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Chapter 1
 
 “What’s the story with that one – the girl?”
The slave master on deck nineteen of the airship pursed thin lips as he stared at her. His eyes squinted against the harsh rays of the midday sun. The slave master’s mind added up the mental ingredients needed to concoct a story that would bring him top dollar for his newly captured slave. “Ahhhh… the fiercest female pirate of the sea,” he spat more than spoke, each syllable flying from his lips. “We bartered for this one from a galleon. Said they ran into an entire ship of them, they did. They fought tooth and bone until the last one. Only caught her because she was rendered unconscious.”
Val held her tongue as the seller and purchaser’s eyes moved across her body. From beneath a curtain of filthy black strands, she met their stares head on. More than anything, she wanted to skip free from her bonds. She wanted to cross the distance that separated her from them and tear both their throats from their stupid necks. Skill was not holding her back. It was the promise of something far greater than bloodlust that kept her in check. It was the promise of answers to questions she’d been seeking since birth. If she was going to have a chance at all, she needed to be bought.
The man inquiring about her made his way down the row of slaves. Every slave secured with interlinked chains to both their hands and feet made him bold in his proximity. He stunk of rum and tobacco as he stood in front of her, weighing her worth. “I’ll give you ten bits, no more.”
So it began. The slave master hobbled to his customer and product. Even before he opened his mouth, Val knew this was just the beginning of a long discussion. Bartering among pirates was an art; even what some would call a pastime. 
“Rob me right to me face, would ye?” the slaver snapped, outraged. “She’s in top shape, this one. Look at ‘er arms. Bigger than even mine or yours. Ye’d get years worth of work out of ‘er.”
The Captain eyed her again. Finally, he asked her, “The story this rusty slaver would have me believe about you, is it true?”
Behind the Captain, the slaver nodded with vigorous motions of his oversized head. Val had to position this just right. The two men were so eager to have the upper hand in the deal; they’d been blind as to who was actually manipulating the scene. 
“No,” Val said with a steady voice. “He found me drunk in an alley and kidnapped me.” She paused as the slaver’s face reddened and he closed the distance. A strike was inevitable, maybe even more than one. “But he’s right to think I’m a warrior. Even with these chains I could break his nose if I chose.”
The slaver arrived a second later. A right-fisted punch to her cheek and another to her stomach doubled her over. For an old pig of a man, he was stronger than he looked. Slaves still chained to her left and right leaned as far away as the chains would allow. As if creating more distance between them would promise safe passage in the storm of their owner’s wrath. 
Val thought at two shots the slaver would be content. After four Val began to wonder how long she could keep the charade in place. Finally, the blows stopped. 
The slaver was huffing and puffing like a massive beached whale. The seconds of exertion had proven far too much for his heavy frame. Now, not only black strands of her hair, but also dark red rivers of blood were clouding Val’s vision. 
It was evident the slaver’s act of violence hadn’t gone unnoticed. A throng of people looked on in anticipation of a beating. The island of Taurus was a brutal place. Any sign of violence or chance there would be a brawl was welcomed. 
Val could see the sick pleasure in their eyes fade as they realized the beating was short-lived. Their hopes of seeing pain at someone else’s expense gone, they mumbled and cursed. 
The pain was present, but still nothing compared to what Val had previously endured. She did what was needed, bottled the feeling, caged her rage for a moment when it would be useful and stood tall. 
“Well, she can take a beating,” the Captain interested in purchasing her said. “I do need some sturdy hands to man the oars on The Apollo. I probably shouldn’t, but I’ll give you fifteen. That’s it.”
The slaver, still recovering with a deep, wheezing sigh, stood between the Captain and Val to plead his case. “So you do see her value? I know you do or else you would not have increased yer payment. Perhaps you will also see why she’s worth twenty bits if I…”
The Captain shook his head. “No, I’m done bartering with you. Take my offer or leave it. I have other business to attend before the sun sets on Taurus.”
Val held her breath. So far it was all going according to plan. Only the greed of the slaver stood between her and her goal. 
The slaver thought for a moment and then shook his head. He would not accept the offer.
Val’s mind raced to find a solution. She needed to be purchased by the Captain or else all the work leading up to this point meant nothing. 
“Hey, you sorry sack of meat.”
The slaver turned to Val, a look of one part shock, one part surprise and one part rage spreading on his face. 
“Yeah, I’m talking to you. If you ever try to hit me again I’ll make you wish you’d never been born. You will live to see the day you…”
That did it. The slaver stepped toward her, a fist already aimed at her face. The man was slow, clumsy, and awkward; the list went on and on. It was nothing for Val to shift ever so slightly to her right. Dodging the blow as if it had written her a letter a week ago to warn her about its arrival and location. 
With the slaver off balance, Val took her chance. Both wrists were cuffed together with a rough piece of worn metal and attached to a longer chain connecting her to the other poor souls also in the slaver’s custody. Despite this, there were a few inches of give in her bonds. 
With one quick motion, she brought both her hands up and into the saggy chin of the slaver. Her knuckles passed through a wave of fat and skin before making contact with the underside of his chin. 
His head snapped back in one fluid motion, giving Val an open shot at his nose. Her forehead met the hooked bridge of his nose. With a loud crack, cartilage broke and blood poured from his nostrils like a damn bursting. 
The slaver fell backward to the laughter of the Captain and those who had stayed to watch. Expressions of pain and humiliation fought for space on the slaver’s bloody face. Instead, a look of rage passed over his face as if he were going to stand and strike Val again. One look from her cold eyes told him this would not be the best idea. 
Composing himself as much as he could, with one hand on his bleeding nose, he stood. Ignoring Val as though she had not just made him fear for his life, he addressed the Captain. “Fifteen bits it is.”
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Seven feet of tall, whipcord muscles met her belligerent stare. The ship’s first mate stared her down through cold, brown eyes. His skin, the color of dark chocolate, was weathered from years in the sun. He flicked the whip restlessly, daring her to open her mouth. Val bit back the retort flirting with her tongue. The Captain hadn’t been stupid. He’d seen her arms secured behind her back and shackles fitted around her ankles allowing only the smallest of movements. He took no chances with his new slave. Val stood, no hope of defending herself from the first mate. His eyes promised pain, but she wasn’t in the mood to oblige him.
 “How long until we’re ready to push off, Captain?” the first mate asked, his eyes never leaving Val. He’d been given orders not to unchain her until they were well under way. 
“An hour at most, Dom,” the Captain answered. “Have the new slaves start loading the last of the cargo.”
“What about this one?” Dom nodded to Val. 
The Captain turned to stare at her thoughtfully. “Put her in the hold for now with the others until I decide what to do with her.”
Val cringed inwardly at the blatant threat in the Captain’s words. She hated when men looked at her like she was one of Madame’s “ladies in waiting.” Madame had explained to Valeria when she was a small child the allure she’d hold over men when she matured. Beauty, Madame had called her growing up. Val hated the nickname. Beautiful she was, yet she’d rather be known for her other skills; skills that earned her a small fortune and had nothing to do with Madame’s business.
“Oh, and Dom, make sure to unchain her once you get her down there. I’d rather not have her damaged unless I’m the one doing the damage.”
Dom nodded, his eyes flaring at the thought of her agony. If she didn’t need to be on board this rust bucket, she’d have already slit his throat. 
Dom shoved her along the deck and then through the doorway leading below. She nearly bit her tongue in half when she felt his hands on her body. She gritted her teeth and endured it down the narrow hall to the elevator that led down to the bowels of the airship. 
Dom, as the Captain called him, turned his attention to her when the doors closed and he pushed the emergency stop. Val snarled at him. She could see the intent in his eyes. No matter how desperately she needed to be a prisoner on the ship, there wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to allow herself to be accosted. Dom smiled and slammed her into the walls of the elevator. Her head bounced, but she’d taken harder hits. She couldn’t lose her wits until she found the person for whom she’d come here looking.
His breath stank of stale tobacco and whiskey. She bit his lip as hard as she could when his mouth landed on hers. He roared and his fist slammed into her stomach. She bent over at the sharp pain, saving herself from another blow that landed on the wall. She let herself fall down, pulling her knees into her chest as she went. She lashed out with both feet, hitting Dom directly in one knee, knocking him down. One good kick to the knee took them all out, no matter their size, Val thought to herself. When he crashed to the floor, she was ready. 
She pulled her legs up, opening them as wide as the shackles would allow, and then swung so that she caught his neck between her thighs. She twisted to the right, giving her a better hold on him. Then she started to squeeze. It was an old trick one of Madame’s bodyguards had taught all the girls. Sometimes security was busy and the girls needed to know how to defend themselves. It was a lesson Val had taken to heart.
Dom’s hands tried to force her legs apart, but the shackles worked to her advantage. Her legs refused to move and she squeezed harder. The man started to cough and fought to get loose, but it was a losing battle. He knew it and so did she.
“We can do this two ways,” Val purred, “you can agree to leave me the hell alone and I’ll let you live or you can continue to fight and choke to death.”
“Get off me, girl, before I beat you to within…” he stopped talking when Val’s pressure increased. 
“I will kill you,” she said softly, the steel in her voice unmistakable. “We can either agree that you’ll keep you bloody hands off me or you can die. Your choice.”
His hand beat the floor beside him and she let up enough for him to talk. He sucked in a ragged breath. “Hands off,” he gasped. 
Val’s grip loosened enough for Dom to free himself. He sat up coughing and Val used the time to stand herself. It was awkward; nevertheless, she managed. When he recovered enough to stand and face her, she could see the hatred in his eyes. She stared right back, unafraid. If Val showed an ounce of fear, all she’d accomplished would be for nothing.
He restarted the elevator and they rode down in silence. 
When the doors sprang open, he grabbed her arm and yanked her along, not caring that her shackles caused her to fall. He dragged her along the floor. She winced at the pain, yet said nothing. This she could tolerate. 
The stench assaulted her nose as soon as Dom stopped and opened the massive door in font of him. Urine, sweat and the unmistakable scent of vomit gagged her. It was a slave hold. She knew it without even having to look. The merchant ship had been rumored to be an illegal slave ship, though it had never been proven. Val had her answer. 
Dom stared down at her for a long moment. The fight to obey his Captain’s orders or leave her to the men in the hold waged a war behind his eyes. Val held her breath. She’d damaged the man’s pride and leaving her like this… it could do more damage to her than she could ever do to his pride.
In the end, he sighed and hauled her up. He freed her feet first and then her hands. She had no time to even rub the numbness from her wrists before she was thrown into the room. Dom laughed when she stumbled. “Shouldn’t have fought with me, girl. Could’ve been different for you.”
The door closed. The turning lock was loud in the abrupt silence. Val blinked rapidly, her eyes fighting to focus in the sudden darkness. Lamps dotted the room here and there, however the light was barely enough to see by. The stench was worse than bad. The crew probably never cleaned out this particular part of the hold. A third of the slaves here would die from sickness before they ever reached their destination. 
She heard the movement, rather than saw it: a restless shifting. Val closed her eyes and listened. The sounds came from all directions. Footsteps moved closer. Ragged breathing surrounded her. She crouched, prepared for a fight.
When she opened her eyes, she saw the first of them coming.
She snarled in return. 
How the hell was she going to get out of this one?
 
***
 
Val fought past the smell, willing the power from all of her senses to aid in seeing the first of the many men approaching her through the darkness. It wasn’t the first time she had been in a brig and probably wouldn’t be the last. 
Her line of work took her to many far and exotic places, most full of men trying to establish dominance. Prisons and slave ships were the same. The big dogs in the yard needed to claim their territory. 
The first man approached out of the darkness at a run. He was tall and thin, his face marked with a grizzly pattern of scars and bruises. It was clear the man wasn’t a fighter or if he was, he wasn’t very good at it. 
Val sidestepped his clumsy swing and used the man’s own momentum to send him crashing into the steel bars of their mutual prison behind her. His body met the unforgiving metal at a sprint, filling the air with a sick crunch of bone and muscle. 
Two more men came at Val from somewhere out of the darkness. Her eyes were beginning to adjust to the brig’s poor lighting. Behind the pair of men, she could see an even larger group, dark figures watching her from afar, measuring her worth. 
Her two attackers converged on her at once. One, a short bald man with a dozen earrings in both ears, threw caution to the wind and tried a flying tackle. Val wasted no time and brought her right knee up under his jaw as he reached for her and then he flew through the air. 
Val could feel a tingling sensation travel from her knee and up her thigh. She hadn’t meant to hit the man that hard. A second after her strike landed, he crumpled to the floor. There was no time to apologize. Her next attacker was already on top of her raining down blows with meaty fists.
The man was by far the dirtiest person she had ever encountered. A thick beard, incrusted with God-knew-what, was hanging from his chin and halfway down his face. If the man’s hands didn’t kill Val, his stench would. The smell that billowed off her cellmate was one Val could only relate to a diseased rat drenched in rotten milk. 
His first blow caught her off guard. A hook to her cheek broke the skin just under her right eye. Val ignored the pain and the familiar wetness of blood spilling down her face. The next punch the man threw Val caught with both her hands. A quick step around her opponent and she twisted his arm behind his back. The human body was only meant to extend so far. Val had this man’s arm inches away from popping it from its shoulder socket.
He growled in pain but was smart enough not to struggle. “That’s right,” Val whispered in his ear. “Take it easy and you get to keep your arm. Struggle and I won’t hesitate to tear this thing right off.”
The man stilled, his breath coming out between clenched teeth. The sound whistled in the air between Val, her captive and the group of figures still standing in the darkness on the other side of the brig. 
No one made a move. “Listen,” Val said in a steady voice, “I am not your enemy. Whatever lesson you were trying to teach the newcomer, whatever laws or rules you abide by, consider them met and understood. I have no quarrel with you.”
Silence.
A far away sound of water dripping from the wooden ceiling filled the void, the absence noise had left. The men were waiting for their leader to respond, of that Val had no doubt. 
After about a full minute, which felt like an hour, a figure separated himself from the darkness. All she could tell at the onset was the he was average height and walked with a slight limp. As the man got closer, she could see him more clearly. 
The slave was older than she’d at first thought. A slight stoop rounded his wide shoulders. A canvas of tattoos covered his chest and shoulders with black and red ink. His heavy, white beard and bald head fueled the idea growing deep inside Val’s mind. 
“Break his arm or not, I don’t care,” his voice came out clear and strong despite his age.
Val could feel the man in her grip tense at the words. It was obvious he feared the worst from the situation. Val leaned in toward her captive’s ear. “You owe me one for this. If I let you go, you’re not going to do something stupid like turn around and take a swing at me, are you?”
Urgent shaking of his head confirmed what Val already knew. In once quick motion, she released her grip. The man stumbled away from her, a look of gratitude across his bearded face. He approached the old man like a dog with his tail in between his legs. 
The leader didn’t give him a response. A dismissive wave of his hand was the only thing the defeated man received. Instead, the leader directed is attention to Val, “Who are you?”
Val thought about lying for a moment, not knowing whether her reputation would help or hinder her cause. She decided on the latter. “I’m a slave, just like you.”
“Just like me?” the man played with the words as if he’d never heard them previously. “I doubt that very much. So, slave, tell me why I shouldn’t send the rest of my men at you right now and have them tear you apart?”
The thing that caught Val off guard wasn’t the menace in the man’s voice; it was the lack of any threat. He genuinely wanted to know why Val deserved a free pass. The two of them might as well have been old sailors, one asking the other about the weather. “The last thing you need is a gang of men bloodied and broken. Send them at me if you insist; they’ll do nothing more than break on me like waves on a rock cliff.”
“You’re sure of that? With enough time, even the most solid rock surface will crumble under power of the ocean.”
“I don’t think you have that many men or that much time,” Val said with a smile. Despite their situation, she was already sensing a kindred spirit in the man with whom she spoke. She was right.
He walked toward her with an extended hand, “Well said. I’m Tobias Blood. Welcome to the best slave unit the sky has to offer.”
Val gripped the man’s hand with a firm shake of her own. More adrenaline shot through her body as she realized her search was over. This was the man for whom she’d searched the whole of DeCadia, the man who would give her the answers she so desperately needed. 
Finally, the infamous Tobias Blood stood before her. 



Chapter 3
 
Tobias led her deeper into the slave hold to where he’d set up shop. Several crates bound together created a makeshift desk and old powder keg barrels stood for seats. Tobias motioned her to sit. Val declined to take the offered seat and moved instead to the one at his right, the one where her back was against the wall. A kerosene lantern helped illuminate the area. The lamps along the wall hardly gave off enough light to cast shadows. The fact that Tobias had a kerosene lamp was quite telling. He had to have an arrangement with either the Captain or his first mate. 
Two battered tin cups were set in front of them with a substance that smelled like ale wafting up. Val hated the stuff, though she’d drink it if it meant keeping herself out of danger. Val pushed her tin to Tobias. “You first.”
He attempted to stare her down; it didn’t work. Better men than he had tried and failed in the past. A slow grin broke across his face and he picked up Val’s cup and threw out the contents. He then took a drink of his and passed it to her. Val nodded and took a swallow of the swill. “I like you, girl. How’d you end up here?”
“Stupid mistake I plan on rectifying as soon as we dock again.” Val debated on what to tell him. She’d gone over this conversation many times over the last three years as she searched for Tobias. Telling him the truth upfront wouldn’t serve her purposes. This secret had long been kept and she needed to earn Tobias’s trust in order for him to open up to her, to share his secrets. She’d worked too hard to ruin her chances now. 
“Tell me about this mistake.” Another cup landed in front of Tobias. He grunted his thanks before taking a long drink. 
Val decided to stick with the story she had told the Captain, only she added a few additional details. “My ship had docked and I found my way to Cravet’s Inn. I just wanted to relax, but there were several who decided I should be their entertainment for the night. Didn’t turn out too well for them. In the meantime, I didn’t know that the barkeep had drugged my drink while I fought. I finished my drink and left. I don’t think he’d counted on that. He looked upset when I left. Took about twenty minutes for the drugs to kick in. I stumbled into an alley. That much I remember. When I woke up, I was sitting bound up with the other slaves at auction this morning.”
Tobias looked at her thoughtfully and Val fought the urge to squirm. She couldn’t tell whether he believed her or not. She was betting not. “Did the Captain say why he wanted you?” Tobias asked instead of pressing her reasons for being caught.
Val made a disgusted face and Tobias chuckled. “Thought as much,” he laughed. “You’re too beautiful for your own good, girl. You need to ugly yourself up a bit.”
Laughter burst out around them. “She could be pockmarked and it wouldn’t matter with ‘er body. Man don’t need a face.”
“You’ll be sleeping with me, girl,” Tobias declared after a moment.
“Don’t make me regret not killing you, old man,” Val told him softly. And she would kill him. No one would make her a whore, not even someone she needed.
Tobias laughed outright. “Girl, if you want to show me some appreciation, fine. If not, that’s fine, too. I’m more concerned about your safety at night. Can’t watch you if you’re out there in the dark. Safer with me.”
Val cocked her head and stared back at him thoughtfully. “Why should you care?”
“Don’t know,” Tobias shrugged. “Something about you. Not sure what yet and I want to keep you close till I figure it out.”
Val wanted to deny and tell him he was wrong, but she wouldn’t lie to him. He’d catch her in a lie faster than Madame ever had. It was just something she knew to be true and she never ignored her gut instincts. “I think I need to worry about the Captain before I do this lot,” she muttered instead. Wouldn’t do to kill the Captain, still he wasn’t going to touch her.
“Leave the Captain to me,” Tobias said, another grunt escaping as he shifted on his barrel stool. “Now, what’s your name, girl?”
“Does it matter?” Val asked. “Girl works just as well.”
Tobias waved the others away, leaving only him and Val. “If you want my protection, girl, you’ll be telling me your name and no lies.”
Val heaved a sigh inwardly, keeping her blank face. She did not want to give him her name for many reasons. Lying to him was going to be tricky. Val could already tell they shared a common knack for sniffing out the truth. Her middle name then. That wouldn’t be a lie. “Aurora or Rory as everyone calls me.”
His eyes narrowed and Val cursed as soon as the words were out of her mouth. Her middle name was the name of a highborn citizen. “That’s an unusual name,” Tobias said softly, his hand on his knife.
“I was born to the daughter of a Duke,” she said. “My grandfather allowed my mother to keep me until I was three, when her marriage contract came due. The old man sold me to a woman who raised me in a brothel. I learned from the security they employed how to protect myself.”
Tobias nodded slowly. “That why you’re so opposed to sharing yourself? Had to do it all your life?”
Val laughed. “No one touched me in that place. They learned right quick that they got a knife in the ribs if they dared. I watched women become whores, demean themselves and all for nothing. They died with naught but the legacy of a whore. I won’t do that. I turned my eyes to other things.”
“What other things did you do, girl?”
“I learned ships,” Val told him. “There’s not a job on a ship I can’t do.”
“What else, girl?”
“I have certain skills that are sometimes employed by a select clientele in order to procure items of value.”
“Fancy way of saying you’re a high priced thief,” Tobias laughed. “Why are you working ships if you’re thieving?”
“I do only select jobs of procuring goods for my clients, but being on a ship – feeling the wind in my hair, the rumble of the steam engines under my feet – there is nothing like it.”
“You sound more like a captain than a crew hand.” Tobias gave her another of his deep looks that made her squirm on the inside. Going into this, Val knew it would be tricky. She knew there would be times, even when she guarded against it, the truth would slip out unknowingly. She loved her ship, loved captaining her and she thought of her crew as family. It was hard to lie about that.
Instead of trying to find something to say that wouldn’t get her into hot water, she changed the subject. “What time do we get fed? I haven’t had anything to eat since early yesterday morning.” 
Tobias’s gaze was measuring, though he let any further questions slide for now. “Come on, let’s feed you, girl.”
Val had no doubts they’d come back to this conversation, however was grateful Tobias let it go. She was starved and had an incredibly foul, bitter taste in her mouth, she’d sell her own soul to get rid of right now. She got up and followed Tobias deeper into the hold, her stomach growling.
What passed for dinner in the slave hold was hardtack, dried meat, water, and of course, the prisoner’s own deck-made rum. After her meal, Val was content to be led to her sleeping quarters. It had been a long day and she did need a little rest.
It was clear the other slaves in the ship’s hold respected Tobias. When he spoke, his word was final. She saw an admiration in their eyes as the old man gave instruction – something beyond respect or fear; they genuinely liked him. 
As Tobias led Val deeper into the slave’s quarters she was surprised to see decorations placed on the wooden walls. The pictures were torn, artifacts mounted on the walls were worn and, in most cases, broken; still, what kind of slave ship allowed their slaves to set up décor along their living spaces?
“Whose your interior decorator?” Val asked. “You don’t strike me as the type.”
Tobias threw her a glance over his shoulder with a toothy smile. “Well, when you’ve been a slave for as long as I have with the reputation to bring a crew together to get work done, you’re offered a few privileges.”
Val’s eyes shot skyward. “So, you have a deal with the Captain?”
Tobias shrugged taunt shoulders making his canopy of tattoos contract and retract with his movement in the faint light. “I keep the slaves in line and the ship operating as it should. In return, we’re treated better. Simple as that.”
Val did a double-take, repeating Tobias’ words in her mind to make sure she was understanding him right. “Wait, you’re not saying you actually want to be a slave, are you?”
Tobias paused in front of a large door with a brass handle. In the light of the lantern he held in his right hand, with his left he reached down for the thick ring of keys hanging off his belt. There was twinge in his eyes that made Val wonder if she’d asked the wrong question. 
Tobias’ normal alpha-like personality was clouded for the briefest of moments. A shadow
crossed the man’s face. In a fraction of a second, it was gone. “There are worse things in this world than becoming a slave to a ship, Aurora. Much darker things lurking where you’d least expect them.”
Though Val knew it was all in her mind, she could swear the diamond-shaped birthmark on her back, just below her right shoulder blade, began to itch. Was this it? Was this the time to confront Tobias about my real reason for finding him?
 Since she had arrived it had been too dark to inspect all of Tobias’ tattoos. Still, she knew she had found the right man. It was a gut instinct she couldn’t explain. A feeling indicating her journey was coming to an end. Before she could make up her mind on whether or not to confront him there, Tobias found the correct key to open the door. 
Val mentally kicked herself. She had to be sure before she broached the subject. If this was the man that had answers, he would share a replica of her birthmark in the form of a tattoo. Until she knew for sure, she would continue as planned. 
“Well, come in; I’m not going to bite. If I wanted to kill you, girl, I would have a hundred times over by now.”
Val took a deep breath and entered the room. It was far from extravagant though large for a slave’s quarters. The old coot must have worked out an arrangement with the ship’s Captain in exchange for his room. 
The walls were thin, draped with massive maps. A small bed stood in one corner with the rest of the room piled high with old, musty books. “You like to read?”
Tobias finished lighting the array of candles strategically interspersed throughout his room. Their glow sent shadows dancing across the walls in a series of flickering leaps and bounds. “What gave you that idea?”
Val was about to respond as she tore her eyes away from yet another mountain of books standing in the corner. Her mouth was halfway open as she caught Tobias’ twinkling eyes. “Yeah, I’ll just take that as a ‘yes’.”
Tobias busied himself gathering sheets and blankets, arranging a makeshift bed on the floor. Val walked around the room with her arms folded across her chest admiring his maps. No two maps were the same. Lines were drawn across them all in a pattern Val had never seen. 
“There we go, all set,” Tobias said as he took a step back from the pile of blankets on the floor. He stood admiring his work as if he were a child who had just drawn a picture.
Val had to bite back a laugh. Here he was, the infamous Tobias Blood, looking at a pile of blankets and pillows with pride. To Val, the mess on the floor didn’t look like a masterpiece to cause pride. The blankets were crumpled, the pillows dirty and even torn in a few spots.
 “It looks great, but you don’t have to sleep on the floor,” Val said. 
Tobias looked at Val as if she had gone mad. “I said I liked you, girl, I’m not going out of my way to do you any favors. You’re sleeping on the ground.”
That night Val lay on the cold floor of the ship. All the lights were out, however her eyes had already grown accustomed to the darkness. She had finally found him. She was in the same room as he, sleeping within ten feet of his bed. 
Val formed a plan to find his tattoo. She would need to get up and tiptoe to his sleeping form. With any luck, he would be sleeping in such a way, his mark would be exposed. All she would need was a quick peek to confirm if what she felt deep inside were true.
Tobias’ soft snore traveled through the quiet in a series of snorts and whistles. Val took a long, deep breath and slowly rose from her makeshift bed.
“Can’t sleep?”
 Val almost jumped as Tobias’s eyes stared at her with question. The light was so poor, she couldn’t tell whether his eyes had been open the whole time or if he just recently made the transition. 
“You should really get some sleep, girl. Tomorrow, we’re casting off and you’ll need your strength for the boiler room.”
“Oh, right,” Val said as she fell into an impromptu stretching session. “I had a kink in my shoulder. You know, the area right below your right shoulder blade?”
If Tobias had any idea what she was talking about, he ignored her. Instead, he took a deep breath and addressed what he imagined her situation to be. “Listen, just trust me. The ship’s a lot better having you sleep in here for now instead of out there.”
Val let her arms fall by her sides disappointed her ploy had failed. “What’s that supposed to mean? I can take care of myself.”
“I think you’re misunderstanding my meaning, girl. You’re sleeping here to save the men from you, not the other way around. I need men that can work tomorrow, not slave hands nursing broken noses and dislocated joints.”
“Oh,” Val let herself fall back into bed resigning herself to the fact that the mystery of the tattoo would not be solved that night. 



Chapter 4
 
Heat. Debilitating, blinding, burning hotness choked the souls who ran the boiler room of the massive airship. The entire room shimmered with warmth. The place stank of burned flesh, sweat, and urine. Slaves were not given a rest even to relieve themselves. Most didn’t care anymore. They were used to the smell. It was all they knew. 
The heat radiating off the metal in the room only made it muggier and Val was nearly ready to pass out three hours into her fourth day on the detail. It had been years since she’d worked the boiler room and had forgotten how suffocating he heat could be. There was a reason she rarely went into the belly of her own ship. 
Val wiped the sweat from her eyes with a squalid rag she’d discovered in Tobias’s sleeping area. She’d found it while he was showing her his maps. The maps she’d been most interested in, however, he’d ignored. They were the maps of areas she’d never been to, hadn’t even known existed. The ones with the strange patterns drawn on them. The maps to what she was looking for. Her gut told her this was true, but every time she’d tried to ask about them, Tobias moved on to another subject without any explanation. It frustrated her to no end.
Frustration seemed to be theme of her life the last few days. Tobias was a closemouthed, old coot who didn’t trust her yet. Trust was important to him. It was a conversation they’d had her second night here. “It has to be earned,” he said, “through time and effort. Anything worthwhile takes time.” 
Val didn’t have time. Her ship would be here any day now. She’d told her first mate, Lukas, to leave her no more than a few days—a week at most. Val wanted to earn Tobias’s trust, but her time was running out and she was staring to get desperate. She needed Tobias to tell her about the tattoo and the maps. The tattoo was the key to the maps. At least that’s what she hoped. Until she could get Tobias to talk to her, all she could do was guess.
Sighing, Val hefted another shovel of coal and tossed it into the burning inferno. The massive airship ran on steam generated by the furnaces. The ship itself was twenty-one decks high, including the belly she was in now. It was one of the most immense she’d seen. Her own vessel had only a total of twelve decks. Hers was built for speed, though, not as a cargo vessel. A ship this size required a tremendous amount of steam to maintain altitude. She’d noticed they typically docked somewhere at night, which was a good thing. The Captain would go through his slaves faster than he could replace them if they tried to run this day and night. The heat would be too much for them. Val could attest to that. She felt past the point of exhaustion every day when her shift in the heat box was over. 
For the last five years, she had searched and tracked down every clue she could find to the strange birthmark on her back. All she’d been told was exactly what Madame had told her—that it would lead her home. Val had always fantasized about finding her home as a little girl. It meant finding her father. Fantasies as a small girl told her he’d welcome her into his house, his family, and his heart. It was something she craved deep down; a sense of belonging, of family. Her crew was her family, but this was different. Blood called to blood and she needed to find that. It ate away at her a little more every day. 
She’d always felt like a throw away. From birth no one had wanted her. Knowing they were just a commodity to be bought and sold did something to a person on the inside. It broke them just a little and Valeria, despite her bravado, was as broken as any slave standing shoulder to shoulder with her now. It’s why she refused to have slaves on her ship. Everyone on the Emerald Queen was paid a fair share of any loot they captured, from herself down to her lowest crewmember who ran her boiler room. She gave them pride and dignity and in return they gave her their loyalty. 
It was why they were willing to help her chase down a legend. The tattoo could be just a useless picture in ink, however she didn’t think so. She’d traveled everywhere and all the cultures she’d visited all shared a common story of a lost city. Some cultures talked about it like it was a city of holiness; others like it was Hades’ own personal playground. She’d heard stories of technology that made their own look like a child’s toy and stories of a great and noble people. Others spoke of them in fear, as if the people of the lost city were vicious warriors of old. There were stories that described the city as a place full of riches and enlightenment. There were just as many more that painted a picture of darkness and depravity. Until Val found it, she’d just have to keep guessing.
Another shovel of coal went into the engine. Val was barely paying attention to what she was doing, lost in her thoughts. The heat lessened and the sounds around her dimmed as she thought back to the day when her journey changed from merely trying to survive to having a purpose, a definite end goal. Insane it might be; however, it gave her the courage and determination not just to survive, but also to thrive, to seek, to find what belonged to her.
Five years ago, while serving as a crewmember onboard a friend’s ship, she’d come across an old man who saw her birthmark in a bar when she removed her cloak. He’d sat down at her table uninvited, said his name was Carrow, and demanded she order him a drink. Val liked the old man’s bluster and bought him a mug of ale. What she remembered most about him were his clothes. Nothing had matched, and everything down to his shoes was patched. She could still picture him clearly even now. He’d sat for a while, sipping, and staring into the tavern’s blazing fireplace. She’d even ordered him a meal to share with her, feeling in a giving mood. They’d just come back from a long run and her share of the profits was good. Why not share her wealth with a crusty, old codger who made her smile?
He’d nodded his thanks and then started asking her questions. Simple questions, things like; whether she worked on the ships since she’d come in with some of the crewmen and what type of work she did on board. They’d sat for at least a couple hours just talking about ships. He knew his vessels and had told her of some of the older designs and why they were better. Her own ship had been built upon his advice. She’d designed it herself and he’d approved her plans. Carrow was the first to tell her about her birthmark.
“Thought ye’d love ships,” he’d nodded, staring into the fire. “Your people always did love their ships and the sea.”
“My people?” she’d asked. 
“The Atlanteans,” he’d clarified. “Our airships today are modeled after their ocean vessel designs. When our world was new, we traveled the oceans like we do the skies today: when our waters weren’t toxic.”
There had been a catastrophic war that encompassed every part of the world of DeCadia a millennium ago. Great nations had fallen. The survivors had vowed to never again create such destruction. The people had moved away from that type of technology to a cleaner, more stable source of power, focusing on alchemy and steam. Sometimes Val wondered whether they were truly better off living stuck in a world where technology wasn’t allowed; except by a select few, where it couldn’t grow and thrive. DeCadia wasn’t changing and all things needed to change. It was a belief she had held that day and still did today.
“Who were the Atlanteans?” she’d asked, sipping on her beer. She’d never heard of them.
“Old, ancient ancestors,” he muttered. “They disappeared from this world just after the war. They gave us the building blocks of machinery and taught us how to build upon them. Atlantis was our mother in a sense. When we took the knowledge they’d shared with us and started to harm them and each other with it, they left. It is said they’re still here, hidden away, remorseful they gave us the means to destroy each other in the first place.”
“Still here?”
He’d nodded. “Aye. Some say they have a world all their own and travel here through a portal, a doorway, between our two worlds. Others say they remain here, secluded by their technology in places we can’t find. They are a tricky people to learn, to understand.”
“I’ve never heard of them before,” she’d said. “How is it you do?”
“The birthmark on your back,” he’d looked her straight in the eye. “It’s their mark. All of their people have it; some tattooed, others branded, and a very select few are born with it. It’s to ensure they can always find their way home.”
The birthmark on her back was a symbol, one she’d never been able to discern. It was a maze of twists and turns. At first glance, it looked like a sort of twisted knot. However, the closer one looked, the closer one stared, the more intricate it became; until it became a maze of pathways, of roads. The birthmark was a map, yet a map to what she didn’t know. 
“I’ve met one other in all my time who had that mark. His name was Tobias Blood. Good man: loved his ships just like you. He told me the story of the mark one night when we were both three sheets in the wind. He said that it’s a map to Atlantis, the Lost City. I asked him if he’d tried to decode it, to go there, and he’d nodded. He’d been there once. Said it took him nearly twenty years to unravel the meaning and another ten to find it.”
“He didn’t stay?” Val had asked. 
Carrow shook his head. “They were sea people and we’ve all become air people. Tobias missed his ship, his home, his family. He’d left, promising to reveal its whereabouts only to another bearing the mark so they could find their way home.”
Those simple words had struck a chord within Valeria. A surge of hope had taken root, that maybe there was a place she belonged, maybe she could have a home—a family. It had been her saving grace. When she’d asked Carrow where she could find Tobias, he’d shaken his head saying they’d lost touch over the years. He’d told her where he last saw the man and that’s where she had started her search. 
Tobias had been a hard person to track down. When she discovered he was a slave who’d worked the same ship for the last ten years, she knew there was no way she could buy him. His owner wouldn’t sell and she understood why. Tobias kept the ship’s slaves happy and working together well. He was a good slave master because he was a slave himself and understood them.
That’s how she’d ended up here, shoveling coal into the engine in a heat hot enough to scorch the demons of hell themselves. She’d found him, but for all her hard work, answers were still managing to evade her. 
Her frustration knew no bounds.
A popping noise caught her attention. She turned and her eyes widened. The temperature gauge was well past the red. Her head swiveled to check the pipes and, sure enough, they were shaking. 
Before she could shout a warning, the first explosion hit and threw her backwards, slamming her into the blinding burn of the hot metal wall. Ignoring the pain, she scrambled to her feet and pushed through the panicked slaves to the hold door. She started barking orders and within seconds several of the stronger slaves were helping her push the heavy, metal door open. Val had no wish to be burned alive and sprang free the moment the doors parted. Sprinting up the stairs all the way to the top deck of the ship, she stopped dead. The crew on board The Apollo was involved in a desperate attempt to outrun a ship, cannons blazing. 
One problem. It wasn’t her ship.



Chapter 5
“Attention, Captain on deck.” 
The shouted title wherever he went was something he was still getting used to. The sharp click of heels, the eyes forward, and the rigid backs were all signs of respect for his position. What he wanted as a captain in DeCadia’s Royal Navy was the respect of his men and woman for him as their leader. He knew that would only come with time. 
They were good sailors. He was still getting to know each of them, even so the very fact they were here put them a step ahead of most on DeCadia. They had joined the Royal Navy, which meant they still believed in order. Amidst the pirating, killing, and plundering that were becoming the norm across the skies, here were a few that made the decision to put their lives on the side of law and freedom.
Captain Stephen Tiberius Cross walked the deck of his ship, The Dragoon, with his first sergeant by his side. The air washed around him and would have had his long, black hair in a frenzy had it not been for the ponytail that kept it in place. His clothes were the military uniform for an officer in the Royal Navy; black pressed pants, boots so shiny they reflected the sun itself and a crimson shirt with intricate gold buttons. A coordinating black and red jacket, large enough to cover his broad shoulders, travelled down his back till the end met his boots. The usual triangle-shaped hat that went with his position was lying in his quarters in some forgotten corner. He never understood the allure of needless headwear when traveling through so much rushing wind. 
Stephen trekked up and down his ranks of men and women at arms. This was the inspection where he was supposed to find some miniscule problem with their uniforms or weapons. He was expected to find whatever mistake he could and chew them out in front of their comrades. It wasn’t something he enjoyed; still he knew it had to be done. Order had to be maintained in their own ranks if they were going to bring stability back to the world of DeCadia.
Stephen stopped in front of a tall soldier whose long, brown rifle showed a smear of oil on its silver barrel. “Private?” Stephen asked, his voice cold, but deceptively casual. 
“Sir.” Stephen didn’t think it was possible, nonetheless the sailor managed to snap to an even straighter standing position. 
“What is that on the barrel of your weapon?”
The private’s face turned crimson as his eyes traveled down to the smudge of greasing oil. He opened his mouth to speak but no words escaped his lips. His lower jaw worked like a door swinging on its hinges. 
“The Captain asked you a question, Private.” The words came from Stephen’s First Sergeant Amil Hall. Unlike Stephen, he had no problem keeping the troops on a strict leash of discipline. He was almost Stephen’s height with short, brown hair, a face that attracted the women whenever they were on leave, and a body to match. His temper was legendary among every ship in the Royal Navy. He had been Stephen’s friend ever since they came up through the academy together. 
“No excuse, Sir,” the Private finally managed to whisper through trembling lips. 
“Fifty pushups, clean the barrel of your rifle then fifty more,” Stephen said. Inside, he respected how the man owned up to his fault. Outside, he was required to remain the same steady rock of an authority figure. The punishment, in any case, would serve to strengthen the soldier if nothing else. 
“Yes, Sir.” The soldier immediately dropped to the floor and began to perform the required tasks.
“Do you have a staring problem?” Amil asked a young, female sailor to his left. 
The woman’s face remained unmoved, but panic filled her eyes. “No. No, Sir.”
“I saw you staring at me,” Amil said walking toward her until his face came within inches of hers. “Oh, I know. You were about to ask me a question, weren’t you?”
The young sailor shook her head in a fast, furious motion, undoing the knot of her long, blonde hair behind her. “Sure you were,” Amil said. “And the answer to your question is yes.”
As he witnessed the confusion on the poor girl’s face, Stephen reminded himself he was not allowed to smile at times like this. Amil was giving her an answer to a question she hadn’t even asked. 
“Well, you have your answer,” Amil said backing off. “You may join the Private in his pushups. Let’s go: I’m not getting any younger here.”
The look of confusion on the woman’s face faded. She gave a quick nod and fell in sync with her fellow sailor’s rhythm of up-and-down motion. 
Stephen allowed his right hand to rest on the silver pommel of the saber that hung by his side. “That’s enough for one day,” Stephen whispered to Amil as the sergeant joined him. 
“Are you sure? It was just starting to get fun.”
Stephen had to remember not to smile again. “Dismiss the men. Meet me for…”
Stephen’s words were cut off as a voice echoed to them from the crow’s nest on the highest mast of the ship. “Ship ahead! Pirate ship with black sails ahead and I think it’s chasing a merchant vessel!”
Stephen locked eyes with Amil. Of course they had engaged pirates on multiple occasions previously, except never on their own. They always had been under the command of others. This would be their first real test. 
As the words travelled to the group below, Stephen could already feel the adrenaline hit his system. The possibility of running into a pirate ship was always present: however the Navy had taken into account Stephen was a new captain and this was his first official voyage. Stephen had been given orders to patrol a section of DeCadia that was generally void of pirate activity. Stephen hadn’t truly expected any sort of trouble; apparently, Fate had decided otherwise. He decided he’d deal with the hand he’d been dealt.
He could feel everyone’s eyes looking at him. They were eager to move, but awaited his command. The tension in the air was practically something Stephen could reach out and touch. 
Stephen lifted his eyes to the ship’s helmswoman. She was older for her position with short, graying hair, still one of the best that had ever manned a ship’s wheel. His eyes locked onto hers then he started to shout orders. “Steady on the wheel. I don’t want them to see us coming.”
She gave him a quick nod as he turned to the rest of his sailors. His words were crisp and his voice commanding. Stephen stood tall doing everything he could to inspire his crew as he bellowed orders like a seasoned captain. “Look alive. Cannon teams on the ready. Wait for my order. Rifles loaded and boarding teams in position. Let’s move people: it’s us or them!”
 
***
 
Val cursed as she fought her way through the mass of live bodies. One would think this lot had never been attacked given the way they were running around. They were on a merchant ship. It had to have been hit before. She could see the Captain trying to restore order, but he was having little to no success. The crew was just too panicked. People were falling over the top of each other and the helmsman had worse problems to deal with. Without the steam from the boiler, the ship was falling. The whole thing was twisting and turning in a free fall as if the helmsman had no clue what he was supposed to do.
What she really wanted to do was find Tobias and make sure he didn’t get himself killed. If he died, her answers died with him. Unless she could get the merchant ship under control, though, it would be pointless to try to find him. They’d all be dead. The ship could land without its engines, but the helmsman and the crew had to work together. Pirate cannons firing at them wasn’t helping the situation either. 
Val grabbed the first two crewmen she saw and barked in her best captain’s voice. “Grab some men and get those sails unfurled. If we can’t catch some wind to slow our descent, we’re dead.”
They stared at her like she’d lost her mind. Val desperately wanted her whip in that moment. “Do you want to die?”
They shook their heads no. “Then get yer arses in gear and get the square sails lowered so we can catch the downward wind. If we don’t slow down, this ship is going to crash. The pirates will be the least of our worries if we’re dead. NOW MOVE!”
They ran. She grabbed four more of the crew and got them working on the top and mainsail of the vessel. The mainsail needed to come down to work with the square sails to slow them enough to regain control of the vessel—at least enough to allow them to land. 
The entire ship shook when a cannonball tore through the hold. Val went down cursing, but managed to catch hold of a rope. She fought her way up and held on while she maneuvered back down the stairs to where the merchant ship’s own cannons were. Women were crying and the men were struggling to figure out what to do. 
Val’s swearing became even more violent. It was apparent they’d never used the cannons before. “Quit yer blubberin' and get over here!” she shouted as she ran to the cannons. “We’re not goin’ down without a fight so pull yerselves together!” Val heard herself falling back into her old speech. She’d learned to talk like a sailor so she could get them to move faster. They responded better to that type of speech than anything else.
The men shuffled forward, their faces streaked with soot and their eyes wide with fear. Val showed them how to load the cannons and then how to fire. She missed her mark by a good hundred yards. These cannons were not long range. She silently cursed the Captain for being so cheap. 
“They need to be closer to hit,” Val explained. “Load the cannons, and when you see them almost upon us, then fire fer all yer worth. Understand?”
There were nods and the men began to work. Val turned her attention to the females still crying in the corner. “You lot, get yer arses here and help them with the loading. Yer doing no one any good, least ways yerselves. If we plan on livin’ today, we all have to help. Now get o’er there!”
Once Val had everyone working, she staggered back to the top deck. The sails were down and they were finally catching some wind. Their decent had slowed enough so she could focus on something besides plunging to their deaths. 
Her old friend, Dom, caught her by her hair when she was rushing past and hauled her against him. His rancid breath nearly caused her to choke. “What do you think yer doing, girl?” he snarled. “This ain’t yer ship.”
Val had no time for him. She slammed her face into his; wincing at the pain managed to twist herself free when his grip loosened. “No, it’s not my ship, but I am not dying because you lot have no clue what you are doing. If you want to live, get those men organized. When the pirates board us—and they will board us—we need to be ready. Get them armed and steady. If you’re lucky, I can land this ship without killing us all. Now. Get. Out. Of. My. Way!”
Without waiting to see what Dom chose to do, Val continued her race to the ship’s wheel. She could land this thing. Land it well? No. But she was fairly sure most of them would live. Another cannonball ripped through the ship and Val held onto the ladder she’d been climbing until the craft steadied. She felt the first wave of cannon fire leave The Apollo and she smiled when she saw two cannon balls hit the attacking pirate vessel. Good men. They’d figured out how to hit the bloody pirates. 
“You good, girl?”
Val could have wept with relief when she heard Tobias’s burly, raspy voice. She looked down and saw him covered in soot, a blood trail tracking down his face from a vicious cut on his forehead. He didn’t look too damaged all in all. “You okay, old man?” she asked.
“This?” He swiped at the blood oozing down his face. “Nothing. You going up to the wheel?”
“Aye,” she said. “If we don’t get a hold of it now, we’re all dead. Can you organize the slaves and get them ready to fight? Once we land, the pirates will be on us before we can blink.”
Tobias nodded, then his eyes widened. He grabbed her foot and yanked her down from the ladder. Val put her hands out in front to catch her fall, but Tobias caught her before she could. His hands shoved aside the ripped and burned cloth on her back before swearing enough to make even her blush. He’d seen the birthmark. 
“What is this, girl?” he snarled. 
“A tattoo,” she said, her voice even and calm. “One exactly like yours.”
“This is no tattoo, this is a birthmark. Is this why you got yourself caught?” he growled. “Think I’d tell you what it means?”
“I know what it means,” she said taking a chance. “It’s a map and you hold the key to it.”
Tobias’s swearing hit a new level. “This isn’t a place to go looking for treasure, girl. You’ll get yourself killed.”
“Will you let me go?” she snapped, her own anger surfacing. She didn’t have time to get into this. The merchant ship was falling and they were going to die if she couldn’t get control of it. “I need to bloody well stop this ship from crashing. We can argue over this later.”
“What do you want, girl?” he whispered in her ear. “Why did you seek me out?”
Val thought for a moment before answering. If she said the wrong thing, Tobias would never tell her anything. “I want answers, Tobias,” she said honestly. “I want a home.”
He let out a deep breath and released her. “Well, best get to saving us then, hadn’t you?”
Val said a silent prayer to the wind gods. “Get that lot organized.” Val’s vision narrowed in as she looked off into the distance she could see a second ship chasing the pirate vessel. Behind the pirate ship, moving fast toward them was a royal Navy craft. She closed her eyes and groaned. This was just not her day. If they recognized her, she’d get hauled off in chains. She was one of the most notorious pirates that roamed the airways of DeCadia. 
Maybe they wouldn’t look too closely at a slave.
Valeria snorted at the thought. Given the way her day was going, there wasn’t a chance in Hades they wouldn’t recognize her.
Val couldn’t worry about it now. She had to get control of the merchant ship. She jumped back onto the ladder and pulled her way up as another massive volley of cannon balls left The Apollo, several striking the attacking pirate ship. She grinned. Those boys down there had gotten the hang of it quick. Every hit the pirates sustained gave The Apollo precious time. 
The helmsman was a raggedy, old man with a gray, stained beard and she could smell him from a good ten feet away. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. The struggle he was having with the wheel spoke to the fact he should have long since retired from the service of helms master. 
The wheel was spinning too fast for either of them to even hope to wrestle it to a halt. Val looked around for an object to help foul the wheel, however the upper deck was clear of anything that she could wedge between the wheel spokes. Had the engines been working, this wouldn’t even be an issue. Now they had to manually stop the manic rotation of the wheel. She looked down and saw debris littered on the fore deck and wasted no time in climbing down. 
Another explosion rocked the ship and Val’s eyes shot up when she heard the crack. A cannonball had hit the main mast of The Apollo. It was splintering and there wasn’t a thing any of them could do about it. When it came down, all hope they had of landing this beast went with it.
“You three!” Val shouted and hauled the three closest crewmembers along with her. “Grab that board and come with me.”
She scrambled back up the ladder and took the piece of wood so the other three could climb up and then ran to the helm. The helmsman didn’t say a word when he saw her rushing with the wood. He understood what she was trying to do and moved aside so she could push the wood through the wheel spokes. Together, with the helmsman and the three crewmembers, Val began the laborious task of stopping the wheel. It took all their strength, but after a moment, the wheel slowly ceased to fight them and began to stop its agonized turning. 
Once Val had complete control, she shouted, “Get yerselves strapped down. The mast is going down and when we lose the rest of our sails, it’s going to get ugly.”
The crew wasted no time in doing as they were told, but the helmsman frowned. “I don’t know who ye are, girl, but I want my station back.”
Val turned the helm, bringing the ship to an about face. She manually set all the levers to land and said a prayer to the wind gods she could do this with no sails. “You ever landed a ship that’s about to go down hard?”
“Well, no…”
“I have,” she lied. “Now, go get yerself lashed to something so you don’t fall overboard.”
A loud snap caused them both to swing their attention to the mast. It was swaying. The helmsman gave her one last look and then ran to find something to tie himself to. Val only hoped Tobias was getting the slaves secured and ready. She’d already witnessed several fall overboard with each hit The Apollo took. 
“Come on, girl,” she soothed as she turned the wheel again and set them into a downward motion. “We can do this. You just need to hold out a little more and I’ll get us down. Promise.”
The ship groaned and Val groaned with her, still they were going down. The remaining sails provided enough wind to stop them from hurtling to a certain death; even so, they wouldn’t last long. When the main mast gave out, it was anyone’s guess whether they would make a safe landing or not. Val blocked out the sounds around her and focused on the sole task of steering the wheel and fighting the momentum of their descent. 
She felt the vibrations of cannon fire beneath her, felt the wind beating at her body, and the sting of the burn on her back. Val did what she always did; she let herself become an extension of the ship. She let the vibrations soak in, the feel of the wood mold to her hands, and her feet braced, anchoring to the wood of the deck. It was when she was here, at the helm of the ship, that Val truly felt alive. She was Valeria, Captain of The
Emerald Queen, and terror of the skies. She would not die today. She knew it. 
The wheel tried to force itself to the right, then the left, but Val held it steady, sweat beading her brow. Arms aching from the force required to hold the wheel steady, she refused to give into the burn of her screaming muscles. They were nearing land and she scanned for a relatively flat place to put down the vessel—all she could see were the tops of trees. She’d landed in worse places upon occasion. 
Val fought the wheel when the entire ship shook from the force of the mast finally snapping in two and falling. Val’s legs buckled and she went down to one knee. Despite this, she held on tight to the wheel and forced her legs to move. She clung to the helm and pulled herself up. They were falling now. Val used every ounce of strength she had to keep the wheel steady. She dared not take even one hand off the wheel to adjust the levers for their descent. Not that it mattered at this speed, though. Instead, she concentrated on trying to steer the ship away from the densest part of the forest they were falling into. 
When they hit the tops of the trees, the entire ship shuddered. Val winced and held on for dear life. Dense foliage broke and bent as they dived, which left a clear path for the pirates to follow. She could hear the screaming below her; could see people flying off the ship. She blocked it from her mind. She’d told everyone to strap themselves in, ordered crewmembers to warn others. Their deaths were not her fault. She’d done all she could.
A couple hundred yards from the ground, Val gave up the fight and wrapped her arms as tight as she could around the spokes of the wheel. When the bottom of the ship hit the ground it bounced a little and then skidded. Val’s head connected with the wheel and her vision went blurry. The ship smashed into a thick band of trees and Val’s head again collided with the wheel. 
Val’s blurry vision went dark just as the ship stopped and the last thing she saw was the pirate ship barreling toward them. 
 
***
 
It was clear that someone experienced had maneuvered the wheel of the merchant ship. The way the craft cut through the sky had been amazing. Even its spiraled descent, chased by the smaller, faster pirate ship, spoke of true talent behind the helm.
Nine out of ten ships, when critically damaged the way the merchant ship was, would lose altitude in an instant. It would fall from the sky like a comet, and depending on the terrain below, decimate its sailors. Stephen had seen it a dozen times before. This ship seemed to be the exception to the rule.  
Furthermore, the merchant ship actually returned fire. Cannons roared through sky in response to the attacking pirate vessel defiantly yelling at the pirates. 
The thunder of cannons and the acrid smoke assailed his senses as he stood near the helm of his ship. Stephen shouted orders to the men and woman of the Royal Navy like he was born for the role. “Cannons fire at the pirate ship. Keep the lead pouring on them. We need to stop them before they destroy what’s left of the merchant ship.”
Amil ran back and forth across the deck. As first sergeant he was responsible for the cannons in the event of an attack. Stephen was more than confident of his friend’s ability to handle the role. 
“Steady, Marm,” Stephen shouted to be heard over the cannon fire and the clamor of his own sailors. 
“Steady yourself. I know what I’m doing…Captain Cross.”
Stephen bit back a smile. Despite the nervous energy tingling up and down his body from the fight, the woman at his helm always brought a sense of mischievous joy to the conversation. “You only have to call me Captain when others are in ear shot.”
“Right, your shouting doesn’t count as earshot.” The older woman spun the helm to the right, hard. With a blur of wood and arms, The Dragoon complied with her bid as it banked in the desired direction. Marm’s motion avoided a volley of return cannon fire from the pirate ship. “Whoever they have barking orders at them is quick to adjust. They are already losing their interest in the merchant ship and are turning to attack us. As we gain on them, it will be impossible to avoid all their shots.”
As if to punctuate her words, the pirate ship sent another wave of shots in their direction, this time striking the broadside of The Dragoon. Stephen grabbed the rail to steady himself as debris and smoke filled the air. 
His ship groaned as the deck trembled and swayed. Perhaps he was taking his first conflict too calmly. “It’s all right: it’s all in the plan. The more time we can buy that merchant vessel to land, the better. Marm, line up a shot for Amil. I want that pirate ship’s engine room taken out.”
The woman nodded an unspoken agreement. 
Stephen ran down the steps to the deck below where Amil had everything running like a machine. As soon as shots were fired, sailors were reloading the cannons at a rate that would impress even the most veteran soldier. 
As Stephen approached, he heard the familiar sound of incoming cannon rounds. The distant poof sound of shots exiting the pirate cannons, followed by eerie whistling filled the air with their passing. 
His instinct took over and told him to get out of the way—quickly. The shrieking cannon balls were getting louder, heralding the impact of the enemy volley. 
Stephen was running across the deck toward Amil. The only sailor near him was the blonde soldier Amil had made do pushups only a few minutes earlier. She was frightened, forcing herself to look past the fear and perform her duties. She was in the process of carrying a heavy cannon round to load one of their guns.
The captain of The Dragoon picked up speed. His booted feet struck the solid deck underneath him at a steady clip. The sound of the oncoming enemy rounds was all around him. He had seconds, maybe a single second, before the round struck. 
As gently as possible, Stephen wrapped his arms around the unsuspecting sailor. Pushing off as hard as he could with his legs, he sent them flying through the air. His timing was impeccable. A moment later, the enemy cannon ball found its mark on the deck of The Dragoon. A smoking crater marked the same location where the female solider had been.
When they hit the deck, Stephen twisted to ensure his body absorbed the brunt of the blow. His right shoulder struck the hard floor first, followed by the rest of his head and body. The sailor, wrapped in his arms, landed on top of him. 
Stephen’s first reaction was to look at the spot they had just escaped and release a sigh of gratitude. His second thought was to make sure the soldier he saved was indeed safe. 
The blonde sailor looked at him with an expression of shock, then thankfulness as her mind caught up with the events of the past few seconds. “Sir, I mean Captain. Thank—thank you. You just saved my life.”
Stephen nodded, recalling the sailor’s name. “Private Baker, I’m sure you’d have done the same. Now, if you wouldn’t mind getting off of me, we have a fight to win.”
The woman’s face went from a milky flush to pale ivory as she realized she was sitting on top of her Captain. “Oh, of course.”
She scrambled to her feet and pointed a finger at Stephen’s right temple. “Are you all right, Captain?”
Stephen regained his own feet. His hand traveled to the side of his face and came back sticky. Adrenaline was doing its job making pain seem like a forgotten memory. “It’s nothing. Get back in the fight, sailor.”
Private Baker gave him a quick salute. Her eyes were full of respect and admiration for him, but this wasn’t the time to voice any of this. Now, she ran back across the deck to grab another round for the cannons.
Stephen looked around the deck of The Dragoon. His ship was taking more damage than he would have liked. They were gaining on the pirate ship with a steady pace. Marm was doing a fantastic job behind the helm as usual. But if they were going to save the merchant ship from complete annihilation, they needed to move faster. The option of boarding the ship would come soon. Boarding meant possible casualties on his side. 
Stephen’s blue eyes sorted out the mayhem across the deck until they landed on Amil. “Amil,” Stephen shouted.
His friend looked to him with a question across his face. “It’s boom time!” Stephen shouted over the roar of war on the wind. Amil gave him a thumbs-up and ran to a loaded cannon. 
Amil was one of the best marksmen to have ever graduated from the Royal Navy Academy. He was proficient with knives, firearms, and cannons. 
Stephen turned back to look at where Marm still fought the helm side to side. He waved both hands high in the air. In turn, the woman waved a hand back. Stephen felt the ship turn, allowing Amil a clear shot at the pirate ship’s rear right side. It was the location were all ships of that make and size held their engine room.
They were close enough now for Stephen to make out figures across the pirate ship’s deck. The ship itself was made from dark oak. It was evident the captain of the vessel intended to intimidate anyone who crossed its path. Black sails unfurled from every post. The ship’s identifying flag, a blood-red skull over an inky black field, waved in the breeze. 
Then Amil fired, sending the shot through the air like a thunderbolt. The cannonball struck true. Seconds after the cannonball hit, another explosion erupted from the vessel. Stephen allowed himself a brief smile; Amil’s shot had crippled the enemy ship.
A roar erupted from the throats of his men as they witnessed the pirate ship turn from predator to prey. A quick look told Stephen their victory wasn’t total. The merchant ship they were trying to save had already taken too much damage by the time they intervened. Both merchant and pirate ships were now making their way to the island below.
Both vessels crashed into the densely foliaged island landscape with tremendous force. If Stephen moved quickly, the survivors on the pirate ship would be in no condition to fight. Those aboard the merchant ship would also be in need of assistance. “Marm, bring us down. Amil, short range and skirmish weapons ready.”
Both soldiers reacted without a word. Marm slowed the forward progress of The Dragoon and began to descend to the lush green island floor. Amil began shouting orders to his sailors. “Weapons ready. I want three squads formed. One will stay here with Marm to guard the ship. The other two will report to Captain Cross and myself. Move let’s go: I’m getting old here.”
The Dragoon found a resting place a quarter mile from the downed ships. Landing any closer could be dangerous if either ship blew before they were clear. They would have to make their way by foot through the dense, green foliage. Their guides would be the twin pillars of smoke rising from the downed pirate and merchant ships.
Stephen was consulting a map on the deck of The Dragoon. The soldiers that were to accompany he and Amil on the journey formed up in rows behind them. Their current location was a small island off the coast of DeCadia named Roanoke. Stephen had heard the rumors surrounding the island, but had never given them any weight. They were stories, that was all.
Apparently, he wasn’t the only one recalling what he knew of the island. He turned ever so slightly to pick up the conversation behind him. Two male sailors were speaking in voices they deemed low enough to avoid being heard. “They’re not stories, I tell you, they’re real! My wife’s cousin twice removed on her brother’s aunt’s side has been here. He’s seen one of the monsters.”
Stephen knew he should stop the fearful talk between the men immediately. Yet he couldn’t help but be intrigued by what the soldier thought he knew of the island. 
“DeCadia protect us. What did he see?”
“He said they weren’t human. He said that’s why no one ever visits this island anymore. He said—”
Stephen had heard enough. Turning his back to the jungle, he addressed his men. He made sure to look at both the sailors who had been carrying on the conversation in turn. “You’ve all acted bravely and with honor. DeCadia herself is proud to call you her soldiers. Our job is only halfway done. We need to help the wounded aboard the merchant ship and secure any surviving pirates. They will be taken back to DeCadia for judgment. 
Nods and determined eyes met his words. An uneasy feeling was beginning to make its way through his veins. Stephen’s instincts were kicking in again. They were telling him to be careful. Someone—or something—was watching him in the jungle. 



Chapter 6
 
The acrid smell of burned wood and metal assaulted her nose as Val felt someone shaking her shoulder. She groaned and tried to swat them away, instead, found she hurt too much to move at the moment. All she wanted to do was lie there.
“Get yourself up, girl.”
Val blinked her eyes open at the sound of Tobias’s burly growl and promptly closed them again when the sunlight caused a stabbing pain to rip through her head. It took her a moment, but the last few minutes of their crazy landing came back to her. No wonder she felt like she’d been in a shipwreck. She had. Val sat up, keeping her eyes closed and then cracked them open the tiniest bit. The pain was still there and the world was spinning, but it was manageable. She had more to worry about than a concussion.
“What happened?” she asked.
“The pirates are boarding us.” Tobias’s voice was bitter. “There was another ship: just don’t know what happened to it.”
“It’s a Navy vessel,” Val said as she took stock of her injuries. Some scrapes and bruises. The goose egg on her head seemed to be the worst of it. “They’ll have landed farther out and come in by foot in case either of our ships explode.” 
She had enough experience with them to know their tactics. After all, she’d been a soldier in the Navy for all of a year before she had decided it wasn’t for her. Her goal had been captain of her own ship; however, because of her social status, that wasn’t a career option for her in the Navy. It had been a bitter pill to swallow, but she’d moved on. Now, she had her own ship, her own crew, and no one could tell her what she could and couldn’t do aboard it. 
That is if they decided to show up anytime soon. Her crew was going to get an earful when they finally arrived. She looked down at the mess of twisted metal and broken wood. The pirates had swarmed them once the crafts had crash-landed and the crew put up no resistance. Val laughed in disgust. “Tobias, why did this crew act like they’ve never been in a fight before?”
He snorted. “They were all mostly new. The Captain was making a special run and didn’t want his usual crew. This lot was hired same day you were brought on board.”
“Smuggling?” Val guessed. She cursed. Why did these merchant ships not realize they needed the best crew possible if they were smuggling? 
“Dunno, girl, but that would be my guess.” Tobias took another peek over the rails. “They’ll be coming up soon.”
Val spat out another curse and looked around. They could climb down the right side and if they stayed low to the ground, they might be able to get off the ship through one of the decks with the gaping wounds from the cannon fire below. They also needed to retrieve Tobias’s maps. Going back into the belly of the ship might be risky; nevertheless Val desperately wanted those maps. 
“Do you know where we are?” she asked after a minute. 
“No, but I have a suspicion,” Tobias said grimly.
Val glanced up quickly and winced as pain ricocheted through her skull. Tobias was staring at the terrain around them. His face was screwed up with a hint of fear tinged with panic. Working the broiler room meant that Val hadn’t been on deck since she had arrived and held no clue as to their current location. From the look on Tobias’s face, it wasn’t anywhere good. 
“What’s that?” she asked, whispering. Two pirates were below them, gathering the cowering crew together. She wanted to shout in disgust. The lot of them was worthless.
“We were over the Gralinola Straights,” Tobias said softly.
Val’s eyes widened. He couldn’t mean…
“Roanoke Island,” Tobias affirmed, looking around him, his eyes hunting the landscape. 
The stories about this place were told to scare children. Roanoke Island was one of the original settlements founded when the DeCadian people fled their home country of Riad. The original settlers had been provided enough supplies to last them several months. They were to establish a community and start setting up living quarters for those arriving. There had been three settlements placed within the new country. Two had prospered and survived the harsh winter.
But Roanoke Island was different. Something had happened that couldn’t be explained. When the ships carrying the new settlers arrived, they found the settlement abandoned: not a whisper of life anywhere, still that wasn’t even the strangest part. The homes looked as though the people had left unexpectedly. Tables were set for dinner; some plates of food partially eaten. Toys had been scattered in homes, as if dropped from the hands of children. It had given the new settlers such an odd and bizarre feeling; they’d refused even to make camp for the night there. Instead, they’d tracked the thirty miles to another stable area to setup camp before moving to a more permanent settlement away from the island.
No one ever solved the mystery of Roanoke Island. Some said beasts roamed the woods on the island; others swore up and down it was creatures that resembled men, though not human. Even more said monsters inhabited the island, just waiting for unsuspecting victims.
Val knew exactly what was on this island. She’d seen it and lived to tell the tale. At least one creature anyway. There was truly one thing that fascinated her and terrified her at the same time—dragons. She’d been here and tangled with one: it wasn’t something she wanted to relive ever again. There were other things here, too; things she hadn’t seen, nonetheless felt. Those stories of monsters might not be too far off.
“Well, sittin’ here cowering like two greenies isn’t going to help us, old man,” she told him. “We need to get down and then below decks to find your maps…”
“My maps?” he exploded. “The ship is being overrun by pirates and you want my bloody maps?”
She sighed. “Tobias, enough games. Those are the maps to Atlantis, yes? Our birthmarks are the key, are they not?”
“Aye,” he agreed, measuring her with a degree of wonder. 
“Then we need them,” she said and sighed. “I don’t want to go down any more than you do, but we need them.”
Tobias glared at her, and in spite of this nodded. “Lead the way, girl.”
Val pulled herself up and started crawling toward the back of what was left of the upper deck to lower herself down. She sent out a prayer to the wind gods to keep them from being discovered. 
They could do this. 
Maybe.
 
***
 
The underbrush was a web of tangled vines and hanging branches. Stephen led the way using his saber to cut through. Each swing brought them closer. The twenty-one men and women at his back walked in single file. 
Stephen lost and found their path through the thick canopy of trees. He used the twin pillars of smoke that rose skyward as his waypoint. Although his arms were busy hacking a path and his eyes were trained on the sky, his mind was somewhere else entirely. 
Instincts told him they were being watched. The hairs on his neck were standing on end. Every time he thought he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, all it proved to be was the hint of a shadow. Once he thought with certainty he saw a pair of devilish eyes looking at him, then again when he turned only a rogue branch waved in the still air.
“Tell me I’m not crazy,” Amil said behind him. “I feel like a child going into a room he shouldn’t.”
“You’re not crazy,” Stephen said. “We’re being watched. Pass the word down the line quietly. I want them to be ready if we’re ambushed before we reach the ships.”
“Roger that.”
Stephen heard Amil whispering behind him but the words were already lost. His mind was racing with plans and even contingency plans for reacting if an attack by the unknown lurking in the forest should befall them.
To Stephen’s relief, he wouldn’t have to find out. A few more minutes of pushing through the jungle’s growth brought them to the downed merchant ship. Stephen raised a closed fist signaling his men to quiet and crouch low. 
The captain of The Dragoon wiped the sweat from his brow. Amil took a position at his side. Through the veil of trees, Stephen took in the scene playing out in front of him. The pirates had wasted no time in capturing and securing the merchant ship’s crew. The brigands were already on guard with multiple lookouts peering into the jungle. They were expecting an attack.
It wouldn’t be easy with the element of surprise gone. However, if he played the cards they were dealt with caution, none of Stephen’s men had to die. 
“What are you thinking?” Amil asked. “I say we set up a perimeter and let them have it with the rifles. I’ve been dying to test my prototype. Casualties will be minimal. We could have them in a matter of minutes.”
“We’re the standard of order in this crazy world, Amil. We have to give them an opportunity to surrender.”
“Yeah, okay, I can tell you how they’re going to answer that request: with lead. You’re going to get yourself killed.”
Stephen looked at his friend with a shrug. “Well, I never wanted to live forever. Get the men in position with the rifles. You set their targets.”
Amil nodded. “Still got your close-range pistols? You’re the worst shot I’ve ever seen.”
“Yes, thanks for reminding me. Now go.”
Amil gave his friend a hard clap on the shoulder. He left without a word. Stephen mentally prepared himself to walk into the lion’s den. He sheathed his saber and checked the two close-range pistols holstered at his back. 
The twin pistols were essentially more like sawed-off double-barreled shotguns. Amil was right in calling him a bad shot though. It was an understatement really. With a sword or knife, Stephen was untouchable. With a long-range weapon he was more like a monkey with a rock. 
Satisfied, Stephen holstered his pistols and stood up. He told his heart to steady: it wouldn’t listen. Filling his lungs with air, he shouted toward the downed ship now captured by the pirates. “My name is Captain Stephen Tiberius Cross of the Royal Navy of DeCadia. I’m coming out of the jungle. Don’t shoot. Do we have an accord?”
A dozen guns shifted in his direction. Stephen counted just over thirty pirates. One, a brute of a man with a scar over his right eye and a beard so thick it looked like it was one solid piece, stepped forward. “Come out you, coward. Speak to me and face me while you do.”
Fearless, Stephen said to himself in his head. Embrace the fact that you are already dead; then fear has no hold over you.
Stephen walked out of the jungle with his hands held out on either side. A single raven lock fell from his ponytail across his forehead. “Well, here I am. I’ll ask you again to put down your weapons and surrender. You won’t be injured. You’ll be taken back to the capital for trail.”
Past the barrels of pistols and rifles, the laughs came. Harsh and steady, every pirate on board the merchant ship let Stephen know exactly how he felt. 
While they were enjoying themselves, Stephen took the time to count the captives on board. The pirates were quick. Ten or more of the merchant ship’s crew were kneeling on the remains of the ship’s deck. Bound hand and foot, they were bloodied and beaten. The ship itself was in no better shape. 
Finally, the cacophony of laughs died to silence. The same pirate who had addressed him before took a step forward. “I don’t think we shall, pretty boy. Instead, I’m going to put a bullet in your eye.” He lifted a tattooed arm holding a rusted pistol and pointed the weapon at Stephen. 
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Stephen said. 
“No?”
“No,” Stephen said, a smile flirting with his lips. “Right now your men are surrounded by two platoons of soldiers lead by the best shot in the Royal Navy. They have each been designated a target. The first volley will kill two thirds of you. The next volley will see you all dead.”
Nervous eyes from all except a few of the pirates rotated around the jungle. The rogue addressing him laughed again. “Oh, I’m sure. And there’s more I suspect?”
“Well, yes. My sharpshooter is equipped with the latest design of a long-range firearm. He’ll be able to get off five shots before reloading.”
The ease in which Stephen spoke was enough to rattle the pirates. Each word was more fact than threat. Pistols were now shifting away from Stephen and toward the jungle. 
The pirate with the beard spat a murky, brown substance on the ship’s deck. “Enough with the words, boy. Now you die.”
Well, Amil, I hope you had enough time to get into position, Stephen thought. Here we go.
The pirate raised his gun toward Stephen’s chest. A shot rang through the still air. For a moment it looked as though the pirate had sprouted a third eye in his forehead. Blood dripped down his forehead before he fell, then chaos ripped across the scene. 
Lead tore through the air from every direction in the jungle. Stephen reached behind his back for his own weapons. Their grip felt good in his hands and comforted him as he drew the guns and ran forward. Arms extended, shots rang in his ears, bullets whizzed by his head. 
Pirates dropped faster than he could choose a target for aim. Stephen was grateful that most of the pirates who didn’t die in the first volley chose to send their bullets into the jungle rather than at his advancing form. 
Yet as he ran, the pirates on board readjusted their mark. All except Amil’s rifle would need to be reloaded, the pirates’ included. Stephen had seconds to cross the distance to the ship. The random bullet still left its owner’s pistol or rifle but the weight of the guns had already been spent. Stephen ran like his life depended on it. 
He was too slow. The distance was too great. The blare of pistols reignited the air as Stephen leapt on board. He caught a pirate in the chest with the pistol in his right hand and another in the face with the gun in his left. 
He was out of ammunition. Motion to his right caught his eye too late. A pirate with a mess of crooked teeth raised his pistol and shot Stephen in the left shoulder. The bullet grazed the precise edge of his shoulder, taking a chunk of meat with it. Adrenaline filled Stephen’s body as he drew his sword and charged. 
The few pirates who were still left and willing to fight raised weapons in Stephen’s direction. One after the other they fell to the sound of a booming rifle. The distinct sound of Amil’s firearm took them in the head one by one. Stephen never lost track of his target. The pirate with the crooked teeth fumbled for his own sword, eyes wide with horror. Stephen was on top of him with his own blade to his throat before the man could form any type of offense.
“I yield! I yield!”
 
***
 
Val coughed into the sleeve of her torn shirt. She and Tobias had managed to make it down the nineteen decks into the slave quarters of the ship. Fire from the boiler room explosion had eaten away at the entire hold. Tobias managed to get a nasty burn when he wasn’t fast enough to escape a falling beam. His shoulder was singed badly and Val was worried. He wasn’t complaining, but she could see the effort it cost him to keep moving. Tobias wasn’t a young man anymore and the burn was severe. She needed to get him to a healer and soon. Where the bloody hell was her ship?
When they finally reached Tobias’s makeshift room in the slave quarters, she could have cried. Fire had swept through the room, burning everything. The maps were gone—scattered ashes across the floor along with everything else. How was she supposed to find Atlantis now? All her plans hinged on those maps and now they were gone, just gone. Val rubbed her eyes and shook her head. She felt dizzy and her vision was a little blurry. She’d cracked her head pretty good and, combined with all the smoke, she too was having issues. They needed to find a way out before the fire caught them. No point in staring at lost opportunities.
“They’re all gone,” she told Tobias when he hobbled into what was left of the room. “The fire got here before we did.”
“Not all, girl,” he said. He made his way over the corner of the room and tried to move an old, metal trunk. Val hurried to help him when she saw him struggle with it. Together, they pushed the warped, burnt metal out of the way, careful to avoid the flames still flickering in the room. Tobias pulled out his pocketknife and began prying up boards. Val’s eyes widened when she saw the maps he had hidden there. Although they were in a cloth bag, she could see several sticking out of the top—at least a half dozen or so.
“Fire’s a nasty beast, ‘specially aboard these old merchant ships,” Tobias told her as he pulled out the bag. “Always put your most prized maps in a safe place.” He handed it to her and stood up, catching the side of the wall to keep from falling. He shook his head once and then motioned for Val to follow him. 
He led her back out into the smoky hallway and down a corridor she hadn’t realized was there. It was small and dark; still they managed to get through without a lantern. She could hear the fire so she knew they were close to the worst of the flames, she only hoped they didn’t run smack into it. Fires were odd. They could change directions without a thought about anyone in their potential path. Fire was the worst enemy a ship could ever have. It spread fast and consumed everything in its way. People sometimes didn’t have time to escape. Val could only hope she and Tobias weren’t heading directly into the heart of the beast, still raging in the bowels of the ship.
Tobias stopped in front of a door and put his hands on it, palms flat against the surface of the wood. He closed his eyes and just stood there. Curious, Val moved closer and almost staggered back. Tobias was doing something and it gave off a kind of weird energy that slapped at Val: it pulled her closer even as she tried to run. It caused a feeling she didn’t understand or like. She shook her head and blinked. When she glanced at Tobias again, he was standing, hands at his sides, looking at her with concern.
“You alright, girl?”
“What did you just do?” she asked, ignoring his question.
“Do?” he asked, his face bland. “Didn’t do nothin’,” he denied. “We got to hurry, girl, that fires gettin’ closer.” Without waiting for her, he pushed the door open and hurried inside.
Val frowned, but followed. He had done something. She’d felt it. Why didn’t he want to tell her what it was? It made her even more determined to get the truth out of the old man. She didn’t like secrets, even if she had more than a few herself.
The room was dark and Val stopped to let her eyes adjust to the inky blackness. She hadn’t survived a shipwreck only to end up dead from stumbling around in the dark. After a moment, she could start to make out shapes and she saw Tobias across the room standing in front of either a wall or a door. She couldn’t tell from where she stood.
“Get yerself moving, girl,” the old man barked. “Time’s a wastin’ and we need to get out before that fire gets here.” 
That got Val going. Tobias had a definite note of authority in his voice that made her feet move even as she frowned. No one had been able to give her orders for years. This old man still had the bite of a captain’s voice, though. He must have captained a vessel at one point. Slave masters couldn’t do what Tobias just had. His voice would have gotten the most seasoned royal Navy captain hopping and jumping to do his bidding. Just who was Tobias really? 
Not having time to ponder, Val all but ran after Tobias’s swiftly moving form. She knew he was injured; in spite of this, the man was on the move and it was all she could do to keep up as he led her down narrow, dark passageways. Val could only pray they were heading away from the fire. She could hear it popping and snapping, feel the heat scorch her skin through the walls on either side of her, and smell the smoke beginning to curl around their feet. She picked up speed and ran for her life.



Chapter 7
 
Lukas Swift stood. His dark blue eyes narrowed as he stared at the Royal Navy vessel, his crew quickly overpowering what was left of the sailors on board. The Navy had not expected a full pirate crew to overtake them. Stupid. Always be on the lookout for what was behind as well as in front and around. Valeria had taught him that. His eyes hunted the surrounding forest, his hackles rising with every moment. He did not want to tangle with the inhabitants of this island; still he had to find Valeria. She had probably already cussed him enough to set his ears on fire for an eternity.
It couldn’t have been helped. The Navy was out in full force and he’d had to skirt around them, which cost two days, and it took him another day to even catch sight of the merchant trader his captain was aboard. By the time Lukas saw The Apollo, it’d been engaged with the pirates while the Navy ship fired on the pirates in an attempt to save the merchant ship. It had been over and done with by the time he’d caught them. He’d put The Emerald Queen down on the beach and then moved inland to survey the damage. 
The sense of being watched started as soon as he and the men were about a hundred yards into the tree line. The men, to their credit, hadn’t become jumpy. They’d taken a quick look around and then continued. They were intent upon rescuing their captain. She treated them like family, and so to them, that’s what she was and they weren’t leaving her. Once they’d started to board the ship, it had been easier than Lukas originally estimated. It was the long-range rifles that secured the easy victory. Valeria had secured one for each man on board some time ago. When the sailors on board the Navy vessel saw what was aimed at them, most surrendered. They’d only had to tussle with a few. No casualties at last report. The Captain would be pleased. She hated casualties amongst the Navy. Lukas didn’t know why, considering they’d execute her if they caught her. Made no sense to him.
Valeria in general made no sense to him, but he’d follow her into the bowels of the underworld itself. Who would get herself hauled in as a slave and hope the right merchant captain bought her? Foolish nonsense is what he called it, but she had more luck than anyone he’d ever seen. It’s as though she willed what she wanted to have happen and it did. He only hoped she’d survived the crash or wasn’t badly injured. That blasted woman. She was going to put him in an early grave yet. 
“All secured,” Deeks said, as the youngster swaggered up. Lukas shook his head at the boy. He was acting like the battle was won. It was far from over. They still had to find and secure the rest of the Navy soldiers in addition to the pirates. Add that to the feeling creeping along his spine, it was far from over. 
“Smitty!” he bellowed and the man appeared quickly. 
“Aye, sir?” 
Lukas grinned at the man. He was a good foot taller than Lukas’s own six feet and broader than a whale. He managed to keep the men in line as well. Not that the crew was a bad one, only sometimes if they were at sea for weeks on end, things could get a little sticky. Smitty settled the sticky. 
“Take the youngin’ here and four others to secure the men in their ship’s hold. Keep an eye posted, too. Something’s here watching us.”
“I feel it too,” Smitty said, his own eyes scanning the area. “We’ll keep watch. You go find the Cap’n afore she decides to skewer us all.”
“Aye, we will.” He turned and started gathering the men that made up his crew. They all checked their rifles and then set out to find their Captain before the dragons and whatever else lived in this forsaken place decided to greet their new visitors.
 
***
 
“Crewmembers lost or injured?”
“Just you. You’re crazy by the way. You do realize that, don’t you?”
Stephen looked at his sergeant with a smile. “We’re all a little crazy.”
Amil shook his head. He pointed to Stephen’s shoulder where the bullet had eaten his skin. “I’ll send the medic over to get you stitched up.”
“I’m fine.”
“Oh, I know you are, but what kind of sergeant would I be if I let my captain walk around bleeding all over his Royal Navy uniform? Plus, it would be better if the men didn’t see their fearless leader dripping blood across the deck.”
Stephen pursed his lips. He knew his friend was right.
“I’ll see that the prisoners the pirates took are released. We won’t have to worry too much about the pirates. I think we killed most of them. There are a few that are wounded, I’ll see they get care.”
Stephen nodded. “So much life lost for nothing. They could have just surrendered. Instead, we tore them to pieces.”
Amil shrugged. “They chose their own path. I say the more dead pirates, the better.” He turned and walked down the deck barking orders to the men and women under his command. 
A moment later, a lanky private appeared at Stephen’s side with his black medical kit. “Sir, where did they get you? Shoulder?”
“Yes. The bullet only scratched me. Disinfectant and a quick stitch job should do it.” Stephen shrugged off his coat to give the medic a better look. His long sleeved shirt was torn and bloodied where the bullet had entered. Stephen would let the medic work around his shirt instead of removing the material. “It’s Wilmot, isn’t it?”
The private gave him an unsure look, not knowing whether the captain knowing his name was a good thing or not. “Well, yes, Sir, it is. I was just transferred to your ship.”
Stephen sat on the railing of the merchant craft as he carried on the conversation. “I try to get to know the names of my crew as fast as possible.”
The medic smiled again before opening his bag. “Well, that’s a great thing, sir, if I do say so myself. And if I can add—without being a suck-up—what you did was amazing.”
Stephen took his eyes from the deck of the busy ship. Amil was moving quickly. The remaining living pirates were already in chains. The merchant ship’s crew now freed and receiving medical treatment of their own. “What was amazing?”
Stephen sucked in his breath as the medic mopped his wound with a piece of gauze dripping with disinfectant. The disinfectant the Navy used was one Stephen was all too familiar with. The sharp sting took his breath away for a brief moment. 
Private Wilmot continued as if he had missed the captain’s moment of weakness. “Well, I mean, how you charged the deck, sir. Guns blazing. I think that is a memory I will carry to my grave. Everyone can’t stop talking about it.”
The chemical stench of the disinfectant made Stephen’s nose cringe. The fire burning levels below in the belly of the ship was making its way to the deck. Even from where Stephen was sitting, he could feel the heat soaking through the wood floor. 
The medic began sewing Stephen’s wound shut as he went on about the battle. “Well, I thought you were dead a hundred times over. Then when the smoke settled, there you were on the deck with a pile of pirates around you.”
“There was no need for anyone else’s life to be at risk besides my own.”
“Well, that’s an admirable thing to say, sir.”
Stephen looked down on the medic’s work. He was efficient at his trade. The long cut was coming together in a straight line of open, red skin and thread. The pain was manageable, almost nonexistent, as Stephen focused on the tasks that needed to be done next. 
“There you are, sir. Better than new.”
Stephen gave him an approving nod. “Thank you.”
Before the private could pack up his bag, Stephen was walking across the deck toward his sergeant. So many factors still needed to be addressed. Foremost, in Stephen’s mind, were the eyes watching them from the shadows of the jungle foliage. He had come to the conclusion that it was only a matter of time before they would be attacked by the creatures prowling the jungle. 
The enemy would not have dedicated this much time studying them if they did not intend a form of confrontation. Stephen’s senses were on overdrive as rustling in the jungle came at him from all sides. Normally, a few leaves moving could indicate a dozen different things: today, with the lack of wind, the movement simply meant another fight. 
Stephen made his way to his sergeant while exchanging nods and salutes with every sailor that passed. “Well, if you wanted them to respect you, I think you have it now.” 
“We can talk about that later. How are we doing here? Are you ready for another fight?” 
Amil took his words in stride. “We have four captured pirates and a handful of slaves and crew from the merchant ship. Do you want me to arm them?”
Stephen thought about the merchants with disgust. Owning slaves was something he had never done and would never do. The only people still owning them today were the ones too cheap to buy a modernized steam engine with enough power to fly a ship with minimal labor. They would rather save a few dollars and force men and women to shovel coal in the much older designed engines. “No, not yet. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Amil nodded. “I have a team scouring the lower decks for survivors now. They’ll be out in a few minutes. We’ll be gone before the fire below consumes the ship.”
“Good.” Stephen removed the pistols that hung from his back and began reloading them from a pouch at his side. “They’re too smart to attack us in the open. They’ll wait until we reenter the jungle. They’ll take us in their territory on their terms.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because that’s what I would do.”
“Who or what are they?” Amil asked as he reached for his own state-of-the-art rifle. He began loading the strange bullets he used into a compartment below the trigger.
“I don’t know,” Stephen said as he closed the chambers of his own large pistols. “But we’re going to find out very soon.”
 
***
 
“She’s not here, sir.”
Lukas cursed softly. Where the hell was Valeria? He’d sent three of his men to search out the prisoners and freed sailors and slaves from the merchant ship. They’d all reported back she was nowhere to be found. He refused to believe that she was killed in the fight or the crash. The Captain was too ornery to go out in a pirate fight. She was a bloody pirate herself. 
No, she wasn’t dead. She put herself in this position to find someone who could lead her to what she was so desperately searching for. There was only one thing she’d go looking for – the road home. Maps. If the old man died and he had maps, she’d go after them. The problem was that the entire hold was engulfed in flames. They couldn’t get in. She’d have found a way out, though, that didn’t lead her straight back to the Royal Navy. She’d be in the area around the ship, not going to deep into the trees. She knew what was on this island as well as he did.
Even now, he could feel them watching, waiting. They wouldn’t let them go unscathed. It just wasn’t in their nature. Dragons were vicious beasts, even in their human form. He and Valeria had hidden the ship on this island once when they were just starting out on their journey, not knowing what inhabited this island. They’d heard stories, of course, about the lost colony, but they’d ignored them. Stories were just stories after all. 
The Emerald Queen had taken some damage to her sails and they’d set about repairing it as fast as they could. He and the captain had gone into the trees looking for food. They’d come upon a woman a few hundred yards in. He remembered how beautiful she’d looked with all her blonde hair floating in the wind and the silver dress she had worn was burned into his memory. She looked just like a princess. They’d tried to speak with her in several languages, but she’d only stared at them. He still sometimes wondered if their inability to communicate with her was the reason for what happened when he’d approached her. 
They’d watched as her form contorted, her face becoming one of a monster. She’d grown to the size of a small mountain and he and Valeria had understood just how deadly this place was. She’d become a dragon: a vicious, fire-breathing dragon. They’d barely escaped the island with their lives and the ship had sustained more damage than when they’d first arrived. He had a feeling it was going to be a bigger fight to get out this time around. Previously, there had been only one dragon; now he felt so many eyes boring into him. There had to be at least a dozen people out there watching him and his crew. 
“We need to check the area around the ship: go into the tree line,” he finally said. “She’s in the jungle.”
“Sir…maybe we should consider the possibility…”
Lukas turned before the words were out of the sailor’s mouth. “That our Captain is dead? Emerald is not dead. She wouldn’t leave us and we’re not leaving her. Do you understand?” The last word was snarled and the crewmember backed away slowly. His anger burned and he took slow deep breaths. He needed to stay focused on the danger around them and the search for Valeria, or Emerald, as everyone except he called her. “Move out.”
They tiptoed deeper into the tree line, wary of any movement out of place. Lukas heard things creeping around in the underbrush, yet every time he checked, he saw nothing except undisturbed black dirt. He knew something had been there, however there were no tracks. How was that possible? He and Valeria had often talked about what else might inhabit the island and they’d both agreed neither wanted to find out. The sentiment still held true. He just wanted to find his friend and get out.
Unfortunately, he didn’t think it would be that easy.
The trees were thicker the farther they went from the two downed-ships. The limbs bowed, clutching at the pirates’ moving forms. It unsettled Lukas more than he wanted to admit. Being back here was giving him a serious case of nerves. He knew what was going to attack. He just wanted to find Valeria and get out. 
The scout held up a hand and they all paused. Lukas crept forward and crouched. His eyes went to where the scout was pointing. He saw it then: a flash of color. The ground around the flash of light was splattered with blood. The creature hiding in there was injured. He motioned for his men to move forward quietly as he cautiously approached the first of the blood. It was wet, fresh. 
He was about three inches from the trees where the blood led when something launched itself at him. He lost his balance and went rolling, whomever or whatever that attacked him hung on. When Lukas finally stopped rolling, he was staring up into a pair of spitting mad, emerald green eyes.
“Took you bloody long enough.”
 
***
 
The merchant ship’s hold was empty. The fire consuming the ship was enough to send any hideaway running for the jungle. With his prisoners and the men and women from the merchant ship in tow, Stephen had a choice to make. He could either push deeper into the jungle to search for the pirate ship or return to his own ship with the survivors he already had. 
More than anything, he wanted to capture the remaining pirates left to guard their own downed ship. They were responsible for the events that now found them in the middle of the forbidden island. No matter how much his moral compass told him bringing the brigands to justice was the right thing to do, the risks were just too great. 
With both civilians and prisoners in tow, along with more enemies watching them from the jungle undergrowth, the odds were stacked against he and his men. The only choice now was to return to his ship, deposit the people at hand, and then go and confront the remaining pirates. 
“You hate this don’t you?” 
Stephen looked over to his friend with a blank expression. “What are you talking about?”
Amil walked side by side with Stephen through the jungle, retracing their steps back to The Dragoon. They traveled in the middle of the convoy. Smoke from the burning merchant ship waved a slow, steady goodbye behind them.
“Come on, I know you want to go after that pirate ship and the crew that’s been left on board to guard it as much as I do,” Amil said.
“You’re right. I do, but we have to consider the civilians. This is the safest plan for everyone.”
“You know,” Amil said as he patted the stock of his rifle. “You could just send me in. The ship couldn’t have more than a handful on board left to guard it. I could have it cleared in a few minutes.”
Stephen loved Amil like a brother, still the two didn’t see eye to eye when it came to the ethical guidelines of combat. “I’m sure you would. You’d probably kill them all without giving them a chance to surrender.”
Amil shrugged. “They made their decision when they chose to break the law. Besides, look how it passed for you when you gave them the choice to surrender.”
Stephen shook his head. The two men were on the verge of repeating an old conversation, one which never turned out any differently. Before Stephen could voice his opinion, a roar split the air. 
The noise was loud enough to make Stephen’s sternum vibrate. It was a noise he was sure he had never heard before. As the roar continued, Stephen realized it was not one throat bellowing the cry; it was many. 
Stephen and his convoy stopped as the sound continued and began to eat away at their courage. The noises were coming from every direction. Some were far off, others too close for any sense of security. 
Even as the orders to run were on Stephen’s lips, two new plums of fire and smoke rose toward the sky. Stephen’s heart sank. He knew what was happening. “Get back to The Dragoon!” He was sure his shout was lost in the cacophony of monstrous sounds. Whether they heard him or were just running to escape the sound, the group took off at a dead run. 
The unknown assailants watching them in the jungle were smart. Instead of attacking the group, they were patient enough to wait and cripple any means of escape first. A new pillar of smoke was rising from where the pirate ship landed and another near to where his own craft had came to a rest. 
No, it couldn’t be his ship. Stephen’s mind raced with every kind of scenario as he charged through the jungle. Vines and tree branches struck his face and hands as he ran forward. The sting of scrapes and cuts across his body lost their pain in the face of his current circumstances. 
Stephen flew past his men, prisoners, and the freed members of the merchant ship. Across all their faces was the same look of confused horror. With the roars all around them, they weren’t sure if they were running toward the enemy or away from whatever it was. 
It was a small act to give them hope; nevertheless Stephen was willing to take any opportunity he had to secure all remained of their morale. “This way,” he yelled as he took the lead. “Follow me.”
Heartbeat matching his thoughts for speed, Stephen cleared the last outline of trees and came to a skidding halt. His heart sank. They were too late. The Dragoon was a roaring ball of fire. 



Chapter 8
 
Val’s ears rang from the roar of the dragon. She and Lukas were in a dead run trying to get out of the trees and back to the shore where The Emerald Queen was docked. She only hoped her sailors who had been guarding the Navy ship were able to escape, but her heart told her that no one could survive that blast. It had happened too quickly and they’d hit both ships at the same time, giving neither any warning. She glanced back and saw two of her sailors take hold of Tobias and carry him. His injuries must have finally caught up with him. She shook her head and prayed they’d make it to the ship before the dragons found it. 
Screaming started behind them and she winced. It had to be the crews from the merchant ship, the pirates, and the royal Navy. She could hear the flapping of the wings overhead and hugged the tree line in response. Her own crew did the same. They’d seen what the beasts could do and wanted no part of it. 
The smell of smoke and charred flesh reached them and they all winced. The dragons were closer than Val originally thought. She could see the trees overhead swaying violently from the air created by their wings. Her heartbeat sped up and she pushed her legs even faster. They had to reach The Emerald Queen before the dragons. She couldn’t lose her ship. She wouldn’t lose her ship. It’s all she had in the world. Everything she valued was on that craft including the people she considered family. 
Her sailors were prepping the vessel for takeoff when they broke through the trees. Val breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of her ship. The deep emerald color was the exact same shade of green as her eyes. It rose nine decks high. She’d had it built small in order for it to be faster than most of the ships travelling the skies. Less bulk meant they could overtake their prey and escape just as quickly. The design was hers and there wasn’t another ship like it anywhere. She loved her ship.
Dragons weren’t touching her baby.
Another group of stragglers burst from the trees about three hundred yards away from her, but she paid them no mind. Her sole focus was getting on her craft. If they made it, they made it. Her concern was her sailors, not the Royal Navy or the survivors of the pirate and merchant vessels. She pushed her legs faster, knowing if they didn’t take off within the next few moments, The Emerald Queen would suffer the same fate as the other two ships. 
A shout sounded from the other group and her head turned slightly. She saw him out of the corner of her eye and cursed. Stephen. Blood ran down his face as he led the way through the jungle, toward her ship. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t leave him behind. She owed him her life. He’d bought her way out of the Royal Navy. She’d planned on just going AWOL, but he said they’d execute her if she did. She hadn’t known what else to do at the time. She’d had no money, no family she could go to for help. Stephen hadn’t told her about buying her papers until after he’d done it. She owed him and she hated owing people. Especially Royals. They were bloody irritating. 
Sighing, she returned her attention back to getting on board. If she wasn’t in the air in less than five minutes, none of them had any chance of escape. She breathed a sigh of relief when her hands grabbed the rope ladder and she began pulling herself up the hull of the ship. Her men had closed the ship’s doors leading in and pulled the walkway. All that remained were dozens of rope ladders swung over the side. Once her feet hit the deck, she began barking orders. The steam engine beneath them was fired up and ready to go. All that remained was getting her crew and Stephen on board.
Lukas shook his head in disbelief at Val when she told him to fetch the captain of the Royal Navy’s vessel, but she gave him the stare that challenged him to defy her and be left to rot here on this island. It wasn’t one she gave often; still it had him barreling back toward the beach in seconds. With Stephen taken care of, she ran up to the helm and checked her guidance system. They were fifty clicks from the nearest safety zone. One thing she had discovered: the dragons kept to a relatively small area, although they were territorial over that area. She just had to outfly and outmaneuver a couple dozen of the beasts who breathe fire at every turn.
Easy. 
She laughed at her own sarcasm. This was going to be the biggest fight of her life. Val glanced down to see if Lukas had made it back to the ship when she saw her. The girl was standing on the deck, looking at the sailors running here and there curiously. Although she couldn’t have been more than twenty, her hair was a solid shade of white. Even from here, Val could see the color of her eyes. They glittered a pure purple in the bright sunlight. Why did no one else see her? They were sidestepping her, although none of the crew seemed to be fully conscious she was there. Was it some sort of mind control the girl was using on them? And why wasn’t it working on Val?
The dragon morphing meant trouble and Val had no intention of letting the girl call to her kind. Val scrambled down the ladder and grabbed one of the pistols from the holster of a crewmember she passed as she ran. The girl turned when Val was inches from her. The surprise in her eyes didn’t make Val hesitate. She brought the pistol down hard on the girl’s head, knocking her out cold. She gave instructions to bind the girl to the first crewman she found: to gag her and secure her safely to the mast. Val wasn’t about to put her in the brig where she couldn’t watch her. If she shifted into her dragon form in the hold of the ship, it would be ripped apart. Dragons were massive beasts that could easily span two of the largest war ships the Royal Navy had. 
People were streaming toward her ship and she frowned. There was no way they were all going to be able to board. She saw Lukas climb up, throwing Stephen on the deck. The man was unconscious. She quirked an eyebrow at her first mate and he glared back at her, his eye already bruising. That was going to be some shiner. An older woman climbed up next and Val quickly turned away before the woman saw her face. No one except her crew knew what the notorious pirate Emerald really looked like. It wouldn’t do for the Navy to figure out who she was. They’d execute her on outraged principle alone. She trusted Lukas to see to the “prisoners” safety. She laughed mirthlessly. Who would have thought that she’d end up running for her life and rescuing a prince of the Royal house of DeCadia as well? Especially one who she had given her heart to long ago. It wouldn’t do for him to find out who Emerald was. Not at all. 
She gave the order to lift off and then turned her attention back to the helm. She could hear the roars coming closer. The dragons would be here within moments. The ship groaned as she lifted off the ground: the people still climbing up the ladders began to scream as they fell. Only a precious few made it aboard as The Emerald Queen reached the skies. Val closed off her mind to the screams of those she had to leave behind. She’d seen Tobias struggle aboard and that was all that she would let herself dwell on. Collateral damage. That’s what the Navy had called casualties that were left behind. Collateral damage. She boxed it off in a corner of her mind and said a silent prayer to the gods as she spotted the first dragon break the tree line. The enormous jet black beast let out a war cry and Val’s hands tightened on the wheel. 
Here we go, she thought.
 
***
 
The room was a spinning mass of blackness and pain. Stephen winced and regretted the action at once. Discomfort drummed deep in the back of his skull and promised him that a, enduring headache was inevitable. Voices around him made Stephen focus past the agony. He was lying on his stomach on a harsh wooden floor. All his weapons were gone. Steel bars surrounding him on three sides with a thick wooden wall making up the fourth behind him. 
A single circular window allowed light to enter his cell. As Stephen struggled to his feet, he realized where the shouts and noises were originating. The familiar sound of boots hitting a deck in hasty preparation told him he was on a ship. How long he had been out and who had knocked him unconscious was only just coming back to him. 
The last thing Stephen remembered was running. Panic gripped him. The last thing he remembered was seeing his own ship on fire before being chased by winged behemoths through the jungle. His remaining crew following, they had reached a clearing with an unknown vessel. Before he could make sense of where the ship had come from or whose it was, Stephen was knocked unconscious by a man he’d never seen. 
But that wasn’t important now. Now, he needed to find out the situation of the men and women under his command. They were his responsibility. Stephen pushed himself to his feet just as the boards underneath him creaked and swayed. The ship was starting to move. Stephen made his way to the gate of his cell. Both hands on the cold steel, he shook the metal with irritation. 
“Is anyone there!? Hello!?”
His shouts were answered by the faint sounds of running feet and terrified voices from somewhere above. Stephen shook the bars again not because he thought they would move but his frustration demanded an outlet. Years of experience told him the ship he was on was gaining altitude. 
With no way to tell where he was—or more importantly, whether his crew was safe—Stephen’s mind raced to find a course of action. The room where he was kept was small; three cells on either side separated by a narrow walkway with closed doors on both sides. 
Cries for help were only going to bring him a hoarse throat, so Stephen moved to the small window. As he approached, the shouting outside grew louder. Rushing sounds and snarls now tore the air as Stephen reached the modest window and peered out. 
His vision was limited at best. Still he could make out the canopy of many-hued green below him as the ship rose in the air. Heat filled the air as flames danced past his small outlet. Stephen took a quick step back. Information raced through his pounding head just as fast as he could form thoughts. He must not have been out for long. He was on the mystery ship he had seen in the jungle after being chased away from the inferno that was his own craft. Now the dragons were attacking.
Fear for the lives of those under his command was the only thing on his mind. An attack from a pack of dragons meant their odds of survival were beyond slim. Unless the steamship had one ace of a pilot behind the hull, he and whoever else was on board were about to die. 
Stephen hammered at the wood around the window with closed fists. He knew the motion was pointless but he had to try something. Screams from the dying and the acrid stench of burned flesh wafted through his small, open cell window. His fists were bleeding by the time he stopped trying to rip the wood away from the window. 
The ship shook as one of the dragons made impact.. Stephen bottled his frustration and focused on seeing as much as he could of the events outside. For a moment the whole world went dark. A rush of night covered any of the sun’s light. A running mass of dark scales flew by. 
Stephen got his first look at a dragon up close as the creature did a complete circle right outside his cell window. The monster was easily bigger than his own ship. Perhaps even twice the size of any ship in the Royal Navy. The beast’s head was larger than Stephen’s entire body. A mass of rippling muscles lay protected under the armor of thick scales. 
The dragon hovered in the air a hundred yards across from Stephen’s cell and stretched its wings preparing for another attack on the airship. 
To his delight and dismay, the dragon aimed its mass at the same area of the ship where Stephen’s cell was stationed. The animal roared with enough volume to make Stephen’s insides vibrate. The mythic beast flapped both enormous wings and headed straight for the cell window. Excitement at the slim chance of being able to escape his cell was laced with a much larger dose of fear. 
Stephen jumped back from his cell window. He crossed his small prison in a few quick strides and pressed himself against the metal bars. Soon, his narrow view was composed entirely of the dragon’s flaming purple eyes. The monstrosity traveled through the air like a trained sprinter. 
Stephen reminded himself not to close his own eyes. It was in order to fulfill a promise he had made a girl a long time ago. If they were going to die, they would face their deaths head on, not cowering somewhere in a corner. 
The dragon rushed the window. At the point of impact, the animal arched his head upward and missed striking Stephen’s cell by a few feet. Air from the huge animal rushed inside the cell filling it with the smell of death. The dragon’s body raced past the window as it had done before. 
Stephen’s heart sank, but what had he really thought? That the dragon was going to single him out and break the ship’s tough exterior walls just for him? Stephen saw it at the last possible moment, even as the thoughts of doubt invaded his mind. 
Suddenly, the dragon’s thick tail slammed into the cell window with the power of a dozen cannonballs. Stephen threw himself on the floor as splinters and twisted metal flew through the air in the wake of the monster’s fury. As fast as it had started, it was over. Stephen was on the ground of his cell covered in wood pieces. His heart raced as fast as any dragon could fly. His once small cell window was now a long opening across the ship’s outer wall, more than large enough for Stephen to make his escape. 
 
***
 
Val fought with the wheel as she forced it to stay steady. The black beast had just hit her ship. They’d all felt the old girl shudder, heard the wood moan and screech in pain as it shattered. She glared at the dragon defiantly as it did another fly by, taunting her. Four more of the monsters appeared in the air and Val checked her gauges. Fifteen more clicks to go. She just had to keep it steady and…she pulled hard to the right, narrowly missing a fireball launched at them. She had to bank left just as quickly to dodge another swipe of Big Black’s tail. He wasn’t touching another splinter of her ship. The Emerald Queen shook as another volley of cannonballs fired toward the dragons. Though it couldn’t actually hurt the beasts, it could keep them distracted enough to let Val get out of their territory.
There was only one way to kill a dragon and, despite popular belief, it wasn’t cutting of its head. The scales in that area were just as thick and tough as everywhere else. There was a spot, however, right where the dragon’s front arms attached to its body, where the scale was soft, tender. Something could pierce the skin there and go straight through its heart. But getting close enough to find that one, tiny spot? Next to impossible. 
All Val could hope for was to keep her ship intact enough to remain airborne. They’d need to find a place to dock and make repairs if they could survive the assault. Val cursed when she felt another explosion rock her ship. She could smell wood burning, but refused to look back to see what was on fire. Her focus remained on the navigation equipment and the black dragon who seemed to have taken a personal interest in beating her ship to death. 
The air around them hushed—went still—and that caught Val’s attention. It was as though the all dragons had paused mid-attack. Looking up, she saw they were indeed just floating in midair, staring at her ship. Her eyes followed their stare to the girl lashed against the mast, the dragon morphling. She was still unconscious; even so, the dragons knew she was there. Even the ones not close enough to see the girl had stopped. It was as though they had a hive-like communication with each other; their thoughts were a collective pool. What one knew, they all knew. 
Panic began to creep up and Val took a steadying breath, but she nearly screamed when the dragons, as one, screeched out what could only be deemed a war cry. It sent shivers through her and fear latched hold. Though, instead of giving into the fear, Val used it to focus her thoughts on escaping their territory. She barked an order to fire. She heard her shouted order passed along and then soon felt the ship vibrate as cannon fire left her hold once more. The dragons screeched again and Val smiled tightly. She couldn’t hurt them, but she could knock them off their game. 
Blackie swooped around the side and she glanced out of the corner of her eye. He was steadily flying toward the ship, his eyes trained on her. Sweat broke out and she cursed. His purple eyes looked so much like the girl’s; she knew instinctively this dragon was related to her captive. The one eye she could see was determined and full of malice. He wanted his family back. Too bad for him, Val wasn’t willing to slow down enough to hand over the girl. Too bad for her, he had other ideas.
The black dragon banked to the right and flew off only to turn mid-flight and dive right toward the helm. Val bit back a string of curses and concentrated on maneuvering the ship. First, she banked a hard left, grazing the massive wings of a dark gray dragon, before forcing the struggling ship to dive down steeply to avoid the head-on collision with the black beast. The top of the main mast swayed under the weight of the beast’s belly. Wood groaned and Val looked over her shoulder long enough to know the mast wasn’t going to hold long. The girl needed to be moved to safety. Lukas thought the same. She saw him already untying her from the mast. 
Her attention returned to keeping the ship from crashing once that worry was gone. Val had to muscle through two dark green dragons, their scales scraping and warping wood and steel as she broke though the tight space between them. Val cringed with each sound, the screeching echoing through her. The ship was a part of her and every hurt became her hurt. It had always been that way with this ship that she built herself. Her blood and sweat were soaked into the wood just as much as the builders’. The Emerald Queen was her home; in a way it was also her family. It’s just how she’d always thought about her ship. It was as much family as her crew.
Dragons were not going to take them out. Not today.
The navigation panel told her she had five more notches to go. Five more and they could limp into the same port they’d used the last time they’d escaped. She felt the ship sway heavily and saw the main mast was beginning to lean. Come on, ol’ girl, she thought. Hang in there with me for just a little longer. A stream of fire streaked past her and caught the sails. She could hear the flames as they tried to catch hold of the material. A laugh erupted from her. After her last battle with dragons, she’d made sure every inch of her sails was flame-resistant. They could huff and puff all they wanted at the canvas and they’d never catch fire. 
Dragons roared in response and Val threw her head back and laughed, the wind whipping her hair. Her fingers tightened on the wheel and she pushed the ship harder, using her controls to force more speed from the limping vessel. She only had three more notches to go. Three.
Blackie was back, flying alongside the ship. His tail lashed out and bit into the wood of the hold where the cannons were housed. She glanced at the dragon and could have sworn it was laughing at her. It knew her ship was struggling and she had slim-to-little hope of getting out of this. It was playing with her, which in turn infuriated her. Val closed her eyes and centered her anger, her sole focus making it the remaining two notches out of the dragons’ territory. Her muscles tensed and she braced her feet before banking another hard left, but instead of diving this time, she banked right as hard as she could, her ship slamming into the massive black beast gliding along leisurely. 
Not expecting the blow, the dragon went rolling through the sky and Val took advantage of it. She dived low and flew close to the trees, trying to protect the damaged side of her ship as best she could. People below her began shouting and she felt the heat as the flames descended upon them. Sweat broke out and she flinched at not only the fury, but also the sorrow in the dragon’s wails. She felt it deep within. It resonated in her like a chord on a piano that hadn’t been played in an especially long time. It was rusty and off key, be that is it may, it rang true and clear.
As soon as the aft cleared the border of the dragon territory, Val turned her head just enough to look at the line of dragons behind her: the massive black one in the middle, his eyes full of rage. They’d made it. She let out a shaky breath and held tight to the wheel to keep from collapsing. Her entire body shook from the sheer relief of survival. The mast groaned, snapping her attention back to reality. She dived low, letting the airship skim just above the ocean waves and moved as fast as the old girl could. If the ship gave out, at least it wouldn’t be a deathtrap for them. She soon found the small island with the hidden inlet she’d used before. The landing was rough, but then again her mast was leaning so badly, it would snap soon if they didn’t secure it.
“Captain.” Lukas nodded when she jumped down to survey the damage. Men were scattered across the deck, some badly injured, others either helping the injured or already working on securing the vessel. Two dozen men were dealing with the mast without having to be told. Her crew knew their jobs and knew them well. 
“How bad?” she asked softly, stopping to bind an open wound on one of the younger sailors who was unconscious, yet still breathing. Left unattended, he would have bled to death. 
“It’s going to take days to make the necessary repairs,” he told her. “The villagers here should help us, though, with securing the parts, steel, and lumber we need.”
Val nodded. It was bad. She saw holes in the hull everywhere as she leaned over the side of the ship. A flash of color caught her attention and she leaned further and saw Stephen cautiously climbing down. She sighed and pointed him out to Lukas. “Fetch him back before he does any damage to himself, please.”
Lukas stared at her and Val refused to squirm under his inquisitive stare. She knew he was insanely curious as to why she wanted Stephen alive, but it wasn’t something she wanted to share just yet. 
“You’d best get changed then, Captain, unless you want the Royal Navy knowing your identity?”
Val snorted. Not bloody likely. She waved Lukas off and turned to go down to her quarters. No, Stephen didn’t need to know who she was. It would be better for both of them if he never found out.



Chapter 9
 
Stephen had a clear path to safety. After their near annihilation among the dragons, the skilled pilot at the ship’s helm docked at a small island inlet. Escape was pulling him from the ship, promising him safety and survival. But Stephen couldn’t go. His conscience demanded he stay and rescue whomever of his crewmembers still survived. 
Guilt at his own survival overran his emotions. He was almost fearful at receiving the contents of the news, as to how many men and women he’d lost. So many following his orders met their end due to decisions he was responsible for making. 
His very first command was a disaster. The guilt weighed on his shoulders like a wooden cross. For the moment, Stephen suppressed these thoughts and focused on the present. If there were still those under his authority alive. It was his duty to secure their safety. 
With these thoughts at the forefront of his mind, Stephen exited the hold through the sizeable hole left by the ebony dragon. The ship’s exterior was splintered in a hundred different locations yet still held strong. Carefully, Stephen chose his hand and footholds down the side of the alien ship. 
As soon as his feet touched the ground, it was his plan to formally address the captain of the ship and negotiate the release of his men from the pirate vessel. Fighting was always an option, but if Stephen could prevent any further death, he would. After what seemed like an eternity of climbing, Stephen’s boots hit the sand. Lifting his gaze, he was surprised to see a group of pirates already looking down at him. One of them he recognized. It was the pirate who had knocked him unconscious. 
Stephen’s temper flared for the briefest moment before he placed his pride aside and addressed the man. “My name is Captain Stephen Tiberius Cross. I’m an officer in DeCadia’s Royal Navy.”
“If you say so,” was the man’s informal response. The pirates on either side of him snickered.
“And you are? The captain of this vessel?”
The man shook his head and crossed muscular arms over his chest. “No, not the captain. But it’s under the Captain’s orders that I am to secure you… again.”
Stephen weighed his odds in a fight. Weaponless, tired, and outnumbered, he had a better chance of being reunited with his command if he bided his time. “Well, throw over a ladder. I just scaled the side of your ship to get down here.”
Surprise spread across the man’s face. Clearly, he was expecting Stephen to put up more of a fight. The pirate turned to his left and whispered something to the man next to him. Within seconds, a rope ladder was lowered. Preparing himself for the encounter to come next, Stephen slowly climbed the wooden rungs back to the deck of the ship. 
As he crested the edge, Stephen received an up-close look at the maelstrom of damage done by the dragon attack. Small fires were being extinguished across the deck; pieces of wood in every shape and size littered the scene. There were so many wounded or dead, it was hard to tell the two apart. 
Stephen felt his heart begin to drum in his chest as he realized many of the bodies lying still wore the Royal Navy’s colors. His heart stopped as a familiar form caught his eye. Half of Amil’s face stared back at him. His friend was lying still on the ship deck. Most of the left side of his body was gone. Only a dragon talon could cleave a man in two like that. 
Stephen heard the pirates behind him ordering him to walk but their voices paled in comparison to the clamor of his heart. He knew what his eyes were telling him. His brain and heart were the ones having a problem accepting the information. Even as the pirates moved in to shackle his wrists with heavy chains, Stephen ignored them. 
He couldn’t take his eyes off Amil. The man, who had been more like a brother to him than any kind of comrade or friend, was gone forever. It was a notion Stephen had never decided to entertain. It was naive to think nothing would ever happen to his friend, yet Stephen had thought just that. Amil would always watch his back and Stephen would do the same for him. Only, he hadn’t. He’d been locked up inside the brig while his brother died fighting valiantly.
More words came from the pirates after they secured his hands, though they might as well have been talking to an anchor. Tears pooled in Stephen’s eyes as he groped for a way to cope with his new reality. Not only Amil, but also dozens of his men who had made it on board lay dead or dying. What had he done? 
A rough shove forced Stephen to move forward. Tears fell down his face without regard for prying eyes. The walls of his mouth were painted dry at the same moment. Words were beyond his grief. All he could do was stare at the gory aftermath of his decisions. 
“Come along.” It was the tall pirate who had ordered him onboard. If Stephen were paying any kind of attention, he would have seen that the pirates were ushering him forward now, not prodding him, something akin to compassion in their eyes. 
Stephen allowed himself to be led to the opposite side of the deck. As they continued to walk, the body count rose: dragon fire the clear demise of many of the dead. Charred remains brought the stench of burned human flesh to the breeze. Others, like Amil, were the victims of the beasts’ claws. As long as a man’s torso and sharper than any sword, they sliced through the human anatomy with ease. 
They passed by the ship’s leaning center mast. Stephen had never seen a ship take so much damage and still remain in one piece. It was a true testament to the ship builders’ talent at their craft. 
Numb, the once captain of The
Dragoon stopped at a corner of the ship. If it was at all possible for his heart to sink any further, it did. Only a handful of the crew from his vessel remained; five in all. Among them his own pilot, Marm; they were all shackled as he was and sitting on the deck under guard by a pair of rifle-wielding pirates. 
“Sit,” the pirate leading him ordered. Stephen obeyed and looked into each of his sailors’ eyes. Tears flooded them all and even a few were just too shocked to show anything except a blank stare. Stephen wondered whether he looked the same. Duty to his position and those who would still turn to him to lead pushed all his other feelings down. 
Blinking and clearing his throat, Stephen looked to his pilot for answers. “Is…is this all that remains?”
Somehow he already knew what the reply would be. The older woman looked at him with a tired nod. A trail of blood trickled down the left side of her face. “Yes, sir. I’m afraid it is. As soon as we boarded, the dragons attacked. We were shackled immediately after the ship escaped.”
Stephen’s eyes wandered back to Amil’s still form on the other side of the deck. Anger burned a hole inside him as he searched for a target. Apart from blaming himself, images of the dragons came to mind. There was no doubt one of those monsters had marked the end for Amil. Rage boiled inside Stephen as feelings of vengeance began to overwhelm sound judgment. 
“Sir?”
Stephen was pulled from these thoughts by the voice. He looked up into the eyes of one of the young privates under his command. The boy couldn’t be over twenty. Smoke smudges stained his face giving him the appearance of a dirty child just back from a romp in the dirt. “Yes?” Stephen said.
The boy’s voice was thick with the aftershock of his grief. “What do we do now? What are our orders?”
Stephen felt all their eyes on him. The small group that remained still looked to him for leadership. “For the moment, we stay put,” Stephen said, gazing deep into the faces of those around him. “No one else is going to die. I’m getting us out of here and we’re going to make those responsible pay for what was done today.”
 
***
 
Lukas sighed as he watched Steven with what was left of his crew. He was feeling about the same himself. They’d lost a lot of good men today, some of whom Lukas counted as family. As much as he’d like to sit and mourn, he had work to do. The injured needed to be seen to and supplies found to repair the damage done to The Emerald Queen. He’d moved the girl from the mast earlier, but he was beginning to become concerned. She still hadn’t come round. He knew Valeria had knocked her out, he only hoped she hadn’t hit her too hard. Head wounds were tricky. Sometimes the smallest injury could cause the worst damage.
Not comfortable leaving her up on deck amongst all the carnage, he gently untied her and took her below. Putting her behind bars didn’t feel right; although he couldn’t let her roam free either. Turning left, he passed Valeria’s quarters and down the hall to his own. He laid the girl down on the bed and smoothed her hair away from her face. She looked peaceful, but he also knew what she could do. If she morphed down here, she’d split the ship in two. Valeria would murder him when she found out. He also knew she wouldn’t want the girl up there either. For all her tough exterior, Valeria had a heart bigger than the whole of DeCadia itself.
He’d brought ropes down with him and wasted no time in securing her to the bed. As much as Lukas wanted to leave her free, he couldn’t. She could escape and cause all sorts of havoc. The damage done by the last dragon he’d met up close and personal still haunted him. As much as this girl inspired his protective instincts, he wouldn’t let that blind him to what she was capable of.
Locking the door behind him, Lukas went in search of his captain. He knocked on her door and waited for the muffled reply to enter. Her cabin was lit by the sunlight streaming through the massive hole in the side of the wall. The repairs were going to be extensive and it would be a week or more before they could continue. Valeria was not going to like hearing it. He winced mentally at all the bad news he had to impart upon her, especially about Tobias.
“Lukas, come see these,” she said, her back to him. She was looking over a mess of maps spread out on the table in front of her. She wore her normal pirate gear; black boots that laced up well-past her knees, a black pair of shorts that hugged her hips and upper thighs, and white shirt beneath a deep emerald vest. The mask she donned hid the entire upper portion of her face. She truly looked like the pirate Emerald of The Emerald Queen, holy terror of the skies. She was magnificent. 
Curious as to her excitement, he walked to stand beside her and his eyes widened. The maps in front of him were unlike any he’d ever seen before. The lines moved and shifted, never staying in the same spot. His first assumption was sorcery, but he tramped that down. If Valeria was excited about them, then he would force his own reaction aside. She was his captain, his friend, and he would follow her.
“What is this?” he asked, his voice hushed in the quiet of the cabin.
“Atlantis.” Valeria’s voice held an almost reverent tone. She’d found something tangible that told her the fabled city wasn’t a legend, that it was real. This map was real. No denying that. 
“Are you sure?” He let his finger trace one of the moving lines and shuddered when it jumped beneath the pressure of his fingertip.
“Yes.” She turned to face him, her expression excited and grim all at the same time. “Tobias confirmed it. My birthmark and his are one and the same. They will help us make sense of the map and the location of Atlantis.”
“Valeria, there’s something I must tell you,” Lukas said softly. “It’s about Tobias.”
“What?” she asked, her head snapping up to look him in the eyes.
“His injuries are severe. Without a healer from McDougnalach, he’s not going to make it.”
Her face paled. “We’re days away from that port.”
“I know.” He laid a hand upon her shoulder. “All we can do is make him comfortable. I asked the men who went to the village to get us something to ease his pain.”
“He’s all I have that can lead me to Atlantis,” she whispered. “Without him, these maps are useless.”
“I’m sorry, Valeria.”
She nodded and took a deep, steadying breath before squaring her shoulders. “What about the ship? Have you gone over the damage?”
“It’s bad,” he confirmed. “I’m not sure the village will have everything we need to patch the old girl up. We’ve lost engines, whole sections of the hull and deck, but mostly, we’ve lost our crew.”
She stared at him a moment before going to sit behind her desk and pulling out two glasses and a decanter of amber liquid. She poured a healthy amount into each glass, put the bottle away, and shoved one glass toward him. Lukas took it and touched his glass to hers, then downed the drink. It was a custom they had gotten into whenever they’d lost a member of their crew. 
“How many?” she finally asked.
“Two-thirds of our family is gone,” he told her, his voice tight and full of grief. With her, he could show his pain; not the crew. If they sensed his emotions, then they’d give into it themselves; and right now they needed to get the repairs done and get out of the dragons’ line of sight.
“That many?” her voice shook. “We’ve lost that many?”
“Aye, Cap’n,’” he said. “There’s only a handful of the Navy members left as well.”
“You secured their captain?”
He studied her face again, noticing how strained it was. There was a deep concern in her eyes when she spoke of the Navy captain, too. Whoever he was to Valeria, he was as important to her as her crew. She would tell him why when she was ready.
“Yes, he and what’s left of his crew are being watched over until we figure out what to do with them.”
“Put them to work,” she said, her voice resolute. “We need all the hands we can get to repair The Emerald and get her airborne. Just don’t let them work together and pair them with some of our best watchdogs. And the girl?”
Lukas’ lips thinned and he narrowed his eyes. “I put her in my cabin.” Valeria didn’t react for a moment, then her head slowly came up and her deep green eyes pierced his. They were almost menacing, still Lukas stood his ground as he explained. “You and I both know it’s not a good idea to leave her on the deck to see all the dead bodies when she awakes. That might startle her enough to change and we don’t want that. Treating her with some care and respect might save our lives.”
“If she tears my ship apart…”
“Your ship is already torn apart,” he gently reminded her. 
“It’s not torn in two as of yet!” she seethed. 
“No,” he agreed, “but if we don’t try to treat her with some civility, she will react unfavorably. Let’s try to be diplomatic and see where it gets us. She’s just a young girl, Valeria. She’ll be scared and alone when she wakes up. It’s a feeling you and I both know well.”
“If she destroys my ship, your hide is mine,” Valeria told him after a long while, her eyes snapping mad. 
He nodded. “We need to go to the village and negotiate a price for supplies. You know the chief will only barter with you.”
She sighed and he managed a grin. The chief wanted Valeria as his wife and always tried to negotiate that as his price. It was a fun conversation to watch and after the day’s events, Lukas needed that.
“Let’s go.” She stood and he followed her out. It was going to be a long couple of days.
 
***
 
She awoke as if from a dream. A painful dream that touched her memory then retreated twice as fast when she tried to recall the details. Her mouth was dry. The pain coming from her head was harsh, though bearable. She had been through much worse during her rearing. 
Trying to move her hand to her face, she discovered her wrists were bound. Not only her wrists, her legs as well. She took a moment to quiet her mind. Her temper flaring now would do her no good. If her plan was going to succeed, she needed these humans on her side. 
A quick look around the room led her to believe she had been brought to a higher-ranked officer’s room when she remained unconscious. While she didn’t know much about humans and their way of life, she did know that a room as large as this one did not belong to a lowly servant.
She was alone: no noise drifted through the door or walls. With a flick of her wrists, she snapped the ropes holding her arms as though they were nothing. Two quick jerks from her legs did the same to the thick ropes securing her lower body to the bed. Ryderoux Firebound Windfury, first of her name and heiress to the Dragon crown, stood from her place on the bed. Although she was still recovering from the wound whose pain pulsated through her head like a heartbeat, Ryderoux couldn’t help but take a moment to examine the room further. 
It was silly, she knew. One with dragon blood of the purest degree flowing through her veins being intrigued by the humans was unheard of. Still, she couldn’t help herself. Her wonder knew no bounds, nor did it ask permission as to what was acceptable to know and understand. 
She slowly turned in a full circle taking in all the mysterious trinkets and belongings to the human that owned the room. There were maps and charts on the walls, a desk that looked as though it had seen better days with a variety of knickknacks and treasures strewn across it, and a battered dresser with open drawers, a pile of clothes pouring forth. All of this and more made a smile play across Ryderoux’s lips.
To others of her kind, all of these things would prove nothing more than a passing thought. Dragons of every clan looked down on the humans as weak and inferior: the tools they used and their belongings were filth in dragon eyes. Ryderoux, on the other hand, found the objects more precious than treasure. 
Even now, after examining the room, she walked to the dresser. A thin wooden object with short bristles on one end caught her eye. Her hand played over the item as her imagination took flight and danced across a dozen different ideas as to the purpose of such a creation. 
Ryderoux spent a few minutes enjoying the sensation of the strange tool. More than that, she finally allowed herself to revel in the fact that she was free. Free from the oppression of her kind, free from the duty she did not ask for nor want. Ryderoux was now unrestricted to take on and keep her human form as along as she saw fit. There would be no more lessons of the old world, no more advisors telling her how to act or what was expected from her. 
As she headed for the room’s door, she laughed out loud. Freedom was intoxicating and it was a feeling Ryderoux wanted more of. As she tried to open the cabin door the steel handle refused to budge. Remembering to apologize for the knob later, Ryderoux broke the handle in her hand with ease.
She stepped from the quarters smoothing her clothes around her slender figure. If she wanted these humans to accept her and provide passage, she would need them on her side. Clearing her throat, she started down the long hall. Boots slapping against parallel planks that made up floors and the realization that she was going to have interaction with humans brought a surge of panic. After all, her first encounter with them had earned her a concussion, a slight she was willing to forget under the circumstances. Her kind had been trying to kill the humans at the time. Take comfort, she told herself as she continued down the hall, you are a princess trained in diplomatic matters. Surely, you can see your way through a simple conversation.
Her internal pep talk seemed to work. Head held high, she found a series of stairs leading toward the upper deck. In a few moments, she reached the top floor. A light breeze played with her pale hair. The reassuring fresh breeze whispered of something she knew well. 
Ryderoux closed her eyes for a brief moment, enjoying the rush of wind against her body. When she opened them to take in her new surroundings, an army of strangers stared back at her. Most faces looked at her full of wrath, others with fear in their expressions. Ryderoux forgot first, how furious they must be and second, how her human figure was one of beauty unfamiliar to human eyes. As a sign of peace, she extended her arms wide and lowered her head. When she looked up, words of greeting were already on her tongue, “Peace to you. My name is Ryderoux Firebound Windfury and I mean you no harm.”
If she thought her words were going to bring comfort, she was wrong. Everyone stood without a sound. Menace was in more than a few sets of eyes. Ryderoux could see the sunlight gleam off drawn swords and rifle muzzles. Some were in the middle of carrying broken pieces of the ship to the rails and others were carrying bodies or scrubbing the deck of blood, but all stopped now to deal with their perceived enemy. Realization struck her at once. These humans had just been through a fight for their lives. Many of them had friends who had not survived the conflict with her kind. Instead of making the tense situation worse, Ryderoux decided to speak directly to the person in charge. “I understand times are trying. Again, I will say that I am not your enemy. I wish to speak to the king or queen that commands this boat.”
Still nothing. Ryderoux was beginning to feel agitated when one of the sailors sheathed his blade and ran below deck. Appeased that her wishes were being fulfilled, Ryderoux busied herself with all there was to see. At no point did any of the humans offer to exchange words with her and all the while a multitude of weapons were pointed in her direction. Ryderoux decided to ignore their searching eyes. 
All around her was a world she had always seen from afar. Trained to use her human form only when the situation necessitated, she spent most of her time in her dragon skin. Now, she was not only taking the form in which she was most comfortable, but she was also in the midst of a group of humans. Ropes reached from the deck high overhead to a dozen different sails. A raised platform was home to the ship’s wheel that stood commanding and firm. 
Ryderoux was still soaking it all in when the human who rushed downstairs reappeared. He stood fidgeting with a look of controlled aggression painted across his filthy face. “It seems the Captain of the ship is gone at the moment if you—”
Ryderoux waved anything else the man was going to say away with a brush of her hand. “That is acceptable. I will wait. Please tell the Captain I am eager to hold court as soon as he or she returns.”
The man spat at her feet. “That as it is, we won’t allow you to roam freely on board. You will be chained and confined to a section of the deck under guard. When the Captain returns, you can have your words.”
Ryderoux ignored his untrusting disposition. If putting chains on her made them feel better about themselves, then so be it. Let them bind her with things she could break if she so chose. While they bound her to the railing of the ship with shaking hands and thick chains, Ryderoux contented herself in looking away from their weapons still pointed at her and to her surroundings. To be on an airship was truly amazing. Her respect and admiration for human ingenuity grew as her eyes soaked in the details of the ship’s craftsmanship. 
Her race was one of tradition and power. The extent of her kind’s creativity rested in the workmanship of their caves. Besides the focus on their homes, dragons relied on their knowledge and raw power to accomplish tasks. Tools were a waste of time. They also had no desire to travel farther than their own borders; creating a mode of transportation was a foolish notion. 
Ryderoux continued to pour over the ship. The manacles she wore looked huge on her human skin’s arms and clinked with her every move. A glance over her shoulder told her eight pirates armed and ready for a confrontation were only a few yards behind her. Her wandering eyes halted as she reached a section of the ship only a few yards from her. A group of human workers dressed much different than the others were easy to distinguish from the rest. Up until now, the humans had all been wearing a variety of clothing from baggy pants to vests and long-sleeve billowing shirts. This group was all wearing the same kind of clothes. Black and crimson uniforms clearly set them apart, although they worked side by side with the others. 
As she looked them over, one of them caught her eye. He was tall with long, dark hair and the most piercing crystal blue eyes she had ever seen. It wasn’t the fact that he was staring at her; enough of those on board were doing so. It was the pure hate in his look that stopped Ryderoux in her tracks. A deep-found pain had twisted the man and transformed his feelings toward her into rage. She had seen the stare before. A mix of intrigue and fury filled her. With a commanding voice, she addressed him, “Do you know on whom you gaze, human? I am Ryderoux Firebound Wind—”
To her wonder and disbelief, he interrupted her, “Ryder-whatever-it-is, hear me well. Others here may fear you, and that is why you roam under guard, but know this: your kind are the reason my men are dead and I will exact my vengeance in blood.”
 
***
 
Stephen couldn’t believe his eyes. After what had just happened hours before, a dragon was chained on board their ship. The eight sizeable pirates shadowing her looked angry, yet unwilling to converse with the female monster. Stephen did not share their fear. 
The molded mop Stephen was using to scrub the deck fell from his hands. His wrists were still shackled, however his legs were free. He stalked toward the dragon, Amil’s lifeless face still fresh in his thoughts. 
Only feet from the beast, one of the pirates overseeing Stephen and his group intercepted the disgruntled Captain. “Easy there, lad. Back to work.” The pirate’s voice was firm without being angry. One look in the seedy pirate’s eyes and Stephen knew the man sympathized with him. “There’s nothing we can do until our Captain returns. There were orders left that if the dragon should surface, she is to be kept under lock and key; under guard, not killed.”
Stephen heard the words but they rang empty in his ears. He unclenched his jaw to speak. He looked over the pirate’s shoulder and stuck the dragon with a stare he hoped would chill her. Stephen disregarded the human form the dragon had decided to embody. In any other situation, her classic magnificence would have left him speechless; now, all that resided in Stephen’s heart was hate. 
“I’ve been listening to the whispers aboard the ship. I realize it wasn’t you specifically who attacked us,” Stephen said, “but I also know that fight turned vicious when those dragons saw something on board this ship. They saw you, the stowaway who ran away from home. You used us to flee and the dragons refused to let you go. Do you know what that means, Ryder-whatever-your-name-is?”
The dragon shook her head, her eyes wide.
“That means the deaths of all these people are your responsibility. Their blood is on your hands. My friend died today, my men gave their lives today, because of you.”
Stephen was shaking. He had never been so upset. His moral compass was spinning in the aftermath of his own words. His logic struck a chord with more than a few of the remaining members of each crew. The pirate standing between he and the girl moved to the side, a look of understanding crossing his face. Others on board began circle around the two. 
“Do you deny it, dragon?” Stephen continued, taking a step forward, “Do you deny that you used us? That we are nothing more to you than a means to an end?”
It was obvious the dragon was not used to being addressed with such disdain. Her violet eyes took on a look of disbelief for a moment. Just as soon as the moment came, it passed. Fire flashed in her eyes. “It’s true that I used you to escape.”
Fuming grunts and mumbling broke through the crowd. Weapons were being unsheathed. Stephen took a look around. The rest of the deck was empty now; everyone congregated to hear the exchange between the captured Captain of the Royal Navy and the stowaway dragon. 
Heat radiated Stephen’s face as the woman stared at him. She was admitting to being the reason Amil and the others were dead. Before Stephen could release another wave of aggression her way, the dragon continued. “I saw an opportunity to be free and I took it. I apologize if lives were lost. I did not consider tha—”
Madness filled Stephen’s mind. With a bellow, he lifted his head to the sky and laughed out loud. Silence covered the deck as all watched in disbelief. Stephen lifted both his chained hands to scratch his head. His long, hair fell around him making him look as crazy as the guffaw that had escaped his lips. “You didn’t consider?” Stephen asked, repeating the dragon’s own words in incredulity. Stephen dropped his hands in front of him and took another step toward her. The two stood toe-to-toe. “You didn’t consider, Ryder? Or you didn’t care?”
“My name is R—“
Stephen shook his head, “Yeah, I know first of your name and fury and wind and all that. I don’t care. Ryder. All that matters now is that you pay. I will make it my life’s mission to see you dead and buried. By the time I’m done with you, there won’t be enough pieces left to remember any part of your name.”
Dead quiet greeted his proclamation. Seasoned veterans of the pirate life cringed; even the most battle-hardened took a step back. No one in his or her right mind would ever instigate a fight with a dragon. Although she remained quiet, Stephen knew he was getting to her. Fury burned in Ryder’s eyes like a wildfire. A single sweat drop fell from her left temple. If Stephen could get her to lose her temper, then the pirates on board would be forced to fight. Even if their captain ordered no harm to come to the beast until his or her arrival, they would have no choice if she were the one to strike first. 
“What did you think?” Stephen asked again. He paced around Ryder, his hands placed in front of him, fingers interlaced. “Was your home so atrocious? I bet you had it rough didn’t you? Spoon-fed since you were a hatchling, servants ready to do your bidding on a whim?” Stephen stopped in front of her and lifted a single finger in the air, “I bet you were even being groomed for the throne itself. Then what? You were a lonely outsider even with your own kind? You ran away from your life of hardship thinking…thinking what? You’d go on a grand adventure and explore the world?”
Stephen paused to see how far off from the truth he was striking. Stephen must have been close to getting at Ryder’s real reason. Ryder began to tremble with rage. “And you saw this ship and imagined this was your chance. You thought you’d come on board and we’d just accept you? You thought humans could be friends with a dragon?” Stephen leaned in until their noses were nearly touching. “Well, you can’t. You are the reason so many are dead and we will never accept you as one of us no matter how often you prance around in your human skin. We hate your kind. We hate you.”
The wrath that was boiling over in Ryder extinguished with Stephen’s last words. The fury in her eyes was replaced with grief. Stephen’s plan had failed. Ryder would not fight them. “You’re right,” she said, blinking tears from her eyes. “I never should have come.”
Without another word she turned her back to Stephen and the gathered crowed. She walked as far down the deck as the chains would allow her and directed her attention over the railing and into the vast open sky. In her wake, Stephen was left to hear the echo of his own words. What had he become? How could so much anger have built up inside him in the space of a few hours? Stephen wasn’t sure how long he stood there. Time meant little as Stephen felt pieces of himself deteriorating. Had he truly just been fine with enticing a dragon? Was he any better than her? If he had succeeded in antagonizing her to fight, how many more lives would have been lost? It was as though he was a guest in the mind of a stranger. 
He felt a tug on his shoulder, it was Marm, one of his few surviving crewmembers and helmswoman of the lost Dragoon. “Come along, Stephen. You’ve been standing there long enough.”
Stephen snapped out of his trance. He looked around to see the sun setting. The ship’s deck was clear of debris; the dead bodies taken and piled together near the gangplank. The deceased were all wrapped in individual sheets from the crowns of their heads to the soles of their feet, hidden from the eyes of the world. Stephen found himself wondering which one was Amil. 
“Sir,” Marm said again in a soft tone. “We should get you something to eat.”
Stephen allowed himself to be pulled from his thoughts and turned to address the older woman. “Was I wrong?” His voice was more a guilty expression than a question. 
Marm raised an eyebrow and looked Stephen in the eyes. “Only you can know that. I can tell you that the rest of the men would take heart in hearing a plan from you.”
Stephen felt his shoulders slump. Anger had sapped his energy, still he knew Marm was right. No matter how severe the call for vengeance sounded in his ears, there were still a few that followed him. A plan began to form in the back of his mind. 
“Oh, I know that look,” Marm said with her best attempt at a smile, “You’ve already got something.”
Stephen nodded, “We talk to the ship’s captain and join on as part of the crew. Wherever this dragon goes, we go, until we have the opportunity to bring her to justice.”
 



Chapter 10
 
Val walked regally into the village and winced when she saw the chief waiting for her. Lukas chuckled beside her: she wanted to hit him, but she refrained. The village itself hadn’t changed much. The Clauckro Clan lived off the land and moved with the seasons. Their homes were not made of stone and wood, instead consisted of long poles covered in animal skins. The Clauckros called them tipis. The structures were sizable and warm, despite their fragile appearances. The outsides were decorated in paintings of battles and family emblems to announce to all how important the residents were to the clan. Val noticed that the chief’s tipi resided in the middle and according to rank within the clan, the rest of the tipis were spaced out from there in ever widening circles. 
Children ran laughing and playing throughout the village. The women sat outside their homes doing everyday chores such as cooking and mending clothes. Some carried laundry to and from the great stream they used for washing. The men, warriors as they called themselves, stood staring as Val and Lukas were escorted to where the chief waited. Everyone’s clothing was made from deerskin. The men wore pants, their chest bare and tanned from long days in the sun. The women wore dresses, the material clinging to them. Val had a dress made by the chief’s sister and she adored it. She’d never felt anything softer in her life. 
The smell of smoke and food cooking filled the air, making Val’s stomach growl. She’d forgotten how hungry she was. They hadn’t been fed that well onboard the merchant ship and Val hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday. Mayhap she and Lukas could barter for some food for the survivors of the dragon attack as well. It would go a long way in raising spirits, which they all needed about now. Val would grieve for her loss later tonight, but at the moment, she had people depending on her. 
Bayour, Chief of the Clauckro Clan, waited on them with a wide smile spread across his face. Val could never figure out how old he truly was. He could have been thirty or even fifty. Bayour stood tall and proud: his long, inky black hair whipping in the wind. Liquid black eyes danced with a wicked gleam from a face that smiled more than naught. Truth be told, the warrior was a handsome man, still Val was not—and would never be—a villager. She needed to be on the deck of a ship sailing the skies. 
“Greetings, Pretty One,” Bayour’s deep, melodious voice boomed out even before Val had stopped walking. Lukas snickered beside her and she carefully stepped on his toes as she came to a halt. He grunted, nevertheless kept the grin on his face. 
“Greetings, Chief Bayour,” Val said, nodding her head to him. “You are looking well, my friend.”
Bayour’s grin widened and his chest puffed out like a preening peacock. “I strong, virile, and cunning, Pretty One.”
“Yes, you are all of those things, my friend,” Val said, a grin creeping over her own face at his obvious attempt to impress her. 
“Friend Lukas, you are damaged,” Bayour nodded toward Lukas, whose clothes were bloody and torn, his black eye looking worse in the bright sunlight.
“Ran into some dragons again,” Lukas said, nodding his head respectfully. 
“Death wish!” Bayour laughed. “Dragons bad.”
“Yes, they are very bad,” Val agreed. “Broke my ship. I need supplies to fix it.”
A calculating gleam came to Bayour’s eyes. Val had no doubt he already knew just how severely damaged The Emerald Queen was. The only question remaining: what was it going to cost her to fix the ship?
“Broke ship?” Bayour smiled slyly. “Need wood and baka?”
Baka was the Clauckros’ version of glue. It was made from animal fat and another unknown element. What, Val had no idea. However, the foul-smelling concoction held together better than any industrial glue Val had ever come across. Bayour’s people also had a sawmill in this area they rarely used, though they always had a stockpile of wood for bartering. Val would need more than they had amassed because her ship was nearly in pieces. It meant the Clauckros would have to work to produce them more wood, and in return it would be costly. Not wedding-vows costly, but it would cost.
“Yes, I need both,” she told Bayour, keeping her voice even and friendly. “I have monies and silks to trade.”
“I have no need for such things,” Bayour countered. 
“What do you need?” Lukas asked before Val could reply. She wanted to kick him.
“A wife.” Bayour’s grin was back full force. 
Val let out a muffled curse. Lukas had to go there, didn’t he? 
“I am fresh out of wives to barter,” Val replied, her voice still even and friendly. “I do have some of the finest silk in DeCadia. Your women would love the colors to weave into their works.”
“Our women no need silks.” Bayour shook his head, his long, raven locks swinging with the movement. “I need wife,” he insisted. “You be wife and I give things to fix ship.”
“I can’t be a wife,” Val said, shaking her head. “I have a ship. I live in the air.”
Bayour shook his head. “You be my wife, still fly. Just stay with me sometimes—one moon a year.”
“That’s not a bad deal,” Lukas whispered. Val shoved her elbow in his ribs. 
“We make strong sons and daughters. Learn land and air.”
Val sighed. She did not need this right now. “Bayour, you are a strong, brave warrior, but I do not need a husband. What I need are supplies to fix my ship and medicines for my crew and friends who were injured.”
“One of our elders was gravely injured,” Lukas said. “He is in much pain and needs medicine.”
“Elder?” Bayour frowned. “Bring him to village. We help your elder.” Val was grateful the Clauckros honored their elders above all others. She had hoped they would help Tobias without too much arguing. While there were no true healers in the clan, she’d seen their medicine man perform miracles, which is what Tobias needed right about a now.
“Thank you, my friend,” she said. “I am grateful for your help.”
Bayour nodded. “We must care for Elders as they cared for us. For supplies, you will wed with me.”
“No, my friend, I will not.” Val put steel in her voice. If she showed the slightest hesitation, Bayour would latch onto it.
“You took wedding gift, Pretty One.” Bayour shifted on his legs, his arms crossing. “You say yes when you took gift.”
Val’s thoughts scrambled. Wedding gift? What wedding gift? “I don’t understand, my friend. I never accepted a wedding gift from you.”
“No.” He shook his head. “Gift from sister. Contract formed. You honor it now.”
Val’s eyes widened. The dress? It was a wedding gift? Summer Moon never said a word about it being a wedding contract gift. How was she getting out of this one?
“I did not realize Summer Moon’s beautiful gift was a wedding contract gift,” Val said carefully. “No one ever told me that was what it was or I would not have accepted it.”
Bayour’s stance became stubborn. “No. You took, now you be wife.”
“I cannot be your wife, my friend,” she told him. “I do not belong here. I live in the air. I would suffer here on the ground. My spirit would cry and long for the open sky.” The Clauckros cherished the spirit, so she hoped that would work to her advantage.
“I no damage your spirit, Pretty One,” Bayour said, sighing, “But my wife you be. Contract accepted, Pretty One. One moon each year you be here.”
Val silently cursed. Who knew a stupid dress would cost her so much? Right now, she couldn’t see another path to run down. “Bayour, my friend, I will agree to think of accepting the marriage contract, but only if you help me repair my ship and give my crew medicines.”
Bayour stared at her for several long minutes before nodding. “I accept. You no say no. You will be wife.” He held out his hand for Val to shake. It was something she’d taught him to do, to shake on a deal. Once you shake hands, there is no backing out of the agreement. She’d taught him that, too. She let out another string of internal curse words, but she gripped his hand firmly and shook on it.
What had she just done?
 
***
 
Tobias groaned when he rolled over. He knew his wounds were critical, that he had internal injuries. His belly was swollen and purple. He’d seen enough in his day to understand he wasn’t going to live. They were too far from any healers to hold onto the hope of a miracle. He’d lived a long time had had a good life for the most part, and death wasn’t unwelcome. He now understood that death was only another adventure he would encounter. His people had many journeys to travel and this life and his death were only a small stepping-stone on the pathway to his endless journey.
The girl worried him. There was so much she needed to know, to understand, but he was afraid he wouldn’t last long enough to even begin to tell her about their people. He snorted and then grunted when pain lanced through him. That birthmark on her back had given him quite a start. He’d known the minute saw her she was different, that she wasn’t a slave; still it wasn’t until he’d seen the insignia in the birthmark that he’d known who she was. Frightened him good, it did. He’d thought for just a moment his past had caught up with him.
Maybe it had. He lay here dying: his life meaningless. He’s spent the first half of it exploring, looking for the way back to his own people, and searching for the meaning in his own birthmark. His mother told him he came into the world not roaring like the lion, but quiet, not making a sound. The birthmark had been there when he’d been born, as clear as it was now—almost a hundred and fifty years later. 
For over a hundred years, he’d ran from the mark on that girl’s back. Now, here she was, asking him for help, asking him to take her to the place they both came from; the one place he couldn’t go. Not ever again. His entire body ached with the need to go back, the need to feel the magic in his body repair itself within the walls of Atlantis. He wanted to go home.
But he couldn’t.
There was a shuffling outside his door and then it creaked open. A man he didn’t know came through, followed by another. They stared at him grimly. Tobias knew he must look like death. He felt like the Grim Reaper was just a hair’s breadth away. Death had been chasing him for countless years and this time there was no more running for Tobias. 
“Captain sent ahead to bring you into the village,” the taller of the two said. Long, dark hair was tied back and his clothes were dreggy and streaked with smoke. Even though Tobias hadn’t seen the fight, he knew it must have been bloody and costly to the crew. One did not outrun dragons easily. “The Chief agreed to do what they can to heal you.”
“The Chief?” Tobias asked, his voice low and rough with pain. 
“Chief of the Clauckro Clan,” the man said. “They are natives to the area and friends with Emerald.”
Tobias’s eyes widened. The girl was Emerald? It was a name known by everyone who took the risk of flying the skies. The Emerald Queen and her crew were the most feared pirates in DeCadia. They were swift, brutal, and always took down their prey. They weren’t vicious, though. Casualties were always low. It made crews respect the pirate ship and her captain, and that inspired more fear than anything else amongst the captains. Crews were less likely to fight as hard if they knew their lives would be spared if they surrendered. 
The men lifted up Tobias off the bed he’d been put into earlier and then helped him walk out and up the steps to the deck above. The smell of burnt flesh hit his nose even before they’d cleared the stairs. His eyes watered at the stench. He marveled at how the survivors were pulling together to take care of the dead and repair the ship. Even what was left of the Navy crew was busily working. 
That girl had herself a fine bunch if she could get her people to work this hard for her when she wasn’t here. His respect for the girl he was sure would kill him grew more and more with each passing hour. Death was a whispered prayer on his lips. If she ever found out what he’d done, there would be no hiding from that one. She’d track him down until she was able to push the blade through him herself. Yes, death was a welcomed friend instead of the fear that he’d ran from all his life.
A shift of energy in the air had him look up and he saw her vault over the rail of the ship, dressed as Emerald. She wore a simple white shirt and dark green vest. Her pants, if you could call them that, looked to be some sort of soft material that was well-used, and her knee-high black boots were worn in all the right spots to be comfortable and useable. A dark green mask covered her eyes and slipped a little down her face. It reminded him of a masquerade mask he’d seen in his childhood. They didn’t hold those balls anymore. The mask was probably a relic of that age. It did give her an air of mystery and hid her face. It was old and had no DNA tracking technology built into it so that she couldn’t be easily identified. Clever girl.
She stopped to speak with someone. Tobias assumed it was the person who was in charge while she had been gone. In the few moments they spoke, her body went from relaxed to straight and tall. He could feel the slow fury building inside, feel it pour off her in ever widening waves. He strained his ears to listen as they got closer to her, except couldn’t hear anything as he was helped off the ship and toward the village. He felt sorry for those still onboard. They had no idea the depths of that girl’s rage, but then again, neither did she. In time, though, she would and that event would mark his death if he lived past this.
 
***
 
“Explain to me again how a dragon was allowed to walk upon my ship,” Val demanded, the anger in her white hot after the onslaught they had just survived. Each word out of her mouth sounded like a whip. 
“Captain,” Stewy said slowly, trying not to fidget, “we didn’t just let ‘er walk around. We kept her shackled and under guard.”
“She was walking on MY SHIP?” Val’s voice got softer, but her anger burned brighter. They had let a dragon loose on board, knowing the devastation her kind had done to them? Rage blinded her for a moment and her hand tightened around the handle of her whip. Stewy took a step back, fear creeping into his eyes. They’d all seen her use that whip when it was necessary. As much as she loved them all, sometimes the best of them got to be a little too unruly and had to be disciplined.
“Captain…”
“Not a word, Stewy,” Val interrupted him. “Not a word.” She turned to Lukas, her eyes narrowing. She’d left it up to him to secure the girl and yet that dragon had been up here on deck. 
“I tied her to the bed,” Lukas said before she could ask. “I had her secured tight, but she is a dragon, Captain. She’s stronger. Those bonds may have been nothing for her to break.”
Val’s lips thinned. As much as she wanted to scream at Lukas, she couldn’t. He was right. If the dragon was even a tenth as strong in human form as she was in her dragon-self, those bonds would have been like putty to her. She couldn’t fault him for it. 
“Stewy!” she barked, making sure her voice stayed in its lower octave. 
“Captain?”
“Where are the survivors of the Navy crew?”
“They be workin’ on helping to collect the dead, Captain.” He jerked his head to his left and Val followed with her eyes. The Navy crew, as well as the survivors from the merchant ship, was helping to drag the dead from The Emerald Queen to the beach. They would build a funeral pyre tonight and honor the dead. She spotted Stephen easily enough. He looked exhausted and haggard. Losing his entire crew had to be devastating. Stephen had always taken his responsibility to his crew to heart. She’d deal with him later. First, she had to talk to a dragon.
“Where did you put the dragon?” Val asked after a moment.
“She was shackled onto the railing but Lukas thought it best to move her. On account that the crew was getting restless, Captain.” Stewy told her, backing away from her. She’d unfurled her whip. As much as she wanted to strike someone, she wouldn’t. Her anger burned too hot and she might cause permanent damage. 
“I put her in my room,” Lukas said quietly, holding his ground beside her. He understood she’d never hit anyone while this angry.
Val nodded curtly and walked down the steps of the first deck. They housed her quarters as well as Lukas’s and several other higher-ranking crewmembers’. Lukas’s cabin was just off her own. Two armed sailors stood outside the door looking grim. Neither pleased to be there. Val couldn’t blame them; she didn’t want the dragon within five hundred miles of her crew or her ship either.
When Val opened the door and walked inside, she found the girl going through the chest of drawers and frowned. Dragons were notorious for hoarding treasures. What she could possibly find in Lukas’s clothes, Val had no idea. She cleared her throat and the girl’s head snapped up and around, her eyes wide with guilt. She jumped up quickly and turned around, pushing the bottom drawer shut with her foot.
“Do pardon me,” she said softly, her voice like the softest music Val had ever heard. “I know it was wrong to go looking, but I was curious and…” Her voice faltered when Val’s eyes got frostier. She straightened her shoulders before continuing. “I am Ryderoux Firebound Windfury.”
“You speak the King’s tongue.” Val made it a statement, not a question. She was, however, astonished the girl spoke anything except her native tongue. 
“Languages are easily assimilated,” Ryderoux explained, unaware of how arrogant she sounded. “I learned this one as well as two others in the five minutes I stood on the top of this boat.”
“Ship,” Val bit out. “This is a ship, not a boat.”
“There is a difference?” she asked, curious.
“There is,” Lukas said before Val could bite the girl’s head off. “A boat is smaller than this and typically a sea vessel. Ships are bigger and mostly air vessels.”
Ryderoux smiled and Lukas nearly lost his balance. Val noticed and stepped on his foot, hard. He grunted. He needed to get control himself. The girl may be beautiful; nonetheless, she was also deadly. 
“Thank you, sir,” Ryderoux said, clasping her hands in front of her, doing her best to look non-threatening. Val didn’t buy it for a second. She could feel the hum of unfamiliar energy around the girl. It set every nerve she had on edge screaming danger. 
“I’m Lukas,” he said, stepping back slightly. “This is Emerald, Captain of the ship.”
“It’s a pleasure to greet you both.” Ryderoux bowed and then stood up, smiling. 
“How did you get loose?” Val demanded, closing the door to the cabin. 
“I don’t like to be tied up.” A haunted look came into the girl’s eyes that made Val’s own eyes narrow. She’d been tied up and locked in the dark on more than one occasion growing up and recognized the look. “I simply pulled at the ropes holding me. They broke with little effort. It takes more than simple cloth ropes to bind a dragon.”
Val cursed silently and moved over to the desk. She sat down and motioned for the girl to have a seat. Lukas followed and stood behind the chair Ryderoux sat in. The simple gesture didn’t escape Valeria. Lukas had positioned himself in a manner as if to protect the girl. Fury flared up inside her for the briefest moment and then she tramped it down. She needed to deal with this.
“Explain to me why you are on board my ship and why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand after the attack we withstood.”
Ryderoux swallowed nervously before answering. “I was curious about humans, about your kind. I wanted to experience being human, to become one of you. I saw your boat once before and I knew you’d be able to escape so I snuck on board. I did not think anyone would notice me, but you did. How were you able to see me? I was using a magic that allows others to overlook me even if they are slightly aware I am there.”
This girl, this dragon, had been curious? Her curiosity had caused the other dragons to come after them, to attack with a vengeance to collect what was theirs once they’d seen her onboard. She had put Valeria’s crew in mortal danger, had caused the death of over half of them, and all because she was curious?
Ryderoux’s face paled, seeing the wrath on Val’s face. She flinched back against the chair in which she sat. Lukas placed a hand on her shoulder in reassurance. 
“Do you realize what you have done? The amount of pain and death you caused because you were curious?” Val’s voice was whisper soft, her anger barely in check. “Why shouldn’t I kill you now to pay for the deaths you caused?”
“Because I did not mean anyone any harm,” Ryderoux said softly. “I only wanted to escape, to get away. They were going to make me bond myself with a cruel, cruel dragon. I have spent my life being treated unkindly amongst my own race and I just wanted a chance to be happy, to be free. I am truly sorry for what has occurred, but you did invade our territory and we protect what is ours. I saw an opportunity and I took it. Could you say that you wouldn’t do the same thing had you been in my place?”
Val wanted to scream that, no, she wouldn’t. Yet hadn’t she just done the same thing? Looking for clues, for Tobias, she had put herself and her crew in this situation. She wanted to find her people and had done anything and everything she’d had to over the years. Today was as much her fault as it was this girl’s. Guilt began to eat at her for what she had done. That was the difference between her and the dragon sitting in front of her. Valeria felt guilt, remorse over her actions. The dragon didn’t. She saw it in her eyes. Ryderoux didn’t think this was her fault; she’d seen a way to get out and she’d taken it. To her, the deaths were just collateral damage. 
Val’s hands fisted and uncurled several times. The need to do this young woman harm fought a war inside Val. She wanted her blood spilled to pay for the carnage and destruction, on the other hand, that flash of remembered horror in the girl’s eyes stopped her. She understood that pain; what she would do and had done herself to stop the agony. Because she understood it didn’t mean she condoned it. Forgiveness was not something Valeria could offer at this moment. The sight of Ryderoux sickened Valeria and probably would for a long time to come; still, she wouldn’t hurt her. 
“You will stay confined in this ship until further notice,” Valeria said at last. “Lukas will be in charge of escorting you wherever you go. Your meals will be delivered to you and Lukas will see to anything he thinks you might need. Do you understand?”
“Yes, of course…”
“If you do not abide by the restrictions placed upon you, then you will leave me no choice but to execute you, Ryderoux Firebound Windfury. That is not a threat; it is a simple fact. I do not fear you nor your kind. I know exactly how to kill you, so do not test my patience. Are we clear?”
Ryderoux nodded, shrinking away from the blatant hate in Valeria’s eyes. Valeria left no doubt she would kill Ryder without a moment’s hesitation. 
“Perfect,” Valeria smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Lukas will bring you something to eat in a few hours. We have work to do and will not be able to feed ourselves let alone a stowaway.”
Lukas stepped back when Val stood up and followed her to the door. She turned back once more. “Remember my words, Ryderoux Firebound Windfury. Leave this cabin again and you will die by my hands.”
Val walked out and heard Lukas speaking with the guards. She had work to do and anger to burn off. Her dead waited and she would make sure that all who died here today would receive the honor due to them.



Chapter 11
 
The odor alone was enough to make Tobias wish he could just die. The inside of the medicine man’s hut stank of an odor one part mold and one part charred herbs. The only relief given to Tobias was that he was through being carried like a piece of luggage. Lying on a gurney the entire way from the ship to the village only added insult to injury. 
The two pirates who carted him to the village didn’t smell much better than the medicine man’s hut. Making things worse was the fact they were hell-bent on getting him there as soon as possible. It was as though their Captain’s whip were right behind them hounding them the whole way. 
The medicine man was bent over Tobias unwrapping his wounds like a child removing the wrapping from a present. Tobias took stock of the man who had his life in his hands. He wasn’t comforted. The medicine man was in his late years, with snow-white hair. His ebony skin glimmered in the light of the fire that silently burned in the center of his hut. 
Tobias winced as the wrapping was removed from his stomach. Since his injury, Tobias had remained content to allow the tourniquet to do its job. Now lying on his back, he inched his head forward to get a better look. He wished he hadn’t.
A low whistle came from the medicine man’s lips as they surveyed the extent of Tobias’ injury for the first time. Tobias’s worn skin, covered with tattoos now boasted a new feature on his body. A hole, the size of a man’s fist, tore across his navel area and exposed a shallow indention full of raw flesh and coagulating blood. He’d hidden it from the girl, thinking he could manage on his own. It was worse than even he had thought. She only knew he’d had a serious burn; she hadn’t seen the injury from the battle with the dragons. His belly had met the tip of a talon.
Tobias allowed his head to drop back on the gurney with a moan. A new wave of pain burned from his injury and trampled the rest of his body in the aftermath. “You lucky.”
The idea that the medicine man spoke the same tongue as Tobias never entered his mind. The Atlantean native just assumed in a place like this, anyone speaking the King’s language would be impossible to find. Tobias recovered from his initial shock, then focused on the man’s words. “Lucky? Huh?” Tobias fidgeted in his gurney trying to find a spot that would alleviate at least some of the pain. It didn’t work.
“Lucky,” the man repeated nodding up and down. The medicine man reached for a dusty bottle on one of the many shelves that boasted a myriad of vials and flasks. “Not get help,” the medicine man explained as he popped the cork off the unlabeled container in his hands, “dead soon.”
The medicine man offered the bottle to Tobias with a reassuring smile. “Drink.”
Tobias propped himself to a half sitting position as another bought of pain brought a cold sweat to his brow. Ignoring the mess of his stomach, Tobias took the presented bottle. On a whim he sniffed the contents of the container. The aroma reminded him of a mix of kerosene and moonshine. He could guess what the drink was intended for: to numb the mind and body. Tobias licked his lips and took a long swig before he could rethink his options. The liquid cascaded down his gullet, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. 
Tobias bit back a cough as the fluid took his breath away. Despite the taste, the drink worked almost instantly. A numbing feeling began working its way from the center of his chest to the tips of his fingers and toes. Tobias resumed his lying position as the medicine man smiled and accepted the bottle. “Wow,” Tobias said as his mind swam. “What was in that?”
The medicine man smiled at him and winked as he took his own long drought from the bottle. “Hey,” Tobias said observing his soon-to-be surgeon take a second drink from the container. “Should you be drinking that much?”
His answer was a shrug as the man began to pour contents from the bottle onto his hands. The village doctor soaked both hands in the fluid before satisfied. The scent of the liquid in the bottle was enough to overpower any competing odor in the hut. 
Tobias blinked as his eyes blurred from the wafting scent. His mind already dulled along with his nerves, Tobias craned his neck forward to look and see what the medicine man was planning next. The village doctor’s strong hands pushed Tobias back down gently. “Lay still, this hurt.”
Tobias did as he was instructed, preparing himself for the pain to come. Nothing he could imagine would have been able to ready his body for the agony. Searing fire wiped away any kind of comfort the drink brought. Tobias gripped the edges of the gurney as he screamed in pain. The last thing he remembered before the welcoming hands of unconsciousness came for him was seeing the medicine man shaking his head and taking another swig from the bottle. 
 
***
 
Stephen wasn’t sure whether he should admire the Captain of the ship or despise her. He had seen her return from her expedition on land. Her men forming a long line behind her, carting supplies for the ship. Now, every single hand on deck was assigned a task to repair the damage done to the flying craft. To his dismay, Stephen was denied an audience with the Captain and told she would speak to him when she was ready. 
This answer angered Stephen, but what could he do? He was outmanned, outgunned, and, above all, the object of his hatred was still onboard. He contented himself with the task he was given: repairing the sails. Shackles removed, Stephen worked alongside his own men and a handful of the ship’s pirates as they weaved thick needles in and out of the torn sails. 
The sails gave Stephen his first clue as to which ship he and his crew had fallen in with. They were a solid deep green. He knew of only one ship that flew such sails. No other dared. The Emerald Queen. Her captain reigned as the most wanted pirate in all of DeCadia and now, given the situation, there was nothing Stephen could do except accept the fact he had to team up with these pirates. He needed to keep the remnants of his crew alive and following the pirate seemed the only way to accomplish that.
The work was monotonous, giving Stephen even more time to reflect and brood on the malice he would do to Ryder when he was able to get his hands on her. Stephen was torn from his thoughts when he heard his name being called. Marm was sitting beside him motioning to the pirate that stood in front of them holding a plate of dried meat and hard biscuits. “Sir,” she said in a worried tone, “you should eat something.”
Stephen looked around to see everyone staring at him. He dropped the tools and portion of sail he was working with and rubbed grimy hands on his even dirtier pants. “Yes,” Stephen said. He wasn’t hungry; still he knew his body needed the food. Stephen accepted his ration of meat and bread along with a hard clay flagon of water. 
The meat tasted as thought it had been dried and stored the same year Stephen was born; the bread was no better. Still Stephen forced it down, taking stock of their situation again. The bodies all had been collected and piled just off the ship on the sandy beach of the island. The ship was still in pitiful condition but if they continued to work at the speed they were instructed, they might be able to have enough repaired to at least make a low cruising altitude. Then they could continue to fix the remaining damage while in the air. 
The sun was disappearing quickly behind the edge of the world. Stephen could feel the fingers of fatigue beginning to settle in over his shoulders and back. As he was chewing his last bite of leathery meat, he saw the pirate who had captured him earlier. Stephen recognized the man as someone of importance on the ship. All day he had witnessed the pirate giving orders and shouting commands. “You there,” the pirate said, motioning to Stephen, “Follow me.” Without waiting to see whether Stephen would comply, the pirate turned his back and started to walk away. Stephen looked over at Marm, who shrugged. With one last long drought of water, Stephen rose to his feet and jogged across the deck to catch up to the pirate. 
“What’s this about?” Stephen asked when he finally reached the pirate. 
“I wanted to introduce myself,” the man stopped and turned to Stephen with an extended hand. “My name is Lukas. I am second in command.”
Stephen nodded, seizing the opportunity to request an audience with the ship’s captain as he shook Lukas’s hand. “My name is Stephen Tiberius Cross. I am—I was Captain of The
Dragoon. I was hoping to gain an audience with your captain.”
Lukas released his hand with a smirk. “So I’ve heard. You’ve been quite adamant about that. And you will have your chance, but only when she is ready.”
Stephen felt heat begin to grow in his chest as he was forced to bite back his displeasure. “I hope it will be soon,” he said with a forced smile. “My crew and I have been doing everything we can to prove that we maintain no threat to the ship or her crew.”
Lukas studied Stephen in the wake of the sun’s last rays. The moon and stars were beginning show. Their light accompanied with the many lanterns being lit and placed around the ship were enough for the hands on board to continue their repairs through the night. “I’ve seen as much and it has not gone unnoticed.”
Stephen nodded, trying to think of how he could leverage the conversation to his favor. Before he could come up with the words, Lukas spoke again. “We’ll be having a burial ceremony for the fallen tonight on the beach. You will, of course, be permitted to come to mourn your dead and give them an honorable send off to their journey into the next life.” Lukas looked into Stephen’s eyes long and hard. “If there were to be any problems with those trying to escape or cause a disturbance, they will be met with a bullet or blade.”
Stephen held the pirate’s gaze with an even look. “Understood. We aren’t here to cause problems—actually the opposite. I am eager to meet with the ship’s captain to offer our services.”
Lukas studied Stephen with suspicion in his eyes. “Really?”
“Yes. After the burial ceremony, my men and I will do our best to get the ship back in the air. Hopefully, we’ll be ready to sail in a few days.”
Lukas broke a grin as though he were reminded of a secret joke. Stephen couldn’t help but feel it was something he said. “Am I missing something?”
Lukas raised both hands in a sign of peace. “Your assumption is off, Stephen Tiberius Cross. Every available hand will be working through the night. We’ll only take a break for the burial ceremony. We’ll have the damage essential to flying repaired by morning. Everything else will be fixed while the ship is in the air.”
Stephen nodded trying to mask his surprise. It was clear the Captain was eager to be off, but off to where was another question entirely. “I’m going to guess that you wouldn’t tell me where we are in such a hurry to travel to if I asked.”
Lukas smiled back and nodded. “That’s right. You’ll have to ask the Captain.”
Stephen worked for the next few hours in silence. The sail his hands repaired was nothing more than a subconscious motion. His mind was working overtime, trying to unwrap the puzzle of the ship’s destination. Along with that mystery was the fact Ryder had not been removed from The Emerald Queen. Question upon question amassed in Stephen’s mind until he could feel the dull throbbing of a headache coming on. 
It was only the shout indicating the burial ceremony was beginning that saved Stephen from any further deliberation. A gangplank was lowered to the sand and Stephen and his crew were ushered to the beach under heavy guard. A rough circle lit by tall torches protruding from the sand was placed a few yards from the boat. In the center of the circle, a pyre stood vast enough to hold all the bodies.
Each fallen pirate, soldier or member of the merchant crew was given the same consideration. Clean, linen wrapped them from head to foot. There were too many for Stephen to count. Dozens of the carefully wrapped bodies lay side by side on the large funeral pyre. Made of a combination of driftwood and branches from the jungle, the pyre was anything but extravagant. An army of dry, wooden tinder at its base insured it would do the job.
As Stephen stood with everyone else on the beach, he found himself remembering Amil. He was in there: one of those unmoving lumps of flesh under the plain cloths. The torchlight danced around the shadows, pulling and contorting the darkness into past memories Stephen knew would haunt him the rest of his life. He found his grief once again giving way to anger.
Before Stephen could fixate on the rage he felt against Ryder, a familiar female voice split the air. Silence fell across the unlikely group of gathered men and women. The speaker was a woman wearing a jade-colored mask that covered the upper half of her face. He was looking at the pirate Emerald. He itched to arrest her; yet again, there was nothing he could do about it in this situation.
“Tonight we put aside our allegiances to the various groups in which we stake our identities. Tonight, there are no pirates, no soldiers, merchants or slaves. We stand side-by-side as human beings with one cause…to honor our dead.”
Mumbles and nods were the only thing aside from the woman’s voice that dared interrupt the silence. Stephen squinted trying to get a better look at her, however, the darkness and the shifting light from the torches made it near impossible. Somehow Stephen knew he recognized her, but from where? With a lowered head, Lukas handed the female speaker a lit torch. “Captain.”
 “As one,” the Captain continued, holding the torch in her right hand, “we commit their spirits to those waiting for them in the afterlife. Whether our dead will be embraced by the Light or the Darkness in the world to come is not our truth to say. The lives they lived have already chosen their path for them. It is our job to send them on their journey with good will and knowing they died bravely to save us, those still standing here tonight. Be well and good journey to you my friends, my family, my saviors.” 
Emerald lowered the torch, allowing the flames to lick the dry tinder at the base of the pyre. Within seconds, the wood caught fire. In minutes, the pyre began to flame. 
Crackling filled the air around them as the fire gained strength. From where Stephen was standing, he could feel the warmth of the fire on his face. It was a custom in the Royal Navy when a soldier fell in battle to sing a war song in his honor at the funeral. Stephen didn’t care what everyone else would think of him. Amil and the rest of his fallen brothers and sisters deserved that much. 
Stephen cleared his throat and lifted his head to the sky. The world above was alive with bright constellations shining brilliantly in the dark. They would have a clear path to aid their journey to the next life.
 
Our brother and sisters,
Our fallen warriors of Light,
We must part now before the next fight,
Rest assured we’ll see you once more…
 
Stephen could hear the remnants of his soldiers pick up the verse. Then, to his surprise, Captain Emerald joined in. Once again, her voice tugged at memories of his past, just out of reach. As the song continued, more and more voices joined in until everyone on the beach was either singing or humming along. 
When the last note clung to the air, silence settled once more. For better or worse, the mismatched group on the beach was bonding in a way only comrades in arms ever could. The pyre was alive with fire now. From the base of the structure to the top, it raged against the night with utter brilliance and power. 
Stephen allowed himself to say one last good-bye to his friend. Amil, I will avenge you. I swear to you. And I’ll see you soon, brother. Save a spot at the table for me.
 
***
 
As the group on the beach made their way back to the ship, Stephen wasn’t surprised to see pirates, soldiers, slaves, and the crew from the merchant ship all exchanging words. Friendly would be a strong word, still they were cordial with one another; swapping information, talking about details of the battle, discussing the days to come. 
Stephen and everyone behind him were stopped on their way up the gangplank as two burly pirates carried someone on a gurney up to the ship. A dark-skinned man walked alongside the man lying on the gurney. The two laughed and passed a bottle back and forth between them as though they were old friends. 
Stephen hesitated as he tried to make sense of the scene he had just witnessed. There was no time, however, as Stephen was shaken from his thoughts by a pair of passing figures. Lukas and the Emerald Queen herself walked by him on their way up to the ship. Stephen caught their conversation as he ran to catch up with them. 
“The outer damage wasn’t nearly as severe as we’d at first assumed. We’ll be ready to take off at first light if we push them through the night,” Lukas said, giving his Captain a sideways glance. “That is, if we have bearings to sail to.”
“You’ll have them,” Emerald said. “Leave that to me. You just concentrate on getting this ship back in the air.”
Lucas nodded and walked off barking orders. This was Stephen’s chance. Emerald was standing with her arms crossed against her chest, her back to him. He would finally get his opportunity to speak with her. He might even find out where he knew her. 
 
***
 
Val stopped at the railing to stare out into the darkened landscape. She could hear the men working behind her, except her mind wasn’t on the ship’s repairs. It was on the men and women they’d just sent into the Naisha, the afterlife. They had died hard, brutal deaths, but good deaths. They’d died as warriors and would enter Naisha with honor and their heads high. So many good people died here today and their deaths would haunt her for as long as the gods chose to let her walk this world. The loss of her friends—her family, really—left a gaping wound upon her soul and all she wanted to do at this moment was mourn their loss.
“Pardon me, I need to speak with you.”
The sound of Stephen’s voice behind her had Val cursing. She’d been so lost in her thoughts; she hadn’t heard him come up behind her. He’d been asking to see her since she returned, but she’d put him off. There had been so much to do, though if she were truthful with herself, she’d admit she was afraid he’d recognize her as the young soldier who’d given him her heart. Meeting with him wasn’t something she wanted to do any time soon, yet Stephen was stubborn. She should have known he’d find a way to talk to her. 
“I need to speak with you, Captain,” she said, keeping her voice in its lower octave. 
“Yes, as do I you,” Stephen replied, his voice gruff.
Val laughed and turned to face him. “There is only one Captain here and you’re staring at her. I was merely correcting you.” She watched a slow blush creep up Stephen’s neck and bloom onto his cheeks. It wasn’t embarrassment, but anger that caused the red stain. She knew how hard it was for him to bite his tongue. He’d always been proud and having to deal with someone whom he considered an outlaw had to be eating at him.
“Pardon…Captain,” Stephen all but bit out. “Do you have a moment to speak with me?”
Val considered him for a moment. This meeting was inevitable. She may as well get it over and done with. “Come along and I will grant you five minutes. We have much to do before the morning.” She turned and made her way across the deck, down two flights of stairs, and finally into her cabin. Motioning for Stephen to have a seat, she sat in her own chair behind the desk. She watched Stephen give her quarters a once over. She kept this place neat and orderly, the same way she’d been taught in the Royal Navy. Some learned habits were just too hard to break and, in this case, it was still a good habit to have.
“What did you wish to discuss?” she asked when Stephen had finally taken a seat. 
“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Captain Stephen Tiberius Cross of the DeCadia Royal Navy…”
“That doesn’t mean a thing here,” Val cut him off. “You are the same as every other hand on board.” She watched his lips thin and almost grinned. She’d forgotten how uptight he got when he was angry. He became stiff and formal: it always made her laugh. “Your time is running out. What did you want to talk about?”
“I wanted to discuss my fate as well as those left of my crew, few that they are. We have no ship and no way to return home. I was hoping you would allow us to remain on board long enough to take us to the next port. We will, of course, do our share of the work as we’ve already proven we’re capable of.”
“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Val asked. She’d been informed of Stephen’s confrontation with the dragon. As much as she needed his expertise with maps and navigation, she’d already come to the conclusion that she’d leave him on this island until she returned if he couldn’t control his hatred.
Stephen gave her a calculated look and she waited patiently for his answer. He’d never been one to lie, but that could have changed in the ten years since she’d seen him last. “You are referring to the dragon?” he asked at last.
Val nodded.
“It is true: I do not understand your decision to keep the beast on board this ship, however, I will not allow my personal feelings to get in the way of seeing what’s left of my crew to safety.”
“So, if I should one day ask you to protect her with your life, you would do it?”
The way Stephen’s jaw tightened told Val just how much he was struggling with the question. She could see the hatred in his eyes. Would he let it overpower his need for order? He’d always preached to her in the Navy that she had to do her part: regardless of the task, even if she didn’t like it. It was the one rule that ensured order in a world of chaos. 
“I would protect her, but I wouldn’t like it,” he admitted. “I can’t guarantee I’d be even remotely civil, but I’d keep her safe. I will do my duty.”
Conviction shined from his eyes, and Val nodded to herself. When it came to duty, he was still the same Stephen she remembered. It was a double-edged sword though. If he discovered her identity, she was afraid he would do his duty as well. She would be dragged before the Tribunal, judged, and sentenced to death. 
“There’s a problem with your request,” Val said, her voice deep and husky. Stephen’s eyes snapped up to hers and she cursed. He’d heard that voice: every time they’d shared a bed, he’d heard it. 
“Where do I know you from?” he asked, his eyes measuring. 
“From all the tales of my adventures,” she told him, her voice cold. “Now, to the problem at hand. Where we are going, there is no port to drop you to.”
“What?” he asked, startled. “Where are you going?”
“An adventure.” She pulled open her drawer and dragged out the only map she felt comfortable showing him. It was the map of the unknown regions of DeCadia, the land where no one ventured because those who had never came back. It was sketchy and lacking details, yet it would give him the general idea. She pushed it over to him. “Have a look.”
Stephen pulled the parchment and studied it closely. She watched the emotions play out on his face. They ranged from simple curiosity to a look that said she was deranged. It made her chuckle. 
“Why would you go here?” He sat up straighter and looked her in the eyes, his gaze piercing. It made her want to squirm, but he’d always had that effect on her. 
“I’m looking for something,” she replied, leaning back against her chair. “You don’t need to know what that is, though. You do have two choices in front of you: you can come with us or I can leave you here where another ship may or may not find you. No one comes near this place because of the dragons.”
“We can’t stay here,” he said quickly and Val’s senses went on high alert. He hadn’t even thought about it; he’d rejected the idea immediately. The Stephen she knew would have weighed his options. What was he up to?
“You are welcome to join our pirate crew,” she said, a small, catty smile on her face. “If you decide to come with us, I am the only Captain on board this ship. The crew follows my orders and I will cut you down in a moment if I think you are a threat to this ship or me. Is that clear?”
“Crystal,” he said. “My crew and I will cause no problems here. We will work the same as everyone else until we reach a port where we can depart. If that is a few days, a few weeks or a few months, then so be it. We’ll do our part.”
“Then we’ll get along just fine. I’ll have Lukas assign you and yours bunks. There will be no sleep tonight, though. Mayhap not even tomorrow. We are working to be airborne by the morning light.”
“Understood.” Stephen stood up. “Thank you for speaking with me…Captain.” He almost bit out the word and Valeria couldn’t help the laugh that escaped. His eyes became measured and calculating. “We have met before.”
Val stared up into his clear, blue eyes and swallowed. That gaze had always managed to make her forget herself. She looked away before her own eyes gave away too much. Having him here was going to be difficult. He was the only man she’d ever loved and the only man she’d die to protect. Stephen couldn’t know that.
“One more thing,” she said. “While you are under my command, you will not cause the dragon on board this ship any harm, onboard or off.”
His fists clenched and Val realized she was right. He had planned to get his revenge. She’d given him a direct order to not harm the girl. “You will also assist Lukas in protecting her. If he cannot, then you will take over as her protector. I am making her your responsibility when Lukas cannot see to her. Understood?”
“Perfectly,” he growled. 
“Then you may go.”
He turned around and marched to the door, yanked it open, and stormed out. Val chuckled. She’d thwarted his plans and secured his promise of obedience when it came to the girl. None of that worried her though. 
What worried her was his constant questioning of whether he knew her. If she spent any amount of time with him, he’d figure it out. On board a small ship, the chances of avoiding him were slim to none.
Just what was she going to do?
 
***
 
Throughout the long night Stephen couldn’t get Emerald out of his head. Whether he was mending sails, repairing portions of the deck or tying down supplies, his mind wandered back to his conversation with the ship’s captain. If her mask was only an inch shorter, he felt certain he could have recognized her face. 
Her voice haunted his thoughts like a dream barely forgotten. Frustration was slowly building as her true identity tickled the very corners of his mind. Just as often as the memory of her teased his conscious, his promise to guard the dragon heaped fiery coals upon his chest. What kind of sick joke was life playing on him? Not only did he have to suffer being around the cause of his men and best friend’s death, he now was bound to guard Ryder with his life.
Stephen mulled these thoughts over and over again until the sky shifted its ebony features to a dull pink that promised an appearance by the sun. His trance-like state broken, Stephen rubbed at tired red eyes. “It seems as though working through the night has seen the boat at least flight worthy,” the young, female voice said behind him. The voice grated Stephen’s ears like a thousand nails being dragged over a stone floor. 
Stephen chose to ignore Ryder. Fatigue was banging at the door of his fatigued mind, his hands throbbed and despite his weary state, the thought of staying awake a bit longer for food was a real possibility. Instead of answering, Stephen let his eyes travel across the deck. Despite his dislike for Ryder, she was right. New rigging connected to tall, sturdy sails. They’d soaked the repaired sails in some foul-smelling concoction Stephen didn’t recognize and none of the pirates would tell him what it was. Other than the mismatched colors that easily showed which sections of the ship were old and which new, the vessel was airworthy and almost as good as new. 
“I suspect we’ll be taking off soon,” Ryder continued. She moved to stand beside Stephen. “Those of my status are not prone to apology, however, if I have wronged you, I am regretful of that action.”
As shouts echoed through tired lungs to cast off, Stephen turned to Ryder. Too exhausted for anger, Stephen shook his head and ran a rough hand over his face as though the act could wipe off the need for sleep. “Why are you here? What do you want?”
It was petty, Stephen knew, still the flash of anger followed by her attempt to calm her nerves was satisfying. “I am to be under your care unless instructed otherwise by Lukas. He is seeing to the departure of the ship so I am here.”
“Lucky me.”
“Is that sarcasm? If not then, yes, I would agree with you.”
Stephen stared at the dragon-in-human-form not knowing what to say when the ship shifted under their feet. The feeling was subtle at first, and then with each passing second, grew in intensity. Lukas’s voice boomed over the deck as he shouted orders to weary hands. “Do you need me to take out my whip?” Lukas didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, an army of insults sprayed from his mouth, “On your feet, you tub-gutted, flea-infested sons and daughters of the sky. I’ll cut your throats myself if we’re not airborne within the next beat of my heart. Move your sorry bodies and lend your hands to the will of the ship!”
Stephen welcomed the steady sway of the boards underneath as the vessel began to pick up speed and departed from the island’s makeshift dock. Ryder, however, was not accustomed to the motion. She stumbled, but saved herself from a fall as the ship began to speed over the clear ocean water and lift into the sky. 
Steam shot from the boilers in the belly of the ship and whistles rose above the din of the crew. The Emerald Queen raced toward the rising sun and for a moment everything plaguing Stephen’s mind ceased to exist. Wind rushing through his hair, the final mist from the ocean wet him as they lifted from the water. The powerful feeling evoked a grin despite his weary and grief-stricken soul. 
As soon as the moment appeared, it was gone. Ryder once again moved to stand next to him on the railing of the ship as The Emerald Queen rose in the air. Not eager to exchange more words with the dragon, Stephen gathered himself and crossed the deck toward the helm. He looked to Lukas who manned the wheel. “Reporting for duty. Where do you need me?”
Lukas glanced at Stephen with a grin then looked to Ryder, “I think you have enough on your plate guarding our guest. That is your responsibility.”
Stephen bit his lip so hard it bled. The metallic taste of blood reached his taste buds as he gave a stiff nod. Arguing, he knew, would be pointless. Instead of exchanging further words with the first mate, Stephen decided to give into his need for food and then sleep. Right before Stephen turned to go, a thought crossed his mind. Perhaps Lukas would be freer with information than the Captain. It was a long shot but worth a try. “I don’t suppose you could tell me where we are going or why?”
Lukas looked down at Stephen. “Nice try, but you’ll have to ask the Captain about that one. When she’s ready to tell you, she will.”
The Captain. For the hundredth time, Stephen racked his brain for the connection between himself and the familiar female commander of the ship. A sound from his stomach that sent a vibration through his body told Stephen finding out their destination would have to wait. 
Ryder still in tow, Stephen ignored her and headed below deck to find food. A rough kitchen had been created and was manned by a cook who was too skinny to mean the food was any good. Stephen was given a dirty, silver plate with a hard roll and a stew of unknown meat and a tankard of water. 
Ryder passed on the offer for food yet followed Stephen to a long bench near the rear of the kitchen. The only other person occupying their table was an old, dark-skinned man sitting on the opposite end. “You know, you could just go back to your room or say you left me and I couldn’t keep up,” Stephen said under his breath as he attacked the food on his plate. 
Ryder looked at his eating habits with disgust. Throwing all manners out the window, Stephen filled the aching in his stomach with food he wouldn’t even have given his dog back home. “I gave my word to the Captain,” Ryder said, blinking her violet eyes. “Trust me, I wish nothing more than to be on my own and rid of any kind of escort. However, as it stands, I am only permitted to stay on board this boat if I follow the Captain’s rules. If following you around like a hatchling is the only way for me to experience the airboat, then I will be satisfied with that for now.”
“Ship,” Stephen corrected automatically. “It’s a ship, not a boat.”
“Ship, boat, it’s all the same.” Ryder shrugged her indifference and continued to stare at him.
Stephen shoveled another mouthful of the brown mash that tasted like a mix between beef and sawdust into his mouth. He had no desire to look at Ryder who sat across from him while he ate. Instead, he looked to his right and met the mysterious glance of the man sitting at their bench. Stephen remembered seeing the man board The Emerald Queen after the funeral ceremony. 
The aged stranger was dressed in clothes foreign to Stephen; definitely not suited for air travel. The ancient man nodded with a toothy smile and brought a bottle to his mouth. After a long swig, he smacked his lips with another smile. 
Stephen managed a weary nod in his direction before turning back to his plate and finishing his food. Far from full, Stephen weighed his options. Achieving a full stomach meant shoveling more of the mystery meat down his throat. He decided to pass as he handed back his plate to the scrawny chef behind the counter. 
Ryder fell in quickstep beside Stephen as they descended into the belly of the ship. “May I ask to where we are traveling now?”
“Nope.”
“Then I must insist.”
“I’m going to bed. I’m exhausted.”
Ryder ran to stand in front of Stephen with her hands on her hips. Her pale complexion reddened with anger. “I have been more than polite as we both endure this hardship. However, if you retire then I must also go to my chamber where I have spent the majority of the day.”
Stephen took a long breath that he let escape much louder than needed, “Listen, I don’t like this anymore than you. But I’m not a dragon, I need sleep.”
“What? Are you trying to say that dragons don’t sleep either?” Ryder raised an eyebrow, “Is that what you are implying, sir?”
“I don’t know and I don’t care,” Stephen said, pushing past her. He knew there was no way he could actually push past a dragon; Ryder had let him go by. For some reason, that notion infuriated him more than if she’d actually stood her ground. 
“I’ll be right outside your door when you awake,” Ryder growled at Stephen’s back, “expecting a full tour of the ship and a long visit on the deck.”



Chapter 12
 
Tobias opened bleary eyes and saw he was on a bed in a small cabin. His head pounded as if he’d been on a drunken spree for weeks and was only just now sobering up. What in Hades’ name had that old man given him?
He hurt everywhere and knew without having to be told, he wasn’t out of the woods yet. His skin felt hot; he could literally feel the heat emanating from it. His fever had to be raging. Cotton balls filled his mouth when he tried to call out. Trying to sit up ripped a groan from his dry throat and he collapsed back on the bed, coughing and wheezing. 
Death must have decided to torture me, Tobias thought darkly. It wasn’t the pain that bothered him as much as the thought of what that girl would do when she found out his secrets, about the events that he’d put into motion a lifetime ago. Events that were sure to lead to his death at her hands. 
 The thought of just killing her had crossed his mind a few times, though he’d been filled with a deep shame every time his mind wandered there. She had gone out of her way to keep him alive. Granted, she’d wanted something from him to begin with, but she had the maps now. She didn’t need him as much, yet she still had kept him alive and sought medical attention for him. That counted for something. His conscience wouldn’t let him hurt her. He wasn’t the same man he’d been in Atlantis. Or at least he liked to think he wasn’t.
The cabin door burst open and slammed against the wall, startling him. He squinted and saw the old, tribal medicine man standing in the doorway. His white hair stood up on end around his head as though he hadn’t combed it in days giving him a slightly insane look. Tobias had doubts on the man’s sanity in the first place, and his appearance now wasn’t helping dissuade that misgiving.
The old man took a swig from his ever-present bottle of foul liquid and meandered over to Tobias. He laid a hand on Tobias’s forehead and frowned. He then proceeded to poke at the wounds, causing a low moan to tear free from Tobias. Did he not understand how much pain prodding the wound brought?
“No good,” the old man muttered and tipped back the bottle for another swig. “You not heal.”
“I’m dying,” Tobias groaned. “Just leave me be, man, and let me do it in peace!”
The medicine man snorted. “You quiet. Me fix.” He grabbed Tobias’s chin and forced his mouth open. The foul liquid filled his mouth and he was forced to swallow or choke to death. Four times the old man did this before nodding. He went over to the table and dug through a bag. A couple more grunts and he came back over to Tobias with a wicked-looking knife. He washed the blade in the same drink he’d just used on Tobias.
Without warning, the old man sliced through the healing wound and Tobias let out a scream. It wasn’t loud, but it was a scream nonetheless. White-hot fire consumed him and the old man just nodded and pushed at the wound. 
“Be still,” he barked. “Me clean or you die.”
The familiar numbing sensation began to creep through Tobias’s bones. At least the pain was fading, but so was he. His eyes drifted shut just as the door closed. 
The soft steps he recognized. The girl. She’d crept around at night on the merchant ship when she thought he’d been asleep. He never slept though, not with a stranger in his room. He’d offered to share it to keep her safe, even though he hadn’t trusted her. He’d been right to not trust her either, now that he knew who she was.
“Is he any better?” her soft voice was like music. It wasn’t the same voice she used around her crew. This voice was that of a young girl worried for her only family. He guessed in a way maybe he was. She had no one else from Atlantis except for him. The day she’d been born, he’d felt her come into the world. Blood calls to blood, especially for their kind. If he hadn’t been such a coward maybe…well, maybes were for fools and that he certainly wasn’t.
“No,” the medicine man shook his head. “Stubborn he is. Wants death me thinks.”
“He wants to die?” the girl asked, the perplexity clear in her voice. 
“Me thinks.”
“We can’t make him want to live,” she said after a moment. “He has to do that himself or death will surely come for him.”
“Me make death work hard,” the old man told her. 
“Yes, Yayou,” the girl said. “You have worked very hard to keep my friend out of death’s clutches. Thank you.”
“Me strong medicine man. Death afraid of Yayou.”
She chuckled and he heard her footsteps retreat, then the door opening and closing. Good, she’d left. He hated hearing the worry in her voice. It ate at him, especially knowing who she was. The realization of just exactly who she was had come to him last night when he’d felt her during the burial ceremony. The truth had struck him like an arrow through the heart. It was hard knowing that his own flesh and blood was going to kill him. He’d rather death take him now.
Instead, death decided to torture him just a little bit more and drag him back in time, back to where he first found out what the tattoo on his back meant, back when he was just a lad starting out in life. 
His memories swallowed him up as the darkness of sleep crept in.
 
***
 
A glance into the past Tobias had been so eager to forget was far worse than any nightmare. Helpless to do anything, Tobias lay motionless as the events that banished him from Atlantis crept back into his mind. 
Like he was having an out of body experience, Tobias watched himself enter the king’s chamber located just behind the throne room. Although the memory that was being called forth was more than a hundred years old, Tobias remembered every detail down to the color of the cotton tunic and pants he wore as an Atlantean. The bright, colorful clothes spoke of the type of society Atlantis had become. They were full of creativity with warm, welcoming smiles from everyone. The people here had focused on kindness and love for all, instead of the fear and hatred so many in the world of DeCadia knew. It was one of the reasons Tobias had chosen to stay rather than going back to the world where he’d been raised.
Tobias tried to scream a warning to his past self, but no words would escape his mouth. The past version of himself walked into the vast hall. The marble floors spread out in every direction and the vaulted ceilings made him feel a fraction of his size. In a moment, Tobias was no longer watching himself cross the large room; he began to relive the events and see them through his own eyes. Still powerless to change the outcome, Tobias reconciled himself to watching the horrific event he had relived every night since.
Tobias first learned of Atlantis when he was a boy of ten. His grandmother had told him about the great people who founded the country of DeCadia. She told him that she was from Atlantis, yet had chosen to stay with the man she’d fallen in love with in DeCadia. He’d always smiled while listening to her speak of his grandfather. The way she cherished his name reminded Tobias that love existed, even in the cruel place the world had become. At ten, Tobias recognized cruelty. He and his grandmother suffered it every day as they slaved away in the DeCadia palace kitchens trying to earn enough to keep food in their bellies and their small one-room home to live in. Miss one rent payment, and they would be out.
His grandmother passed into the next world when Tobias was fourteen. He’d lost his job in the kitchens and then their home in less than a fortnight. The only choice available to him was the sea; so he’d signed on to work a merchant ship. He’d finally found a place to thrive. Sailing came naturally to Tobias. He felt at home on the seas and soon moved up in the ranks on board the ship. Before the age of twenty, he’d managed to get his own ship from the merchant company he’d worked for.
Even with all his success, Tobias felt like something was missing, some part of himself he couldn’t quite hush. He’d found that missing piece in a tavern on the outskirts of Crompton, a fishing village as old as DeCadia itself. He and his crew had docked because of a massive hurricane blowing through. He knew better than to try to sail through those, having seen the results too many times under other captains.
The man he’d met there was in his later years, his shock of chalk-white hair wild: Tobias had laughed when the man approached him. His clothes were mismatched and bright. At first Tobias had indulged his questions because he’d found it amusing, but when the man began to speak of Tobias’s grandmother and of his mother, Tobias had truly started to listen to him. This stranger knew his family he had said, and offered to take Tobias to them. 
Impulsive. That was what Tobias remembered the boy of twenty-five being. That impulsiveness had promoted him to agree, to put his first mate in charge and go with the stranger on board a ship the likes of which Tobias had never seen. The massive structures had metal plating and he’d panicked when they’d started to sink into the water itself. The old man, Carrow, had laughed and told him to hold on. They’d completely submerged themselves under the sea and set off: the storm above them raging, though under the water it had been still and calm.
The slap of his sandals against the cold, hard marble brought his thoughts back to his present memory unfolding before him and he cringed, knowing what was coming and unable to stop any of it. 
Tobias hurried across the empty room and to the rear of the apartment where a balcony overlooked the island of Atlantis. Thoughts of victory raced across his mind as he was faced with the realization that, thanks to him, the war with DeCadia was finally over. Winning would have been a strong word to use; nevertheless as events fell into place, Atlantis certainly had not lost.
Tobias finally left the apartment past the king’s chamber and blinked as the setting sun hit him full in the face. “Do not strain your eyes, brother,” a friendly voice spoke to him from his left. Rage for what he now knew built in Tobias at the sound of the man. However, the Tobias in the dream was as gullible and trusting as ever. 
“Of course,” Tobias said, blinking as his eyes adjusted to the setting sun’s brilliance. All below him, the city of Atlantis spread out in a blanket of pure white structures and perfectly manicured lawns and foliage. Tobias loved his city and it was from this love that his downfall would eventually come. Even now, he still felt that insane sense of pride he’d first experienced when saw Atlantis the very first time. The simple, yet elegantly exquisite structures had filled him with a sense of homecoming then, as it did now. 
He only wished that simplicity could have saved them from engaging with the DeCadians in a war of epic proportion; a war he had helped to end that very day he was reliving. He had been responsible for finding a way to bring back peace for his home, his family, and for future generations to come.
Or so he’d thought.
Turning his eyes from Atlantis, Tobias turned to the man at his side. Kronos was a head taller than most men, with wide shoulders and a ready smile. His golden hair made him look more like an ancient god than one of his fellow dark-haired Atlanteans. Square pupils set him apart from the moment he was born. Some said he was destined for greatness, others agreed he was cursed from the instant he exited the womb. Whatever the case, Kronos had risen through the political ranks quickly. Kronos served as military advisor to the King, Tobias’s brother.
 “Is it done?” Tobias asked with a quick lick of his lips. “My brother and his family were not hurt, were they?”
Kronos shifted his gaze from the city below to Tobias. The way he looked Tobias up and down with his unnaturally square pupils sent a shiver down Tobias’s back like an icy finger tracing his spine. 
“It is done,” Kronos said with a smile. “The weapon will make the waters of this world uninhabitable and in the chaos that ensues, our people will disappear— ensuring their safety forever. You should know that this was only possible with your help, Tobias. You are a hero of our people.”
A breath of relief Tobias hadn’t realized he was holding escaped his lungs. “But my brother, his family, are they safe?”
Kronos looked at Tobias sideways as he motioned to someone through the room. “See for yourself.”
Tobias’s eyes tracked along with Kronos’s and his heart sank in his chest. The King—his brother—was being dragged forward by a contingent of guards loyal to Kronos. Blood streamed from a wound on his mouth and another from near his hairline, the King’s eyes were full of horror as he stopped feet from Tobias. Sadness oozed in his words as the nature of his betrayal was made clear, “Tobias, Kronos…why? We would have had peace with DeCadia. We—”
Kronos cut him off with a bark of laugher, “Peace? Peace does not exist in their vocabulary. It is not in their nature! The humans fear what they do not understand. This war had to end one way or the other. It was my duty to see that our side was left standing when the air stilled.”
“And you, my brother?” Tears mixed with the King’s short beard as he looked into Tobias’s eyes. “You betrayed me and our home as well?”
Tobias felt his jaw lower move to speak but no words would come. Kronos picked up the conversation in the interim. “It’s over, Dendali. A new age for Atlantis is upon us and it is time for a new leader.” 
Kronos reached for the short sword at his side and drew the blade in one quick motion. He extended the sword hilt first to Tobias. “It’s you that should do the honor. End you brother’s life for our people and to herald in a new era of peace and prosperity for our kind.”
Tobias recoiled from the blade as though it were a snake ready to strike. “This was not the plan. This was never the plan,” Tobias said, fighting the panic in his voice. “My brother was to be overthrown without harm to him nor his family.”
“Plans change,” Kronos said with a hard stare. As fast as a lightening bolt, Kronos reversed his hold on the sword, gripping the pommel with both hands and plunged it deep into the King’s chest. Tobias screamed in agony as he ran to catch his brother’s sagging form. 
Crimson spread out from the King’s chest, staining his bright, yellow tunic. Tobias gripped his brother in both hands, his tears falling so fast it looked like light rain on the tile floor. “I’m sorry,” he cried. “I’m so sorry, my brother.”
Dendali, the King of Atlantis, and Tobias’s brother—his own flesh and blood—looked up through clouded eyes as life drained from his veins. “Make—make this right.” The King clutched Tobias’s hand with a grip of his own so strong Tobias felt his hand flare in pain. “You—our family—must make this right.”
The King’s body went limp in Tobias’s arms. Dendali’s eyes stared lifelessly up at the blazing sun above. Tobias let his brother’s body slump to the tile floor, dead. Blood pooled out from his sagging form as the guards who were formally holding his brother secured Tobias. Kronos’s voice came to Tobias as though he were shouting through a long tunnel. 
“Tobias Prometheus, you are hereby charged with the murder of the King. You and your family are banished from Atlantis forever.” 



Chapter 13
 
Val stood at the ship’s helm, her movements at the wheel brought them diving out of the clouds so she could get a clear view of where they were. They’d been travelling for almost a fortnight now, their goal: the edge of the known world. Beyond that point, no one really knew what existed. Ships entered and never returned. Tales of sea monsters and demons kept nagging at her. She’d never really paid them any mind, but then again, she’d never thought of going into the unknown before either. Her crew was skittish, too. Not that she could blame them. She felt the same way herself, though she didn’t let them see how scared she was. 
Lightening lit up the sky and Val frowned. There were no storms brewing. The sea was calm, the wind light. She cocked her head as another flash of lightening came closer, striking the water below. She looked down to see the water churning, a dark mass of bright green and gold streams of light swirling in the funnel and then branching out, the water turned black. 
The water in DeCadia had been useless for over a century. She’d learned from the crews she’d been on that the waters surrounding DeCadia had been impassable for over seventy decades before they’d finally found a material that could withstand the harsh, acidic water that made up DeCadia. It had taken them another fifty years to actually build ships that could travel the toxic mess. The metal was rare and exceptionally few shipyards could afford the material. Because of that, water ships were still quite rare in DeCadia. Airships would always be the more prevalent choice of travel. 
“What in DeCadia’s name is that?” Lukas asked softly.
Val jumped slightly, her own nerves on edge. “I am not sure,” she replied. “Bring Stephen up. I want him to see this. He may know something. They learn things in the classes required of any member of the Royal Navy who wishes to take command—things that aren’t shared with the rest of the crew.” 
Lukas nodded and started back down. Val had a thought and called out, “Bring the dragon as well. Her kind may know something.”
Val slowed the ship and then brought her to a complete stop, hovering about a mile out from the anomaly. She was spooked, not daring to go any closer until she could understand the sight her eyes were taking in. She wanted to find Atlantis, yes, but she’d lost enough of her crew. Val needed to be more cautious before flying into a death trap.
The lightning struck the water again and Val let out a small squeak, not expecting the magnificent shock of light. It truly had unnerved her. Sighing, she focused her attention on the water and followed the path of the streams of light. They branched out east, west, and south, each direction except north. She strained her eyes to see past the whirlpool of light and gasped. The water behind it was clear; a pure blue that glinted in the bright sunlight.
An idea began to form. What if she’d found the source of why DeCadia’s water was ruined? Could this be what cursed the once brilliant, crystal-clear ocean depths? What poisoned the waters so that no living thing could be in their depths for more than a few minutes without their skin burning away? Val had learned the oceans once teamed with millions of different sea creatures, that it had once been DeCadia’s greatest source of food, even for the poor—until the waters turned acidic.
Gasps and murmurs behind her alerted her to the fact Lukas had returned with those she’d requested. Stephen came to stand at her side and it was all she could do to not step away from him. His scent hit her and she took a deep breath, reveling in it for just a second. 
“What is that?” he asked, his deep voice almost soothing.
“Welcome to the end of the world,” Ryder said with a laugh. “I’m surprised you found it. Most can’t.”
Val turned around and faced the Dragon Princess. “I’m not most.”
“No,” Ryder agreed, her face becoming serious. “You’re an Atlantean.”
Stephen and Lukas both stared at her, their faces shocked, bewildered, and curious. She knew this day was going to come. She’d not told anyone exactly what she was trying to find or why. As much as she wanted to strangle Ryder right now, she couldn’t.
“And what makes you think that?” Val asked, curious to see what the girl’s answer would be.
“I can smell it, of course,” she smiled. “Atlantis is a part of the Dragons as much as the Dragons are a part of Atlantis. Our blood resides within you and we always recognize our own kind, even if it’s the diluted Atlantean bloodlines.”
Val’s stomach dropped just a bit. This girl was telling her she was part dragon? “I’m not a dragon.”
“No, you’re not,” Ryder said. “You’re Atlantean. We shared our blood with them several millennium ago as part of a pact between our races to never harm each other. We could control the gifts in our blood that were transferrable and we did not share our shape-shifting abilities with them.”
Val considered what the girl said. Could that be the reason she’d been immune to her that first day? Why she’d been able to see her when no one else had? Why she’d been unable to bring herself to kill the girl for the catastrophe she’d caused? It would make sense.
“Do you know what that is?” Val asked at last, pointing to the water. 
“Yes,” Ryder nodded. “It is the Dendali Curse.”
“The what?” she asked sharply, causing Stephen to glance down at her.
“This is what ended the war between Atlantis and the rest of DeCadia,” Ryder continued, unperturbed. 
“What are you talking about, dragon?” Stephen demanded. “There has never been a war between DeCadia and an imaginary place.”
Ryder’s laugh caught on the wind and echoed around them. “Atlantis is as real as you and I. The Captain is living proof of Atlantis. The Great War…”
“The Great War was a civil war fought amongst all of DeCadia,” Lukas interrupted. “About a hundred and fifty years ago or so.”
Ryder smiled, her white hair streaming behind her in the wind. “Humans. How easily you fool yourselves. You rewrite your histories so that no one has to remember the most foolish war of your existence. The Great War was not a civil war, but a war between DeCadia and Atlantis.”
Val held up her hand before anyone else could start arguing. “Ryder, tell us the Dragon’s version of DeCadia’s Great War please. No interruptions.” She glared at the men to make sure her order was followed.
“Atlanteans were always an advanced people, then they shared their advancements with DeCadia,” Ryder began. “They wanted to see the people prosper as Atlantis had prospered. They made progresses in medicine, science, and the arts. Everything they knew, they were willing to share. They helped to create the world of DeCadia and wanted to see it become as great as the city of Atlantis.”
Ryder paused and came to stand beside Val, her eyes focused on the lightning bolt that repeatedly struck the water. “There was a problem.”
“A problem?” Lukas asked. Val scowled at him, but he ignored it.
“Humanity was the problem,” Ryder said. “Humans are inherently selfish and it was no different with their dealings with Atlantis. Humans wanted everything they could get all at once, instead of learning one thing before moving on to the next. Atlantis knew this was a mistake and started holding back the teachings to DeCadians. People began to fear what they didn’t know, afraid that one day Atlantis would turn on them with their superior knowledge and weaponry. So they decided to destroy what they did not understand.”
“If Atlantis was so superior, then why was this a problem?” Stephen asked, ignoring Val’s command for no interruptions. “Couldn’t they just use their ‘superior weaponry’ and destroy anyone who threatened them?”
Ryder smiled at him and he cringed. Val wanted to kick him, yet she refrained. Stephen was stubborn if nothing else. She hoped he’d come to at least forgive the girl for her foolishness eventually.
“Atlantis had shared enough knowledge with the DeCadians which made it more difficult to destroy them. The War raged for five years before it ended. The Atlanteans created a weapon that stopped the DeCadians from ever using the seas to attack them again, effectively cutting them off from Atlantis. Your airboats did not come into existence until several decades after the war. Atlanteans did not have the same mobility problem. They asked the Dragons for help. We went with them to destroy the bulk of the technology that was given to DeCadia; setting humans back almost a century in innovations. We destroyed much in those weeks following the implementation of Dendali’s Curse.”
Ryder stopped speaking and gazed out over the water, lost in the thoughts of the past. Again, Val did not see any kind of emotion. The girl did not understand the sentiments or implications behind the history of her tale. Would she ever understand human emotions? Val wasn’t sure.
“What happened?” Lukas urged her to continue.
“Truthfully, even the Dragons are not sure,” Ryder said. “The Curse was implemented and then the route to Atlantis was sealed in all directions. No one could get in or out, not even the Dragons. We’d done our best to help them and they did something to us…they are the reason we cannot leave our territories.”
“You left,” Lukas frowned.
“At great cost,” she said quietly. “I had to give up something to leave.”
“What did you give up?” Val asked. 
Ryder just smiled and shook her head, refusing to answer.
“What exactly is Dendali’s Curse?” Val asked, once again turning to look at the lightning in the sky. 
“I don’t know the specifics,” Ryder said. “I only know that those who try to pass from here to the clear seas behind it do not survive. There is a graveyard of boats at the bottom of the sea from those who have tried before.”
Well, that explained why no one ever returned, Val thought to herself.
“And you expect us to try and get through?” Stephen asked, looking down at the small woman at his side. He could tell from her stance she was on edge. Her shoulders were straight, but her posture felt tense. “We can’t, Captain, we’ll die if we try.”
“Not everyone dies,” Ryder told them. “Those with Atlantean blood sometimes find the way through. Their ships pass through the Crucible.”
“The Crucible?” Lukas turned to stare at the whirlpool.
“You don’t just cross through from here to there,” Ryder explained. “It’s a journey, a passageway, that must be travelled. It may take a day or it may take a year. I do not know the exact timeframe, but only a person with Atlantean blood may take their ship through and attempt the Crucible.”
“And those on my ship who don’t have Atlantean blood?” Val asked softly. “Will they die if I try to take them with me?”
“I do not know,” Ryder said softly. 
“I need to speak with Tobias,” Val said. “We’ll reconvene after I have spoken with the only other person to have travelled to Atlantis.”
She turned and walked off the upper deck, leaving everyone and their questions and doubts behind her.
There was only one thought going through her head as she made her way to Tobias and she couldn’t get it out of her mind.
Dendali’s Curse.
Valeria Aurora Dendali Riverthorn.
Why was her name associated with the curse that had ruined DeCadia?
 
***
 
Tobias awoke at the sound of his cabin door creaking open. Grateful for the reprieve from his nightmares, he tilted his head to the side. Valeria walked in, closing the door gently behind her. The light of the candles cast quivering shadows around her. Tobias could tell from her stiff, sure movements something was wrong. 
The Captain of The Emerald Queen dragged a stool to his bedside and sat staring at him. With every second that passed, Tobias expected her to break the silence. It remained whole as the two stared at one another. Like a game where the loser spoke first, both contestants remained content to allow the silence to continue. 
A new wave of pain forced Tobias to wince and moan. He struggled like the old man he was to a sitting position even as the pain coursed through his body. Over the last two weeks, the wound had begun to heal. However, he was far from making a full recovery. Tobias speculated why Val was in his room. Despite this, he searched for another topic; anything to delay the conversation he feared was about to take place. “I’m not sure if that medicine man you have attending me is trying to heal me or drown me in that tonic he’s always drinking.”
Tobias listened for a chuckle; even the slightest turn of Val’s lips would be something. There was nothing. Her expression remained the same: stern and thoughtful. Tobias gulped as he fidgeted nervously. “What is it that you want from me, girl?” he finally asked. 
“I want the truth, Tobias Blood. Can you do that? Can you be honest with me?”
Tobias cleared his throat. All thoughts of the pain coursing through his body were now gone in light of his current dilemma. A shudder of anticipation ran through him. Was it eagerness or dread that overwhelmed him just then? Truly, he didn’t know. This moment was one he’d dreaded for a lifetime, but one he’d looked forward to even longer. The burden of the truth he carried with him weighed heavily upon his shoulders. He’d finally be able to share that burden, even if it meant his death. And just maybe, his brother’s final request would be fulfilled. They might both find some peace—even if it meant Tobias’s death.
“What would you like to know, girl?”
The girl leaned forward slightly, her eyes as cold and icy as the pirate she was. He could see the seriousness of her demeanor. She wasn’t playing games with him now. Gone was the girl who’d fussed over him, sat with him, and played card games until well into the night. Here sat Emerald, Captain of The Emerald Queen, Scourge of the Skies.
“Everything, old man. Start from the beginning and don’t leave anything out. I have a knack for telling when people are lying, but you know that, don’t you? It’s a gift we both share. If you do decide to twist the truth…well, let’s just say you do not want to know the consequences of that action.”
Tobias knew the girl wasn’t lying. As she’d said, it was a gift they shared. A gift only the royal family of Atlantis was born with. 
Tobias nodded and started his story. As much as he wanted to tell her everything, something stopped him. Just a moment ago, he’d been relieved, but now, faced with telling her, a knot formed in his stomach. She was all the family he had left. He didn’t want her to hate him. Instead of the complete truth, he’d tell her just enough to sate her curiosity for now. He knew that the best lies were those filled with truth. With one as intuitive as the girl, Tobias would have to be careful. 
“I’m an Atlantean, but I’m guessing you already know that much. The birthmark on your back says the same about you. My maternal grandmother was an Atlantean and my maternal grandfather a human. My father was from Atlantis as well. I was born not in Atlantis, but in Brovaka, the capital city of DeCadia. When I was a young man, the opportunity to travel back to Atlantis presented itself and I took it. I remained there, content to live among my—our—people. When the war with DeCadia broke out, I was forced to choose a side. I stood with Atlantis until they won the War. The price of our victory was high, however. There was a curse placed in the waters of DeCadia to stop anyone of the human race from ever being able to enter the borders of Atlantis.”
Tobias stopped to take a breath, doing his best to suffer through the memories of his past, even the watered down version he was giving the girl. He looked past her to the far wall and continued. “I left Atlantis soon after. My home is in DeCadia. It was where I was born and it is where I chose to live.”
Tobias blinked back a few tears. While he left out most of the truth and his involvement in creating the Dendali Curse, the little he told her filled his heart with unbearable grief. 
Silence filled the room again as the girl eyed him. Tobias could tell she was weighing his words, tasting the truth of them. Even if she did sense something was off, she would have to prove it. 
Telling her the whole truth would mean creating a new enemy in a world that was already stacked against him. If she believed him, then maybe he could build enough trust to gain an ally, maybe. 
“Why is it called the Dendali Curse?” Valeria asked. 
Tobias tensed at the question. Had she sniffed out his lie? Did she suspect something? Or had she actually managed to find the entrance to Atlantis? “It’s called the Dendali Curse because that was the name of the Atlantean king in power when the spell was cast.”
Tobias fought back the memories of that day as he provided the answer. She tensed at the words as if they had a hidden meaning. Did she realize who she was? If he was right, Tobias was talking to not only a fellow Atlantean, but also the heir to the Atlantean throne, his own granddaughter. He’d taken his family from Atlantis and then abandoned them. This girl carried his blood. He felt it. He’d known the day she was born just as he’d known when every member of his family had been born over the last one hundred and fifty years. 
The girl spoke again, “Did—did King Dendali have any children?”
The thickness in her voice and intense stare made Tobias wonder how much she had already figured out on her own. “Yes, he did.” Tobias bottled his emotions. “The King, his wife, and children were all killed by a usurper to the crown named Kronos. His brother, however, escaped the slaughter and fled to DeCadia.”
The girl’s eyes glazed over despite her best efforts to hide her emotions. Tobias seized the opportunity to try to discern how much she already knew. It would do him no good now to tell that if his suspicions were true he was her grandfather. “May I ask what your interest is in the Dendali family?”
Val snapped back to her former stoic state, “No, you may not. Tell me of the Dendali Curse and the significance it holds to those seeking to travel to Atlantis.”
“Where are we, girl?” he asked softly, his entire body clenching in dread. He’d been healing faster the last few days than he had in weeks. He’d felt his body come to life, felt the healing and the regeneration of his cells. He’d tried to lie to himself, but he knew. 
They were close to Atlantis, close to his home.
“About a mile away from the Curse,” the girl answered just as softly.
Tobias’s brain worked strenuously to try to see the events unfolding in front of him from all angles. He was banished from Atlantis, he could not go back under any circumstances. Helping her find a way into Atlantis meant his own suicide. 
However, it also meant he would be able to keep his promise to his brother. His family would set right the wrong that had been done to Dendali and the people of Atlantis. Could he deny his brother that peace?
The way to Atlantis through the Crucible was so perilous; still, Tobias hoped he could change her mind. 
“You wish to know how to traverse the Crucible?” he asked, stalling for time to think whether he should dissuade her or stop being the coward that he was and do right by his brother for once in his miserable excuse for a life.
“Yes.”
“It is not something to embark upon lightly,” he said. “It is perilous with dangers the likes of which you’ve never seen. We could all die.”
“Still,” she insisted, “I would know.”
She reminded him so much of his niece Anaya. The girl had died that day in Atlantis. She’d never backed down from a fight, never hid from danger. She walked headfirst into any fight. This girl, his granddaughter, had the same spirit as the niece he’d adored and cherished. He’d never denied Anaya anything and he found he couldn’t deny this girl either. 
 “The birthmark on your back is the key and a map. There is more to Dendali’s Curse than even those from Atlantis know. The creator of the weapon wanted to make sure that anyone born with Atlantean blood running through their veins could find their way home. A backdoor so to speak. That mark allows a person to pass freely into the abyss. Once you pass over the threshold of the Curse, you must brave the Crucible and the trials associated with it”
“And if I chose to cross the threshold, to take my ship into the Crucible, and begin the trials, will the humans on board survive the crossing?”
“Yes, they will live. The Krak—the Keeper of the first trial will recognize you as an Atlantean and allow you and your ship to travel on once you’ve entered the Crucible.”
The girl nodded and he grabbed her hand, not thinking. “Listen to me, girl. Do not make this decision in haste. The way to Atlantis is impassible for most. It’s beyond dangerous. Think of your crew. Are you willing to risk their lives for this?” Tobias dropped her hand, his heart heavy and proud all at once. The look in her eyes could not be mistaken. She was intent on continuing through and testing her steel against the Crucible. Panic began to seep into Tobias’s veins. He had said too much. 
“Please,” Tobias gasped as Val stood to leave. “You must not attempt the journey. You will doom us all.” 
She stood and looked down into his panic filled eyes. “Do not worry, old man. All will be well.” She exited the room without another word. 
 
***
 
 Stephen saw the Captain emerge from below deck. Although the mask obstructed half her face, her eyes were alive with determination. A new passion, a fervor only recently discovered flamed the fires of her resolve.
Before Stephen could ask for orders, her voice rang through the air. 
“Gather round and listen well,” she said. “Some of you here know me, some of you don’t. My crew will tell you I have been searching for something for a long time and I’ve finally found it. Where we are going, there is great danger and I am lucky to have you all here with me. Prepare yourselves. Man your stations and hold on tight. Today, we travel into the unknown; today, we find the lost city of Atlantis! 
Looks of confusion and then realization as to their destination spread over the face of every crewmember. Prior to this exclamation, only a few were privy to their destination. Now, it was out in the open. Fear permeated the air and despite that, the crew moved as they were commanded. Stephen found himself in awe of the respect the Captain held. Even ordered to sail into the unknown, her crew never hesitated as they manned the engines and began to move forward. 
Ryder followed the Captain to the ship’s helm, forcing Stephen to do the same as the dragon’s protector for the day. He arrived as Ryder asked her first question. “Do you understand the path you are on?”
The Captain avoided eye contact with either of them as she focused on the air in front of her. “The ship’s crew will be safe as we begin the Crucible. The Keeper will test my authenticity as an Atlantean and we will be given safe passage through to begin our journey.”
“The Keeper?” Ryder and Stephen asked at once.
The Captain gave them both scowls that would have skinned the hide of the toughest of them. They were saved from her verbal onslaught by shouts from the crew. The ship was a hundred yards above the sea and moving forward. As they passed close to the striking lightening and discolored water, something else began to churn the ocean’s surface. 
Stephen ran to the ship’s railing and squinted pasts the sun’s rays to catch the alien sight. The blue-green seawater thrashed as some nightmarish beast moved just under the surface. Bellows full of fear rang through the air as Stephen witnessed the impossible. 
A creature heard of only in mythology reared its enormous head from the depths of the ocean. Stephen’s heart pounded in his chest as the Kraken crested the top of the water. Tentacles thicker than any tree shot into the air and around The Emerald Queen. The beast’s head was larger than the ship itself. A maw that looked as though it could swallow them in one bite was lined with rows of jagged, discolored teeth.
Despite the horrific scene developing in front of him, one thing demanded Stephen’s attention above all else, the Kraken’s eyes. Two yellow orbs searched the ship’s deck fixating first on Stephen then on the Captain. 



Chapter 14
 
 Shouts and screams tore through the sky in all directions. The Kraken’s army of wriggling tentacles took hold of the air vessel like a giant hand catching a fly mid-flight. Above the bellows of the crew and even past the commands shouted by the Captain, Stephen could hear the ship’s frame moan under the pressure. 
The deck below his feet bucked and swayed, forcing Stephen to grab the railing near Ryder. Thick, rubbery arms lined with suction cups squeezed and flexed as the Kraken sought to snap the craft in half. 
Sailors began falling off the airship as the monster toyed and played with the vessel. Dying screams faded into the oblivion below as the Kraken opened its colossal maw and welcomed its next meal.
Out of the chaos, a single voice rose above the din. The Captain had abandoned the wheel in favor of her saber and began hacking at the closest tentacle she could reach. “If you want to live, fight! You must fight! Now, stop your screaming and free the ship!”
Stephen chided himself for his temporary lack of direction. His hand grabbed the hilt of his sword. As he drew it, he recalled that the only thing holding him to this spot was his duty as Ryder’s sworn protector. One look at the girl and Stephen knew he would need not worry about her. 
Already, Ryder had begun her transformation from human to dragon. Stephen had never witnessed an evolution of this kind and the sight horrified him. Stuck between the Kraken below and the dragon forming in front of him, Stephen’s hands began to tremble. 
Ryder’s body shifted and grew. Her skin took on a blood-red hue, starting at her head and then traveling the length of her body. Soon her clothes, meant for a young girl, tore away. Scales covered Ryder’s body and a long tail beat the air behind her. Stephen watched, oblivious to the other events around him as he witnessed Ryder shed her human form. 
Wings sprouted from her back, each the length of her new body. The way her red scales caught the sun made her look like a deep ruby glittering in the light. Stephen was so awestruck by the sight he lost track of his surroundings. All his brain could take in at the moment was the sight of the dragon that stood as tall as the biggest vessel in the Royal Navy. If it wasn’t for the Kraken controlling the movement of their ship, Stephen wasn’t sure if the flying craft would be able to support Ryder’s weight.
Without warning, Ryder’s right wing extended from her body and raced toward Stephen. With a rush of wind, Stephen was engulfed in the red appendage. Scooped up like a baby bird, his feet left the ground and he was drawn in close next to Ryder’s chest. 
Before he could react, before he could even think about what his reaction should be, Ryder released him. Stephen stumbled back onto the deck with his sword drawn and pointed at Ryder. 
A loud crash behind him shifted his attention from the dragon. Exactly where Stephen had stood only seconds before, a huge, slimy bluish green tentacle slammed into the deck, splintering the boards. 
Stephen looked back to Ryder. Who should be whose protector now? The voice was unmistakably Ryder’s, yet the sound did not come from the dragon’s lips. Instead, a voice had spoken in Stephen’s head. There is no time to explain now, Ryder continued, I’ll distract the Kraken. Help the Captain free her boat!
Just like that, Ryder was gone. With a strong push of her wings, she rocketed into the air. 
“It’s a ship, not a boat,” Stephen whispered, shock eating at him. Had a dragon just saved his life?
The mayhem onboard the ship was out of hand. Crewmembers ran in every direction, some trying to avoid the paths of the wiggling tentacle arms of the Kraken, others running to obey their Captain’s orders and began hacking at the monster’s grip. Stephen found himself with a small group of sailors that included the Captain, working to sever a particularly large tentacle that wrapped around the ship’s main mast. 
Stephen raised his saber above his head. Both hands wrapped around the hilt, he drove the steel blade down on the Kraken’s limb with all his might. A deep gash appeared on the wet arm of the monster. The latex-like skin split open, revealing a grayish flesh hue underneath. The smell that wafted from the creature’s wound was horrendous. Stephen bit back the bile that came to his mouth and continued to hew away at his section of the extremity. 
Ignoring the smell of dead fish and vomit proved to be impossible. Pieces of the Kraken’s flesh were spiraling through the air as Stephen continued to cut through the arm. Soon, he was covered in bits of flesh and stank just as much as the monster. A wail unlike anything Stephen had ever heard came vibrating up from the Kraken below. Whether it was due to his effort, or those around him or a combination of both, was unknown. Something, however, was getting to the Kraken. 
“Keep at it!” the Captain bellowed from beside Stephen as she sank her sword into another deep gash in the monster’s skin. “We have a dragon on our side! We will not fail!”
Stephen realized she too had witnessed Ryder’s transformation. A quick look over the rail told Stephen Ryder was keeping her promise in assisting the ship’s crew. The sight reminded Stephen of a large bird diving in and out of the grasp of a lion. 
Ryder spiraled in and out of the Kraken’s reach. Fire sizzled through the air charring the Kraken’s flesh in a dozen different areas. A roar from the ship’s crew joined the battle cries of the two mythical animals battling below. 
“Watch out!” Someone shouted. Stephen was too late. So enraptured by the sight of Ryder battling the Kraken, Stephen didn’t see the tentacle they had been trying to rupture release its grip from the main mast. 
The limb, the width of a tree trunk, finally released its hold, flailing in every direction as it retreated. Stephen was knocked into the Captain standing beside him and together they were thrown across the deck. 
The sensation of air in his lungs was only a memory as Stephen struggled to breathe. A sheet of crimson fell down his forehead and obscured his vision. One swipe at the sticky, red liquid and Stephen knew it was blood. Pain from his fall and a stinging sensation from the gash on his head hit him at once. 
Oxygen reentered his gasping lungs as he struggled to his feet. The first thing he saw was Emerald, the mask knocked from her face. She looked at him with a grimace. “Not exactly how I wanted you to find out, Stephen, but today is not going my way.”
 
***
 
Val forced herself up and back to her feet. Her mask and sword were both gone, knocked from her grasp in the collision. A dull soreness at her left elbow and ribs promised greater pains in the near future once the adrenaline wore off. All around her, her ship was falling apart—again. Her sailors were fighting a losing battle, yet still following her command. A smear of red across the deck showed where a poor soul had not escaped the embrace of the Kraken. Screams shattered the air, signaling another crew hand falling to an abysmal fate. 
If Val didn’t do something soon, her ship would be destroyed altogether and her crew dead. She only just heard Stephen’s questions, “How? Why didn’t you tell me?”
Val looked into Stephen’s blue eyes and immediately suppressed the sudden emotions. This was not the time. “I owe you an explanation, just not right now. I have to save my crew first.”
Stephen nodded dumbly.
Val steeled her nerves for what she knew was a necessary gamble. If she was to have any luck of entering the Crucible, then backing down was not an option. Val strode to the edge of the ship’s railing with her back straight and her head held high. She ignored the splintering wood around her and the Kraken’s searching limbs that ravaged her ship. 
If what Tobias said was true, then she would be allowed to enter the Crucible. She was an Atlantean and perhaps even something more. Her name encompassed that of royalty and that couldn’t be a coincidence. So many questions still needed to be answered, still something deep within Val spoke to her. It told her she was always destined for greatness and that her destiny would not allow her to die here. 
Val looked down at the Kraken. Since the battle had begun, the Kraken had caught the ship in mid-air and had slowly begun to drag it down toward the water’s surface. The ship was now only a few yards over the dead water and nearly level with the creature’s massive head. 
Ryder still darted to and fro, confusing the monster and annoying the giant with her peppered blasts of molten lava. However, the dragon was no longer the Kraken’s main focus. Yellow slits of eyes were trained on Val. 
“My name is Valeria Aurora Dendali Riverthorn. I am an Atlantean and you have no authority to keep me from attempting the journey to my home!”
As if on command, the Kraken’s tentacles stopped shaking the ship. The crew stared wide-eyed, too frozen in fear to attempt anything. The Kraken rose from the water and pulled the ship closer, until its eyes were only feet away from where Valeria stood. 
Val consciously ordered every muscle in her body to stand ground. The sheer size of the Kraken looming over her would be enough to send anyone running in the opposite direction. The monster’s sole attention was on her. Val could feel it looking deep inside her. 
The feeling of prodding and poking at her actual consciousness rattled Val. Despite this intrusion, Val forced herself to return the stare. If she were to die, then she was going to do it with eyes open, fighting to her last breath. Death, however, would not find her this day. 
With one last penetrating gaze, the Kraken released the ship and sank back into the water.
Val took a generous breath and looked to those remaining in her crew. After the battle, she knew she owed them answers. Among those she let her eyes linger on the least were Stephen and Ryder. Stephen’s eyes hadn’t left her since he had learned her true identity. What the future had in store for them was anyone’s guess; at the moment Val would rather face down another Kraken than share her feelings. 
Since her transformation to and from her dragon form, the crew had given Ryder a wide berth. Though Val knew it would take time, she had faith Ryder could one day be a valuable asset to the journey. She, like her crew, couldn’t bring herself to trust the morphling, but she respected the girl’s abilities. 
Her previous conversation with Tobias crossed her mind. It was clear the man wasn’t telling her everything. There would be time. If he wanted to live past the Crucible they would soon face, he would be honest—or face her wrath.
She climbed up the ropes leading to the foremast of the ship. From here she could see everyone and her voice would carry into the wind. The faces below her were streaked with dirt and blood. Fear ruled many of them, yet there they stood, awaiting her orders. Some she’d only recently come to know; like those of the merchant ship and even the few from the Navy, but today, they were one band of motley men and women struggling to survive and looking to her for leadership.
“I want to say first, how proud I am of each and every one of you for showing true courage in the face of the unknown. Most know me as Emerald, but not anymore. Today, I stand before you as Valeria, and I am by birth an Atlantean. Most of you have been with me as I searched for the lost city. As I said, we found the entrance, but the way is perilous. We lost some today, and truth be told, we’ll probably lose more, but I have faith in all of you. I am not ordering any of you to go with me. Anyone who is unwilling to travel through the Crucible may leave now. There are escape boats in the hold. You can take enough supplies to get you back to the island people. I cannot ask you to go with me, so I am giving you the choice here and now.”
Val stood still waiting, almost expecting a sizeable portion of her crew to depart. Most were men and women Val had known for years, but even given their past together, she didn’t think all of them would stay. She was wrong. 
The first to take a step forward was Lukas. “I go where you go, Cap’n.”
Murmurs of agreement echoed through the crowd. Yayou, the medicine man, also separated himself from the group, “You makah the Kraken run. I follow you.”
More voices of affirmation rose. Val found herself looking to Stephen. Lost in his brilliant eyes, she scarcely noticed the slight twist of his mouth as he nodded as well. Whatever the Crucible held in store for them, whatever her name meant for her once they reached Atlantis, Val knew that with friends like this by her side, destiny was already watching over her. 
 
 
End Book One 



 
Val will be back in the second installment of the The DeCadia Series, coming soon. 
 
Until then, stay informed by visiting www.jonathan-yanez.com. Be sure to signup for the Readers Group, which will keep you updated on new releases, provide discounts on books, and allow you to preorder upcoming titles.  
 
Also be sure to stop by Apryl Baker’s website at www.aprylbaker.com and sign up for her newsletter that will keep you in the loop of all her latest projects and the release dates of her newest books. 
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