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            Chapter 1

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Approximately Five Years Before the Events of The Bartered Soul

      

      

      

      “Bil—” I catch myself before amending my words. “Captain! Over here,” I call down the street to my friend, who was only recently named captain on the ship we both call home — the Bartered Soul.

      We have quietly followed some of the bastards who fancy themselves soldiers in King Dargan Blackwell’s army, waiting for them to give any sign as to what they search so earnestly for in the streets and alleyways of the port city of Athene. Too busy pushing their way through the townspeople going about their day to notice us trailing behind, the three men already turned the corner toward the residential portion of the town.  But in the darkened alley to my right, the slightest movement caught my eye, and muffled coughing made me pause. Now, I wait between the two buildings for Captain Lennox to catch up to me. As I lean against the brick wall, arms crossed over my chest, I squint into the gloom. The soldiers had glanced down the alley, I saw them over the heads of the few people I traveled behind, but they kept walking, clearly missing the glimmer of copper tucked in the darkened corner.

      Lennox’s golden hair reflects the watery sunlight streaming through the low cloud cover as he confidently strides down the street. The hard slant to his lips and the sharp cutlass at his belt make the townspeople wary, but I know the man beneath the façade.  He and I have been like brothers since he joined the pirates of Captain Jackson’s Selkie’s Tears. Lennox sailed with us for nearly a year, growing to be like a son to Jackson. He moved up the ranks swiftly, and when he earned enough coin and notoriety to take his own ship, he named me his quartermaster.

      Lennox and I work well together. His brash cockiness — a front to disguise his turmoil over the loss of his family to Blackwell’s invasion — is balanced by my quiet calm. The men love Lennox. Respect him. Follow him as their captain with very little pushback. But they know I enforce his rules.

      I learned early in manhood that a six-and-a-half-foot tall Northman does not have to speak loudly to be heeded. It has been just shy of six months since we began sailing with our own crew, but I know it will not take long for rumors of our reputation to spread throughout the ports of Selennia and across the sea.

      “Why did you stop following them?” Lennox asks, his voice a low rasp as he reaches my side, eyes traveling over a pair of women walking to the market. Even as he waits for my answer, he offers the women a sly wink and lascivious smile. They dip their heads to mask the blush on their cheeks, and scurry past us trying to avoid more of our attention, their smiles hidden behind their hands as they whisper to one another.

      I answer with a jerk of my chin toward the back of the gloomy alley. Lennox cocks his head to the side as he inspects the trembling bundle I indicated, then cuts his eyes upward to me with a frown.

      “Did you see who it is?”

      “No,” I reply. I am fairly certain the figure hiding beneath the rags is a woman, but I did not see her slip through the streets to know for sure. I have no idea if she is who the men seek, but something, perhaps the voice of the Goddess, told me I needed to stop and look here.

      “Well, why don’t we find out, shall we?” Lennox murmurs.

      We both look around for any patrols, but all we find are townspeople who quickly avert their eyes and cross the street. No one wishes to be involved with us, or whatever business we may be conducting, in the secluded alley. Stepping into the dimness, Lennox pauses to slip a small blade from his boot into his palm, then continues into the narrow space. I follow behind, watching the alley entrance, my axes within easy reach.

      As we near the trembling bundle of fabric, I realize it is a wool blanket pulled tight around the small figure. The copper glint I spied from the entrance of the alley is still visible — a small section of hair that has slipped free of the blanket in whatever haste they used to try to hide. Our boots crunch on the grit of the cobbles beneath them, damp with discarded nightsoil and other detritus of city life, and as we approach, the pale, freckled fingers clutching the blanket whiten as they grip the threadbare fabric.

      “Well, we’ve found you — you can loosen your grip on the blanket before you hurt yourself,” Lennox scoffs. I cut my eyes toward him, pressing my lips together at his brusque tone. The hands are either those of a woman or a child, no threat to either of us, but until he determines who is beneath the fabric, I know he will not soften. At his words the fingers loosen, a shuddering sob escaping the blanket, followed by another round of coughing. The wool drops to reveal fiery red waves surrounding the creamy freckled face of a young woman.

      “Well, hello there,” Lennox murmurs, beginning to crouch down to inspect her. But as she raises her glassy blue eyes to look at us, Lennox sucks in a breath as though he has been punched. There on her brow is a fading crescent sigil, branding her as a former priestess of the Goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          SIOBHAN

        

      

    

    
      My fear is a living thing coiled in my chest as the footsteps approach, almost burning as hot as the fever raging through me. I thought I’d finally escaped the soldiers when they allowed me to visit the apothecary shop alone once we reached Athene. I should have known they wouldn’t let me get away that easily. My value as a healer for their troops outweighed the order to destroy my kind, but I don’t think they’ll be merciful if they find me.

      The fever I contracted forced the physician to whom I was bound to allow me to replenish my supplies and seek a remedy to soothe the illness burning through me since none of his methods had offered relief. As soon as the apothecary ushered me out the back door, I ran as fast as I could in my weakened condition — without proper shoes, decent clothing, or any idea where I was running to. The elderly man had given me a wool blanket from the back room as a cloak of sorts to hide under as best as I could. For the first time in my life, I was angry that I had inherited my mother’s shining red hair, even as lank and greasy as it is now.

      Upon hearing murmurs of soldiers tracking a woman, I dashed down the alley, thinking I’d be safely hidden amongst the trash and debris of the city. But here I am, huddled in a blanket with nothing to defend myself with beyond a package of antipyretic herbs. I try to control the shaking in my limbs and the nagging cough that aches to be released from my throat, aggravated by both the noxious smells of the close alley and the illness that grips me. Tears well in my eyes as I look up at my trackers, but instead of the soldiers who escorted me through the town earlier, I find two unfamiliar male faces staring down at me.

      One is strikingly handsome, his golden hair shining even in the dim light I cower in. My eyes drift between him and the tall man looming behind him who wears his dark hair in the style of the Northern Isles. Neither of them wears uniforms that identify their allegiance to Blackwell or otherwise, offering me a sliver of relief even as my headache throbs and my vision blurs from my illness.

      “Priestess,” the blond murmurs as he begins to crouch near me. Involuntarily, I shrink back, pressing myself against the wall as if I have any way to escape. Even if these men aren’t part of the army, the mark I bear is still a beacon for danger. They may very well turn me over to the ones I flee from, or worse.

      “You don’t need to fear us. Let us help you.” His voice rumbles again. Although the alley is dim, light glints on the small blade he holds in his hand. When my eyes land on it he looks abashed and sheaths it in his boot before looking at me expectantly.

      “Captain—” the Northman starts, drawing both of our attention.

      “You there! What are you doing?” a shout comes from the mouth of the alley and the Northman turns quickly to guard the other man’s back.

      “They found me,” my voice cracks in my burning throat, and I begin to cough again.

      The cough is deep and racking which sends pain through the muscles of my ribcage and abdomen, forcing me to brace my arms around my torso for any relief. Tears blur my already hazy vision, both from my cough and my fear, but I can still make out the three soldiers who seek me standing backlit in the mouth of the alley. I’m not sure if they can see me, burrowed in the blanket, but I cringe anyway knowing they’ll have heard me. I’ll face punishment for this, even if they wish to keep me alive for my healing skills. I’ve learned I can still work after meeting the lash or the cane, bruises don’t slow one for long.

      “They may have found you, but they will not have you,” a lilting voice states through the gloom. I realize the lyrical sound comes from the towering Northman who now wields an axe. The accent is one that brings me comfort and, even though I shouldn’t, I find that a glimmer of hope blooms in my chest.

      I sink back as far as I can when the blond unsheathes a cutlass from his hip and moves to stand next to his tall companion. Side by side they almost fill the narrow space, but I worry about them fighting two against three.

      “Can we help you?” the one the Northman called Captain sneers, a surprisingly vicious smile tugging at his lips.

      “We’re searching for a redheaded witch. You wouldn’t happen to have found her, would you?”

      “Witches are for children’s stories; I wouldn’t think grown men such as yourselves would be troubled with them.”

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll both get the fuck out of the way or else you’ll meet the king’s justice,” another soldier chimes in, stepping forward with his hand on the hilt of his sword.

      A cold laugh bursts from the captain. “I don’t think the bastard on the throne knows the definition of justice. And I don’t think he should count on cowards who believe in bedtime stories to enforce it.”

      “You son of a—” The insult is cut short with a gurgle and a cry.

      Pulling the blanket tight around me, I peek out just in time to track the Northman’s empty hand reaching behind him to pull a second short-axe from where it was strapped to his back. The other must be… I risk moving slightly to see between the men’s legs and find the missing axe lodged in one of the soldiers’ chests where he lies choking on blood in the muck of the alley. The other two soldiers have drawn their swords, stepping past their dying companion without a second glance, and approach the two men who block their passage to me.

      A dark laugh escapes the captain as his blade sings. He easily parries against one of Blackwell’s men, while the Northman takes advantage of his sheer size and evident strength to disarm the other, hacking into him with the axe. My eyes dart between them, a mixture of fear, nausea, and relief all warring in my fever-weakened body. At least the two strangers will keep me from going back to the camp.

      When they first came upon me, I feared they might try to ransom me to the king’s men, but if that were the case, they would have just handed me over or negotiated a trade here in the alley. I’m too exhausted to worry about what other motives they may have for taking me for themselves.

      As the soldier fighting the Northman falls, my focus turns back to the captain, whirling and parrying in his dark greatcoat. A wild grin slashes across his face as he easily avoids the soldier’s blade. It’s almost as if he’s enjoying the fight and toys with the man like a cat does its prey. After a few moments, I realize that is exactly what he’s doing. Each time he avoids a blow he slides his blade across the other man, in places that injure but don’t incapacitate. As the soldier falters, the captain’s grin seems to glow brighter, and his feral eyes catch the light when he turns toward my direction.

      Finally, the soldier stumbles and falls to a knee in the damp alley. Somehow, we’ve avoided notice thus far, but I know it’s only a matter of time before someone peeks down the row to see what’s happening, although the sheer brutality of the men who fill the space might keep the pedestrians’ eyes facing forward instead of taking note. Before I can worry over the thought more, the blond man sheaths his cutlass, pulling the knife from his boot once more. He maneuvers so the soldier now faces me directly while kneeling in blood and filth.

      “Is this the witch you seek?” the blond growls.

      I shudder as fear eclipses me, wondering why he would reveal me now.

      “You’re going to pay for this when they catch you, whore,” the soldier spits toward me.

      “No. She won’t,” the captain says, grabbing a fistful of the soldier’s hair, and yanking his head backward to look up into those savage eyes as he whispers, “But you will.”

      Then, without further warning, he drags the sharp knife across the soldier’s throat, spilling a wave of dark blood down the front of his uniform. All I can think of as the man is pushed to the ground is how lovely the crimson of his blood looks against the black cobbles of the alley, and how well his once tidy uniform now matches the ugliness of our surroundings.

    

  

OEBPS/images/emp-logo-green.jpg
B Hoon





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/thenorthmanslullaby_e-bookcover-lg.jpg
e B T s T SR ™y AT £ o

[ -

j AN ANDROMEDA'S ACCOUNT NOVELLA

{

. B. BENS O Ng





OEBPS/images/content-warning-qr-code.jpg






