstructure marred the view.  Below the spire squat adobe buildings sat like children at the feet of their more majestic parent.  Between the lesser buildings hundreds of people went about their business.

Shopkeepers hawked their wares, most selling fish or cool tea to help with the day's heat.  Patrons glided slowly between stalls as they hid themselves under bright parasols.  Most seemed happy and carefree though Yuri spotted more than one cutpurse working the crowd.  Their nervous glances and jittery walk gave them away, though he doubted most could pick them out so easily.

Each step carried Yuri closer to the tower's base and his mouth tightened grimly as he embraced the task ahead.  Odds were good he'd never leave that tower, but he had to try.  He'd sworn a vow and nothing would stop him from keeping it.

At his side Anora's expression was twin to his own.  Both wore grim determination like armor as they moved inexorably closer.  Long minutes passed as they threaded through the crowd, and at long last they stood at the tower's base.  Up close it was far larger than Yuri had expected, and the base was a hundred feet across if it was an inch.

Taking Anora's hand he strode boldly up the wide glass steps leading to a pair of double doors.  In front of those doors stood a pair of Lintha, each with an auhzian blade buckled at his side.  Neither seemed to recognize Yuri, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he approached.  

"How much do you want for the woman?" one of the Lintha asked.  Yuri struggled to keep his bawled fist from smashing the man's too wide nose.

"She's not for sale," he replied coldly.  Keeping a hand on his hilt he handed Xendrak's missive to the Lintha, "My master has sent a message to Lord Ivari.  I am to see it delivered.  Personally."

The Lintha frowned at Yuri for a moment before turning his attention to the note.  He inspected the seal at length before handing the letter back.

"Take the elevator to the eighty second floor," the Lintha ordered gruffly.  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards the doors.

Yuri nodded his thanks and tugged Anora forward.  The doors slid open with a soft hiss at his approach, and Yuri's eyes widened as he stepped inside.  As a gutter rat he'd never been allowed into one of the first age towers so this was his first glimpse at the inside.

Soft white light shone from essence lamps dotting the wide room at even intervals.  The room stood empty save for three sets of vermillion doors on the far wall.  Each had a series of numbers over them and a button at about waist level.  

Yuri had never used an elevator, but he understood how they worked.  Pressing one of the buttons he jumped back as a sharp hiss like a giant exhaling echoed around him.  The doors slid open with a soft chime and Yuri met Anora's gaze with a shrug.  They stepped nervously into the little box and the doors slid shut behind them.

"I guess we just push the button marked eighty two?" Anora asked.  She was scanning a row of buttons set into the wall next to the door.  Finding the one marked eighty-two she stabbed at it with a single finger.  The button lit for a moment and then the box was moving into the air.  

The feeling was quite unnerving, but Yuri tried not to let it bother him.  Above the doors a number counted up, and Yuri assumed it showed which floor they were on.  It seemed to take forever and he had no idea how many minutes passed as it continued to count.  By the time it hit eighty his knuckles were white from gripping his pistols.

"Stand behind me," Yuri cautioned.  He stepped as close to the doors as he could, and when they slid open he rolled into the corridor beyond them.

All of his caution turned out to be pointless.  There was no one there.  A long empty corridor stretched before them, finally curving around a corner in the distance.  Doors lined the hall, but most were rusted shut with age.  The pair crept carefully down the corridor until they reached the corner.  Yuri poked his head around it then eased back before he was spotted.

"There are two Lintha guarding a door," Yuri whispered. "We can try bluffing our way past them.  If I take them out it won't be quiet."

"Let me handle it," Anora whispered.  She snatched the missive from Yuri's hand and stepped around the corner without another word.  Yuri heard footsteps as she clicked her way down the marble tiles towards the Lintha.

"I have a message for Ivari," Anora's voice was smoky and inviting.  One of the Lintha mumbled something back, and the other laughed.  He heard Anora's soft chuckle, but it was quickly drowned out by a sharp gasp.

Yuri leaned around the corner in time to see the first Lintha crumple to the floor.  The second turned towards Anora in surprise, but her dagger was already moving.  The weapon was slick with blood from the first Lintha, and passed into the second's throat before he could draw enough breath to scream.  He crumpled next to his companion and both lay in a heap.

"Was that quiet enough?" Anora called back sweetly.  She wore a smile that Yuri would have called girlish on anyone else.  It was the same one she used to wrap Garod around her little finger, of that Yuri was sure.

"It got the job done," Yuri scanned the corridor for anywhere to hide the bodies, but every door he tried was locked. "We may as well leave them.  It's not like we could hide the blood anyway.  Just means we need to be quick."

"I'll open the door on three," Anora seized the door handle in one hand and held three fingers in the air with the other.  Three became two, then one, and then the door was opening.

As soon as it was open Yuri's pistols were in his hand, and he was somersaulting through the door.  As he came to his feet he caught sight of four startled Lintha clustered around a table playing dice.  All gaped at him for the time it took him to squeeze the trigger four times.   Four limp bodies collapsed in their seats.

"It's safe," Yuri called softly over his shoulder.  Anora crept into the room, eyes wide and scanning everything.

Now that they had the room to themselves Yuri took a moment to examine his surroundings.  The Lintha had been seated around a rickety table with three legs.  Cards, wine bottles and coins were scattered across it, and a thin haze of smoke pooled near the ceiling.  Behind the Lintha was an open corridor that disappeared around a corner in the distance.

"I have an idea," Anora grinned at Yuri.  He hated it when she smiled that way.  Usually it meant she was going to ask him to do something he didn't like.

Pulling one of the bodies from its place at the table Anora stripped the man of clothing.  She started pulling off her own clothing, and Yuri spun to avoid looking at her, "A little warning next time."

"It's nothing you haven't seen before and we're in a hurry," Anora chided.  Yuri could hear her pulling on clothing, and waited for the noises to stop before facing her.  What he saw made him blink in surprise.  Anora made a passable Lintha, at least if you didn't look too closely.  She eyed him up and down before speaking again, "That one there is about your size.  Be quick about it."

Yuri was about to reach for the corpse when his essence surged through him.  A soft tingle settled over his entire body, though beyond that there was no other effect that he could see.  Apparently Anora could, and whatever she saw made her gape like a fish on the dock.

"Yuri," her voice trembled. "What did you do?"

"What do you mean?" Yuri asked quizzically.  

"Your skin, and your hair…Yuri you look just like a Lintha," Anora took his hand and guided him to a cracked mirror that was propped against a corner of the room.  What he saw made his eyes bulge.  Yuri did look just like a Lintha, down to the blue skin and gills.  He didn't know how he'd done it, but apparently he'd used the golden energy to fashion a disguise for himself.

"Well that's handy," Yuri laughed as he raised a hand to stroke his now blue jaw. "That should make it easier for us to make it through the rest of the tower.  I wish I'd have known about this before.  I could have waltzed past the lot of them."

The sound of dozens of footsteps echoed down the hallway.  They were coming this way.  Guess it was time to see how well the disguise really worked.
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Karissa’s head throbbed worse than the time she'd gone out drinking all night with friends from the Heptagram.  Her mouth was full of cotton and someone was beating a drumbeat on her temples.  Stifling a groan she tried raising a hand to her forehead.  Something held her fast.  Something cold and metallic.  She was chained to a bloody bed.  

The room was dark, but enough light shone under the door that she could distinguish shapes. It shone with the steady glow of an essence lamp, not the flickering light of a candle or torch.  Where was she?  She tested each limb, but all were bound.  Karissa lay spread eagle across a wide bed, and she was naked as the day she was born.  Damn, her head throbbed.

To her right loomed a dark blob she assumed was a dresser.  Deep in the shadows on the opposite wall she made out a desk.  Karissa struggled to recall any spell that might help, but didn't see how turning to bronze or summoning a guillotine would help.  She was helpless.  There had to be something she could do.

Karissa froze as harsh laughter echoed outside the door.  Footsteps grew louder as they approached, eventually stopping outside the door.  She held her breath as someone fumbled with keys, finally sliding one into the lock with an audible click.  The door swung inward with a painful squeal, as if the hinges hadn't been oiled in years.  Blinding light washed over her and she blinked rapidly struggling to make out the pair of dark shapes entering the room.

"You’re awake.  Excellent," one of the pair spoke.  His voice was oily and effeminate, but definitely male.  The other figure stood silently next to him.  The effeminate figure gestured and candles lit throughout the room.  They provided some illumination, but shadows still ruled the corners.  At least Karissa could make out her visitors.  Her stomach lurched as she recognized both.  Last night's feast came back in a rush.  It was the Lintha who'd taken her and Garod.

The taller of the two wore too bright silks in mismatched colors.  His hands rested on the hilts of twin daikliaves and a pinched face frowned at her.  To his right stood a bald Lintha in night blue robes.  Yemmon, the sorcerer she'd battled at the feast.  A knot of fear grew in her belly.  What did they plan to do to her?  Where was Garod?

"I have good news," the bed creaked as Yemmon sat on the edge.  He stroked her leg with sweaty fingers, and she shuddered at his foul touch on her bare skin. "You must be lonely.  When I told the crew about your situation they were aghast.  Yemmon, they told me, we have to help her.  Every last one volunteered to keep you company.  Isn't that touching, Karissa?"

She glared hatefully at the Lintha, but wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of an answer.  Besides, the fear had grown when he mentioned the crew.  It was all she could do to keep from shrieking in horror.  By the Empress she was about to be raped by dozens of men.  There had to be some escape.

"Where are my manners?  You must be parched.  I'll have wine sent," the vile Lintha continued rubbing her leg and she couldn't even pull away.  Her bonds held her fast. "If you're not in the mood for so much company I can arrange for a more…private encounter.  Would you like to dine with me, or would you prefer a night of entertainment with the crew?"

If she were thinking rationally perhaps Karissa would have feigned interest.  Maybe then she'd have a chance to escape.  Unfortunately her anger got the better of her, "I'd rather be raped by your entire crew than spend an evening alone with you."

"Pity," Yemmon's disappointment was obvious. "As you wish.  If you crave a night's entertainment I'll see that it’s provided."  Yemmon's anger was obvious as he rose and stalked from the room.  Ivari studied her silently for a few moments more before gliding from the room with a deadly grace that sent a chill down her spine.  What prayer would Garod or even Yuri have against such a monster?  

The door slammed shut with alarming finality.  It wouldn’t be long before it opened again, and when it did Karissa had to be gone.  If she were still here she wasn't sure she could deal with what followed.  Karissa had always been able to look after herself.  She wasn't the most martially inclined Dragon-Blooded, but she'd been well trained to defend herself.  Tied to the bed Karissa felt helpless.  It wasn't a feeling she was familiar with, and it filled her with rage and frustration.  

Panic wormed its way into her heart, and each breath came in short ragged gasps.  She was out of options.  She was held fast and none of her powers would help her to escape.  Did she have the strength to face what was coming?  Maybe she could bite through her tongue.  Then she'd be dead and out of the Lintha's reach.

How long she lay there wresting with her thoughts Karissa couldn't begin to guess.  She tried to find the courage to kill herself, but each time her teeth settled against her tongue she just couldn't do it.  A sob ripped free and hot tears traced their way down her cheeks.  Several deep breaths calmed her, banishing the tears.  They would not see her like this.  If this was her fate then she'd face it eyes open, and with the stoicism that would make her family proud.

Karissa took several deep breaths in an effort to calm herself.  Getting angry wasn't going to get her out of here any more quickly.  Neither was panic.  What did she know about her situation?  She was in Chiaroscuro, and given the lighting she must be in one of the first age towers.  Her bonds were made of metal, but the links were thin.  A good blow from a sword or a spear would probably break them.  Of course she had neither, so that wasn't going to help.  Still, it could be important.

Karissa thought for long moments before discovering a plan she thought might work.  At the Heptagram she'd learned about her Anima Flux.  The more essence she expended the larger and violent the surge of wind and rain around her became.  Eventually it contained the full fury of a tornado, damaging anything that came near her.  Rope would fray, cloth would tear and even wood could shatter if she'd used enough essence.  Had she been tied with rope the tactic would have worked, but the chains were strong enough to resist the effect.

Glancing at the bed a small smile was born.  The chains wouldn't be broken by her Anima, but the bed might.  Channeling as much essence as she could Karissa tried to free herself.  Hurricane winds snapped around her and rain fell in a torrent.  More essence.  The winds shrieked, ripping pieces of wood from the bed around her.  More.  She channeled again and the bed all but exploded.

Karissa climbed to her feet with a triumphant smile.  She took several deep breaths and the winds slowed around her, though they didn't die completely.  That would take another minute or two.  She began a thorough search of the room, starting with the dresser.  It stood empty.  Looking under the remains of the bed Karissa didn't find anything useful there either.

The chains still hung loosely from her wrists and ankles, but maybe that wasn't all bad.  The metal links were the closest thing to a weapon she had right now.  Karissa wished she had a shift or even a sack to cover her nakedness, but as Daerian often said if wishes were wings than pigs would fly.  She'd never understood that saying as she'd seen plenty of winged pigs in the royal zoo in the Imperial City.


By the time footsteps echoed in the hallway she'd composed herself.  They might rape her, but none would enjoy it.  Perhaps a dozen sets of footsteps approached, perhaps more.   The crowd stopped outside and she heard raucous laughter and a few whispered jests.  A key slid into the lock and the door swung open filling the room with light.  

She squinted against the glare trying to remember her teachings.  Notice everything.  Look for any advantage.  The Linthan crowd was a varied lot.  Some were older, some younger.  One was by far the most obese pirate she'd ever laid eyes on.  Another was short enough to be mistaken for a child if you didn't look too closely.  All of them had one thing in common.  They gazed at her with open lust.

"Well look at what we've got here, boys.  A pretty little girl all by herself," one of the taller Lintha stepped forward.  His teeth were stained red and thin white hair struggled to cover bald patches.  He tore off a bright green shirt dropping the garment on the floor. "Guess I'll be the first to keep her company."

"Wait," an angry voice called out from the back of the crowd. "Why do you get to go first?  That ain't fair."  The voice was familiar, but Karissa couldn't quite place it.

"I get to go first, because I got the highest rank," the shirtless Lintha's face was a mask of anger.  He spun to face the door looking for the man who'd challenged him.  The crowd parted nervously to let the two pirates settle the issue.  Angry mutters rippled through their ranks as they looked through the door, but she couldn't see what caused the commotion.

"Actually, I'll be going first.  I don't give two shits about your rank," the voice in the hallway quipped.  Karissa was sure she knew that voice, but didn't dare hope.

"What makes you think I'll let you?  I should gut you where you stand," the shirtless Lintha growled.  He stepped into the hallway and out of Karissa's sight.

"You'll let me, because I know something you don't," the familiar voice was smug now. "Fifteen new girls are on their way here, fresh from the fair folk.  You know how that lot is.  They hardly put up a fight.  If you leave this one for me, I'll tell you where to find them."

Approving mutters echoed through the crowd, but quieted as the shirtless Lintha spoke again, "You've got a deal.  You tell us where those lasses are, and this one is yours."

"Rufio is standing guard just outside the tower," the familiar voice explained. "His brother is bringing the women, and he told me they'll be here in a quarter hour.  If you hurry you can get first pick, as long as you're at the tower gate when they arrive."

"You heard the man boys," the shirtless Lintha's voice was tinged with lust. "Let's get down there and claim us some of them women."

Footsteps grew fainter as the crowd of Lintha moved away from the room.  Karissa wanted to peer around the door and see what was happening, but terror held her in an iron grip.  A single pair of footsteps clicked outside the door, and a figure stepped into the room.  A Linthan figure wearing a lust filled grin.  The man's eyes roamed her nakedness.  

Fury overwhelmed Karissa.  All the helplessness and fear she'd felt fueled that anger.  This Lintha was going to feel her wrath.  Faster than a viper she darted forward and grabbed his head in both hands.  Pulling it down at the same instant she raised her knee she gave a satisfied grunt as his face and her knee met.  Blood sprayed and his nose broke with a sharp crack.  The Lintha stumbled back into the wall where he glared angrily at her.

"I fink you broke my dose," the familiar voice growled. Brown eyes glittered angrily.  Familiar brown eyes.

"Yuri?" She asked hesitantly.

Something she'd never seen before happened then.  The Lintha in front of her wavered and shimmered, and then was gone.  In his place stood Yuri wearing the same green silks he'd had on during their date at the Wandering Woman.  For some reason he refused to meet her gaze.  Glancing down she realized what held his attention.  He was staring at her breasts.

Before she could chastise him, and she was going to chastise him, another figure bolted into the room.  By the clothing she assumed it was a Lintha, but a closer look revealed the tanned skin of a Chiaroscuran native.  Doing a double take Karissa realized it was Anora.  She sized up the room and when her gaze settled on Yuri her eyes narrowed in indignation.

"Yuri Silvertongue what in the hells do you think you're doing?" Anora barked as her hands settled on her hips. She tossed her hair angrily as she continued.  "You stop gawking at that girl this instant.  Give her your shirt.  Can't you see she's naked?"

"Of course I can see she's naked," Yuri shot back.  His hand still clutched at his nose, and blood leaked between his fingers. "If I give her my shirt she won't be naked anymore." He turned his gaze back to Karissa, and it caressed her in the same way his hands had the other night.  He was grinning like a little boy caught making mischief.

"Yuri," Anora growled warningly.  She stooped and picked an arm thick piece of what had previously been the bed. 

"Alright, alright," Yuri hastily shrugged out of his silk shirt and handed it across to Karissa.   She was surprised anew at how muscular that chest was, though what drew her eye was the hairpin dangling from a leather cord.  It was beautiful, all silver and ivory in the shape of a swan.  Something so dark it was nearly black was crusted on one edge.  Was that blood? 

She slid it over her head, and breathed a sigh of relief as it settled over her.  The fabric fell midway down her thighs.  Her legs were still exposed, but it was much better than being naked.

"That's better," Anora smiled approvingly.

"I never should have brought you," Yuri muttered under her breath.  She didn't think he'd meant either of them to hear.  He eyed her appraisingly out of the corner of his eye, but was careful to stand behind Anora so she wouldn't notice.

"Yuri," Anora turned towards him. "How long before they figure out we're here?"

"They already know," Yuri's mouth compressed into a tight line.  He was all business again.  Surprisingly she regretted the switch.  She'd rather liked the hunger in his eyes when he'd looked at her. "Yemmon stationed a demon outside.  As soon as I sent that lot downstairs it fled through the ceiling.  By now it’s already warned Yemmon, and he'll have told his brother."

"Then we're out of time," Karissa stood, or tried to anyway.  She collapsed against Anora.  After a moment the dizziness passed and she was able to stand on her own.

"We are," Yuri agreed.  "So here's what we're going to do.  Anora, count slowly to a hundred then take the south stairwell to the top floor.  I'm going to clear a path to Garod.  If Ivari knows I'm here he'll drop everything to pursue me.  I'll flee from Ivari, and when he chases me you two are going to find Garod and get him out of here.  Understand?"

Anora merely nodded.  

"What if we run into trouble?" Karissa asked. "Yemmon is still up there."

"Then you do what any battle hardened Dynast would," Yuri looked her dead in the eye. "You kill him, without mercy."

"I don't know if I can," Karissa bit her lip. "I just graduated last year, Yuri.  I'm not…what you said.  I'm not ready."

Yuri cupped her chin meeting her gaze levelly, "Karissa, listen to me.  This animal left you to be raped.  You aren't the first woman he's done that too, nor are you the last.  If you aren't ready to face him he'll get away.  You can do this.  You need to do this.  Not for me, but for yourself.  Don't give him power over you.  Take that power back.  Kill him."  He pulled her into an embrace.  It felt good leaning against his chest.

"You aren't alone, Karissa.  I may not be Exalted but I'm good with a knife," Anora chimed in.  She raised her hands with a flourish and daggers appeared from nowhere.

"You're right," Karissa firmed her resolve, pushing Yuri away.  She could do this. "I'm going to find that bastard and kill him."

"I knew you could," Yuri grinned. "Remember the fire you showed the day we met.  You're a hell of a woman Karissa." Yuri leaned in for one more kiss, and she sighed when he broke it.  "I'd better get out of here and see if I can cause some mischief."

Yuri sprinted through the door and around the corner.  Distant cries and the unmistakable cough of essence cannons echoed through the halls.  Looked like he'd gotten their attention.  Anora began counting at a low even pace.  One hundred was forever in coming.  
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Yuri's boots made sharp clicks across the marble as he sprinted up the stairwell.  It spiraled upward for what felt like forever before emerging onto a wide landing.  His pace didn't slow as he skidded across the marble around the nearest corner.  Before him stood a pair of wide emerald doors, each propped open giving a glance inside the room beyond.

A huge chandelier covered in essence bulbs shone on a vast marble floor wide enough for hundreds of people to dance on.  Marble pillars dotted the room at ten feet intervals, and a raised dais stood at the room's far end.  On that dais sat a huge chair that Yuri could only call a throne.  It was covered in gilt and had a high back that would tower over anyone who sat in it.  Eagles had been carved on the armrests, and a larger one decorated the chair's back.

Seated in the chair was Ivari.  He wore fine robes of green and brass, and for once his bald head was bare.  Both Daiklaives were propped against the side of the chair, and a thick metal chain was attached to one of the legs.  It snaked down the stairs and ended in a collar around the neck of a man Yuri recognized.  Garod.

The Dragon-Blooded wore not a stitch and his body was covered in a thick mass of bruises.  He glanced up at Yuri, though one eye was swollen shut.  Garod wore defeat like a funeral shroud.  Was the man going to blithely accept his own death?

"Hello Ivari," Yuri strode boldly into the room, boots once again clicking against the marble.  He hooked his thumbs into his belt and gave the Lintha a wide smile.

"Yuri," Ivari clapped his hands in delight.  He didn’t' stir from the chair or reach for his weapons. "I'm so glad you could make it.  Did you have any trouble finding the place?"

"Your crew was more than happy to give me directions," Yuri smiled back.  He stopped perhaps twenty paces from the Lintha and nodded at Garod. "I thought you preferred women.  Trying something new?"

"He amuses me," Ivari jerked the chain and Garod grunted sourly. "I may keep him for a while."

"If I can pry you away from your toy I was hoping you might like to dance," Yuri's feet slid apart and he filled himself with the golden energy waiting just out of reach.

A majestic falcon swept into the air above him, its golden wings drooping protectively over Yuri.  It gave a shriek that rattled the stain glass windows lining the room, and a towering pillar of essence sprang to life underneath it.  Yuri drew his essence cannons and waited.  Scanning the room out of the corner of his eye be began formulating a plan.

"My new master has been generous, Yuri.  He's given me the strength to break you.  I will crack your bones and suck out the marrow while you still live." Ivari rose from the throne and slid each Daiklaive from its sheath.  Stepping off the dais he moved towards Yuri.


<Ivari Anima>

Yuri ripped his pistols from their holster squeezing off a pair of rounds at the demon before him.  Ivari's eyes widened as he frantically raised both blades.  He narrowly deflected the volley, ricocheting both shots into the floor next to him.  Huge chunks of marble fountained skyward where the bolts impacted.  Ivari looked wonderingly at his blades, then down at the floor.  When he met Yuri's gaze he wore a triumphant grin. 

"I no longer fear you, Silvertongue.  Your powers are great, but mine are greater,” Ivari bounded across the floor like some great demonic beast.  Each daiklaive was clutched in a meaty fist, and when he was close enough he launched a flurry of blows.

Yuri danced backwards as the blades hummed around him like a swarm of bees.  They darted in so quickly he couldn't follow, and only the golden essence allowed him to avoid the onslaught.  Little trails streaked around him each time he dodged another blow.  A daiklaive parted his shirt carving a narrow gash down his chest.   For the first time since his Exaltation Yuri felt fear.  Ivari's strength was incredible.

"What's the matter Silvertongue?  You've gone quiet," Ivari crowed.  He launched a fresh series of attacks, but this time Yuri was ready.  He leapt over a low slash to gain altitude and kicked off a neighboring pillar.  One toe alighted on Ivari's raised Daiklaive, and the other scythed towards the Lintha's face.  

Ivari brought up his other blade smoothly to block, and Yuri flipped upwards hooking a foot through the chandelier.   Squeezing both triggers he sent another pair of shots blurring down at Ivari, but the Lintha deflected both into a pillar sending out gouts of shrapnel that he parried with a quick spin of his blades.

Yuri needed to lure Ivari away from this room so Anora and Karissa could rescue Garod.  Besides, the demon was faster and stronger than him.  He'd blocked every shot Yuri took with casually ease and more and more he doubted he could kill the Lintha.  At least Yuri could draw him off so his friends could escape.
  
 <Bridge these scenes>


The glance cost him.  Ivari's blades dipped towards his neck, but Yuri dropped flat on his back to avoid them.  They whistled by drawing lines of sparks as they impacted along the pillar behind him.  Ivari reversed his stroke to stab downward with both weapons, but Yuri rolled to the side as they bit into the marble where his head had been a moment prior.

Yuri aimed his pistols at Ivari's knees.  Stroking each trigger he fired a pair of essence shots, but Ivari's blades dropped smoothly to block them.  He took the opportunity to cartwheel backwards along the hallway until he stood in the doorway he'd entered through.  Behind him a stairwell led back to the previous floor, and to his right an open window led outside to a narrow ledge.  Which way would give him a better chance?  Well, he'd always been a gambler.

"Yuri," roared Ivari.  Sprinting down the hallway the demon's eyes flared red with hatred.  He barreled into the hallway just as Yuri flipped onto the ledge outside the window.  The first age glass was less than a foot wide, and cracked and pitted from countless sandstorms.  The ledge made for treacherous footing, but he was counting on that to give him an edge. 

The ledge went another forty feet to the right until it rounded the corner of the building.  To his left the ledge broke away in a fifteen foot gap, but continued beyond it towards the far edge of the building.  Yuri took two steps to gather momentum and then leapt into the air over the gap.  

The view was dizzying as he glanced between his feet towards the ground thousands of feet below.  Ant like figures wound between tiny structures, and even the gulls winging through the harbor were hundreds of feet below.  The wind howled around him tugging at his clothing as he landed on the other side of the gap.  Ivari came skidding onto the ledge on the other side of the gap at nearly the same instant.

"I'm not out of tricks yet, you bastard," Yuri growled, but the wind ripped his words away.  He might not be able to hit his opponent, but maybe he didn’t have to.  Each time he shot at Ivari his opponent deflected the shots.  Maybe he could capitalize on that.  Ivari's eyes narrowed as he located Yuri.  The monster eyed the gap a moment, and then surged forward to vault it.  Perfect.

Yuri filled the air with essence shots, and Ivari wore a mask of concentration as he deflected them with his daikliaves.  Each shot was just a hair lower than the last, and as Ivari deflected them more and more struck the ledge where he was going to land.  When his feet touched the crumbling ledge it gave way throwing him off the side.  He'd done it!

"Better, but not good enough," Ivari hissed. He twisted in midair jamming one of his blades deep into the tower wall.  The Lintha slid down the building marring the glass with a gash as his blade dug a furrow.  Once his sword had caught Ivari spun around the blade to gain momentum catapulting high into the air.  Damn, Yuri was sure that last tactic would work.  At least one of Ivari's daiklaives was still buried in the wall leaving him just one sword.  


Yuri leapt towards a narrow spire of glass jutting from the side of the damaged tower above.  Hooking his right leg around it he hung upside down and sighted on Ivari.  He peppered his opponent with more essence shots as Ivari landed on the ledge Yuri had just vacated.  Ivari blocked each with impeccable timing, but at least they kept his opponent from following too closely.  He needed to gain an advantage, but how?

Surveying the tower around him Yuri looked for anything that might be useful.  He'd climbed to the most damaged section, and half melted spires jutted out at all angles around him.  Above him he spied what had once been the top of the tower.  Some of it was still intact, though the footing was treacherous and the whole thing looked like it might give at any moment.

"You can run Yuri," Ivari bellowed.  "But eventually I will catch you."

Yuri grabbed the edge of the spire and flipped around it to gain momentum.  Releasing himself at the apex of his swing he soared through the air landing on another jagged spike of glass about twenty feet above the previous one.  Below was a maze of half melted spikes, and the skeletal structure of the tower's top several floors.  Another few jumps would take him to what remained of the tower's peak, an oval platform as cracked and pitted as the rest of the tower.

Ivari pursued him leaping from spire to spire, each crumbling as his massive weight landed.  If his opponent was stronger at least Yuri was lighter on his feet.  That might be his only advantage.  Would it be enough?  He hoped so, but as the battle progressed more and more he feared it wouldn't.  He hoped Karissa had gotten away.
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"…one forty nine.  One fifty.  Time's up, let’s see if we can find Garod," Karissa finished.  The count had taken forever, especially when the booming of Yuri's essence cannons had begun in earnest.  They were more distant now, and she hoped that meant Yuri's plan had worked.

"Do you think it worked?" Anora bit her lip nervously from her perch  on the rickety desk in the room's corner.  It was the only piece of intact furniture since Karissa's Anima Flux had all but destroyed the bed.

"We'd better hope so," Karissa sighed as she pulled the door open with a creak.  She slipped into the hall and waited for Anora to join her before moving towards  the wide stairwell at the end of the hall.

Steeling herself Karissa strode boldly towards the stairs with her chin held stiffly erect.  Fear turned her guts to water, but she wouldn't let that control her.  She couldn't let it control her.  Garod needed her and by the Dragons she'd be there for him.


"Did your brother- what did he say about me?" Anora whispered hesitantly.  Normally Karissa would have chastised the woman for letting her mind wander during the time she most needed to be focused.  But today Karissa found the silence just as oppresive as the other woman did.

"He'll kill me if I tell you," Karissa smirked.  It was the first time she'd smiled since being captured.  Anora  quickened her pace to fall in beside her, wringing her hands anxiously. "But, there's no reason he has to know I said anything.  I'll tell you, if you'll tell me about Yuri."

"Deal," Anora grinned back.

"Alright," she dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "The first time he talked about you was on the way here from Arjuf.  I've never seen him so nervous, not when we ambushed pirates or even when Ivari came for us at the feast.  He loves you, Anora.  He's worried that you don't feel the same way."

"Fool man," Anora's voice was tinged with affection, though she rolled her eyes. "All he needed to do was ask.  Of course I love him.  He's the best man I know."

"You make him happy, Anora.  He's worried about the future, though," a slight frown marred her face as the two began their ascent.  Each marble step seemed more difficult to take than the last, though thankfully the boomed of Yuri's essence cannons could no longer be heard at all. "Particularly about marriage.  Garod will have to marry within a Dynastic house.  They'll marry him to a Dragon-Blooded to give his offspring the highest chance of Exaltation."

"I know," Anora sighed as she slackened her pace a bit.  They'd finally crested the stairs and staired down a wide hallway that would off in both directions. "With him, I might be willing to share.  Nobles in your culture can only take one wife, but they may have concubines can they not?"

"They can," Karissa nodded.  She stepped into the hallway and followed the branch to the right. "And you're ok with that?"

"I am," she sighed. "It is much the same here.  A man may have many wives so we often have to share.  Some men are worth the price though."

"I guess some might be.  I don't know if I could share," Karissa shrugged.  It was something she'd considered in the past.  Realm marriages often involved concubines on both sides, but she'd always imagined a husband who saw her more as a woman and less a political alliance.

"You may have to, Karissa," Anora's eyes were full of pity.  She rested a gentle hand on her arm as they crept down the hall. "I don't know that Yuri will ever be tied down."

"What do you mean?" Karissa struggled to keep her voice level.  Just the thought of him with another woman sent a stab through her middle.  Not that she had the right to dictate what he did or who he did it with.  Why should it matter anyway?  She was seducing him at V'neef's orders and not for any other reason.  

"How long have you known my brother?" Anora whispered as they rounded a corner.  Karissa knew they should focus on the task at hand.  She felt like a child who couldn't still her tongue, but if she didn't talk about something she was likely to scream.

"A little over a month, though I've only seen him once before now.  Well, twice if you coun't your manor," she admitted. Karissa ran her hands over Yuri's shirt inhaling deeply.  It smelled of sweat and something a bit more musky.  Yuri's scent.  "What was he like as a child?"

Anora didn't answer immediately.  They'd come to a second stairwell, this one more narrow than the first.  Quiet as mice the pair crept up.  They all but held their breath until they reached the top, and peered over the lip nervously.  There was no sign of any Lintha, or anyone else for that matter.


"Back then Yuri was a dreamer.  Did you know he wanted to be a storyteller?" Anora asked with an absent smile.  Her gaze studied the hallway in front of them.

"A storyteller?" Karissa asked as the pair slipped into the hallway, and padded softly towards a third stairwell at the end. "I guess that explains his penchant for exaggeration."

"He prefers to call it embellishment, as if there's a difference," Anora laughed.  "Yuri was one of the smartest children in the city.  He only had to hear a tale once to recite it perfectly.  By the time we were eight he spoke three languages.  By ten he spoke five."

"So what happened?  How did he become a pirate?" the pair continued to trudge up the stairs.  Karissa felt short of breath, but matched Anora's pace as doggedly as she could.

"I'll never forget that day.  Mother was beautiful, but she had a taste for opium.  She loved him, but she was usually too deep in a stupor to tell him that," Anora sighed. "Yuri did everything for her.  He fought so hard to make her happy, but after a while the only thing that made her happy was opium.  He stole to buy her the drugs she wanted."

"By the gods," Karissa gasped. "How could the woman be so horrible?  She made her own son steal to buy drugs?"

"You seem like a good person, but you come from the Realm.  Life is different here.  Most people are poor, and nearly every child steals to survive.  The girls often sell themselves by the time they are twelve," Anora continued in a cold voice.  

"I had no idea," Karissa was horrified.  Children selling their bodies?  It was wrong. "Did you- Did you have to do…that?"

"Me?  No, I was one of the lucky ones.  Yuri always had some scheme, and most of them worked if you can believe that," she laughed. "We made enough coin to survive."

"What happened to Yuri's father?" Karissa whispered.  They were nearing the top of the stairs, and both of them dragged their feet a bit.  Neither wanted to see what lay above them.

"The bastard was a lying, drinking, gambling bastard of a man," Anora hissed back.  Her eyes twinkled with remembered anger. "He beat mother, and when Yuri was old enough the koya beat him too.  The fool got involved with the Lintha, and before he knew it they owned him.  They took Yuri as a hostage when he was ten.  That was the last I saw of him for almost six years."

The stairs ended and just like that they stepped until the top floor.  Both fell silent and Karissa looked to Anora for instruction.  The woman knew the tower layout at least a little better than she herself did.

Anora crept silently down the hall, which led to a pair of doors a full pace taller than a man.  Both shone like burnished gold, though what lay beyond drew Karissa's gaze and she quickly forgot the doors.  Thick marble columns lined a room nearly twice as long as it was wide.  

At the far end of the room lay a chair even a Dynast might call ostentatious.  Chained to that chair was a man whose only clothing was a pattern of bruises covering most of his upper body.  Karissa didn't need the shock of scarlet hair to identify her brother.  

"Garod," Anora screamed.  She sprinted into the room before Karissa could raise a hand to stop her.  Damn the lovesick woman.  

At the sound of his name Garod's chin rose from his chest.  One eye was swollen shut, but the utter shone with hope as his gaze touched Anora's.  He staggered to his feet and stumbled to the end of the chain's length while he waited for her to approach.  She'd nearly reached him when boomed laughter echoed through the chamber.

"It seems Ivari was right," a tall Lintha in midnight robes stepped from behind a pillar near the end of the room.  Blood red runes had been stiched along the edge of the robe, and his bald head had been polished until it shone.  He shuffled forward on slippered feet as a wide grin spread across his face. "He suspected Yuri might draw him off so that you could help Garod escape.  I hadn't realized you'd be so beautiful."  His oily smile made Karissa shiver.

"Get behind me," Garod commanded.  Anora eyed the Lintha for several long moments before doing as she was asked.  When Garod was satified she was safe he turned his attention back to the sorcerer. "Without the Anathema you're nothing more than a worm, Lintha.  I'll gut you where you stand."

Garod's eyes flashed emerald and essence suffused his skin.  A glittering sword of green light appeared in his right hand, and he whirled it so fast the blade hummed.  Essence wrought blade met steel collar, and the collar clattered to the ground.  Garod adopted a combat stance and held his blade before him confidently.

"Oho, there's still some fight in you," Yemmon crowed.  His eyes lit with amusement, and he gave a slight gesture.  Four blood red apes shimmered into existence, and Yemmon stabbed a finger at Garod. "Kill him and restrain the woman."

Karissa had heard enough.  This odious little man played with powers best left alone.  If his infernal allegiances weren't bad enough the man pillaged and murdered his way across creation.  Worse, he'd raped countless women and most hadn't survived his attentions.  She was going to see that no one ever suffered that fate again.

Her hands moved in precise gestures as Karissa closed her eyes and called on her essence.  Three balls of eldritch fire guttered with an eerie emerlald light.  She opened her eyes and flung those balls at one of the demons charging Garod.  They clung to his skin like tar, and the ape gave a screech as they engulfed him.  When the flames guttered out the demon was gone.

The remaining trio of demons came at Garod in a mass.  Her brother flowed from one stance to another with a grace earned over years of practice.  His glowing sword seemed to be everywhere at once as he danced his way through their ranks.  All three came away clutching wounds, though none seemed phased as the blade parted their flesh.

Then Garod stumbled and one of the apes launched a meaty fist in his direction.  He wasn't able to shift aside, and the blow caught him full in the back.  Garod was launched into the air and slammed into one of the marble pillars with a crack that echoed across the chamber.  It was followed by Yemmon's harsh laughter.

Karissa repeated the banishment ritual launching another trio of fireballs at the first ape to reach her brother.  It screamed and roared as it tried to beat at the flames, but within seconds they'd consumed the beast sending it back to Malfeas.

Daggers appeared in Anora's hands and she launched herself at the next demon to reach Garod's limp form.  She came down on the beast's back and buried both blades deep in its thick hide.  The thing gave a painful bellow, and struggled futilely to reach her.  Neither massive hand could reach her as she huddled on the thing's back.  

Karissa spun to face Yemmon.  The sorcerer had begun casting, and while she didn't recognize the spell she had no doubt it would be bad for Garod and Anora.  Harnessing her will she looked for a flaw in his casting, and as soon as she found it she hurled a single word at him.  The word disrupted the still forming spell, and send Yemmon staggering into the wall when it exploded into bright shards of essence.

"You bitch," the Lintha hissed.  He stepped forward angrily, "I'll make you pay for that."  He advanced warily, slowly drawing a long thin knife from his belt.

"Will you?" Karissa snarled.  She strode towards him confidently. "You don't look so tough without a room full of Lintha and your brother to protect you."

Yemmon's eyes widened nervously, but only for an instant.  Seeming fury at his own weakness drew his eyes into narrow slits, and he cradled his dagger loosely in one hand.   When he'd close to just a few feet he lunged like a viper, blade stabbing for her chest in a silver blur.

Karissa flowed a few inches to the left, just like her brother had taught her.  The dagger whistled by and when it was at the apex of its flight she reached out to seize Yemmon's wrist.  Bringing her knee up sharply she slammed his wrist against it knocking the blade loose.  Whirling Karissa brought her elbow up and jabbed Yemmon in the throat.  The Lintha staggered back choking as she knelt to pick up the dagger he'd dropped.

"Minions, attend me," Yemmon shrieked in a high pitched voice.  He staggered back from Karissa, eyes wide with fear.

Karissa advanced on him not even turning to see the two demons.  Sucking in a deep breath she loosed a cry that shook the room.  Charging forward she gripped the hilt of the dagger like a sword, and brought it down at Yemmon's throat.  He raised a hand to block the blow, and the dagger parted flesh like silk.  The hand came loose in a spray of blood, but that was the lost she saw.  

By chance or design the fountain of blood caught Karissa full in the face.  She staggered back raising a hand to clear her eyes.  By the time she'd wiped away the black blood there was no sign of Yemmon.  Spinning around she saw that the demons were gone too.  Anora crouched next to Garod and appeared to be tending his wounds.

Did she pursue Yemmon or tend to her brother?  It wasn't much of a choice.  Karissa was drenched in blood, and wore nothing but Yuri's shirt.  The dagger she'd taken from Yemmon was a fine weapon, but wouldn't do her any good if she met someone with a sword.  Nor would it do anything against the two blood apes who'd survived to flee with their master.

Much as she hated letting the bastard escape she needed to stay with her brother.  Karissa glanced down at the still twitching hand at her feet.  A grim smile spread across her face.  At least she'd given Yemmon something to remember her by.

Karissa hurried over to Anora and Garod.  Kneeling next to her brother Karissa seized his wrist in both hands.  His pulse was thready, but he was alive.  For now anyway.

"Will he live?" Anora's lips quivered and unshed tears shone in her eyes.

"He'll live," Karissa flipped Garod onto his back laying him flat against the marble. "I need you to hold his arms while I do this."  Anora obediently shifted her position.  She moved near Garod's head and took a firm grip on both arms.

Karissa closed her eyes and planted both palms flat against Garod's chest.  The charm she was about to use would take nearly all of her remaining strength, but it had to be done.  Funneling essence through her Karissa concentrated as she wove it through Garod's body.  Cuts drew shut of their own accord.  Thick, purple bruises faded to a mottled yellow and his breathing eased.

"There," she sagged against the nearby pillar. "He'll live.  He needs rest, though.  We need to get him out of here."

"How are we going to do that?" Anora's voice was anguished, and her eyes never left Garod.  She gently combed her fingers through the man's hair, obviously wishing there was something more she could do.

"I might be able to manage another spell," Karissa leaned heavily against the pillar as she struggled to her feet. "I can summon a cirrus skiff, a cloud that will carry us away."

"What about Yuri?" Anora's gaze finally left Garod and met her own. "We can't just leave him behind.  Ivari is an Anathema.  You see what he did to Garod.  Yuri needs out help."

"Yuri told us to get out of here," Karissa's mouth firmed into a tight line. She hated what she was about to say, but it was the right thing to do. "If we stay we'll only be in his way.   Ivari could use you or I against Yuri, and I don't have enough strength to help him anyway.  The best thing we can do is get away from here as quickly as possible."

"We're leaving him to die, aren't we?" A single tear traced a path down Anora's cheek, but her tone was resigned.   Anora knew as well as she that nothing they could would help.

"I hope not," Karissa sighed.  She closed her eyes and began murmuring the words to a cirrus skiff spell.



Karissa cupped her hands in front of her mouth and blew.  A sharp whistling echoed through the chamber, and her hand filled with water. That water rose in individual droplets that spun around her faster and faster until she was surrounded by thousands of them.  They refracted the light around her into rainbows, and in a bright flash settled into a misty cloud next to her.

"Help me lay him on the skiff," she asked Anora.  

"On that?" Anora pointed at the cloud.  "What is it?  Will it hold his weight?"

"It's a Cirrus Skiff, a spell I was taught at the Heptagram.  The cloud obeys me, and will carry us from the tower." she explained.

"All three of us?" Anora asked dubiously.  The cloud was awfully small, but Karissa was confident it would hold them all.

"We don't have a lot of choice.  Unless you want to stay behind?" she said more sourly than she'd intended.  She was tired, frustrated and worried.

"Oh no.  The cloud is fine," Anora gently took Garod by the shoulders and waited for her.  Karissa picked up his feet and together the settled him gently on the cloud.  Anora cradled his head in her lap and wore a worried look as she stroked his brow.

Karissa stepped onto the skiff and straddled her brother's body.  She commanded the cloud to move and headed for one of the large open windows overlooking the banquet hall.  They were wide enough that she only had to duck a little for the cloud to pass through.  The trio sailed out into the evening air near the top of the tower.  Even given the circumstances Karissa had to admit the view was breathtaking.

As the sun sank below the horizon it threw up one of the most beautiful sunsets she'd ever seen.  The towers around her began to glow with their own internal light, though the top third of the Violet Spire remained dark due to the obvious damage it had sustained at some point during its millennia of life.

"Yuri asked us to get to his ship.  The Galeta.  Its docked in port," Anora pointed towards the harbor, raising her voice over the howling wind.

"Alright," Karissa called back.  She angled the cloud’s descent towards the harbor.  She'd never forget the Galeta after the tense battle between the Realm and the Lintha, and was sure she could pick out the ship once she got closer.  Turning back to the Violet Spire she hoped for some sign of Yuri.  There, at the top of the tower she saw a blazing beacon of light.  That could only be him.  At least he was still alive.

Winging her way over the harbor Karissa dropped her altitude until she skimmed the tops of the ships dotting the piers around her.  Where was the Galeta?  She made several more passes before she finally located it.  The ship was the same by and large, though instead of the black and silver flag of the Lintha it flew a golden falcon on a white background.

Karissa came in low landing the cloud on the deck.  Several grimy looking sailors looked up at her in surprise, and a short little rodent of a man strode over to her.  His long shaggy hair was bound into a ponytail, and a black eye patch covered his right eye.

"I'm called Rat and I'm the first mate of the Galeta," Rat rested a hand on the hilt of a cutlass as if people landing on clouds was an everyday occurrence.  Maybe with Yuri as captain it was. "Who are you and why are you on my ship?"

"My name is Anora," the woman barked angrily before Karissa could even open her mouth. "Yuri told us we could find refuge on this ship.  Open up Yuri's quarters so we can find a place for Garod to rest." 

Rat raised an eyebrow, but didn't say anything for several seconds.  When he finally spoke his voice was even and level. "How do I know you know Yuri?  And what makes you think you can come on this ship giving orders?"

"Yuri is my brother," Anora narrowed her eyes. "And you're going to do as we ask, because if you don't this man will die.  If that happens I will be very upset, and if I get upset Yuri will be furious."

Rat seemed to be weighing things so Karissa jumped in, "Yuri is still at the Violet Spire fighting Ivari.  Rat, you seem like a good man.  He needs my help, but I can't go back until I'm sure my brother is safe.  Will you help us?"

"Ivari has no hands," Rat snorted. "So that's going to be a very short fight."

"Not anymore," Karissa sighed. "Ivari is an Anathema, just like Yuri.  He did this to Garod.  If you're the first mate you must have been on board when we ambushed you.  Surely you remember my brother."

"I remember," Rat swallowed nervously. "I lost my eye in that fight.  Ivari's an anathema?  And he did that to your brother?  Yuri might need help.  Can you take me back there?  I can have the boys ready to go in a few minutes."

"He'll be dead by then.  Take my brother and I'll do what I can to help Yuri," Karissa explained.  Rat nodded and gestured towards a man who looked more like a smith than a pirate.

"Garg, get that man into the captain's bed.  See that Anora has anything she needs to care for him, and send a runner for a doctor," Rat ordered.

"I don't have the key to the captain's cabin," Garg protested.

"Then break the door down.  We can fix it later," Rat snapped.  He turned back to Karissa. "Now get back there and help Yuri.  If he dies so does your brother." 

She didn't have time to protest.  Garg and another sailor picked her brother up and carried him up the stairs towards the sterncastle.  She had to get back and help Yuri.
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Yuri sank into a crouch behind a half-melted slab of glass, barely breathing for fear Ivari would find him.  Dozens of similar slabs littered the shattered rooftop, and many leaned crazily as if scattered by the hand of some unnamed giant.  The sun had all but disappeared into the eastern sands casting odd shadows over everything.  The brilliance of his anima had faded to a soft glow, and he hoped it was enough to hide him.

Yuri rested his forehead against the cool glass as he struggled to catch his breath.  He'd been one step ahead of Ivari for what hours.  It felt like he'd run uphill with an anchor strapped to his back, and each time Yuri called on his essence it responded a bit more sluggishly.  How much longer before it didn't respond at all?

"You can't hide forever," Ivari's bellow rang out over the wreckage of the tower's top floor.  Yuri couldn't pinpoint the Lintha's location, but he was close.  Sinking a bit lower he waited.  Sooner or later one of them was going to make a mistake, and Yuri would be damned if it was him.

Ivari's anima banner washed over a chunk of glass a few feet to Yuri's right.  Seeing his opponent's reflection he squeezed off a pair of essence shots.  Both ricocheted off the glass whizzing off in Ivari's direction.  They were followed by the sound of metal on glass as Ivari deflected them.

"I know you're close," the Linthan growled.  Heavy footsteps grew closer as Ivari crunched his way toward's Yuri's hiding spot. "Your tricks won't work.  Sooner or later I'll find you, and we'll end this."

Yuri feared his nemesis was right.  He slipped carefully around another slab making sure to keep Ivari's reflection in sight.  Ducking low Yuri rolled through a gap between two more slabs, but when he came to his feet he'd lost his prey.  Ivari was gone.  Yuri froze, listening.  Only the soft moan of the wind broke the stillness.  Where was he?

He had his answer when a slab exploded behind him.  Yuri rolled to his feet dodging fragments of superheated glass, but didn't escape unscathed.  Several carved bloody lines along his back, neck and arms.  Ivari emerged from the remains of the slab armed with a long shaft of glass.  Evidently he'd used it to replace the Daiklaive still embedded in the wall of the tower. 

 Ivari lunged forward catching Yuri just under his breastbone.  He jammed the spike forward with so much force it erupted from Yuri's back, pinning him to the slab behind him.  Yuri's vision became a white field of  agony, and every breath sent a fresh stab through him.

"We both knew it would end this way," Ivari growled as he gave the glass spear a violent jerk.  Yuri gritted his teeth against the flare of agony that accompanied Ivari's cruelty, but refused to give the man the satisfaction of a scream. "What's the matter?  Where is all that witty banter?  You seem awfully quiet."

"I was holding my breath," Yuri gasped through still gritted teeth. "I didn't want to breathe in your stench."

"You must be in pain if that's the best you can come up with." Ivari's fanged maw slid into a grin.

"Not really," Yuri lied. "You're just not worth the effort."

"Really," Ivari growled.  He heaved the spear with a meaty fist freeing it from the slab and lifting Yuri off the ground.  Dangling from the glass spear was agony beyond anything he'd ever experienced.  A scream ripped free enveloping Yuri in agony.  It ended in a fit of coughing and Yuri tasted the coppery warmth of his own blood.

He was vaguely aware of Ivari's heavy footsteps as the Lintha crunched a path through the glass.  A distant voice rumbled like some gigantic bumblebee, but Yuri was too lost in pain to understand its words.  Blah blah die blah blah only human blah blah…or something like that.

Adrenaline flooded Yuri overcoming the pain and bringing his vision into focus.  Looking up in alarm he realized Ivari was standing on a thin glass slab that had melted over the edge of the building.  It jutted into the evening sky like the plank Captain Haquen had sometimes made sailors walk.  Ivari stood at the edge of the slab with one arm extended.  That hand gripped the end of the glass spear holding Yuri over the edge.  Below was nothing but a several thousand foot drop.

"Ten years, Yuri.  Ten long years I've waited for this," the words rolled off Ivari's tongue as if he'd spent time savoring them.  Blood red eyes flared with pleasure, and his face was locked in the toothy grin of a predator. "It feels better than I ever could have imagined.  I took Ria over and over, you know.  She loved it.  Does that upset you?  Good."  His voice hardened. "I promised to take everything you loved, and I've done that.  All that remains is one final promise.  Time to die, Silvertongue."

At the mention of Ria's name fury overwhelmed him.  All the anger, pain and humiliation Yuri had suffered surged over him in an implacable tide.  Ten years of mistreatment, bad choices and lives he'd ruined stoked the fires of his rage until it blazed white hot.  Yuri had only once place to focus it.  Ivari.

Time slowed as it had many times in recent weeks, but this time Yuri called the stillness of his own accord.  A single moment froze into crystal clarity giving him eons to observe.  The Trance of Unhesitating Speed.  That was the name of the ability, though how he knew he couldn't say.  Nor did he know if he could do it again.   

Blood flowed freely from the hideous wound in his chest scattering scarlet droplets into the wind.  The drops formed a spiral that he found oddly beautiful.  Raising his arm Yuri took aim at the base of the glass slab Ivari stood on.  He wasn't positive he could effect the first age glass, but it was his only chance.

Above him Ivari's face was locked into a demonic mask of triumph.  His right hand rested on the hilt of his remaining daiklaive.  The muscles in his left arm were taught from the strain of holding his makeshift spear.  The glass refracted the light of Ivari's anima banner giving it the spike a demonic glow.

Yuri squeezed the triggers on both cannons.  Before the bolts had cleared the barrels he squeezed them again.  And again.  And again.  So many shots left the cannons that they formed a single line of golden energy.  That energy lanced into the glass ledge.  The first shots had no visible effect, but by the third the glass began to glow.  By the fifth it was white hot.  The sixth sent up a gout of liquid glass, and the seventh finished the job.  With a tortured shriek Ivari's precarious perch ripped free of the building.

All of that passed in an eyeblink.  

As time returned to its normal flow Yuri squeezed off another pair of shots, forcing Ivari to release his grip on the glass spear.  The Linthan slid his daiklaive from its sheath smoothly parrying both shots, but they occupied his attention for a few critical seconds.  Yuri gasped in agony when the glass spike ripped free of his chest.    

Finally aware of the collapsing beam Ivari looked around frantically for a way to save himself.  The Linthan launched himself towards the ledge above, but didn't quite make it.  Ivari jammed his sword into the wall as he'd done earlier, and the metal screamed as it carved a scar down the side of the building.  

"I don't think so," Yuri bellowed, his fury white hot.  Three precise shots melted the glass where the daiklaive had found purchase, knocking the blade loose.  Ivari tumbled after his weapon leaving both combatants in freefall.  The ground rushed up with alarming speed, and for a moment Yuri was overwhelmed by an intense feeling of déjà vu.  

Where it came from he couldn't say, and he struggled to make sense of it.  If he'd plumetted from the roof of a first age tower he was pretty sure he'd remember it, but something told him he'd done all of this before.  A name danced just beyond his reach.  A woman, with chestnut curls and a crooked smile.  Salina?  Why did he know that name?

Then the feeling was gone and all Yuri could do was focus on his descent.  He was going to die, but by Ahlat he was taking Ivari with him.


Ivari twisted in midair to face him, face locked in a rictus of hatred, "You bastard.  Why won't you die?"

"What's the matter, Ivari?" Yuri taunted.  If he was going to die he may as well enjoy it, "Your plan not working out quite like you'd hoped?"

"I'll kill you," the demon roared.  Planting both feet against the side of the building Ivari kicked off to gain momentum.   Pulling his arms tight against his body the Lintha shot like an arrow torwards the wide piece of glass Yuri still rode.  Ivari, now unarmed, landed beside him with a snarl.  

Razor sharp claws scythed towards his throat, but Yuri leaned backwards narrowly ducking the blow.  Whipping back into a standing position he flipped off the glass.  Planting his foot on Ivari's forehead he kicked as hard as he could sending his nemesis head first into the side of the building.  Ivari's head carved a furrow along the first age glass, before rebounding off the side of the building.  His face was a bloody ruin, and if anything he glared even more hatefully at Yuri.

"Looks like we're both going to die," Yuri laughed over the rushing wind.  Glancing down he figured he had another ten or fifteen seconds before impact.  Spying a bird underneath him Yuri planted his right foot on its back, prompting a shriek of rage as he kicked off its back to gain altitude.  It seemed ridiculous that a gull could hold his weight, but somehow it did.

In desperation Ivari reached for a pole jutting from the side of the building.  As he grabbed the edge it bent under his weight, but held.  Unfortunately for the Linthan, Yuri shot it loose from the wall spilling Ivari back into a freefall.

"You can keep trying," Yuri taunted. "But I'm not going to let you save yourself.  We die together, Ivari."

"It doesn't matter," Ivari yelled back.  He was covered in blood, and wore the wide eyed look of a trapped animal. "I took what you loved and I've ensured your death.  I kept my promise and I'll die with a smile."

"Maybe," Yuri countered as he glanced at the ground.  The buildings had grown much larger.  It wouldn't be more than a few seconds now, "but at least I can say I've had the love of a woman.  You're an empty shell of a man, hated by your own crew.  I'll see you in hell, Ivari."  

"Not just yet you won't," a voice called over the wind as a flash of white soared over his head.  A hand seized him roughly by the collar, and hauled him onto…a cloud.  Wait, a cloud?  Yuri knew he was woozy from lack of blood, but couldn't quite wrap his mind around things.  

He was sitting on a fluffy cloud next to Karissa.  She'd never looked so beautiful.  He tried telling her that, but the words came out all jumbled.  Blackness tinged the edge of his vision.  Maybe if he rested for a bit?  No, not yet.  He needed to see Ivari's body.  Leaning over the side Yuri was just in time to see the Lintha crash through the roof of a two story building.

The ceiling collapsed inward with a tremendous crash, sending a cloud of dust, adobe and plaster fountaining into the air.  There was no way anything could have survived that.  He'd done it.  He'd aveged Ria.  Ivari was finally dead.  As Yuri rolled towards the center of the cloud a wave of dizziness knocked him about like a leaf in a storm.  Karissa was saying something, but he couldn't make out the words.  

Abruptly she was gone, and it was Ria kneeling over him.  She was younger than he remembered, just a slip of a girl with long black curls spilling down her back.  It was Ria as he'd met her all those years ago.  Why was she so young?  Wait, Ria was dead wasn't she?  She ran a cool hand along his brow, and he smiled up at her.  She seemed concerned about something, and her beautiful face was marred by a frown.

Her hairpin, that must be it.  Yuri was shocked by the effort it took to reached under his shirt.  He grabbed hold of the hairpin, giving it a hard yank to pull it free of the leather thong.  Yuri pushed it into Ria's hand, and she gazed down at it with a frown.  No wonder, it was covered with blood from the wound in his chest.  Ria had always hated blood.

"I'm coming," he mumbled through blood caked lips.  Yuri knew he was dying, but that was alright.  Ivari was in hell, and soon he'd be with Ria again.

Chapter 46

Karissa

RY 768 

2nd Day of Descending Air

Anora’s Manor, Chiaroscuro
There was so much blood.  It painted Karissa's arms an awful scarlet and Yuri's chest was covered in the nearly black fluid.  She stopped her cloud midair to administer what aid she could.  He might be beyond help, but she had to try. 

"It's going to be ok," Karissa struggled to keep her voice comforting as she stroked Yuri's brow.  His eyes were glassy and unfocused, and she couldn't tell if he could even see her.  He mumbled something and she leaned closer to make it out.  The words were unintelligible

Yuri reached for his chest and Karissa tried to restrain him.  He pushed her away with feverish strength.  Seizing the hairpin around his neck Yuri gave the leather cord a sharp jerk and it came free in his hand.  He met Karissa's gaze, though his eyes were still glassy and his pupils were so wide they'd nearly swallowed his brown eyes.  What was he seeing?

Yuri pushed the bloody hairpin into her palm, and gazed up at her with a smile.  She leaned close to make out his words, "I'm coming."

No.  A chill washed over her as she recognized the words of a dying man.  Not if I have anything to say about it.  Pressing her hands over Yuri's wound she desperately channeled what remained of her essence.  A tornado sprang up around her, whipping the winds into a miniature storm.  Skin and bone knitted themselves back together, but didn't close entirely.  At least the hideous gaping hole had been reduced to a small jagged cut.  Karissa had shocked herself by using that last charm, as she'd been certain she had nothing left to give.

Yuri's breathing was shallow, but stronger now.  He was going to live, though he might be bedridden for a while.  Looks like she'd finally have the chance to give him a bath.  How ironic.  She doubted Yuri would be able to anything on his own for weeks.  

Karissa mentally commanded the cloud to sail towards the Galeta.  The flight took an eternity, and she bit her lip watching Yuri.  Just who was this Ria, anyway?  It must be someone he cared for a great deal.  More than he cared for than a woman he'd spent a few fun days with.

The sun finally surrendered to the night and it made locating the Galeta difficult.  At long last the mainmast rose out of the harbor ahead of her.   She guided her cloud in low, landing on the deck near the wheel.

Rat and the large dark haired sailor were deep in conversation near what she assumed must be Yuri's quarters.  They fell silent at her approach, and the little rodent rushed over to kneel next to her cloud.

"Ah, gods, Yuri…what did he do to you?" Anguish and loyalty tinged his words.  Rat looked up frantically.  "You can save him, can't you?  You're a Dragon-Blooded.  Do something."

"I've done what I can," Karissa stroked Yuri's brow again.  It blazed with a heat that could mean fever, but could also show his body trying to heal itself.

"Will he live?" Rat asked quietly.

"Yes, but he's lost a lot of blood and has a fever.  He needs a place to rest," she sighed.  

"We can put him on the captain's bed next to that red haired fellow.  It won't do them no harm to be next to each other, will it?"

Her brother!  How could she have forgotten?  Karissa rose tiredly to her feet, leaning heavily against the rail, "It won't harm them to be near each other.  Can you have him moved?  I'll be inside."

Staggering towards the door Karissa pushed it open.  The portrait of her had been hung directly across from the hideous round bed.  Who had a round bed?  Even the furniture was garish, painted in a variety of reds and golds and greens.  The place looked more like it belonged to a Lintha than to Yuri, but then again how well did she really know him?  

Garod lay swaddled in blankets so that only his head showed.  Crouched next to him was Anora, who maintained a death grip on her brother's hand.  She didn't look up when Karissa entered, and the streaks down her cheeks spoke of many tears.

"How is he?" Karissa asked as she sagged into a chair not far from the bed.  Karissa could sleep for a week.

Anora looked up, but it took a moment for her gaze to focus, "There's been no change.  He's warm now, at least.  Garod is a fighter." Anora smiled down at him, "He'll pull through.  I know he will."

The pair was interrupted as Rat and the large sailor with the permanent scowl struggled through the door with Yuri's limp form.  They carried him on a wide stretch of canvas she assumed would be used to repair sails.   Anora rose from her place and pulled back the scarlet coverlet to make room for Yuri next to Garod.  She hoped her brother wasn't too angry at waking up next to an Anathema, or at seeing a naked portrait of her hanging on the wall.

Once both patients were settled Karissa cleared her throat and nodded towards the door.  Both sailors joined her and Anora as she left the room.  The group congregated outside the door as the others waited to hear what she had to say.

"They'll live," Karissa began.  All three wore worried frowns, particularly the large sailor. "But they are going to require a lot of bed rest.  In Garod's case it may be for as long as two weeks.  For Yuri, perhaps less."

Karissa tensed as Rat lunged forward to gather her into a fierce hug, "I knew you could do it.  You can stay on the Galeta as long as you like, even if you are Realm scum."

"Thank you for saving the Captain," the tall, silent sailor rumbled.  His scowl never slipped.

"Karissa what happened to Yuri?  Is Ivari dead?" Anora broke in.  Rat stepped back with an anxious look.

"They fell from the top of that tower, and were still fighting on the way down," Karissa explained. "I grabbed Yuri before he hit the ground, but Ivari fell over three thousand feet.  There's no way he could have survived."

Rat gave a whooping cheer, "Now that's the second best news I've had today.  What about that slimy serpent, Yemmon?"

"He got away," Karissa growled. "But he's missing a hand now."

"I call that a victory.  Garg, go on down to the hold and break open one of those casks of wine," Rat grinned.  "And tell the galley to make something special for dinner.  No, belay that.  Send some men into one of the dockside restaurants and get us some real food.  We're gonna celebrate."

"Do you mind if I watch over Yuri?" Karissa asked.

"I'd like to stay as well," Anora chimed in.  She smoothed her skirts as she awaited Rat’s answer.

"Of course," the first mate grinned. "And if you need anything, anything at all, you just let ol Rat know and I'll see that it’s done."

"Thank you," Karissa smiled warmly.  She could see why Yuri liked Rat, though she was curious how he'd become first mate.  Rat sketched a hasty bow before heading off to give more orders to the crew.

Karissa held the door for Anora as the pair returned to Yuri's quarters.  Anora resumed her vigil by Garod's side, and Karissa sank into the plush chair she'd occupied earlier.

"Earlier you were telling me about Yuri," Karissa began.  She wasn't sure how to broach the subject, but decided to take the straightforward approach. "How well do you know him?"

"Better than anyone living, I think." Anora replied.  She raised an eyebrow curiously. "Why do you ask?"

"Who's Ria?" Karissa forced herself to meet Anora's gaze, but her cheeks flushed.  She couldn't believe she was being so brazen.

"Ria?" Anora had obviously been expecting a different question. "She is- was Yuri's lover.  He's known her since they were teenagers, and visited her often on the island of Gateway."  Anora's face darkened. "I always thought he was too good for her.  More than once Yuri tried to get her to leave her dingy little inn.  He'd have married her if she'd not been so bloody stubborn."

"You talk like she's…gone," Karissa's voice was barely above a whisper.  This was exactly what she'd feared.  Yuri had some other woman he wanted.

"Ivari killed her.  It was bad, Karissa.  Yuri won't talk about it, but I know the Lintha.  And I know Ivari," Anora's gaze was filled with pity, but it just made Karissa feel worse.

"What's this?" Karissa held up the blood stained hairpin.

"Where did you get that?" Anora seemed genuinely surprised.

"Yuri gave it to me when I rescued him, but I think he thought I was- someone else," she sighed.

"That's a gift he gave Ria.  Ivari took it from her, and Yuri took it back.  He's worn it ever since," Anora rose from her place next to the bed, and sat cross legged next to Karissa's chair. "Karissa, there are some things you need to know about Yuri."

"I'm not sure I want to," she replied miserably.  It would never have worked between them anyway.

"Don’t give up Karissa.  Yuri isn't all he appears to be," she smiled sympathetically. "Once, he was the world's greatest romantic.  He gave his whole heart without reservation.  All that changed after he met Ria.  He loved her completely, but she kept him at arm's length.  Eventually Yuri gave up on her, and tried to move on.  After that he was never same.  He was with women, but he never let any of them get close."

"And now Ria is gone," Karissa realized out loud. "Meaning, there's nothing but her memory standing between Yuri and I?"

"Exactly," Anora grinned. "I don't care what kind of woman she was, Karissa.  She's gone and you're here.  Don't let her take him from you."

"Thanks Anora," Karissa reached down to take Anora's hand. "I can see why Garod cares for you so much."

"No, thank you," Anora's eyes shone with unshed tears. "For telling me what my heart needed to hear.  He loves me.  That's all that matters."

"Maybe we'll both get our chance at happiness," Karissa smiled.  Determination overthrew her earlier despair.

"Maybe," Anora smiled. "At the very least I've made a new friend."
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Yuri's came awake gradually.  The first thing he noticed was the warmth of the sun coming through the porthole on the ship's starboard side.  A warm body was pressed up against him, and he had one arm draped over her.  He ran his fingers through familiar scarlet curls with a sigh of pleasure.  Sliding his hand down her neck he felt- an Adam’s apple?  Scrambling backwards Yuri fell out of bed onto the worn cabin floor.

Who the bloody hell was in his bed?  Yuri realized he was naked except for his small clothes.  Wait, a thick bandage was swaddled around his chest.  Memory returned a bit at a time.  He’d fought Ivari and he'd won.  Someone had saved him.  Ria?  No that couldn't be right.  He remembered red hair.  Karissa?    

That meant the man in his bed had to be Garod, at least he hoped so.  He dimly remembered Garod being hurt by Ivari, and prayed that was the reason they were in bed together.  Rising into a crouch he pulled back the coverlet and took a good look at the man's face.  Breathing a sigh of relief he sat heavily on the edge of the bed.  It was Garod, and he wore even more bandages than Yuri.

"You're awake," a pleasant voice came from behind.  The door opened to admit Karissa.  She wore a low cut silk blouse the color of the waves, and dark leather pants that hugged every curve.  Yuri drank in the sight of her like a taste of cool water.  By Ahlat she looked amazing.  What a sight to wake to.

"I'm awake, though I almost died from shock when I realized that was your brother and not you," Yuri jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Garod's still sleeping form. "How is he?"

"It will take him a few weeks to recover, but he'll live," Karissa flashed a smile that warmed Yuri like a glass of his finest wine.  She had such pretty eyes, like pools of clear water.

"Is he well enough to kick out of my bed chamber?" Yuri grinned.


"I'm afraid not," Anora interrupted as she pushed open the door to Yuri's cabin. "You're being evicted, Yuri."  


"You're kicking me out of my own cabin?" Yuri gaped.  He planted his hands defiantly on his hips. "What makes you think I'll go along with that?"

"Because you're weak as a kitten," Karissa wrapped an arm around him and led him to the door, "And I'm kidnapping you."

"I've arranged a suite for you in my manor, where Karissa is going to nurse you back to health," Anora grinned. "It's the least I can do to reward you for ridding the city of an Anathema.  The Tri-Khan was most pleased by my report."

"What about my ship?" Yuri was incredulous, but didn't have the strength to stop Karissa from hustling him out the door. "You cooked this up between you, didn't you?" Yuri shot Anora an accusing look, but she smiled sweetly as she closed the door leaving him trapped outside his own cabin.  He squinted against the late morning sunlight as he adjusted to the brightness.  When he could see he realized the deck was empty. "Where is everyone?"

"Rat gave them three days of shore leave," Karissa explained as she left Yuri propped against the rail.  Standing took some effort, and he felt like he could sleep for another week.

"Did Rat leave the ship too?" Yuri was shocked.  

"Of course not.  He and Garg stayed behind.  Rat refused to leave as long as you were abed.  He's resting in his quarters after spending the whole night at your bedside," Karissa smiled at him.  It really was an amazing smile. "He's very devoted.  I think you made a good choice in your first mate.  Hold on a moment.  I'm going to cast a spell."

Karissa's eyes closed and a strong wind picked up around her.  It whipped strands of auburn hair against her face as she chanted, fading as the spell crystallized around her.  A billowing white cloud sprang into existence, and he pursed his lips thoughtfully.  Yuri was fairly sure he could duplicate the spell if he was able to study it.  Now where had that come from?

"Come on," Karissa gathered Yuri up like a wayward kitten hurrying him onto the cloud.  He tried batting her hands away, but lacked the strength to do so.  Once he was settled she stroked his chin leaning in close with those dazzling blue eyes, "You need a shave and a bath."

"Alright," he grumbled. He didn't like losing control of his own vessel, but Rat would look after the ship until he got back.  Ivari was dead, Yemmon was maimed and their crew had been wiped out to a man.  He supposed he'd earned a few days to recuperate, and it wasn't likely anything untoward would happen to his ship while he was gone.

"You're in a sour mood," Karissa slid a hand around the back of Yuri's head burying her fingers in his hair.  She dragged his mouth to hers kissing him deeply.  Hunger smoldered deep within him as her scent washed over him.

"You kidnapped me," Yuri said accusingly as he broke the kiss.  Gods, but he could fall into those eyes. "Now you're going to take advantage of me."

"I am," Karissa nodded eagerly. "I've been waiting for this for months.  Calibration is only a few days away, so I'm running out of time."

"Time?" Yuri was confused.

"Have you already forgotten our bargain?" the cloud leapt into the sky winging its way towards an turnip shaped dome to the southwest.  Yuri recognized the Anora's manor.  The cool wind felt rushing by helped wake him.

"I told you there's no way you're ever getting that portrait back." Yuri shot back fiercely.  No one was getting the portrait from his quarters.  Ever.

"We'll see about that," Karissa's eyes twinkled mischievously  and her laughter fell like chimes around him.  The sun brightened her smile and Yuri felt a swell of affection.  He enjoyed her sense of humor.

The cloud zipped over the harbor and more than a few sailors shaded their eyes as they gazed upwards at the strange sight.  The pair ate up the distance to the manor in a few minutes, which they spent in silence.  Yuri took in the city, content to hold Karissa's hand as she guided the cloud.  

Their pace slowed and they descended towards a wide balcony about midway down the side of the onion shaped dome.  The marble columns glittered in the sun and Yuri gave a low whistle.  As a dynast Karissa was probably used to such dwellings, but for Yuri the idea of staying in such oppulence was completely foreign.  

The cloud stopped on the balcony, and Karissa waved it away with a gesture.  Rising she took Yuri by both hands and tugged him into one of the largest living chambers he'd ever seen.  Broad couches piled high with cushions lay scattered throughout the room, and a breeze passed through wide windows on three sides of the room.  The fourth wall had a wide set of double doors he assumed led into the bedroom, and on the south wall a smaller set of doors led deeper into the manor.  Anora had certainly spared no expense.

"Now," Karissa laid both hands on Yuri's chest and gazed up into his eyes.  Her scent was a drug and he stared back helplessly, knowing he'd likely do anything she asked. "It's time for me to discharge my debt.  Follow me."

She turned and glided across the chamber in those wonderful leather pants.  Yuri followed closely as she opened the double doors and led him into the bedroom.  A canopied bed dominated the room, but to the right laid an intricately tiled bathroom with a huge bathtub.  Steam rose in little wisps, and he sighed in anticipation.  

"Have I told you how wonderful you are?" Yuri asked.  "Because if I haven't, you're wonderful Karissa.  More than any man deserves.  Except me of course."

"Oh you deserve all this, is that it?" Karissa laughed. "Well you did save my life, I suppose."

"You've already saved my life so we're even," Yuri pulled Karissa against him.  Holding her close he never wanted to let her go.  Her soft warmth felt so right, and he loved her fragrance, smelling of summer.  His next words fled as his jaw sagged open.  Hanging above the bed was the most perfect portrait he'd ever seen.  Evidently she'd moved it from the Galeta to his room here.  

Karissa's likeness had been captured perfectly.  She lay naked on a soft pile of cushions, with both arms folded behind her head.  Her hair cascaded down her shoulders in waves, and a wicked smile adorned her face.  Perfect breasts had been captured in amazing detail, and each curve had been brought to life.

"There is no way you are ever getting this back from me.  Ever," Yuri breathed as he crossed the chamber and ran a hand along the canvas.

"Are you sure?" Karissa breathed as she pressed against his back.

"Positive," Yuri turned and to face her.  "This is amazing.  Perfect.  There's no way I could…"

Yuri trailed off as Karissa raised a hand to her shoulder.  She tugged lightly at the straps of her blouse pulling it over her heard.  Dropping it to the floor she undid the buttons to her leather pants slowly peeling them off.  She wore nothing but a thin white shift that clung to every curve like a second skin.  

"I'll have the portrait sent back to your ship," Yuri sighed.  He'd been beaten.  At this point he’d agree to anything Karissa asked, and he knew it. 

"Are you giving in that easily?" Karissa gave a mock sigh.  She turned and swayed her way across the room.  Yuri's couldn't look away as she headed for the bathtub.  The flimsy shift fell away and he gasped at the sight of her nakedness.  She glanced over her shoulder as she slid one leg over the rim of the tub, "And here I thought I was going to have to work to get it back."

Yuri left a trail of clothing across the floor as he all but sprinted for the bathtub, "I'm ashamed to admit it, but if your ship hadn’t been sinking you'd have gotten the portrait back the same day I asked for it."

"I know," Karissa smiled and gazed up shyly as he slipped a leg over the tub and settled into the pleasantly warm water.  She reached up gently to unwind the bandages swathing his chest, then dropped them in a heap next to the tub.  She ran light fingers over the wound itself, which had healed into a long pink scar just underneath his breastbone. "This is amazing.  I've never seen a wound heal so quickly, or so cleanly."

"It's one of the powers of the Anathema," Yuri explained.  "Whenever we sense a beautiful woman waiting to give us a bath we recover quickly."

Karissa splashed an armload of water at him with a laugh, and he slid down into the water next to her.  She settled into his lap straddling him underneath the steaming water.  He stiffened and started to wrap his arms around her, but she pushed him away, "Ah ah, not just yet.  I agreed to give you a bath."

She reached outside the tub and picked up a heavily bristled brush and a bar of soap.  Rubbing the soap between her hands she built up a thick lather massaging it deep into his chest and neck.  He sighed in pleasure as her hands worked their way across his body.

"Karissa," He cleared his throat. "I need to talk to you."

"Oh?" she bit his ear with a purr as she continued lathering his chest.  She picked up the brush and began scrubbing.  It felt wonderful.

Taking a deep breath he forged ahead, "I've been a pirate for the better part of a decade.  I never thought I could be anything else.  All that's changed now."  He read confusion in her eyes.  Damn, he needed to get to the point, "Karissa, what I'm saying is-I'm not even sure how to do this."  He scrubbed a wet hand through his hair, "I'm just going to come out and say it.  Karissa, I think I'm in love with you."

"Do you mean that?" she gazed at him searchingly as if she could pull some further meaning from his eyes.

"I've never been so sure of anything, Karissa.  You must think I'm crazy.  I'm an Anathema, and you're a Dynast," Yuri pulled her against his chest as if will alone could keep her from ever leaving. "I'm sorry. I picked a bad time to bring this up."

"Yuri,I…" She trailed off and a flush lit her cheeks.  Karissa broke her gaze before speaking again, "I have a confession to make.  My grandmother sent me to bring you back.  She wanted me to seduce you and make you fall in love with me."

Yuri merely gaped at her.  The words were gibberish, and try as he might he couldn't grasp them.  He was silent for long moments before cupping her chin and forcing her to meet his gaze, "Quit trying to change the subject.  I said I love you.  Do you feel the same?"

"Yes, I do.  I love you Yuri," tears welled in Karissa's eyes. "I'll not let V'neef use you.  I'll tell her that I couldn't find you, or that you refused me."

"I'm free now, Karissa," Yuri smiled down at her.  He wiped a tear away with one thumb. "We can go anywhere in the world.  And I'm rich.  We'll never lack for anything.  Come away with me.  We can…"

Karissa raised a trembling finger to his lips, silencing him.  She searched his gaze for long moments before speaking, "I can't.  I love you Yuri, but I have a duty to my house.  I can't desert them."

"So you won't let me return home with you, and you won't come away with me?" Yuri's heart cracked.  He'd had this conversation before with Ria.  Twice.  He knew what came of letting his guard down, but he'd let Karissa worm her way into his heart.  This was the price.

Karissa merely nodded.  She looked away and refused to meet his gaze as she spoke, "I know its not what you want to hear.  I'm sorry Yuri.  I do love you,"  She flinched as if expecting a blow.

"I'm keeping the portrait," he told her matter of factly. "When are you leaving?"

"As soon as Garod is back on his feet," Karissa jerked her gaze up to meet his.  Had she expected him to be angry?

"Then we have all the time in the world," Yuri pulled her into a passionate kiss.  She was breathless when he finally released her. "Let's enjoy the time we have."

"Yuri," Karissa smiled breathily. "I love you…"
Epilogue

Ivari

RY 768 

2nd Day of Descending Air

Anora’s Manor, Chiaroscuro

Unbelievable agony pulsed through Ivari like a heartbeat.  It dragged him up from the dark, dreamless sleep and back into the present.  He was covered by rubble, entombed beneath the building he'd fallen through while battling Yuri.  How many days ago had that been?  Two?  Three?  It didn't matter.  It seemed his new masters had a grim sense of humor.  He'd survived the fall only to fall pray to starvation.

They have no humor and nothing to do with your present circumstances. The low voice of the demon rumbled.

"Well someone certainly does," He hissed through clenched teeth. "Malfeas has abandoned me."

Has he?  Listen. The voice's amusement rankled.

Ivari was silent as he took the voice's advice.  He could hear something.  A faint scraping echoed through the rock.  Wait, was that someone digging?  Perhaps there was hope after all.  Maybe Yemmon was coming for him.

It is your brother.  He has sent diggers for you, I can smell them.

"Yemmon," Ivari bellowed despite the pain it caused. "I'm in here my brother."

The digging continued, growing closer with each passing moment.  Ivari tried to remain calm, but rage and pain battled for dominance.  He growled and thrashed, though it did little to ease the wait.  An eternity later a shaft of light stabbed down at him as a shower of gravel washed over his face.   Glaring up at the hated sun he blinked as it was blotted out.

"Ivari?" his brother called out tentatively.

"I'm here, my brother." He rumbled back.  The digging resumed and more and more light erupted around him as the rocks were removed.

Strong hands pulled him from his tomb, and Ivari found himself suspended between two Blood Apes.  They held him reverently, as if he were a god.

To them, you are.  Remember you stand at the apex, Ivari.  You are the highest of the servants.

"Brother," Ivari growled. "What happened to Yuri?  Is he dead?"

"No," Yemmon hissed.  Fury tinged his voice. "Silvertongue and his bitch escaped.  They murdered our crew, and the Tri-Khan sent the watch to finish the job.  The Violet Spire is no more.  The Linthan presence in Chiaroscuro is finished.  She made me half a cripple, brother." Yemmon held up the stump where his right hand had once been.

"Do they know I yet live?" Ivari rumbled. 

"You are believed dead, my brother.  Even our own people assume you lost," Yemmon explained.  He gestured and the Blood Apes laid Ivari gently across the floor.

"That's good news at least," Ivari mused. "That means Yuri won't be expecting me."

No, the voice practically roared. You must not face the sun child again.  We must go to Malfeas where you can learn full mastery of your abilities.

"You still plan to kill him then?" Yemmon asked with an eagerness that pleased Ivari.  Losing his hand had deepened his brother's hatred.  Excellent.

"I do, but first I must journey to Malfeas.  There is much I must learn," He admitted reluctantly.

"I've anticipated your wishes, brother.  I have a sand skiff waiting outside of town, along with a slave to sacrifice to the great desert Cecylyne.  We are ready to begin the journey to Malfeas," a feverish gleam lit Yemmon's eyes. "I have pledged myself to Malfeas, Ivari.  Now we are brothers in both flesh and spirit.  Together we will flay the flesh from Yuri's bones.  Then we will tear down this world so our master may build a better."

"Yes," Ivari's eyes flared.  "Together, my brother.  We will avenge the wrongs done to us.  Yuri Silvertongue will die at our hands."  Deep, booming laughter echoed through the shaft up to the surface as Ivari contemplated his revenge.
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