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Author’s Note:
 
The Pirate's Witch started life as a short story entitled "The Pirate and the Earth Witch." I received so many emails demanding the "whole story," that I lengthened it into a full, glorious novel. For those of you who read the short story and are wondering what's different about the novel-length version, here's the gist. The quirky firebird has more...personality (and more lines), there are two cameos featuring someone from earlier in the Blood Prince series AND someone from the Blood Realm series, the ogre king has enlisted some questionable and more-than-a-little-creepy help, and the passion between Tyr and Ingrid finally hits the bed furs in the explosive way we knew it would...



Chapter One
“Captain, are you absolutely certain that that’s the beautiful maiden we’ve come to find?” 
Tyr spared his first mate a glance before returning his attention to the cottage across the road—or more specifically, the woman wandering about the orchard beside the cottage. Smalls had a point. The maid would be an affront even to the blind god Hoder’s eyes, with her scraggly hair exploding from her head like some tentacled beast from the briny deep, skin that looked as though it had only half-survived a vicious pox, and proportions that had him tilting his head as though he were somehow viewing her wrong. 
It’s a wonder that the fruit she’s gathering doesn’t shrivel under her touch.
“Confidence, Smalls,” he chastised, despite his own misgivings. “I’ve not led you wrong yet. Your doubt offends me.” He dropped his hand to the satchel at his side so he could open the flap and retrieve the wreath of holly he’d brought from his ship. His shift in position gave the beech tree’s smooth silver bark the opportunity to stab him with a collective of rough points surrounding an unfortunately placed knothole. Tyr gritted his teeth. Bad enough the unforgiving trunk wasn’t doing his aching back any favors, the sudden stabbing at the base of his spine just seemed spiteful.
“My doubt has nothing to do with you, Captain,” Smalls protested. “Baba Yaga said that the firebird can only be caught by the maiden who makes the earth sigh with her beauty.” He scowled. “That maid there could scare a mouse down the throat of a snake.”
“With all that Baba Yaga went on about this maid’s stubborn refusal to allow any man to court her, it’s a distinct possibility that her glamour is no more than an attempt to ward off lustful suitors.” He scratched at his chin, the bristles of an impending beard rasping against his nails. He didn’t have the same shaggy thickness that Smalls championed, his jaw covered with no more than a light coating of short silver-tinged blond hair. While his first mate was content to slowly turn into a bear, Tyr preferred to keep his face smoother. Less wind resistance, or so he told himself.
He raised the wreath he’d retrieved from his satchel and held it a fair distance from his face, not wanting the mess of his wind-tossed hair to get caught in the sharp sticks stabbing out from the circle. 
“Oh, ho,” he breathed. 
Just as Baba Yaga had assured him, the enchanted wreath of evergreen leaves and red berries revealed the maid’s true form. Red hair that burned like the setting sun kissed her shoulders and fell in heavy waves down her back. Fair skin with the opalescent beauty of the moon was bared by the short sleeves of her sea green blouse. The emerald of her long skirt reminded Tyr of deep sea plants blooming just under the water, unfaded by the sun. The modest cut of her clothing did nothing to hide the plump curves of her breasts and hips, and warmth flowed from the top of his head down his body, heating his blood until he had to shift at the sudden and uncomfortable tightness of his trousers. 
There’s certainly nothing wrong with her proportions now. 
The entire mess with the firebird feather and the ogre had occupied too much of his time, he’d neglected other…needs. Wouldn’t it be convenient if that lovely maiden could help him in more ways than one? Before his brain could adjust to the drop in blood flow, his feet hurled him forward, out of his shady hiding place amidst the cliff side border of trees that hid the sea from view and into the blinding light of day.
“Captain, wait!”
The brittle twigs of the wreath caught at the edges of his satchel as he put it away and he twisted as he jogged, trying to get it properly settled. Smalls grumbled as he scurried along behind him, but Tyr paid him no mind. His attention remained on the maiden who had just disappeared inside her house, his haste driven by the ridiculous urge he had to get to her while her fair skin still held the warmth of the sun. 
A group of women half his age tittered at him as he passed, coyly batting their eyelashes before ducking their heads. Happy to oblige, Tyr offered them a wolfish grin and a wink, leaving an eruption of fresh giggles behind him. 
The men of the small village didn’t appear to appreciate their women’s reactions. Those who were traveling the road around Tyr frowned and shifted at the last minute, shouldering him with more force than was necessary as he tried to carve a path through the meager flow of traffic to the smooth wooden gate in front of his quarry’s house. 
On his ship, Tyr would have answered their disrespect with his blade—reputation was everything for a pirate captain. However, here on land, with only his trusted first mate as a witness, he couldn’t care less. He was too old to waste his time on fights that had no purpose, spilling the blood of men he couldn’t even put a name to. That was a folly for younger men, and he had neither the time nor the mind for it now. 
Especially when the beautiful maiden he planned to take away with him on his ship was tucked into her cottage a mere few meters away. No doubt still smelling of apples and sunshine…
“Excuse me, pardon me.” He offered the niceties to the men glowering at him, pivoting and weaving between them like a ship navigating a particularly rocky inlet. Of more concern than the men’s distinct lack of welcome was the thick cloud of dirt hanging in perpetuity above the road. Tyr waved his hand in front of his face, trying to disperse it before it entered his nose and mouth on his next breath. The reddish brown dust was doing its best to imitate a thick fog, seeming to hold perfectly still in mid-air. 
For the love of Odin, I’ve probably inhaled a small island already. Tyr wrinkled his nose and battled back a sneeze. A dusty road was bad enough for a man used to the kiss of saltwater on his face, but this dirt-cloud was ridiculous. 
Coughing to clear his lungs, Tyr vaulted over the small wooden gate and trotted up to the door, barely remembering to remove his tri-cornered hat before knocking. As the saying went, a man only got one chance at a first impression, and he’d need all the good will from the maiden that he could muster before he sprang his request on her. 
Smalls arrived a moment later to stand behind his captain, his hat already clutched in his hands. The shorter man glanced meaningfully down at Tyr’s arm, clearing his throat as the sound of footsteps approached the door. Tyr just managed to shift his hat to cover the stub that used to be his left hand when the door swung open. 
“Merry met, gentleman.” The maid offered them both a bright smile. “What can I do for you on this fine day?”
Tyr was pleasantly surprised to find that since viewing her through the wreath, her glamour no longer held for him. She was as stunning now as she’d been when viewed through the circle of green and red. The scent of apples floated from her skin, sweet with an edge of tartness. Images leapt to Tyr’s mind of the gravenstein apples he’d loved so much in his youth, taunting him with memories of the yellow fruit dappled with splashes of red. He leaned forward to inhale deeply, chasing the memories inspired by that scent. If he closed his eyes, he could almost believe he was back in his father’s orchard…
“Captain?”
Smalls nudged him and Tyr startled, his eyes flying open. He hadn’t realized he’d closed them. The maiden watched him with a kind, almost knowing expression. Her green eyes matched her gown perfectly, and Tyr blinked before he could fall into the twin pools of emerald brilliance.
“Been on the sea a bit too long?” she asked. “Missing the scents of the land?”
Tyr inclined his head slightly, relieved at her easy acceptance of his odd behavior. “Too true. Forgive me, miss, but the scent of your orchard lingers on your skin. It’s the most blessed scent my nose has encountered since leaving my ship for your beautiful, if dusty, land.”
He choked a bit on the last word, turning his face as he put on a show of coughing up the road dust. The maid’s eyes shone with concern and she laid a hand on his arm.
“I daresay this must be a sight different than the air you find out at sea,” she agreed. “Won’t you come inside and rest a bit? I’ll get you something to drink to wash down the grime of the road.” She stepped back and gestured for both men to follow her inside.
Tyr toyed with the brim of his hat as he swept across the threshold. “Thank you. I’m pleased that what I’ve heard of your kindness is so obviously true—Ingrid, is it not?”
The witch smiled at him and Tyr returned it with a grin of his own, his eyes flicking over her again, appreciating the sight she made. Too late, he remembered she was wearing glamour—glamour that was supposed to make him see a hag. A faint twitch of disapproval tugged at the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t comment.
“Yes, I am Ingrid,” she said finally. “But I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t know who you are?”
“Captain Tyr Singlehand,” Tyr said with a bow. He straightened, but had to bite back a groan as a sharp ache stabbed at his back. Cursing time and what it had done to his body, he tried to keep his face a pleasant mask and focus on social niceties. “And this fine gentleman is my first mate, Smalls.”
Ingrid nodded to them each in turn. “A pleasure to meet you both. Please have a seat.” She gestured to a small table in the kitchen. “I’ll have some tea for you momentarily. It will help wash the dust from your mouth.”
If he hadn’t already known she was an earth witch, her cottage would have told him. From his vantage point in the kitchen, his line of sight was limited to the small living room, but that was enough. Trees grew up through the floor, branches spreading to create a chair and a small couch. Pillows had been placed on them for comfort, but there was no mistaking them for healthy, living trees. The branches curled up into leaf-laden boughs, each limb tilted toward the large windows that nearly covered the opposite wall. 
The glass offered a heart-wrenching glimpse of the orchard, much more detailed than he’d managed from across the road where Ingrid’s fence had blocked most of his view. Now he could see every limb, make out the lines in the bark, appreciate the swelling fruit that weighed down every bough. His mouth watered and his very bones sighed in happy memory of the joy such an orchard could bring. What a home it could make.
The feel of someone’s stare on him made him turn in time to see Ingrid giving him a considering look. Before he could decide what expression to mold his features into, she gave him a small smile and turned to prepare the tea.
Focus, blast it, now is no time for daydreaming. Forcing his mind back to the matter at hand, Tyr glanced at Smalls, holding his eyes for a moment before glancing at the tea cups. Smalls darted a quick look at Ingrid still facing her stove then nodded.
Tyr moved to stand behind Ingrid, so close their bodies were nearly touching. Tension hummed in the air between them as she registered his presence, but she didn’t pause in her preparation of the tea.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” Tyr kept his voice low and suggestive as he took a moment to appreciate the waves of red hair brushing against the curve of her bottom. 
“No thank you, I’ve got everything just about ready. Why don’t you have a seat at the table?”
Her attempt to get rid of him was somewhat weakened by the breathy tone in her voice, proof that she was very aware of his closeness and not unaffected by it. Confidence swelled inside him, giving him hope that perhaps he might be successful in enlisting her aid without undue force.
She arranged the cups and teapot on a tray and cleared her throat, obviously indicating he needed to step back so she could approach the table. Tyr put his hat back on his head and kept his left arm at his side as he used his right hand to take the tray from her.
“Please, allow me,” he said smoothly.
Ingrid didn’t meet his eyes, but she let him take the tray. They arrived at the table together and Tyr set the tray down and took his seat. His hostess’ shoulders relaxed with the added space between them and she breathed a little easier as she busied herself pouring three cups of tea. 
“Mr. Smalls, won’t you sit down?” she asked.
“Oh, no, miss, I’ll stand if that’s all right. These old sea legs aren’t as limber as they used to be and the less I bend them about, the better.”
Ingrid looked from Tyr to Smalls. “Is that why you’ve come to see me? I would be only too happy to help. I treat quite a few of the sailors that come through this village and I have a brew that would have you dancing a jig all the way back to your ship.”
A hint to be on our way? “Actually,” Tyr cut in, “I’m afraid our request is much more of an imposition than a simple healing brew. You see, a mutual acquaintance of ours believes that you may be the solution to a rather large problem we have.”
“A large problem?” Ingrid gently placed the teapot back on the tray and lifted the sugar bowl.
“Ogre-sized, you might say,” Tyr muttered. He cleared his throat. “Would you entertain the idea of a little trip with me on my ship to visit a liten bird I know? I swear you would travel in the finest accommodations. It would be a grand experience or I’ll toss my hat to the wargs.”
“A bird?” Ingrid wrinkled her forehead, but didn’t raise her attention from the preparation of tea. “I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She held the sugar out toward Tyr. “In any case, I’m afraid it doesn’t matter. I do not sail—under any conditions.” When Tyr didn’t take the sugar bowl, she set it in front of him, leaving him to serve himself. “I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.”
Tyr bit back his disappointment. It seemed the easy way was closed to him. A pity since the hard way would almost certainly end whatever thoughts he might have entertained about how he and the witch might spend the voyage.
“Oh, miss, please reconsider,” Smalls insisted. He took her hand in his, turning her away from the table, a plea bright in his eyes.
Tyr took advantage of the distraction and slipped his hand under the table to withdraw a small vial from his waistcoat pocket. It was small enough that he could cradle it in his palm and work the tiny cork free with his fingers, keeping it hidden behind his hand as he emptied its contents into Ingrid’s teacup. The fine white powder drifted into the brew and dissolved instantly. 
“It would be such a short trip,” Smalls went on pathetically. “You see, my captain here found a glowing feather, and—”
“Please know that I truly am very sorry,” Ingrid interrupted. “But I’m afraid I cannot bend on this. I do not sail. Ever.” She patted Smalls’ hand, true regret creasing the skin around her eyes. “Won’t you let me make you that brew for your legs at least, and enjoy your cup of tea before you go?”
Tyr smothered a groan at the overly dramatic wince Smalls gave her. Ingrid gently, but firmly pulled her hand free of his grip, giving his fingers one last reassuring pat before backing away. The short first mate sullenly accepted his cup of tea as Ingrid sank into her seat and picked up her own cup.
“I hope you’ll forgive me for cutting you off so rudely.” She sipped the hot liquid as she settled back in her chair. “I just don’t feel it would do either of us any good to let you finish the story when I know I can’t help.” 
“You’re absolutely right.” Tyr settled back in his seat, feigning casual relaxation even as he held himself ready to leap forward. “No sense in wasting time arguing when your mind is made up.”
Ingrid leaned back in her chair. “I do hope you find another answer to your problem.”
Tyr took a sip of the sweet cinnamon tea, peering at her over the rim of his cup. “I always have a plan B.” 
Ingrid nodded, a relieved smile on her lips as she took another, deeper drink of her tea. Tyr slowly set his cup down. Perhaps she really did feel bad for not being willing to help him. 
It almost made him feel guilty when her eyelids fluttered and the teacup fell from her limp hand. He leapt up just in time to catch her in his arms before she hit the floor.



Chapter Two
Why is the earth moving?
Ingrid groaned and pressed her fingers against her temples as if she could somehow reach inside her head to soothe the throbbing. Pain stretched out in tendrils to poke at her skull, threatening to stab right through the bone. Squeezing her eyes closed against the threat of light, she sent her power outward, down into the earth. Like a mother laying her palm on her child’s forehead to check for a fever, she groped with a metaphysical hand, feeling for the earth to discover the source of the rolling motions beneath her.
Nothing. No land, no earth. The strong, steady pulse that was as familiar to her as her own heartbeat was gone. Panic sent her power shooting down like a comet, desperate to reach soil only to be teased by the tiniest of echoes. Something that wasn’t truly earth, but rather the remnants of hard-shelled creatures.
Sand. 
Every nerve tensed into sharp pinpricks of pain and Ingrid’s eyes flew open as she sat up. The headache that had seemed so consuming moments ago was a mere annoyance now—nothing compared to her sudden, acute disorientation. 
Where am I?
An ornate mahogany dresser with a towering gilded mirror mocked her with its unfamiliarity from across the room. A wrought iron chandelier hung from the ceiling, glinting dully in the sunlight that poured through the slanted windows surrounding the bed she lay on. A blue expanse greeted her as she peered out the windows, and suddenly the silks and furs tangled around her body may as well have been iron shackles. 
I’m on a ship. Her eyes widened and her lips parted in shock. I’m. On. A. Ship.
Before her brain could move past that one mind-numbing realization, the door to her room swung open. A man swept inside and kicked it closed behind him. Grey eyes sparkled at her, paired with a charming set of dimples, his face framed by a wild mane of pale golden hair. Streaks of silver marked his age nearly as well as the laugh lines around his eyes, but age had done nothing to detract from the rugged handsomeness the gods had blessed him with.
Battered ice-grey trousers were visible under the long linen shirt hanging to mid-thigh and belted at the waist with a section of rough leather. Despite the fear and disorientation pulling her skin taut, Ingrid couldn’t help but appreciate the fit male form. A pulse of energy inside him throbbed with steady intensity—a signal to her magical senses that he was a virile, unmated male. 
She ground out the answering spark of interest that flicked to life inside her. This was no time for such nonsense. Not when the virile man had a sword strapped to his hip and was striding toward her with a familiarity that sharply contradicted her disorientation with her surroundings. Ingrid shrank back, suddenly painfully aware of her magic’s absence, the utter helplessness that claimed her whenever she was this far from land.
“I have a proposition for you,” the man announced. 
He said it for all the world as though he were going to try and sell her a pretty bauble. As if he were a trader who’d just happened upon her while she was standing in her yard, perfectly natural. Not like a man addressing a captive. A woman who’d been in her home moments ago only to wake up in a strange room. On a boat. There was no threat in his voice, nothing sinister on his face. 
“I’m on a ship,” she said carefully. 
The man jabbed a finger at her as if she’d said something important. “That’s part of my proposition.”
“I can’t be on a ship.” She frowned, her fear dissipating as it seemed clear the man had no intention of using the weapon at his side. She scooted to the edge of the bed and kicked off the furs. Her skirt twisted at the tops of her thighs and the stranger’s gaze lingered on the bare skin of her legs before returning to her face. Answering warmth blossomed in her body, and she lifted her chin, determined to ignore it. What a hideous time to be without magic enough for her suitor-discouraging glamour.
“Did you hear me? I can’t be on a ship.”
“Rest assured that you will have full—and exclusive—access to my cabin for the duration of your journey,” the man rushed to add. 
Like a bolt of lightning, recognition finally dawned. Ingrid surged to her feet. “You’re the man who came to see me—the one who wanted me to go on a sea voyage. Tyr… Tyr Singlehand!”
The man’s ragged blond eyebrows rose. “Oh, I…” He frowned. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were so far behind. Yes, I’m Captain Tyr Singlehand. We met earlier today in your home.”
“You kidnapped me.”
The pirate winced, holding up his hand in a placating gesture. “I don’t like to start off my relationships on such an ugly note. Let’s not say kidnapped, let’s say ‘spirited away.’ It has a much more dashing, romantic feel to it, don’t you think?”
“Dashing…” Ingrid stomped her bare foot in exasperation and pain lanced through her leg. She cried out, not so much at the physical pain, but at the agony of being so far above the earth. The power that should have risen up to meet her was silent, blocked from her senses by the rolling tides swelling up and down beneath the cursed ship. 
“Now, now, min skatt, don’t hurt yourself.” 
His bold use of the term of endearment grated on her last nerve. A hiss of rage escaped Ingrid’s throat as the condescending wretch put his hand on her shoulder in a mockery of comfort. She dug her nails into his arm, wishing she had talons so she could cause him the agony he so desperately deserved. Her chest rose and fell with labored breaths. She would see him bleed for this. For taking her from her land.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” she snarled. “Any idea who I am? I will end you, pirate.”
“You will do nothing while there is no land beneath you to feed your strength.” Tyr’s face remained smooth, his voice calm. “And there will be no such land to speak of until we reach an accord.”
If her nails burrowing into his skin caused him any pain, his face betrayed no sign of it. He met her eyes with a steady gaze, soft with compassion but not a trace of regret. Ingrid clenched her teeth and gathered what little magic she could feel lingering at her core. The feeble throb of energy had tears burning behind her eyes, the shimmer of magic more a reminder of how weak she was than any real defense. Despite her rage, she couldn’t quite bring herself to use it against her pirate captor. She couldn’t make herself let go of what little power she had left.
“You want to strike out at me, and I don’t blame you.” His grey gaze bored into hers, his hand a heavy weight on her shoulder. “But perhaps you should hear me out first instead of wasting your precious energy on the only man in a position to return you home in one piece?”
I could stone him to death. Or bury him alive. Ingrid took a deep breath and released his arm, calming herself with graphic images portraying all the ways she could make the pirate pay once they got back to land. Even a pirate had to land eventually, surely? He couldn’t float about on this death trap indefinitely.
“Speak quickly,” she forced out through clenched teeth.
“Always,” Tyr assured her, dropping his hand from her arm. “Now then, a little backstory to set the scene.” He swept across the room, holding out his hand as if plucking something from the air. “The other day I had the fortune to come across a lovely golden feather. It winked at me from a clump of sea foam, a plume that shone as though a piece of the blazing sun itself had peeled off and drifted to earth.” 
Ingrid stared at him as he strutted about like a performer on stage, every movement and gesture exaggerated. Her lips tingled with the urge to insult him, to tell him how infuriatingly inappropriate his demeanor was, but her brain couldn’t settle on a single scathing comment. So she stumbled back until she sat on the bed, and just stared.
Oblivious to her mute outrage, Tyr dropped his hand, spun and used the same hand to gesture at himself with a slight bow. “Being an enterprising man, I realized that though there was very little use I could get out of such a prize, there was a great deal of use I could get out of the money that someone would likely pay for it.” He nodded and turned again, throwing himself into a long-strided pace. “I sold said feather to a rather testy, but very rich, ogre king. Unfortunately—”
“Now he wants you to bring him the entire bird.” Evil satisfaction warmed Ingrid’s heart, an easy smile spreading across her lips. She crossed her arms over her chest in smug satisfaction and eyed the soon to be dead pirate. “You’ll never catch a firebird. Those golden feathers are there to tempt the weak-minded. No one who’s ever found a feather has successfully located the bird that shed it without otherworldly help. I trust the ogre has threatened to kill you if you don’t bring him the creature?”
“He has.” Tyr drummed his fingers against the hilt of his sword. “And I’m sorry to say, this is not an ogre who makes idle threats.” He sighed. “Make no mistake, this is a fast ship, and I’m not short of wits, but I don’t plan to spend the rest of my life watching for an ogre at my back. Memories like elephants they’ve got.”
“Then die,” Ingrid spat viciously. She stood from the bed, jutting her chin out so she could look down her nose at him. “I’m not going to help you.”
The stillness that fell over the pirate wouldn’t have been quite as jarring if he hadn’t been so gesticulative a moment before. It was unsettling, that stillness, even more so than the sudden deepening of his eyes from silver to slate grey. 
He tilted his head, the hair that had escaped the strap of leather at his neck threatening to block his sight in one eye. “You know, you were much nicer before.”
She closed her fingers into fists, irritated at the slight tremble. “Yes, when I was on land. You’ve dragged me out to the middle of the sea! And you did it knowing what that would mean for me.” The pain of the separation from her land washed over her again, and she clung to it, used it to turn her unease into righteous anger. “I will not help you.”
The infuriating man didn’t even blink. “Baba Yaga says you will. She is the Great Earth Mother, is she not?” 
Ingrid clenched her teeth. “That is one of her names. However, she has misled you if she gave you reason to believe that she has any authority over me. If she wants to spend her days helping fools too stupid to avoid getting themselves into trouble, then that is her business. It is not mine. So you can go back and tell Baba Yaga that I have no intention of going bird hunting, and she’ll just have to send you to someone else.” 
A spark of something dangerous lit the depths of Tyr’s grey eyes. Slowly he straightened his spine, drawing himself up to his full height. “You will give me your word that you will help me capture the firebird. When the creature has been safely delivered to the ogre, I will return you to your land—far richer than you were when I took you. Refuse, and I will drop you in a dingy anchored to a slab of raw meat and leave you alone in the middle of the sea. You can take your argument up with the sharks when they come to visit you.”
An image erupted in her mind on the tail of Tyr’s cold promise, an image of being alone in a tiny craft, hopelessly scanning the horizon for a glimpse of a boat not manned by morally-flexible pirates. She stared at Tyr, wishing with every fiber of her being that she had enough magic to make taking over the ship feasible. If only she had her magic, she would teach him a lesson he would never forget. She’d see who left whom abandoned in the middle of this foul ocean. 
Unfortunately, without the warm weight of land under her feet, she was limited to only the faintest magic. She didn’t have nearly the amount of power she would need for a one-woman mutiny, nor did she have the power to escape the rest of the crew if she used what little energy she possessed to kill their arrogant captain. Tempting, but ill-advised.
Her shoulders slumped in defeat even as her temper flared white-hot. “I will help you capture the bird.”
The pirate took a step closer, his booted foot landing on the wooden floorboard with an ominous thud. “And swear that you will not try to escape before the bird has been delivered to the ogre.” 
She bit her tongue to hold back a venomous response. “I swear.”
In the next breath, the tension in the air dissipated and once again she was looking at the mischievous captain she’d first been introduced to. 
“I’m pleased we could come to an understanding.” He paused, surveying her for a moment as if turning something over. “There is one more thing I feel I should mention. Although I will strive in every way to be a gentleman in your presence, you must understand that in front of my men, I am the captain of this ship.” 
He took a sudden step toward her, making her start slightly. His superior height forced her to tilt her head back to keep looking at his face. There was no threat in his eyes, but there was also no mistaking that he was deadly serious.
“I will not tolerate disobedience. Not from my men and not from you. If you do anything to undermine my authority in the eyes of my crew, I will punish you just as surely as I would punish any of them.”
Fear chilled her skin, but she pushed it away, jutted her chin out. “Well then, I’d best get it out of my system.” 
Putting all her strength into a sudden swing, Ingrid sent her right fist sailing toward the pirate’s arrogant face. He snatched her wrist in a bruising grip, wrenching it down a fraction of a second before impact. She sucked in a surprised breath as he jerked, pulling her forward and off balance. As she fell toward him, he raised his left arm, slamming it into her chest just below her neck. The thud knocked the wind from her lungs and she couldn’t even manage a gasp as he shoved, forcing her backward with her right hand still held in an unforgiving vice and the solid weight of his left arm against her chest guiding her. She grunted as her thighs hit the padded edge of the bed and they toppled over to land in a heap.
Tyr didn’t give her time to gather her wits. He settled his muscled form firmly between her splayed thighs, the rough material of his pants scratchy against her bare skin where her dress had been hiked up in the struggle. Their bodies flared with combined heat where they touched, and her nerves buzzed with intense awareness of that still-thrumming sense of virility that pressed against her magical senses. The flare of unwanted attraction was quickly snuffed out as he used his elbow to pin her left arm and kept her right firmly ensnared in his unrelenting grasp. 
Dull pain shot through her arms as he held her, helpless as a pinned butterfly. The desire to kick him was as maddening as it was futile. She could do little more than visualize his bloody death as he put his mouth next to her ear. The motion squeezed what little air she’d had left from her lungs and sent a cold shiver of panic down her spine, a sharp contradiction to the heat engulfing the front of her body.
“I do what I do to save my life. I’ve no wish to hurt you. I’ve taken you from your home against your will, and I regret that that was necessary. But what’s done is done, and you do neither of us any favors by being contrary. I’ll make your journey as pleasant as I can. Do not push me to make it otherwise.”
His soft lips tickled the shell of her ear as he spoke, but of more immediate concern was the sword pressed against her thigh. For a wild moment she wondered if that was some sort of silent promise meant to underline his threat. He looked down on her, and the sudden shift of his body against hers created a friction that rolled through her body like a shiver. Tyr inhaled deeply, his hips jerking against her in response to her unintentional squirming, but he froze as soon as he realized he’d done it. Indignation flared hot in Ingrid’s cheeks, fed as much by her reaction to his body as the spark of desire in his eyes. His left arm moved just enough for her to draw the breath she needed to speak.
“Rape is hardly befitting of the gentlemanly behavior you’ve promised me.” She fought to keep her voice calm and even despite the pounding of her heart. “I warn you, try to take advantage of me, and I will renege on our deal, consequences be damned. I may not be on land, but I am not helpless.” She held his gaze as best she could, despite the uncomfortable angle. “I will make you suffer for any transgressions.”
“A night with you in my bed would be a glimpse of Valhalla, to be sure.” He dragged his gaze down her body then up again to meet her eyes. “However, I have no intention of taking by force that which should only ever be freely given.” He inhaled again, more deeply this time. 
“Quit sniffing me,” she ground out. “Why do you keep sniffing me?”
“Why do you smell like an orchard?” He buried his nose in her neck, ignoring her growl of warning. “Even here on my ship, far from the fruits of your labor, being in your presence is like pressing my face into a barrel of freshly picked apples.”
His chin bumped the ticklish spot where her neck met her shoulder and gooseflesh flowed down her arms. It was getting harder to think with him pressed against her like that, especially with the intimate feel of his warm breath on the delicate skin of her throat. 
She gritted her teeth. “I am a distant descendant of the goddess Idun. Get off of me.”
He leaned back and sighed, looking down at her with something akin to reproach in his eyes. “I’m telling you that you smell good. Most women would take that as a compliment.” 
Righteous fury exploded inside her, giving her a burst of renewed strength. She jerked her left arm free, ready to claw his twinkling eyes out of their sockets, if only so she didn’t have to see them anymore. Tyr growled and the left arm that had been digging into her chest slid up to press against her throat, viciously cutting off her air supply. She choked, heat infusing her cheeks as the pressure built inside her, and scrabbled at his arm.
He was an immovable force, unless she wanted to expend the last of her magic to move him—which might be precisely what he was counting on. The thought pushed her beyond fury, and Ingrid opened her mouth, ready to use the last breath before darkness took her to tell him exactly what she thought of him. 
Something caught the corner of her eye, and the words died on her tongue. 
His hand was missing. The gnarled nub of his left wrist was pockmarked and white with scar tissue, glossy skin stretched tight over bone. Close to her face as it was, she couldn’t look away, mesmerized by the sight. 
He followed her gaze. “I hope I don’t offend those lovely eyes of yours.” 
He eased his arm back just enough to allow her a breath. 
She had to swallow twice before she could speak. “You do, but not because of your missing hand,” she rasped, laying a hand on her sore throat. She tried to put as much hatred into her eyes as she could, wishing she could burn him to ashes with a look. “It’s your personality that makes you so offensive.”
To her consternation, Tyr chuckled. He released her and shoved himself up off the bed. The cold air that settled over her body served as a reminder of how hot his form had felt against her and as outrageous as it was, her body seemed to miss that heat now. The glitter in his eyes as he grinned at her told her better than words that he knew what she was feeling, and the wink that followed the grin was as clear an offer as he could have made. 
As he swaggered out, Ingrid couldn’t help but call after him.
“Aren’t you going to make me swear not to wreak vengeance on you after you’ve returned me home?” She dropped her voice to a growling threat. “After all, there are so many terrible things I could do to you.” Will do to him, she promised herself.
Tyr turned with one foot already out the door. “That’ll be days from now, min skatt. By the time we say goodbye, such a promise won’t be necessary.” He winked at her. “By the time that day rolls around, you may find yourself thinking less of all the terrible things you can do to me…and more about all the wonderful things I could do to you.”
 



Chapter Three
Forty-eight hours. Forty-eight hours and already she causes me trouble.
Tyr stared down at his red-faced crewman with a look that had made more than one man scuttle into the brig for his own protection. The man’s eyes widened, flashing too much white. He twisted his dark blue cap in his hands, nearly reducing the pathetic piece of cloth to a handful of loose threads. 
“Are you questioning me?” Tyr kept his voice low, almost a whisper. As if to speak any louder would risk releasing his fury.
The crewman swallowed hard. “Not q-questioning, Captain. But th-that woman—”
“Is none of your concern. I am the captain of this ship.” Tyr drew his sword, brandishing the blade to catch the sun just so, sending a beam of light slicing into the man’s eye until he winced and looked down. “Forget the woman. Return to your duties. When we dock, you will be leaving this ship and taking your cowardice with you.” He leaned forward and dropped his voice to a low growl. “Whether you leave on your own two feet or without them is a matter I will ponder on the way.”
The last threat was delivered as he shifted his left arm, deliberately drawing the shaking man’s attention to Tyr’s own severed limb. The crewman’s eyes widened even farther, his skin paling to the shade of sea foam. He nodded hard enough to jar his brain loose from its moorings and scrabbled backward across the salt-encrusted deck. Tyr stared him down, knowing the eyes of his men were on him, watching for some sign of mercy—some sign of weakness. 
The witch has gone too far.
Without another word, Tyr stormed off to his cabin. He let his anger show on the twist of his mouth, the heavy thud of his boots. In this situation, his anger would serve him well, letting his crew know that the woman would not escape her share of the punishment for the mutinous air swirling about the ship. He opened his mouth at the same time he jerked open the door, ready to let the witch have it loud enough for the entire ship to hear. 
The sight before him robbed him of speech. His throat closed, mercilessly trapping his scornful words in the realm of the unspoken, and he could only utter a silent prayer that he hadn’t been struck dumb permanently.
Bare skin. Not just bare skin, but perfect, smooth, creamy skin that even from here smelled of succulent fruit. Rosy nipples coiled into tight buds called to him, heating his blood until his mind filled with a warm haze. Supple curves sang to him, luring him closer like a siren perched on a rocky shore, begging him to run his palm over the tempting mounds of bare flesh. He’d actually taken a step forward before he remembered himself. He halted and jerked his gaze up to meet mossy green eyes crackling with ire.
“When you promised gentlemanly behavior, I must say I thought you had a better grasp of the concept,” Ingrid snapped. “Or does your definition of gentlemanly behavior not include knocking before you enter a woman’s room?”
Tyr couldn’t help the small sound of disappointment that escaped him when she jerked her dress the rest of the way up, hiding the assets he’d only had moments to glimpse. As her flesh vanished behind the proper lines of her sapphire silk dress, the spell broke. Like a fast ship parting thick fog, his earlier anger returned full force and he scowled.
“My room, witch, not yours. And do not speak to me of promises. It was agreed that you would show me respect in front of my men.”
Ingrid shrugged, her pale shoulders bared by the cut of the dress, and strode over to his bed. She flopped down on the battered mattress amidst tangled furs and picked up a worn leather-bound journal that she’d obviously been reading earlier. “Are you saying I’ve been disrespectful?”
“Thirty members of my crew never returned from shore leave at the last port.” Tyr crossed his arms, resting the stump of his left hand on his right arm where she could get a good look at it. “You deliberately frightened them off.” The faded lettering on the book in her hands caught his eye and he dropped his arms to his sides. “Are you reading my personal logs?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ingrid set the book down in her lap, carefully marking her place with a bit of string. She picked at an invisible speck on her dress. “What can I do for you, Captain?”
Tyr’s blood boiled, making the veins in his arms ache. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing. You’ve dragged out every superstition a man of the sea holds most dear, no doubt gleaned from the personal journal you’re reading there. Bad enough to have a red-headed woman on board—the fact that you’re a witch is the only thing that let you up that gangplank—but yesterday you were seen throwing debris at an albatross!”
Ingrid frowned. “Dreadfully loud bird. I was only trying to earn the crew a bit of quiet.”
“You know bloody well it’s bad luck to harm an albatross!”
She shrugged and dismissed the issue with a wave. “I’ll try to remember that.”
He glared at her, shifting to stand more firmly and squaring his shoulders. “You shaved Lucky’s beard off while he was sleeping.”
“And just in time, too. The poor man had quite a tangled mess weighing down his chin.” She shook her head in mock sympathy. “It’s a wonder he could speak at all.”
“That hair that you cast into the sea is considered an offering to the earth goddess Joro,” Tyr seethed. “It’s well known that such offerings anger the sea god Njoror.”
Ingrid’s eyelashes fluttered as she looked at him, one hand rising to her chest. “Surely Njoror understands the importance of good grooming?”
Her fingers slid over the bare skin above the low-cut bodice and for the first time, Tyr realized the witch must have gone through the ship’s treasure hold. That gown had likely been pulled from a trunk taken from the last ship, a grossly extravagant monstrosity filled to the sails with men and women too rich to realize they weren’t immune to misfortune. 
She’d chosen the gown well. The blue material clung to her curves, emphasizing the generous swells of her hips and breasts, revealing enough skin as to be nigh-on indecent. It was all Tyr could do to keep his mind from wandering to images of what that creamy flesh would look like sprawled naked on his bed, cushioned by the cascade of red hair and smelling sweetly of—
Tyr snarled, ripping himself from the erotic fantasy. He stomped over to the bed and grabbed Ingrid’s arm, hauling her forcefully off the bed and jerking her against him. Her sharp intake of breath and widened eyes appeased him, but not enough to soothe the ire sizzling along his nerves. He twisted her arm until the skin around her eyes tightened in pain, her jaw clenching as if trying to muffle a cry. 
“You are sullying my reputation with the crew,” he said quietly. “I may have to take my blade to some of them just to maintain the reputation I need to survive as captain. You have given me your word that you will help me, and I’ve given you mine that I will return you home.” He tightened his grip, digging his fingers into her supple flesh. “No word was said about what condition you arrive home in.”
He took a deep breath and then without thinking leaned in to take another, deeper breath. As angry as he was, he still couldn’t resist the urge to draw her scent closer to him. Never had anyone reminded him of the life he wanted as this woman did. She was the promise of a reward after a hard life, the Valhalla he yearned to see. 
“Stop it,” Ingrid snapped, trying to jerk away from him. “For the love of the gods, why are you always smelling me? I told you, I smell like apples because—”
“You remind me of home.” 
Sleek red eyebrows disappeared into her hairline and she stopped struggling. “Home?”
Tyr blinked, his words more of a shock to him than to Ingrid. His mind rushed to take advantage of his weakness, to relive the memories of the life he’d turned his back on. “My father was a farmer. He had an apple orchard that Idun herself would have envied.” A surge of pride rose inside him, a belated appreciation for all his father had accomplished. “I used to climb into the trees after I finished my chores and just lie there, eating apples as I pleased.”
He could almost taste the fruit now, feel the crisp first bite and the juice that would tingle against his tongue, run down his chin. Spring had been a joyous time too, a time when the whole world seemed to smell of apple blossoms. 
Such sweetness was unheard of on a pirate ship. Fruit spoiled too easily to last long, it was hardly worth the effort to try. But even if it had been possible to keep apples on his ship, no fruit had ever smelled as sweet as the woman in his arms. It was as though the gods themselves had taken an apple and cut it into an even more pleasing shape, reducing the fruit to its very essence. He tightened his grip, enjoying the heat of her skin as he filled his senses with her scent. In a world of cool ocean air and the icy kiss of saltwater, it was impossible not to relish such warmth, such earthy pleasures.
“It sounds like a lovely life.” Ingrid relaxed in his hold, easing her body closer to his.
Tyr nodded and reluctantly dragged himself back to the present. “It was. Not that I appreciated it at the time.” Now that he’d started talking, he couldn’t seem to stop. “The older I got, the more I began to see my father’s life as boring. I was determined not to become him.” He released her arm and gestured around them, taking in the entirety of the ship. “So I did what any young Viking would do and joined the first crew that would have me. The rest, as they say, is history.”
A soft hand brushed a lock of hair behind his ear, the caress tender, delicate. “And now in your old age you’re starting to appreciate the memory of your roots?”
Her words, though bearing no real insult, still cut. He ran his hand through his hair, tugging at the tangled strands in frustration even as he fixed a roguish smile on his face. “What a sharp-tongued woman you are,” he scolded. “I’m not so old.”
“Old enough that I’ll bet your body yearns for a warmer climate with a little less seawater in the air.” Ingrid eyed the stump of his left wrist. “I’ll wager that aches something fierce in this damp, cool atmosphere.”
She reached a hand out as if to touch the stump in question, and Tyr jerked his arm back. “You don’t want to touch that, min skatt. It’s better used for scaring unruly crewmen than for a lady such as yourself.” 
Ingrid’s eyes flashed, a green flare like sunlight beating down on spring leaves. She reached for the stump again, and this time Tyr let her, sucking in a ragged breath when she tentatively ran her thumb over the scarred flesh. It was an odd sensation, dulled by the dead nerves, but sensitive in the light that it had been so long since he’d been touched there. It felt more intimate than it should have. His heart pounded a throbbing bass in his ears and his mouth went suddenly dry.
“Tyr, why don’t you come back to my orchard with me?” She used her other hand to toy with the sleeve of his shirt, her fingertips brushing his biceps. “I could use the help, especially from someone who knows his way about apple trees.” The soft swell of her breasts pressed against his chest as she leaned closer. “The ogre would never find you.”
Tyr fought the urge to close his eyes so as better to concentrate on her touch. There was something hypnotic about her voice, about the soft caress of her hand. “Such a pretty offer from a woman who wished my death just a short time ago.” His voice was gruff, deeper than it had been. He sounded like he’d just crawled out of bed after too much rum and other…indulgences.
“You stole me from my home and threatened me with a fate worse than death if I didn’t do as you said.” Ingrid’s voice betrayed a hint of anger, but she quickly pulled her mouth into a tight smile. “But I promise I won’t hold that against you.”
She raised her other hand to the side of his face and pulled him down, their breath intermingling in the sliver of space between them. Amusement tickled the corners of his mouth, but Tyr kept a straight face. If the maiden wanted to try and seduce him into taking her home, he was more than happy to play along. He put a hand on her waist, wrapping his left arm around her back to brace his forearm on her spine. Curious as to how far she would allow this to play out, he lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers.
For a moment she tensed and he thought she would push him away. Her skin twitched under his touch, muscles tightening as if preparing to leap back. Then she softened. He murmured in appreciation as she suddenly opened her mouth and allowed him to deepen the kiss. With an eagerness he hadn’t felt in years, he slid his tongue past her teeth, gliding it against hers. She tasted sweet-tart with just a hint of cinnamon. As delicious as she smelled. 
He tightened his arms around her, dragging her hard against his chest as he plundered her mouth, not wanting to waste one second of the opportunity she offered him. The soft weight of her breasts against his chest tormented him with images of Ingrid lying naked in his bed, his silks and furs draped over her curves here and there, offering tantalizing peeks at her nude beauty. She was so soft, so willing in his arms right now. Would she let him carry her to his bed? How much was she willing to give him to try and sway his mind from his goal…
Lech.
The word was flung at him from the dark corners of his mind, the crevices where his conscience had been tucked away. He tore his mouth away from her, stepping back before he could sully what little moral code he had. Ingrid was willing, yes, but only because she wanted to manipulate him into taking her home. She didn’t want him, not really. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to keep his breathing even despite the desire scalding his veins. “I should not have done that.”
The sight of Ingrid’s flushed cheeks and bright, sparkling eyes nearly had him jerking her back into his arms, conscience be damned. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath before speaking. 
“It’s all right. Truly.” She cleared her throat. “I hope you’ll consider my offer.”
Tyr tried not to wince. “I will give it some thought.” He took a deep breath, ready to burn the bridge to temptation behind him. “After I’ve delivered the firebird to the ogre.”
The passion in her eyes burned away in a blaze of glorious rage. The air around him crackled with the force of her temper, the force of a woman scorned. Her lip curled in a snarl and she clenched her hands into fists at her sides. 
“I will make you sorry you ever saw me,” she promised.
Tyr straightened, battling down the despair of knowing that all hope of fulfilling the fantasy with this witch died. “I admire your spirit, Ingrid. Believe me, I do. You’ve been put in quite the impossible situation. Unfortunately, I’m not of a mind to sacrifice my life for your convenience.” 
Bit by bit, he drained the emotion from his face, offering her a view of the calm facade he used when forced to defend his life and his reputation. The face he’d used during the times he’d had to do things that made his stomach roll and his psyche retreat into a bottle of rum. The mindset he used when he had to kill to survive. “If you continue to undermine me, I will punish you. Please don’t force me to do something so unpleasant that we will become true enemies.” 
“I said I would help you get the firebird, but I made no such promises about respect. You haven’t earned my respect and I’ll be damned if I just give it away.” 
Ingrid stepped closer to him, though this time the proximity of her body lacked anything that could be remotely construed as passion. She glared into his eyes and the look had a physical weight to it. 
“I will make your life miserable until you return me to my land. I’ve humored you long enough. I promised not to try and escape, but mark my words. You will return me to land immediately or I will scare every member of this crew until they flee like rats from a sinking ship.” She crossed her arms. 
Tyr closed his eyes and took a deep, slow breath. His soul shriveled inside of him, the same voice in his head that had been so intent on taking her to his bed now crying, screaming at him not to do what had to be done. Bit by bit, he pushed all of that away. He wiped the scent of apples from his mind, blocked the thoughts of Ingrid’s smile from his memory. The warmth drained from his body and his heart slowly solidified into the block of ice he needed it to be.
Ingrid gasped as he opened his eyes, his hand shooting out to grab her roughly by the arm. Without saying a word, he jerked her to him and threw her over his shoulder, handling her as though she were no more than a sack of potatoes. She screamed and beat at his back, but he turned without a sound and stalked out of his cabin.
Wide-eyed crewmen watched as he stomped out from the lower hold of the ship and across the weather-beaten deck. He sought out Smalls, meeting the other man’s eyes without flinching. His first mate’s shoulders drooped for a moment before he squared them in determination. He nodded to Tyr and turned to a couple of slack-jawed crewmen.
“Fetch the plank!”
The words fell like heavy stones on Tyr’s shoulders but he didn’t slow his pace, didn’t let his posture wither. He stood by the rail of the ship, waiting patiently while his crew rushed to prepare the plank. Ingrid froze and he could almost hear the gears in her mind spinning, processing what was about to happen. 
“You wouldn’t dare,” she whispered.
Tyr said nothing. He’d tried words, and they’d failed him. She’d left him no choice.
Ingrid shoved against his back, trying to twist her body so she could see his face. Tyr kept a firm grip on her, just enough to keep her over his shoulder, but not enough to stop her from looking at him. Let her see his face. Let her see how serious he was. She would see only the mask. Nothing more than the mask.
“You’ll never catch the firebird without me.”
“You said you won’t help me,” Tyr said woodenly. “I have no time for a woman who seeks nothing but my destruction.”
The plank settled into place, thumping against the rail with a loud crack of finality. Tyr walked over to the beginning of the board and hauled Ingrid up until she got her feet underneath her. She stared at him, green eyes wide, searching his face. He stepped back and gestured for her to walk. 
“You don’t want to be here,” Tyr said quietly. “So go.”
Ingrid’s lips moved, but no sound came out. She turned her gaze from him, her attention resting on each of the crewmen in turn. Tyr followed her gaze, part of him expecting some of the men to urge her on, to scream at the jinx to leap to her death. 
No one spoke. The crew watched her, uneasiness in their postures, gazes flicking nervously from one to another. From behind the wall he’d built between himself and his emotions, Tyr wondered idly if they were afraid of some sort of witch’s curse if she came to harm. For whatever reason, no one made a sound. Even Smalls remained silent, though Tyr noticed that he refused to meet Ingrid’s eyes.
“The sea awaits you,” Tyr said finally, needing to get the whole affair over with. His chest tightened, but he ignored it. “You’re only prolonging the inevitable.”
“I will not walk this plank,” Ingrid said, her voice hoarse and her eyes too wide.
Tyr rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Would you like me to help you?”
He drew the weapon in one smooth, quick motion, aiming the point of the blade at her chest. She gasped and stumbled away from him, her arms pinwheeling as she nearly lost her balance. The board trembled beneath her and she fell to her knees, clinging to the wood and staring out at the dark water as though she could see her death etched in the waves. Tears streamed down her face and she closed her eyes, lowering her forehead to the wood.
Several long moments dragged by, each one gouging out a piece of Tyr’s heart. He took a step forward, ready to force Ingrid to the end of the plank. As he grew closer, he heard her voice over the breeze coming off the sea.
“I yield.”
Tyr paused, all of his attention momentarily focused on keeping his legs from buckling beneath him. “What did you say?”
Ingrid turned to him, her arms trembling with the ferocity of the grip she had on the board beneath her. The shine was gone from her eyes, the glistening tears the only sign of life in the once vibrant green orbs. “I will help you catch the firebird. And I will stay in my cabin until we reach land.”
Tyr nodded, the only acknowledgment he allowed himself. He sheathed his sword slowly, not wanting anyone on his crew to see his hands tremble. The silent sobbing that came from Ingrid nearly crushed him, but he kept his face blank as he reached out to gather her in his arms. The first time his hands touched her, she jerked, grip tightening on the plank. Then a choked gasp escaped her throat and she allowed him to pull her into his arms, even clinging to him as he carried her away. The crew parted before him, quiet as a graveyard. The only sounds that accompanied Tyr as he took Ingrid back to his room were her quiet sobs and the eerie sound of his own steady breaths. 
He put her in his bed and pulled the furs up to cover her. As soon as he set her down, she turned away from him, huddling into a ball and burying her face in his pillows. She shook as she cried, every twitch of her bare shoulders an accusation that twisted his frazzled nerves a little tighter. He stepped away, lacking the words to make things right. 
He’d had no choice. Not really. At least, that’s what he told himself as he slowly staggered back to the quarters he’d held since giving up his own cabin to his prisoner. Tyr rubbed a hand over his face and stalked over to drop down onto the bed.
Pain radiated from where his left hand used to be, a sharp contrast to the warm comfort of her touch earlier. The cursed nub crawled with sensation in a way it never had before, a faint echo of her touch. His lips tingled as he remembered the kiss they’d shared—no doubt their last. The thought stabbed something low in his body, a painful knot that refused to ease. If he’d known earlier how things were going to play out, he might have taken her to his bed. In the end, he was a bastard anyway. 
I’m too old for this. He stared at the ceiling of the small, sparse cabin until his eyelids grew heavy. He kept his eyes open as long as he could, not at all certain he wanted to know what he’d see when he closed them. Finally he couldn’t stay awake any longer, and sleep dragged him to her shadowy depths.
“Captain?”
Tyr’s eyes flew open, all traces of sleep shattering like a dingy in a hurricane. His body jerked upright before his brain had even registered what had woken him and he cast his gaze about the room, searching for the source of the disturbance. Smalls stood in the open doorway to his cabin with his cap in his hand, wringing the scrap of wool in a manner that would likely unravel the damn thing. 
“Speak,” Tyr barked, irritated and disoriented at the abrupt awakening.
Smalls jumped, eyes widening. “It’s the witch, Captain. She’s…not well.”
Tyr’s heart plummeted to his knees. Ingrid. Cursing a blue streak, he launched himself out of the room, long strides eating up the deck between his cabin and the room where he’d left the witch to sleep. Two of his crew members were hovering outside the closed door, both of them looking as though they’d seen a ghost. Tyr opened his mouth to order them away, but was cut off by a wail coming from inside the room. The men, including Tyr, jumped, all of them staring at the door to Tyr’s quarters. 
It was a sound that shouldn’t come from a human being. A long, keening cry so full of misery and despair that only a shade from beyond the grave should have been able to manage it. Tyr swallowed hard as a cold chill flowed over his skin, raising goosebumps on his flesh. He gestured for his men to leave and they scattered like a school of fish, leaving him alone to open the door to his room.
Ingrid lay on the floor beside the bed. Her face and hands were pressed to the wood, her hair falling around her like a fountain of blood. She’d torn her dress off until there wasn’t a stitch between her and the floor of the cabin, and the moonlight streaming through the portholes in the ship turned her body into a work of art, all smooth, pale lines and soft, undulating shadows. Tyr closed the door behind him and locked it before taking a tentative step inside.
“Ingrid?” he whispered.
Another long, mournful cry was his only answer. She pressed herself harder against the floor and he winced at the thought of what the unpolished wood must be doing to her sensitive flesh. He moved closer, one careful, quiet step at a time until he could kneel down beside her. After a moment of hesitation, he reached out to slide his hands under her body, gently lifting her into his arms.
Ingrid cried out again, reaching feebly for the floor. Broken sobs escaped her throat and her body trembled violently. Tyr hissed at the myriad of small cuts on her legs, breasts, stomach, and arms. The scent of copper poisoned the perfume of apples that usually wafted from her skin. He hauled her up and carried her to the bed, gently placing her on the sheets. 
Her green eyes were open, but sunken, staring sightlessly into the night. Her face glistened with sweat, the pale tone of her skin no longer a beautiful porcelain, but a deathly pallor not often seen this side of the grave. Her lips had lost all color and she swallowed convulsively as if it were hard to breathe. 
Tyr left her on the bed and strode to his dresser to retrieve the medical supplies he kept there. As he withdrew the satchel with the bandages, his hand brushed against a wooden box. He paused, staring down at the small chest. Something inside him made him pick it up, filled him with the urge to bring the meager treasure to Ingrid. He lifted the chest almost reverently, mind filling with memories inspired by what he knew was inside. Slowly, he carried it back to Ingrid.
As soon as he lifted the lid, Ingrid’s trembling stopped. Her head lolled to the side, turning in the direction of the chest and her eyelids fluttered as she struggled to focus. Tyr’s heart pounded, encouraged by her response. He held the chest out to her until the moonlight fell on its contents.
It was a symbol of Tyr’s naïveté. A few handfuls of dirt with a tiny brown thread that had once been a seedling. He’d bought it years ago, a pathetic attempt to recapture some of the comfort of home. The sprout had never stood a chance of becoming an apple tree, had never stood a chance of surviving at all, but somehow, on that particularly grey and dreary afternoon, Tyr had not been able to resist. He’d brought the would-be sapling onto his ship and tried to care for it far past the point when he’d known it was dead. He stared at the chest of dirt and the remains of the dead plant. He’d never quite been able to force himself to throw it away.
Ingrid groped for the chest and he held it still until her fingers found the soil. A deep breath filled her lungs, seeming to draw the scent of the dirt deep into her body. Tyr kicked himself, only just making the connection. 
She was an earth witch. He’d brought her out to sea knowing it would cut her off from her power, but he hadn’t thought beyond that, thought to just how much being so far away from land would affect her. He glanced at Ingrid’s naked body and then at the floor, reasoning that she’d likely been trying to get as close to the earth as possible—a pathetic feat considering how much sea sat between her and her precious energy source. 
The scent of fresh apples wafted past his nose and Tyr jerked his head around, his eyes widening as his gaze landed on the chest. The seedling…was alive. Pathetic yes, not more than a tiny green shoot no bigger than a blade of grass, but it was alive. Alive and smelling more of an orchard than anything that tiny and insignificant had a right to. Even the soil seemed richer, darker, as if it had just soaked up a summer rain. He stared at the seedling and then at Ingrid.
She lay there, staring at the seedling. Her shivers had stopped, but she still looked too pale, and the small cuts on her body were beaded with blood. Tyr eased the witch hazel from the pouch and poured some of it on a clean cloth. He watched Ingrid’s face as he began to clean her cuts, but she didn’t respond, didn’t wince at the sting or even look at what he was doing. 
Unsure of how to proceed, he focused on cleaning her cuts and nothing else. There was little point to bandaging the small wounds, and none of them bled more than a drop or two.
He lost himself in his task, his mind devoid of anything but the sharp, stinging scent of witch hazel, the red richness of Ingrid’s blood, and no matter how hard he tried to ignore it, on the silky softness of Ingrid’s skin. 
“Would you have done it?”
Tyr’s hand stilled, witch hazel-soaked cloth pressed to a series of smaller cuts on the side of Ingrid’s left breast. He didn’t have to ask what she meant. 
“Yes,” he said quietly. He slowly turned his gaze to meet hers, proud when he didn’t flinch at the vulnerability in her green eyes. “I value no one’s life more than my own, Ingrid.” He looked back at the cloth. “I tried to tell you that.”
Ingrid nodded slowly. “You did.” She looked away from him, staring at the plant. “I won’t forget it again.”



Chapter Four
Something hot cradled Ingrid’s hip, a touch that melted her insides and left her feeling restless and needy. She opened her mouth on a gasp and the grip tightened, a new source of heat claiming her mouth. A kiss unlike anything she’d ever experienced stole her breath, drew the air out of her lungs until she chased after it, returned the kiss with equal fervor. Her tongue entwined with another, breath mingling amidst a flutter of tiny nips and licks. Her heart pounded in a thundering beat, the vibration making her hyper-aware of the warm chest pressed against her bare skin. 
She tangled her fingers in longish hair as she held her lover’s face closer, keeping him locked in the never-ending kiss. The warm weight against her hip slid down her thigh, lifting her leg to allow the heavy, weight of her lover’s body to settle more firmly between her legs. The sudden increase in pressure against her aching center made her throw her head back, breaking the kiss as her lips parted, waves of pleasure crackling along her nerves. A masculine groan tickled her ears and then wet heat started at her jaw line and traveled down her neck. 
“Ingrid.”
The man’s voice was hoarse, a plea ripped from his very center. The grip on her thigh grew more insistent, the weight between her legs meeting the thrusting of her hips, the tide of pleasure rising to an almost insurmountable height. Ingrid blinked as the familiar voice pulled her out of the erotic haze that had muddled her mind. 
Tyr’s head slowly came into focus. His silvered blond hair brushed her jaw as he continued to lay a path of heated kisses down her neck, across her throat. His calloused right hand gripped her thigh, holding her in place as he rocked against her, deep groans rasping past his lips with every thrust. What was left of his other arm was under her body, pressed against her back as he dragged her harder against his chest.
“What…?” Ingrid tried to speak, but pleasure melted every thought that tried to form. She put her hands on Tyr’s shoulders, hesitating before pushing at him. She didn’t want him to stop…did she? He was in her bed, she must have—
The memory of the night before came roaring back like the kraken exploding from the surface of the cursed sea. She remembered standing on the plank, Tyr holding a sword at her back, ushering her to her death in the icy waters. The whole crew looking on as her pride broke under the weight of her fear and she begged for her life, promised to bow down to him during the voyage. 
Anger beat like a second heartbeat inside her as she remembered going back to her room, her panic feeding on itself until she reached out for the earth to comfort her—and remembered how far she was from her land. Humiliation burned her cheeks. She’d torn off her clothes and pressed herself to the floor of the ship, mad with the need to be closer to land, as close as she could get. It was so far under the water. Too far. 
And that was how he’d found her. Naked and pathetic, no doubt crying out like a child. Her anger burned hotter, burning away the pleasure. After all that, he’d had the gall to climb into her bed? To take her in his arms as if she were some sort of wanton bar wench?
“Get off of me!” She shrieked the words, turning the bits of sound into sharpened projectiles. 
Tyr froze, his mouth still open against her skin so she could feel every ragged breath. He stayed there for a minute and his eyelashes swept her flesh as he blinked. He tilted his head up to look at her and she gritted her teeth at the pleasure warring with confusion in his eyes. 
“Get. Off. Of. Me.” She sliced each word off with the most cutting tone she could manage, filling her eyes with all the ire she had in her.
Tyr’s eyes widened and he looked down at her naked body as if just realizing where he was. He hissed in a sudden breath and tore his hand from her thigh, used it to shove himself from the bed. He stumbled as he regained his feet and Ingrid’s cheeks blazed with fresh humiliation as she noticed his breeches were damp where they’d been pressed against her. She pointed at the door with a trembling hand. 
“Out.”
“Ingrid, if you’ll just let me think for a moment.” Tyr ran a hand through his hair. “Er, it would seem I owe you an apology?” He frowned, noticeably fighting the urge to stare at her exposed flesh. 
Ingrid jerked the bed furs up to cover her nude body, barely resisting the urge to shred them in a fit of temper. “You bastard. You threaten to kill me for disrespecting you and then you crawl into my bed as if you have every right to be there. How dare you hold me to promises made under duress when you yourself break every promise you make.”
“I broke no promises.” Tyr’s voice was a deep bass, still coarse with what could have been sleep or passion. 
Ingrid pressed her lips together, the fog of anger clouding her mind making it difficult to form a coherent argument. “If leaping into my bed whenever you please is not violating your promise of gentlemanly behavior, then am I to assume this is part of what you meant when you warned me I must show you respect? Would it be disrespectful not to spread my thighs for you whenever you will it?”
Tyr went completely, perfectly still but for a muscle twitching in his jaw. “I would never force myself on a woman.” 
Ingrid gathered herself to sit as tall as she could, pretending she wasn’t curled up naked in his bed. “Putting aside the fact that you seem to think threatening my life doesn’t make you just as much of a bastard as trying to force your way into my bed, are you suggesting that I invited this seduction? Because I assure you, I have no such memory.”
He looked away then, shifting from foot to foot. “You were in a bad state last night. I didn’t want to leave you. I meant only to stay and keep you safe, I did not mean…” He shook his head, running a hand through his hair again. “I was sleeping,” he mumbled. “Don’t remember starting any of it.”
“How convenient.” Ingrid clutched the furs tighter to her chest. “Then I’m to believe you would have seen me drown with no problem, but a few cuts had you worried enough to climb into my bed?”
The skin around Tyr’s eyes tightened, the same muscle in his jaw twitching as though he were fighting back a hot retort. He shook his head, still not looking at Ingrid. “I won’t stand here and argue with you. I’ll respect your wishes and leave.”
Before she could think of anything else to say, he spun on his heel and stalked for the door, practically tearing it off its hinges before slamming it behind him. The sound cracked over her nerves and she winced. The adrenaline washing through her to clear the passion from her blood left her shaky, and she fell back against the headboard, her mind spinning. 
The pirate was a passable actor, but in the short time she’d known him, Ingrid had found him to be above all things, unapologetic. If he’d crawled into her bed to seduce her, she had little doubt he would tell her exactly that. She let go of the sheet to press her hands to her cheeks. Had she started it?
As soon as she had the thought, her magic pulsed inside her, an echo of what she felt inside him when he was close. The lingering awareness of a virile male.
She pressed her hands harder against her cheeks, but it was no use. The blush only grew worse, humiliation washing over her as she realized it had likely been her who’d instigated the kiss—and everything that came with it. This was exactly why she used glamour to hide her true appearance. An unmated earth witch’s hormones were not to be trusted anymore than a man’s. Some sort of repellent was called for. 
“The earth cannot be fertile if those who serve it remain as frigid as the northern ice.”
Baba Yaga’s words came back to her and she snarled and shoved them from her mind. Her skin felt too hot, and her nerves still tingled with the memory of the pirate’s touch. Remembered sensations taunted her with how good it had felt, how right…how much she’d wanted more. Baba Yaga was right, it was no use pretending anymore. It was time she sought out a mate.
“I value no one’s life more than my own.”
“But not him.” He would have killed her. Would have sent her to her death just to save face. How could she ever even think of inviting him into her bed, her body? Even half asleep she should have known better.
Her attention slid to the box of earth lying on the bed, miraculously undisturbed. Slowly, she lowered her hands as an idea formed in her mind. She dragged the box closer and opened it, staring down at the seedling that had been dead when Tyr put the chest in her hands. 
What had been the corpse of a shoot the night before was now a bright green plant no bigger than a twig with a few leaves the size of clover petals. Her touch had awakened the plant, reminded it of what it had been like to reach for the sun, to feel the rain on its green limbs. 
It had been dead for a long time. Tyr had loved this plant once, loved it enough to keep it even after all chance of a productive life had passed it.
“That’s one truth you’ve told me.” Ingrid stroked the tiny seedling. “You do dream of orchards, don’t you, Tyr? Life on the sea has lost its shine, and in your advanced years you seek the warm comforts of your youth. The feel of the land beneath your boots, the moist soil in your hands…the scent of apples all around you.”
“I value no one’s life more than my own.”
The more Ingrid thought about it, the more her plan crystallized. She didn’t have the power to kill him, not right now. And there was nothing she could take from him, nothing he valued enough to suffer its loss. But she could change that. All she had to do was give the pirate a taste of the life he seemed to dream of so vividly. Entwine herself with his vision until the life that was so important to him would seem like misery without her in it. And when it came time for him to return her home, as he’d promised, and he tried to step off his ship to follow her…then she would have her revenge. 
Gathering the tattered remains of her dignity, Ingrid disentangled herself from the furs that taunted her with the lingering scent of Tyr, all saltwater and spice. She cleaned up as best she could and retrieved the dress she’d been wearing when Tyr had taken her, the dress that was truly her own. The other gown was more seductive in its cut and material, but she suspected that the true temptation for Tyr would be to remember her as he’d first seen her, when she’d been surrounded by earth and her apple trees. 
She was still trying to tame the mass of writhing snakes she called hair when there was a knock at the door.
“Yes?” she called, trying to keep her voice light and sweet even as she pictured Tyr’s infuriatingly confident face on the other side of the door.
“It’s Smalls, missen. The captain wished for me to tell you that we’ve arrived at the shores of Dacia. Whenever you’re ready, you—”
Ingrid didn’t remember opening the door. One second she was standing in the room listening to Smalls, and the next she’d flown down the gangplank and sprinted off the makeshift dock. Shouts echoed behind her, and she was vaguely aware of Tyr’s voice rising over the chaos, ordering his men to let her be. Part of her brain registered that his men had likely thought she was escaping and she snorted in amusement, but couldn’t be bothered to slow down. Land.
Tyr had maneuvered his ship up a river barely wide enough to allow his grand vessel passage. The gangplank had been lowered at a dangerous angle, allowing the ship’s occupants to tumble down straight onto an open field at the edge of a dark forest. There wasn’t a house in sight, just wilderness as far as the eye could see. 
Ingrid laughed as energy poured through her bare feet and exploded through her body in a glorious rush of invigorating power. The weight that had nearly crushed her out at sea now fell from her shoulders, leaving her feeling so light she almost believed she could float away. 
The lush kingdom of Dacia welcomed her like an honored guest, the pulse of the land rushing up to meet her, to offer its energy like a good host offering food and water. It wasn’t the same heartbeat as her own land back in Midgard, but it was land nonetheless and she was feeling all the more exuberant for finally getting off the cursed pirate ship. She stretched her arms higher into the air, imagining she was one of the trees with her roots plunging into the thick, cool soil, her branches stretching up into the azure sky toward the brilliance of the shining sun.
“Is the plan to wait for the firebird to perch on your arms?”
Tyr’s voice cracked like a bolt of lightning, splitting the trunk of the tree Ingrid had been imagining herself to be. She dropped her arms and scowled at him, the energy inside her rising with her temper. Power sizzled, an insidious temptation to finally let the pirate have what was coming to him. To forget her elaborate plan for the ultimate revenge in favor of a quick rebuke. Satisfaction.
The pirate regarded her with exaggerated calm, slowly crossing his arms as he faced her down. There was no hint of fear in his grey eyes, no tension in his broad shoulders. His men fanned out behind him, glancing nervously from their captain to the earth witch. Ingrid was startled to realize that she’d raised an arm, energy licking along her nerves as she prepared to unleash her power on her arrogant kidnapper.
“And now we will see what the word of a witch is worth,” Tyr said softly.
Fury tightened every muscle in her body and she had to fight to lower her arm. Oh, the damage she could do to him here, now. Surrounded by earth and trees again, she could make him wish he’d never been born. She could open the earth to bury him alive, call the rocks from their beds to crush him, urge the trees to lash out… Bloody, broken, and dead, that’s how she could leave him. 
Remember your promise. Remember the plan.

The promise had been exacted under duress. Surely the gods would understand that? She couldn’t be held to such a promise, her honor couldn’t be tied to such a farce. 
Ingrid took a deep breath. No. No, she would not kill him now. He didn’t deserve a quick death. Not for how he’d humiliated her, taunted her. Taken her out to sea, made a spectacle of her in front of his crew. No. For that he would pay. 
Slowly, she put her arm down. She would see this out, use the time left on his ship to show him the life he could have with her, tempt him with his dream. And when he returned her to Midgard, when he tried to follow her off his ship into the reality of his fantasy, she would order him back onto his floating prison. She would turn her back on him, leave him standing on the deck of his boat, watching paradise grow smaller and smaller. 
By the time their bargain was complete, he would be desperate to stay with her. And when it was over, there would be no promise holding her back from using force to make him leave.



Chapter Five
She wanted him dead. He could see it in her eyes, in the hesitation that held the muscles of her arm stiff before she dismissed the energy crackling between them. The mouth he’d kissed not half an hour ago was stern and unforgiving, the eyes that had clouded with desire now crystal clear and full of sharp disdain. An ache crawled over the stump of his left arm, the same tingling sensation he got before a bad storm. If he hadn’t spoken, would she have remembered her promise in time?
“Fickle woman,” he murmured.
Her eyes flashed, fury and magic turning them into mirrors of the northern lights. “Not fickle. My mind remains as it has been since I woke up your prisoner.” She straightened her spine and she seemed taller somehow, larger for being on land, connected again to the source of her strength. “But I will keep my word. Send your men back to the ship and follow me. I will take you to your bird.”
“My men remain with me.” He said the words a little louder than he might have if his men weren’t already shifting, all too eager to go back to the ship and away from the woman who looked significantly less harmless now. “They have an interest in the success of this venture.” 
“You know nothing of the firebird, or its legend.” Ingrid lifted one shoulder in a semi-shrug. “If you insist on the accompaniment of your crew, far be it for me to argue with you. But know this. When you fail, the fault will be yours, not mine.”
Tyr frowned. “What is that supposed to mean? What information do I lack in regards to the firebird?”
“We do not have time for the history lesson educating you would take. Suffice it to say, that the firebird is not a creature with no purpose. It exists as a test, and is only the beginning of the journey. Whether or not you survive is up to you.” She shrugged with exaggerated casualness. “At the risk of having undue influence, I would caution you against the company and advice of a group of pirates.”
Unease settled at the base of Tyr’s spine. “You have the sound of a seer about you all of a sudden. If you’ll forgive the observation, you have become cryptic with your feet on land.”
Ingrid smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “I can understand your ignorance of the firebird’s true purpose. The legends don’t often include a proper warning. The same cannot be said of the witch. Did you really think Baba Yaga would tell you everything you need to know? Do the stories told of her ‘help’ provide so little warning?”
There was a dull murmur behind him, a ripple of dissension amongst his crew. Tyr gritted his teeth, but pulled his mouth into a smile. “Aye, the old crone is a crafty one. I’m not so ignorant as to think she gave me her help for nothing. But don’t be so certain I won’t enjoy the payment she demands. She did seem rather put off at the notion of an earth witch with no respect for the fertility…of the land.”
The murmur behind him erupted into masculine chuckles and the knot in Tyr’s stomach eased. He glanced over his shoulder. “Go ahead back to the ship then, lads. I don’t think I’ll be needing your help for what comes next.”
He winked at them for good measure and the chuckles grew deeper. More than one of the men returned his wink as they ambled back to the ship, a shared swagger in their steps. When they were out of earshot, Tyr turned back to Ingrid, fully prepared for the fury he knew would be lighting her eyes.
Only, she didn’t look mad.
In point of fact, she was still smiling.
She was also quite a bit closer than she’d been a moment ago.
Tyr barely fought the urge to fall back a step, surprised as he was to find Ingrid standing so close her breasts nearly brushed his chest. She was wearing the dress he’d found her in, complete with patches of dried mud. He wasn’t sure if it was the dress or being on land, but the scent of apples that he associated so strongly with her was thicker now, more potent. Intoxicating to his senses. In some distant part of his memory, Tyr recalled a carnivorous flower that lured animals in with its perfume then consumed its victims whole. 
“So Baba Yaga told you she wants me to take a mate.”
Her tone was positively sinful, the heat in her eyes too good to be true. Tyr leaned back, trying to get the space he needed to clear his mind, but she followed him, pressed closer. 
“Are you offering to be my mate, Tyr Singlehand?” she whispered. “Or were you merely playing the rogue for your crew?”
A surge of pride demanded he fight back for the ground he’d somehow lost. He threw an arm around Ingrid’s waist, pulled her close so he could dip his head and speak directly into her ear. 
“My dear lady,” he said softly, letting his breath coast over her neck. “Help me get the firebird, and I will be only too happy to discuss your…needs.”
Gooseflesh flowed over her skin and he grinned his satisfaction. Satisfaction that was only slightly dimmed when he found that once again, she was not angry.
“I will hold you to that,” she purred.
Purred. He opened his mouth, but she pivoted before he could speak, setting off toward the forest with a brisk pace. He tilted his head, watching her for a moment without following. A change in personality that abrupt did not happen without a reason. Either she was acting—and he didn’t think that was one of her talents—or she was up to something. But what?
There’s no revenge in luring me to her bed. I’ve made it clear I’ve no objections to that, haven’t I? He took a few slow steps in her direction, still studying her. Perhaps it’s just the land. Drunk with power, so to speak. Can’t say a tankard or two of rum has never changed me for a time.
Ingrid’s voice trailed back to him. “If you wish to call it all off now, by all means just say the word. It won’t get easier from here, so if you wish to concede defeat, now would be the opportune moment.”
She was having a go at his pride, but that was all right. His men weren’t here and if she were so inclined to joke with him, then he would accept it for the blessing it was.
“Forgive me, just a bit distracted by your stunning beauty.”
Ingrid arched an eyebrow at him as he caught up to her, falling into an amicable pace beside her.
“My beauty has grown that much since our arrival?”
Tyr grinned. “Perhaps. Or perhaps I’m just more appreciative now that you’ve made overtones that I may soon be in a position to even better enjoy it.”
A small laugh rose in her throat, spilled in a sweet sound from her lips. “Oh, my dear pirate. Be very careful what you wish for.”
There was a playful promise there, a teasing he wouldn’t have expected from her. “Oh?”
“I’m an earth witch. What Baba Yaga…suggested, to you is correct. If the earth is to remain fertile, then I can do no less. Eventually, I must take a mate.” Her voice took on a considering tone. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised Baba Yaga would put you forward as a candidate. A man of your years, I wonder if you have the stamina it would take to be the mate to an earth witch.”
Tyr almost lost his footing, nearly crashed to the forest floor. Laughter burst from his mouth, a sound from the depths of his chest. “I know you meant that as an insult, but all I can say is that I would dearly love to try.” He chuckled, rubbing a hand over his jaw as he looked her up and down. “Oh, I would try.”
The last sentence came out huskier than he’d intended, his imagination a little too willing to provide images of what such trying might look like. Ingrid’s cheeks took on a hint of color, but rather than get angry over her own reaction, she returned his grin with her own.
It was a nice moment, and Tyr had the sudden fervent wish that it wouldn’t end. A wish that they could continue like this, laughing and teasing. Like friends. Or lovers.
“The firebird is a type of questing beast. Do you know what that means?”
The change in conversation was abrupt, but he managed to follow with only a slight hesitation. “I do not.”
“A questing beast is a fantastic creature, known for being beautiful, or powerful, or hideous, or for some other awe-inspiring quality. It is often one of a kind, having come into creation through magic. At its heart, a questing beast is a catalyst. In the case of the firebird, the person who finds its feather inevitably discovers that it brings more trouble than it may have been worth. However, if the individual survives the trials that follow, they often experience success beyond their wildest dreams.”
Tyr mulled that over for a moment. “Does the firebird choose its…” He paused. “What would you call those chosen by the questing beasts?”
“Victims?”
He gripped the hilt of his sword, reassuring himself with the weapon’s familiarity. “Do the quests so often end in tragedy?”
Ingrid opened her mouth, then closed it. “They don’t have to,” she said finally, almost gently. She met his eyes then, and there was no humor in her gaze. “I will help you get the firebird, as I promised. But know this. The extent to which I can affect your quest—and make no mistake, Tyr Singlehand, you are on a quest—is limited. The outcome will depend on you and what kind of man you truly are at your core.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her what sort of man she thought he was, but he bit it back. It didn’t matter. He knew what sort of man he was. That was all that mattered. At least, that was all that should matter. 
“The dark forest is hardly a peaceful spot for an afternoon stroll,” he said instead. “I hope I won’t have to drag you far?”
This time her smile was peaceful, no threatening undertone to suggest it was spawned by thoughts of his horrible demise. “No forest bothers me, nor threatens me. The land here is really quite welcoming.”
Tyr scanned the boughs above them, alert for any signs they weren’t alone. “It’s not the forest itself that concerns me.”
“There.”
She stopped walking and Tyr looked ahead. A stone wall rose out of nowhere, large, solid rocks stacked in rows and sealed with slate grey mortar. He looked from side to side, but saw no end to the wall. It looked for all the world like it went on forever, yet gave the impression of being curved. The only thing visible beyond the wall was a tower, built from the same type of rock that made up the wall. A single, small window gave a glimpse of something gold that caught what little sunlight penetrated the forest canopy. Behind the gold, was a shimmering wing of burning yellow and orange. 
“Is that…?”
“Yes.” Ingrid squared her shoulders and nodded at him. “This is where you must go on and I must remain.”
Doubt nipped at him, just for a moment. “Wait, you’re not—”
“Quiet, and listen carefully. On the other side of that wall is a line of guards, one guard every thirty feet. All of them face the tower. They are asleep, so move quietly and they will offer you no harm. When you get to the tower, pay attention to the stairs, they are unevenly spaced and of varying heights and they will trip you if you’re not careful. The firebird is in the room at the top of the tower.”
“How will—”
“The firebird sits in a golden cage,” she continued. “Take the firebird, but do not touch the cage.”
“If I can’t touch the cage, how will I take the bird?” Tyr rubbed the nub of his left hand, trying to ease the ache that seemed to be spreading down his arm. Something about Ingrid’s speech sounded ritualistic. As if she were reciting the words instead of coming up with them herself in the moment.
“The cage is not locked, and the door stands open. You can reach inside and take the bird.” She met his eyes, held them. “Do not. Touch. The cage.”
“If the cage is open, why doesn’t the bird fly away? Who owns it, who owns the cage?”
“I told you,” she said impatiently. “It is a questing beast.”
Her answer wasn’t an answer, and the look in her eyes told him she knew that. What had been a simple retrieval a moment ago, an idea that the earth witch would somehow just summon the bird into her arms and that would be it, was gone, turned to ash under the eerie light shining in her eyes. 
“Ingrid, Baba Yaga told me that an earth witch needs a mate, needs a man to keep the earth fertile. Did she tell me that, or did she tell the first man who came along?”
A flash of annoyance tightened the lines around Ingrid’s mouth. “If Baba Yaga led you to believe that you were somehow destined to be my mate, she likely did so in some perverted attempt to convince you that you could not fail, that you would survive this entire ordeal and end your journey in my bed.” 
She huffed out an indignant breath. “I’m sure she also knew well and good it would irritate me. The fact of the matter is, I am bonded with the land in a symbiotic relationship. For the land to benefit as much from me as I do from it, I will need to take a man as my mate. The land does not require a specific man.”
He nodded and looked away, toward the wall. It was true, Baba Yaga had led him to believe he was destined to be with Ingrid, that somehow a life with her lay at the end of his path. He didn’t want to look at Ingrid’s face right now, didn’t want to see the truth there. The truth that he had already burned that bridge when he sent her out to face her death on a piece of wood stuck over rolling waves. 
Everything proceeded exactly as she’d said. The wall was easy to climb, the gaps between the giant stones all too willing to offer finger and footholds. The guards she’d spoken of were there, dressed in dull suits of armor, no less. Not one of them stirred as he landed on the balls of his feet, well worn leather boots as silent as a cat’s paws. By the time he was halfway up the tower stairs, he was starting to get suspicious. 
It can’t be this easy. She didn’t make it sound like it would be this easy.
Orange and yellow light shone from the room at the top of the stairs, beckoning him closer. Suspicion melted away, leaving behind nothing but a spreading sense of awe.
The cage door was open, presenting an unimpeded view of the magnificent creature within. The firebird gripped its perch with strong legs tipped with razor sharp talons, watching him with an ethereal calm that looked eerily human. It had the shape of a falcon, a smooth head and wickedly curved beak. 
But unlike any falcon, the firebird shone. It was the burning glow of a fire just past its prime, when the embers hold a beauty unmatched by any other element. Brilliant orange and yellow, glossy red. The tower room was lit as if the sun itself favored this space, gave it extra attention and light. 
The closer Tyr got to the bird, the more he noticed the cage. It was made of gold. Gold that had been polished until the reflection of the firebird made it seem like the cage itself was on fire, and when he got close enough, he could see his own face reflected in the bars. He looked into his own eyes, saw the wonder reflected there. As Ingrid had promised, the bird offered no fight. It seemed perfectly content to perch on his shoulder like a pet. 
His hand moved of its own accord. Fingers splayed, reached for the cage. Pure gold, worked until it was so fine even a dwarf would admire the craftsmanship. He had the bird, the real prize. What harm could it do to take the cage as well?
Apples. 
The scent of apples filled his nose, pulled his eyes closed and made his mouth water. Pictures danced across his mind’s eye, sprawling apple trees, boughs weighed to the ground with the burden of shining fruit. He drew the scent deep inside him, until he expected to open his eyes and find himself in his father’s orchard, surrounded by the trees of his youth. 
He swayed on his feet, finally pried his eyelids open. The stone walls of the tower greeted him, shattered his fantasy, but the scent remained. He stumbled to the window, searching for the source of that heavenly scent. 
Ingrid stood just on the other side of the wall, far enough back that he could see her over the large stones. Beside her, one of the trees that had been little more than sleeping wood when he’d first laid eyes on it was suddenly laden with apples. Golden apples, not of precious metal, but brilliant yellow skin. He swallowed and he could taste those apples, taste them as surely as if he’d bitten into sweet flesh.
He was already halfway down the stairs before he remembered the cage, the bird on his shoulder. He didn’t stop, didn’t turn back for it. No, he didn’t care about the cage anymore, the fine metal. The ground flew beneath his feet and he leapt onto a woodpile, jumped to the top of the wall and over with the agility and speed of a much younger man. If he woke any of the guards, he didn’t notice, and no one moved to stop him as he landed on the ground beyond.
Ingrid arched an eyebrow as he snatched an apple from the tree and bit into it, sucking so that none of the juice escaped him. He thought he saw her smile, but couldn’t quite tear his attention from the succulent fruit in his hand long enough to be sure.
“You cheated.”
He paused, blinked at Ingrid. “Excuse me?”
Ingrid crossed her arms, but she wasn’t looking at him. “I did not.”
“You did. He was going to take the cage.”
It was coming from the firebird. Tyr swallowed his bite of apple, then took another bite as he eyed the creature on his arm. It made no move to escape, no move to attack. Just sat there. Though it did seem to be giving Ingrid a rather disapproving look.
“I did not cross the wall and I did not call out to him. I did nothing to stop him from taking what he would.” Ingrid shrugged one shoulder. “I did not cheat.”
The firebird eyed the tree and the low-hanging fruit. Then it pointedly glanced around at the rest of the forest and the bare limbs of the surrounding trees. Finally it turned to Tyr. “These apples have no magic, are not made of gold. Yet you would rather have a fruit than the cage you coveted so badly?”
Tyr swallowed again, barely managed to answer before taking another bite, his lips caressing the flesh of the apple as he spoke. “Yes.”
The bird waited as he chewed, obviously expecting more. He sighed and swallowed, using all his willpower to answer before taking another bite. “Gold, I have. It travels well and can be found anywhere, even on the sea.” He looked at the apple in his hand and smiled as he raised it for another bite. “Apples are the greater treasure.”
Ingrid smiled even as the bird tilted its head in a way only birds could do.
“I think,” the firebird said slowly, “that you are not a very good pirate.”
Tyr ignored the bird. Its opinion mattered little to him, and there was more fruit to be had. He eyed the tree and its bounty. “How many of these apples do you think we could carry back? Are you wearing undergarments under that dress? I could make a sack of them, I think, if you don’t mind a drafty return walk. I’ll have the men look away, I swear it.”
The witch’s cheeks turned a charming shade of pink. “I’ll do no such thing.” 
“You could fit quite a few in the cage,” the bird said slyly.
“Now who’s cheating?” Ingrid said under her breath.
The bird made a strange avian sound in its throat that might have been a laugh. Then it nodded. “So be it. Take your next step, pirate. So-called pirate,” it added.
Tyr glanced back, unable to resist one last glimpse of the cage he’d nearly stolen. His eyes met nothing but forest, dark trees for as far as the eye could see. Tyr almost choked on his apple, coughing until tears leaked from his eyes. “It was all an illusion?” he wheezed.
Neither Ingrid nor the bird answered him. Ingrid walked back toward the ship, her gait as leisurely as if she’d just stepped out of her cottage for a stroll, with none of the caution that the dark forest deserved. Tyr took off his hat and set it on the ground, ignoring the judgmental stare of the firebird as he filled it with as many apples as it could hold. 
It wasn’t easy picking up a hat full of apples with only one hand, but where there’s a will there’s a way. He braced it as best he could against his chest then followed after Ingrid. 
It wasn’t until the ship came into view that her shoulders tensed, her spine going rigid. Tyr slowed his pace, stopped beside her as she stared at the gangplank. His stomach clenched as he watched the last of the joy drain from her expression, her eyes widening as she tried to keep the tears at bay. He knelt down carefully, setting his hat and its precious load on the ground. 
Smalls was waiting and when Tyr nodded to him, he scurried down the gangplank with dizzying speed. Neither of them said anything even though they both watched Ingrid. 
Slowly, Tyr handed the firebird to the first mate, the only man on board he would trust with a prize such as it. Smalls took the bird and sandwiched it under his arm like a chicken. The firebird snapped its beak in mild annoyance, but didn’t offer protest. He boarded the ship and headed for Tyr’s cabin as Tyr turned his attention back to the petrified woman beside him.
Cold sweat broke out on her forehead and he could feel her power rising with her fear. The earth below him grumbled like a hungry stomach, a strange groan that made it seem far more alive than dirt had any right to be. Ingrid’s breath came in short, quick pants and she stared at the ship as if it had grown teeth, opened a mouth to swallow her whole.
She jumped when Tyr laid a gentle hand on the small of her back. 
“You will have my gratitude always for this, Ingrid,” Tyr said quietly. “Trust me to get you home safe.”
“You have your firebird.” Ingrid swallowed hard, still didn’t look at him. “I saved you. I didn’t have to, but I did, you know I did. Leave me here. Let me stay on land.”
Tyr stepped in front of her, placing a hand on the side of her face and cupping her jaw until she met his eyes. “Your promise is nearly fulfilled. Come with me one last time to deliver the firebird, see that it is safe on its journey. I will return you home as I swore I would.” He drew a thumb across her cheek in a small caress. “Trust me.”
She didn’t speak, but her shoulders sagged. He stepped back, dropping his hand from her face, though he remained close by her side. She took a step onto the platform, clenching her teeth. Tyr returned his hand to the small of her back, but didn’t push. He stood there, silently offering support. 
You bastard, you should let her stay.
Tyr stomped down on the voice in his head, blocking out its shaming tone as he led Ingrid back to what had been his private quarters before she’d come on board. He tried not to look at her, but he couldn’t help it. Her eyes were closed tight, her breathing too shallow, and her pale face shone with sweat. He wanted to believe she was able to keep her eyes shut because she trusted him to lead her, but he suspected the reality was she couldn’t bring herself to open them. 
You don’t need her to deliver the firebird. 
She said it’s a quest. It starts with the firebird, but it doesn’t end there. I would have taken that cage if she hadn’t been there, what else might happen if I let her go now?
She is suffering. You should have let her go.
I promised I would return her to her own land, not abandon her in Dacia. The Dacian royal family is a kiss of vampires and winter holds the land for nine months out of the year. What kind of place is that for an earth witch from the sunniest realm in Midgard?
The argument continued in his head as he and Ingrid arrived at her room. It wasn’t until he put a hand on the doorknob that he remembered the arrangements he’d made with his crew before they’d docked. He held his breath as he pushed the door open, hoping his crew had done as he’d asked. 
The scent of freshly turned earth struck him like an overly enthusiastic hug from a long lost friend. Ingrid’s eyes flew open immediately, her body vibrating against his palm. She stood there, gaping, her soft lips, almost white from being pressed together so hard, parted in shock.
“I cannot bring the land itself onto the ship,” Tyr said softly. “But perhaps this meager floating island can ease your journey?”
Ingrid took a shaking step closer, staring in wonder at the five large trunks full of soil. His men had stared at him strangely when he’d told them to bring the “dirt” on board, but they’d accepted his logic that it was best to keep the earth witch as calm as possible on the return journey. 
Ingrid walked toward the trunks of earth as if in a daze, her hands rising to reach for them far before she stood in front of them. Tyr tapped the stump of his left hand against his thigh, a strange nervousness filling him as Ingrid sank to her knees before the largest chest then leaned over to bury her arms up to her elbows in the soil. 
He was about to say something, ask her if the soil would help, but before he could speak, Ingrid leapt from her place on the floor. She snatched something from the bed and half-hurled herself back to the trunk, plunging her hands deep into the soil.
Seconds later, something rose from the depths of the trunk, a trembling brown shoot vibrating as green leaves peeled back from its slick bark. White blossoms tinged with pink followed, filling the air in the cabin with the sweetest scent on the gods’ earth. Tyr’s breath caught in his throat, his heart twisting and his feet carrying him a few steps forward without any urging from his brain as the blossoms ripened before his eyes, becoming polished fruit to put any jewel to shame.
Ingrid kept her hands in the soil, staring up at her creation like a mother watching her child laugh for the first time. Her eyes seemed more alive than they had been before, the shades of green shifting as though Tyr were looking at a tree canopy rustling in the summer breeze. She’d never looked more beautiful. More right.
The rush of blood in his ears was deafening, the thud of his heart like thunder. He stared at the apple tree then slid his attention to the empty chest that had held the dead seedling. The seedling, his pathetic attempt to remind himself of the life he had once turned his back on, the life he wanted back more than anything else. She’d brought it to life.
“Have a taste?”
Tyr jumped, nearly swallowing his tongue as Ingrid seemed to magically appear before him, the scent of apple blossoms clinging to her skin. She gazed up at him with those living green eyes, a yellow apple spotted with shining streaks of red held in her upraised hands. Tyr leaned forward without meaning to, sinking his teeth into the apple’s flesh. Juice trickled from the corners of his mouth, the rich flavor exploding on his tongue. He closed his eyes, savoring every drop, every caress of the fruit against his senses. Surely even Valhalla had nothing so sweet as this.
There was a tug at his hip and the metallic ring of a blade. He froze, eyes flying open in time to see Ingrid heft his sword until it was even with his stomach. He barely had time to open his mouth, let alone defend himself. Ingrid arched an eyebrow and used the blade to cut a large slice of apple, looking into his eyes the entire time. The movement was awkward, since the large blade was not meant for such things as cutting fruit, but she managed to keep the strain from her face, offering a slice to him with a smile playing on her lips.
“You enjoyed that a little too much, I dare say,” Tyr muttered, taking the fruit. He allowed an answering smile to twist his lips even as his legs trembled with the aftermath of the adrenaline rush. “There may be a bit of pirate in you after all.”
Ingrid stepped forward, crowding his space, and Tyr’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. From this vantage point, he had an excellent view of her generous cleavage and he nearly forgot the fruit entirely as Ingrid pressed her breasts against his chest.
“A bit of pirate in me?” she echoed, her voice playful, considering. “You know, all of a sudden, that doesn’t sound like such a horrible thing.”
Tyr blinked, certain he must be imagining the suggestive tone in her voice. She couldn’t mean… He stared at her, gazing into her eyes as if he could somehow read her soul. 
Before he could decide, Ingrid pressed the slice of apple against his mouth. He ate it, worries melting away on the rush of pleasure such a treat brought to him. After a moment, he gave up, deciding to enjoy Ingrid’s pleasant mood, regardless of its cause. He had her promise to help him. And they were in the middle of the sea. 
What threat could she pose to him?



Chapter Six
I think he wants the fruit more than he wants me.
Ingrid studied Tyr as he chewed on the apple slice, his eyes already falling to the rest of the fruit she still held in her hand. Never in her life had she seen a man so taken with a fruit. It was ridiculous, but in a way also sort of sweet. Such a sharp contradiction to the sort of man he continued to prove himself to be.
Perhaps there are levels of revenge. 
She turned that thought over in her mind as she slid the apple along the irritatingly heavy blade to cut off another slice. When she’d first put foot on land, the idea of a quick and devastating revenge had been all too pleasing a prospect. She could have sent him to the heated core of the earth with a smile and a wave. But then she’d rather enjoyed flirting with him, an activity she’d never permitted herself at home where she might give one of the villagers false hope. She’d started to favor a drawn out revenge, something that would let her play her part of willing damsel while biding her time to tear his heart out.
 There had even been a brief moment after he’d taken the firebird that she’d considered no revenge at all. When she’d watched him run away from the golden cage, bolting toward the apple tree. There was a love for the earth in him that she’d never seen in a man. 
But then he’d forced her back on the ship. 
“I value no one’s life more than my own.”
Revenge it would be. 
“Captain!”
Ingrid jerked away from Tyr, fumbling the slice of apple she’d been holding in her hand. She looked to the door where Smalls had appeared, but not before she saw Tyr lick his lips, chasing a bead of apple juice even as he scrambled to catch the piece she’d dropped. Indifferent to the interruption, he finished off the apple slice before addressing his first mate.
“Smalls, you’re developing a rather bad habit of interrupting me during interesting times. It really must stop.”
“Captain, there’s a ship approaching, fast and none too friendly. They’re almost on top of us.”
Tyr stiffened. All traces of humor melted from his face as he took his sword from Ingrid. “None too friendly you say?”
The creases around Smalls’ eyes deepened, his hand fidgeting at his belt near the hilt of his sword. “It’s a sharp angle they’re taking to our hull.”
“Avoiding the cannons.” Tyr strode to the windows. “We’ve barely cleared the harbor.”
“They must have been hiding just behind the cliff.” Smalls clenched his hands into fists. “I’m sorry, captain, I didn’t see them till it was too late. It… It is my fervent belief that at any moment now we will be boarded. We…” He trailed off, glanced at Ingrid. 
There was something in his eyes, something he wasn’t saying. Cold settled at the base of Ingrid’s spine and she crossed her arms over her chest, looking back and forth from Smalls to Tyr. “What aren’t you telling me?”
Tension sang through Tyr’s body as he stepped away from her. “Smalls, chop a leg off one of our tentacled friends and bring it to me. Now.”
Smalls wouldn’t meet Ingrid’s eyes now. He stared at the floor as if trying to see into the sea below, as if the water might hold some key to salvation that couldn’t be found on the ship. Then he scurried from the room. 
Ingrid’s stomach tightened. “What sort of pirates are these that they attack us where the Dacian authorities can still see them?”
“If I had to guess, I would say they are the type of pirates who just took on a new crew member or two. Or thirty. Perhaps men just recently off another crew. Men who perhaps told their new captain of a short-staffed ship that would be leaving Dacia with a priceless treasure on board.”
He looked to the corner as if just remembering the firebird. The avian prisoner was perched on a small rung in a cage that could only dream of being gold while it settled for wrought iron. Its feathers had dulled, offering no light, but rather shimmering in what sunlight hit them.
“You didn’t even look at me when you came in,” the firebird observed. Its beady black eyes reflected the light and shadows in the room, more like polished glass than eyes. “You cared only for the apples.”
“Not just the apples.” Tyr looked at Ingrid. 
The bird tilted its head. “Indeed. You also care about the grower of the apples.”
Ingrid opened her mouth to protest, but suddenly Tyr’s earlier words sank in. “Men just off another crew.” Her stomach bottomed out and a lump rose in her throat. “This is my fault then. You’re talking of the men I…the men who left the ship because of me.” She tried to straighten her spine, groping for some sense of control, some rationale that wouldn’t make what was about to happen her fault. “But the Dacian authorities—”
“The Dacian authorities are likely receiving a fee for looking the other way. Even if they were so inclined to stop the attack, given our limited numbers it will simply not take our attackers long to overpower us.” 
There was anger in his voice, but not as much as there should have been. He looked away from her, tightening his fingers on the hilt of his sword. “We will not fight. We cannot win regardless, and if we surrender quickly, there is a much better chance the crew will be left alive. Or at the very least, not tortured.”
She stared at the chests of dirt, at the apple tree. What little magic that had lingered from her contact with the land had gone into that tree.“I can’t help,” she said, the tightness in her voice betraying her growing fear. “I’m too far from the land.” 
“I know.”
The grim tone in his voice did nothing to calm her fear. Rather it turned the emotion to ice, poured it into her blood until it spread through her body in a dull ache. She opened her mouth, but couldn’t force the question past her lips. She didn’t want to know what he was thinking right now.
Smalls ran back into the room, and his eyes had widened impossibly farther. “Captain, they’re readying the board. They’ll be on the ship in minutes.”
“They had to sit behind that cliff while they waited for us to fetch the bird. There’s only one man who can move a ship that fast from a dead stop.” 
“Who?” Ingrid demanded, though it came out as more of a whisper.
Tyr didn’t answer, just nodded his head at a table across the room. Smalls matched his stride as they both rushed to the clear wooden surface and Smalls put something on top of it, held it while Tyr raised his sword. The scent of fish just this side of rotten wafted past Ingrid’s nose and she took a step back in defense of her sense of smell. Tyr used his blade to cut at whatever it was, then handed the weapon to Smalls to clean while he scooped something into his hand. Ingrid covered her nose and mouth as he approached her with his foul-smelling fish.
“Here. Put this in your pocket.”
“I will not, it’s rancid.” She tried not to gag. “What on earth would I want that for?”
Tyr’s face betrayed no emotion, but that in and of itself spoke ill for what was coming. “There’s very little in this world that will put a man off carnal activities more than having the woman in his arms vomit all over him. This captain has no reputation for…” 
He met her eyes and stopped. There was a moment when she saw pain in his eyes, and beyond it, muted anger. 
“It’s just in case,” he finished quietly.
Ingrid blinked, then swallowed hard as his meaning became clear. Her understanding must have showed in her face because he nodded, just once.
“If any man comes at you with that intention, eat a piece of the squid and aim for his face if you can.”
The piece of apple she’d eaten threatened to come back up at the very suggestion, but she winced and put the pieces of squid into her pocket. When she straightened, Tyr was looking at her. Not at the firebird, not out the window, not out the door onto the deck. At her.
The firebird’s voice broke the sudden silence. “Pirates are coming and still you do not look at me.” 
Tyr did look at the bird then, but a loud crack of wood against wood made them both jerk to look at the door. Smalls stumbled from where he’d stood frozen and forgotten beside the table and handed Tyr his sword. Tyr took the weapon, then gestured for Smalls to stand beside Ingrid before putting himself between them and the door.
Booted footsteps pounded the deck, an eruption of chaos that launched her heart into her throat. Smalls drew his own sword, angled his body to put her at his back, but kept her in his peripheral vision. He caught her eye, offered her what she thought he meant to be a reassuring smile. She tried to smile back, but couldn’t.
She looked over her shoulder at the firebird. The creature was staring at Tyr with a pensive expression in its black eyes. It should have made Ingrid laugh, would have made her laugh under any other circumstances. She doubted the firebird had ever been ignored in its life. If only it had some power of its own, perhaps they would have a chance against… 
The next sound to fall over them was the clattering of weapons against the deck. It was an unmistakable sound, a sound that pushed Ingrid’s stomach to her feet. She was all too aware of the slimy pieces of squid hanging heavy in her pocket as one set of footsteps separated from the others, coming closer and closer to Tyr’s cabin. A confident gait that promised authority.
A man filled the open doorway. He was tall, sharply dressed in a dark indigo coat over a white shirt that made his sun-soaked skin look all the darker. His pants matched the coat and were tucked into well-kept black leather boots. Silver rings decorated his fingers, announcing to the room that he was a man of means. Far from looking like an unlawful rogue, he could have easily stepped from the deck of the ship into a function of high society and blended seamlessly in. Blended in, that is, except for the rather eye-catching quality of the thin beard that dusted his jaw 
It’s…blue.
“Captain Bluebeard, I presume?”
Ingrid couldn’t keep her eyebrows from rising at Tyr’s announcement, though she expected that hadn’t been the wisest reaction if she wanted to stay on the stranger’s good side. The other pirate’s eyes narrowed and his lips thinned as he pressed them into a tight line. 
“Captain Singlehand,” he responded, his voice cold. “You’ve shown some sense surrendering. Don’t throw away the goodwill you’ve earned.”
His tone was smooth, calm despite the obvious anger in his eyes. With one sweep of his gaze, he took in the two swords in the room, held each of his opponent’s eyes for just a moment. He paused when he looked at Ingrid and for a split second, she thought he’d fought the urge to take a step back. Then his gaze returned to Tyr. At no point did he make a move to touch, much less draw his sword.
Tyr’s hand had tightened on his weapon when Bluebeard’s attention lingered on Ingrid, but he made no move to attack. “I won’t risk lives to fight a battle I can’t win. I have treasure enough on board. Take it, but let me keep my ship and my crew.”
“The ship and crew are mine, as is everything else. You and the rest of your men will be given a choice to join me or be left in the lifeboats to wait for the Dacians to pick you up at their leisure.” 
Bluebeard’s eyes flicked to Ingrid and once again they lingered as if drawn to her. Something changed in his eyes and Ingrid leaned forward without meaning to, chasing the shadows that hinted at something deeper…
Tyr shifted to block her line of sight, breaking the strange spell building between them. Ingrid pressed the pads of her fingers to her skirt, resisting the urge to rub her hands over her eyes to rid herself of the memory of shifting shadows. Twin bottomless pits.
“At least let me return the woman to shore,” Tyr continued, his voice louder than it needed to be. “She’s only joined me recently, but she’s been terribly seasick these past two days. Trust me when I say you don’t want her on board.” He gestured behind him, drawing Bluebeard’s eye to the firebird still sitting in its iron cage. “The firebird is the true prize. Surely whatever seadog told you of my adventure must have told you the witch was only needed to attain the bird. There’s no reason not to let her go.”
The other pirate arched an eyebrow. “You want me to return to land with an angry earth witch? Mon ami, do I look that foolish to you?”
The twitch to his mouth suggested he fought it, but Tyr could not hide who he was. At the word “foolish,” his eyes immediately fell to the other man’s beard. A muscle twitched in Bluebeard’s jaw and his fingers closed into a tight fist before opening again. 
“I think perhaps there’s no room on my crew for a handicapped pirate,” Bluebeard said, his voice tightly controlled. “How well do you swim with only the one hand?”
“Like a fish with a bad fin, I expect.” 
Tyr smiled and Ingrid recognized it as the same smile he’d used on her just before the kidnapping. The memory should have made her angry, but aimed at someone else, she found it…amusing.
“In any case, my former crewman must have told you that Ingrid is here against her will. If you take her and return her to land immediately, you will not be a man upon whom she wishes vengeance—you will be her rescuer.”
Bluebeard tilted his head, studied Ingrid with an expression she couldn’t quite read. This time she didn’t meet his eyes. Even with Tyr standing between them, there was something about the pull she felt when she looked into those eyes that was a little too tempting to risk. Her bare feet itched, and she felt a sudden surge in the need to feel the earth beneath her. Never in her life had she been so far from the soil, so far from the source of her power. So helpless. 
If I’m going to stay on this ship, I’m going to need a sword, she thought bitterly.
“It isn’t me he wants,” the firebird spoke up from its cage.
Everyone turned to look at it and it raised its head, resettling its feathers as it locked its gaze on Bluebeard.
“I know who you are, Julian Marcon,” the bird continued calmly. “I am not your quest.” It tilted its head again. “Your quest still waits—”
“I am here for the bird,” Bluebeard interrupted, his voice thick with barely restrained anger. “That is all.”
“Then let Ingrid go,” Tyr pressed.
Bluebeard whirled around, and the air in the cabin crackled with the electric taste of lightning. “The witch stays with me until I sell the bird.” He glared at the firebird. “Only until I sell the bird.”
Tyr spoke again, this time with an unmistakable snideness in his voice. “It seems to me that the last thing you would want on your ship is a witch.” He gestured to the vibrant blue of the other captain’s facial hair. “Are you telling me you still haven’t learned your lesson?”
Ingrid never saw Bluebeard move. One minute he was standing there, his face darkening a little more with every word out of Tyr’s mouth. Then he was standing in front of him, sword in hand. The hilt connected hard with Tyr’s head and he crumpled to the floor of the cabin before he had a chance to so much as raise his sword.
Ingrid bit back a scream, only Smalls’ arm keeping her from going to his aid. The first mate held her back, waited until she stopped struggling forward, then calmly lowered his own weapon to the floor. Keeping his eyes on the ground, and moving as carefully as a mouse through a room full of sleeping cats, he crept to his captain’s side and knelt down. Bluebeard watched him, muscles coiled, seething with the potential for further violence, but made no move to stop him from checking Tyr’s pulse. He looked away from the pirate and his first mate to meet Ingrid’s gaze.
“If you would be so kind as to accompany me, chere?” His voice was smooth despite a lingering tension. The look in his eyes told her it wasn’t a request. 
Again the shadows in his eyes beckoned to her, luring her closer. It was harder to look away this time, and Ingrid tore her gaze to the chests of earth. She could draw from that soil, could manage some magic. But would it be enough?
“Think very carefully before you act,” Bluebeard said softly. “We are neither of us what we seem.”
There was something different in his voice now. A rumbling echo of distant thunder. Ingrid couldn’t stop herself from looking at him, and this time she gasped. His eyes had gone silver. Not the silver that turned Tyr’s eyes bright with passion, or the silver of a coin, but the mercury bright silver of lightning. The scent of ozone filled the air, the crackling energy that rides the wind before a storm. 
“What are you?” she whispered.
“I’m a man who only makes a request once.” Bluebeard looked hard at her eyes, then down at Smalls, an unspoken warning that he didn’t want his heritage discussed in front of the human.
He sheathed his sword and held out his arm in a silent command. Ingrid bit her lip, looked at Tyr’s unconscious form. Smalls was bandaging his head with scraps torn from his own shirt, but there was so much blood.
“Head wounds bleed something awful, chere. Don’t let it distress you too much. He will live.”
He stepped closer to her, his arm still waiting for her hand. This close, the sensation of growing power was worse, a prickling on her skin that raised the hairs on her arms. She swallowed her trepidation, slowly put her hand in the crook of his arm. He put his other hand over hers and led her out of the cabin and across the sprawling main deck. A plank set against one of the rails led to another ship, larger than Tyr’s, but with sails that wanted replacing. She studied the loose threads around the sails and the worn spots near the seams, wondering why a successful pirate wouldn’t be more vigilant about replacing them. 
Bluebeard helped her up onto the plank and she froze, staring down at the churning water between the two boats. Every muscle turned to ice, rendered her a statue. She wanted to drop down to her knees, cling to this piece of wood as she’d clung to the plank of Tyr’s ship, to hold on lest she tumble down into the water and sink. But she couldn’t move. 
Strong arms wrapped around her, pulled her against a warm, solid chest.
“I’ve got you, chere. It’s all right.”
She wanted to hit him, kick him, make him suffer for putting her on this piece of wood over what could so easily be her death. But terror held her limp as he lifted her into his arms, and despite her pride, she buried her face in his chest to block out the sight of the roiling sea. 
He walked across the plank with the confidence of a man certain he could not fall, every footstep easy, as casual as if he were walking on solid ground. She blocked out the sound of the waves, the murmur of mens’ voices. For just a minute, just the terrifying, mind-numbing minute she was suspended over the water, she concentrated on the scent of her newest captor. Spice and the underlying hint of ozone. More elemental and much less human that the salt and musk of Tyr’s scent.
He had just stepped down off the plank when a shout from Smalls jerked her attention back to the other ship. Two sailors were carrying Tyr’s unconscious body to a lifeboat of dubious seaworthiness. As she watched, two more held Smalls back, keeping the panicked first mate from going to his captain’s rescue. Fresh horror rose on an oily tide inside her as Tyr’s body was cast into the bottom of the small wooden boat and lowered into the water. 
“What are you doing?” She writhed in Bluebeard’s arms, desperate to be free of him and suddenly furious with herself for ever accepting comfort from him in any form. He put her down without a word, standing silent as she gripped the banister of the ship. “You’re going to leave him to die here?”
“He will not die. There are few ports as…alert, as those of Dacia, particularly here on the western most tip where Prince Kirill has taken a special interest. He won’t be out here more than an hour, two at most. Which is also the reason we must be going—now.”
“I’m not going to let you leave him here.” Her fingers curled against the wood, locking her in place. Fear of the water battled her need to keep her attention on Tyr, afraid if she looked away the sea would swallow the little boat and he would be lost to her. He was a despicable, self-centered pirate, but damn his eyes, he was the devil she knew. “The prince is a vampire who’s made more than one person disappear.”
Bluebeard stepped closer, but made no move to touch her. “The prince has no cause to be interested in a one-handed human pirate. Especially not now that he has neither you nor the firebird.” 
His hand caught her peripheral vision as he attempted to take her arm and she jerked away. He stopped, but did not withdraw his hand. 
“I have no desire to hurt you. But you will come with me now.”
“I won’t let you leave him.” She turned slowly, met his eyes that were once again a very human brown. “Bring him onto this ship. Whoever betrayed Tyr to you must have told you why they left his crew. If you don’t retrieve Tyr, now, then I will make it my personal mission to frighten away every man until you have no one here but yourself for company.” 
Black pupils swallowed brown irises. “Singlehand stays on that boat. If you don’t come with me now, quietly and with no attempts to frighten my crew, when I leave him behind, it will be with a hole in the bottom of said boat. It will be a toss up which gets him first—the Dacians or the sharks.”
The sounds of flesh connecting with flesh ripped Ingrid’s attention back to the other ship. Smalls stood between his two captors, his hands covering his face. Blood seeped between his fingers, trickled down his jaw from where his lip had been split. He stared at the boat with his captain, panic tightening the skin around his eyes.
“Put him in the brig,” Bluebeard snapped.
Ingrid glared at him. “He’s only trying to save his captain. Is loyalty a quality you punish?”
Bluebeard gave her a cold look, eyes still too dark. “I’m his captain now. He will be loyal to me or he’ll be marooned on the nearest desert island.” 
Her hand shot out of its own accord, fingers curling through the blue strands of the pirate’s hair. She yanked as hard as she could, vicious satisfaction thrilling through her adrenaline-singed veins as the man shouted in surprise and pain. 
All activity around them halted, sudden silence falling over the two ships like a shroud. Every eye was on them, no one daring to so much as breathe as they watched the blue-bearded captain face off with the earth witch. Ingrid had barely a moment to note their attention, then all of her vision was consumed by the angry pirate captain. With his back to his men, his eyes were only for her to see, the blinding silver light painful to look at. 
She fought the urge to look away, forced herself to lean closer, look beyond the silver light. Flickers of shadow danced in the mercurial orbs and she concentrated on it, on the emptiness that lay even farther beyond. The weight of the void inside him called to her, almost swallowed her whole. 
“It isn’t me he wants.”
The firebird’s words echoed in her head like a ghostly warning. Ingrid tried to look away, suddenly afraid of what she’d started, the only option she had to subdue the inhuman pirate captain. 
Fingers closed around her arm like talons, the pressure punishing and cruel and when he spoke, his voice was ragged, coarse with a fury that echoed deep in her body. 
“I am not looking to be bonded. If you try that again, there is an entire sea waiting to claim you.”
Bonded?
He didn’t give her a chance to speak again. No one made a sound, no one moved as he dragged her away from the banister, across the deck to the gaping doorway to the ship’s main cabin. He hurled her into the room with enough force that her legs met the edge of the bed at the far end, bones striking the wooden frame with bruising force. She cried out, the sound lost as he slammed the door behind him. 
Fury twisted the lines of his face as he advanced on her and Ingrid’s heart pounded as her imagination filled her mind with all manner of horrible images. Tyr’s words echoed in her memory and she shoved her hand into her pocket. The slimy lump of tentacle made her stomach roll, her body trying to expel it even before it passed her lips. She forced it into her mouth and with every ounce of willpower she had, swallowed it down…
 



Chapter Seven
“Captain Singlehand, I do hate to impose, but I am a terribly busy man, so if you could see your way to regaining consciousness with some haste, I would be most obliged.”
A Dacian accent, the tone cool, clipped. It slid into Tyr’s brain with all the delicate tenderness of a surgeon’s scalpel, stripping him of the last vestiges of unconsciousness and bringing him into a reality of pain. A groan crawled out of his throat as he groped at his head, hissing when he touched the bandages there.
Bandages. A head injury.
He shot into a sitting position, then keeled over again when his head screamed in protest. He tried to hold his brains in with his good right hand and the stump of his left and wildly scanned the room. 
He was lying on a bed built into the corner of a small room, its thick mahogany frame holding him at least two feet off the ground and boxing him in with four large posts that held up a heavily carved ceiling. A gold chandelier hung over a small table not more than four feet away, the soft glow illuminating the sparsity of the clean, but thickly shadowed room. 
When he thought he could move his head without turning his brain to mush, he tilted his face a little farther toward the table. Grey fog ate at the edges of his vision, but he could make out a figure seated at the table.
Kirill, Prince of Dacia, was as pale a man as one would expect a vampire to be. His white-blond hair hung in sharp lines to his shoulders, framing a set of eyes that might well have been carved from clear winter ice. His lips were closed, but it didn’t take a stretch of the imagination for Tyr to picture the fangs he knew were there.
“He hit me.” His voice came out thick, as though he spoke through a mouthful of cotton. 
Kirill inclined his head, once. “He did. But once we’ve concluded our business, my healer will see to your wound.”
“Bloody bastard hit me,” Tyr mumbled again. “I’ll have his hand for that.”
His brain wheezed and gasped, more images and thoughts seeping out through the tendrils of pain. Bluebeard. Pain. Small boat. 
Ingrid.
Tyr’s eyes flew open and he sat up, bracing himself for the wave of pain so he merely swayed instead of falling back onto the pillow. Cold sweat dampened his forehead and his stomach turned with the acidic wash of fear, but he focused on Kirill. 
“Ingrid?” he asked.
The vampire shook his head. “Ingrid is not here, I’m afraid. Nor is the blue-bearded pirate I believe left you to the tender mercies of my port master.” He stood and the candlelight caught the silver embroidery on his black tunic, burning the Dacian royal family’s crest into sharp relief. “But if it is your wish to see one or both of them again, I believe I can be of some assistance. That is, provided you are willing to agree to a small favor in return.” 
It took more effort to drag his legs over the side of the bed than he wanted to admit, but there was no way Tyr was negotiating with a vampire while lying down. Or sitting, if he could help it. “Prince Kirill, isn’t it?” He tried to keep his tone conversational, hoping the other man wouldn’t notice the effort—and time—it was taking him to stand. His voice came out calm, and if he’d had rum to reward himself, he’d have kissed the bottom of the mug. Later, he promised himself.
The vampire smiled, still showing no teeth. “Yes. And you are Tyr Singlehand. Not your birth name, I assume.”
Tyr started to shake his head, then thought better of it. “I don’t think you brought me here to talk about my nom de plume. You are correct that I would like to return to my ship as soon as possible. But I dare say I would have some limits on the favor I am prepared to do for such assistance.” He gritted his teeth and dropped his booted feet to the floor, stiffening his spine and locking his knees as he prayed he wouldn’t fall over. Gods, my head hurts.
“I do not think the favor I ask of you will pull you in any direction you have not traveled before. There is a successful merchant who operates out of a port in Sanguennay. Monsieur Olivier. It is my desire that his ships should experience…misfortune at sea.”
Tyr studied the vampire, taking a moment to rehash all the stories he’d heard of the Dacian noble. It was no secret Kirill wanted to overthrow his father—it was the only way for a vampire prince to become a vampire king. Coups were bloody things, and not an affair Tyr had any interest in putting himself in the middle of. “I’m not a murderer,” he said quietly. 
Kirill arched an eyebrow and Tyr clenched his hand into a fist. 
“Not for hire.” The clarification hurt, and he had the odd thought that it wouldn’t have bothered him last week. The witch is getting to me. I’ll need to do something about that. 
“Perhaps a little more information,” Kirill suggested. “When I say misfortune, I mean only that I wish for Monsieur Olivier to experience a sudden and dramatic change in circumstances. Certainly that does not necessitate loss of life, a loss of ships would do just as well. So long as it is done quickly and with no opportunity for Monsieur Olivier to recover, that is all I require. He has a large shipment at the end of next month that I believe will provide an opportune moment.”
“Does he have a family?” The question leapt from Tyr’s lips without permission, and he barely kept from scowling at his own curiosity. The tides take it, it was likely his very life depended on agreeing to whatever the vampire said. Questions like that would only muddy the waters.
“He has two daughters, Maribel and Corrine. If it is their welfare that concerns you, have no fear. I have a vested interest in making certain they have long, productive lives ahead of them.” The vampire paused, and there was a flicker of red in his blue eyes. “Unless you ask after them for more…intimate reasons?”
“I’ve never laid a hand on either one of them,” Tyr protested. He took a moment to turn the names over again in his head. They didn’t sound familiar anyway. “Do the daughters sail often?”
“Not that I am aware.”
“Are they ladies of…” he searched for an appropriate word, “…less than unquestionable virtue?”
“No. To my knowledge, their virtue is still intact.” He narrowed his eyes then. “And they are to stay that way.”
Tyr flushed. “And why wouldn’t they?” Before the vampire could answer, he waved his hand, brushing aside the concern. “I have no interest in Monsieur Oliver’s daughters. And I see no reason I wouldn’t be able to help you bring about this ruin you wish to bring to their father.” He grew serious then, his mind going back to the unpleasant memory of how he’d left Ingrid. “If I agree to this, can you truly reunite me with Ingrid? Who knows how far—” He froze as a thought occurred to him suddenly and his stomach sank. He leaned back against the bedframe. “You’re a vampire.”
Again, one slim blond eyebrow rose. “Does that concern you?”
“You’re awake. That means… That means it’s night.”
“An astute observation. I’m so pleased the head injury was not serious.”
Tyr looked around, but there were no windows in the small room to offer him any hint of the outside, any clue to the time of day—or night, rather. “How long have I been unconscious?”
“The sun passed the horizon an hour ago. When my men found you, they brought you to my healer who thought it best to put you into a deep sleep while he saw to the wound. Unpredictable things, head wounds. Better safe than sorry.”
A frown pulled at the corners of Tyr’s mouth as he narrowed his eyes at the vampire. “You said your healer would see to me after our meeting.” He touched the bandages on his head again, winced at the tenderness there. “And I don’t feel like I’ve seen a healer.”
“Klement made certain your life was not endangered by the wound, then put you to sleep to encourage your body to heal naturally. When our business is satisfactorily concluded, he will see you again and finish what he started.”
“You mean he put me to sleep so I would be here and injured for you to talk to me, and if I agree to do what you want, he’ll heal me properly afterward.” His hand fell to his hip, alerting him to his sword’s inconvenient absence. “Would I be correct in assuming that if I don’t agree, there will be no need to waste your healer’s time?”
Kirill smiled a little wider and this time there was a hint of fang. “You are more observant than your reputation gives you credit for.” The smile melted away. “Do not concern yourself looking too far into the future. Right now, you have a choice to make.” His voice lowered, just a little, a trace of something dangerous roughening his tone. “Do decide quickly. I fear your wound is…bleeding again.”
The vampire’s eyes held more red now, like hot embers scattered over pale blue silk. His eyes slid from Tyr’s face to his head and lingered there.
“I’ll rob your Monsieur Olivier,” Tyr said, a little louder than he’d intended. He lifted his chin, trying to break the unsettling stare the vampire had leveled on his head wound. “Provided you can give me your word that you will get me to Ingrid. Armed,” he added.
The tension in the room thinned, but didn’t disappear altogether. Kirill nodded, and turned to the table, but not before Tyr noticed the flare of his nostrils. It took all his willpower not to touch his head, see just how badly he was bleeding.
Kirill slid a parchment toward him along with a quill. “Sign here. This contract lays out the details of our agreement.”
Tyr warily stepped forward, trying desperately not to sway as his head wound throbbed and he fought to keep his attention focused on his host. Kirill obviously sensed his caution and made an effort to remain completely still and as non-threatening as a vampire could be. Tyr picked up the quill and looked for the inkwell, but found none. “Where—”
A prick at his finger made him suck in a breath. He stared at the quill and the droplet of his blood quivering on its tip. Kirill smiled, his pupils dilating a little more as the scent of copper seemed to infuse the room. 
I am alone in a room with a vampire, spilling my blood onto a contract. With a bleeding head wound no less.
The thoughts sprang into his head with the urgency that came from realizing one stood on a dangerous precipice. Tyr slowly put the quill down, his hand falling to his side but finding his sheath empty. Kirill’s gaze followed his hand.
“Your opponent took your weapon. I will see that you receive a new one before you leave.” He gestured at the parchment, though his attention lingered on Tyr’s bloody fingertip. “After you’ve signed.”
“You say you can return me to my ship. That you can reunite me with Ingrid. But Bluebeard has had the day to escape. With a good wind, he could be as far as—”
“Captain Marcon—Bluebeard, as you call him—is in a port on the outskirts of the southern most end of Sanguennay.”
Kirill’s voice was calm, matter of fact, and completely at odds with the way the blue of his eyes was losing a battle to crimson red. Tyr took a slow breath, trying to keep his heart from racing as every instinct screamed at him to run. 
“How do you know that? Bluebeard isn’t stupid, he would want to get as far from me as possible after his theft.”
The vampire held his eyes, and there was a trace of effort in the look, as if he were fighting to keep his gaze from wandering elsewhere. “Your rival pirate captain is not human and I highly doubt he views you as a threat. He likely would have forced you onto his crew if you hadn’t insulted him.”
Tyr tucked his bleeding finger into his fist and took a cautious step back. “How do you know I insulted him?”
Kirill smiled, but didn’t answer. “Marcon stole the firebird from you, along with a very powerful earth witch. If he is to sell the bird—and he will sell it at the earliest opportunity—he will want to make certain he is somewhere he has allies. Or an ally, as the case may be. There is a woman in Sanguennay with great power, and Marcon has faith that should someone try to kill him, she will intercede on his behalf.”
“He has faith.” Something about the way the vampire said it suggested he did not share the pirate’s optimism.
Another small smile. “Let us say it is not as assured as he believes it to be. I have confidence that when you arrive in Sanguennay, you will find both your ship and Marcon’s.”
“What if he’s already sold the bird?”
“Unlikely. He only learned of the bird today, and arranging a sale of a creature like that requires planning—as you must now realize.” He stepped closer to the desk and put his fingers on top of the parchment to slide it closer to Tyr. “That being said, there is no guarantee that things will not change. I suggest you leave as quickly as possible.”
Tyr gritted his teeth and scanned the contract. Kirill might have danced around the topic when he spoke of what he wanted to do, but his contract was not nearly as vague. He’d even written out the order he wanted the ships stolen in. And one that he wanted hidden away to be released later. 
Tyr brushed away the details. The vampire was right, there was no time to drag his feet. He signed his name. “You have your accord. Now how am I to get to Ingrid?”
Kirill blew on the parchment, watching the blood dry like a drunk watching a barmaid pour a drink. “Are you afraid of flying?”
Tyr frowned. “No.”
“Good.”



Chapter Eight
“How are you feeling?”
Ingrid tensed, her hand halting in the middle of wiping the sweat from her forehead. The light from the myriad of lanterns illuminating the room fought a respectable battle against the darkness of growing night, but she didn’t bother to look to the source of the voice. Instead, she reached blindly into the pocket of her dress. 
“Oh, dear gods, you mean you have more?”
Bluebeard’s pained voice finally permeated the fog in Ingrid’s brain enough for her to remember where she was—lying on the pirate captain’s bed—and how she’d gotten there. The bucket the pirate had given her to vomit into still sat on the floor by the bed, but it had been emptied and rinsed clean with seawater. Her dress was damp with sweat and her stomach ached from the effort of expelling every speck of—
She put a hand over her mouth as the thought of what she’d swallowed came back to her, threatening to wring her stomach dry of what little stomach acid she had left.
The pirate captain cleared his throat. “Please, chere, just give me…whatever you have left. Let me throw it overboard where it belongs.” He took a small, cautious step toward her, booted feet barely making a sound. “No one on this ship is going to lay a hand on you. You have my word.”
“And what good is the…word of a…pirate?”
Opening her mouth to speak seemed to give her body ideas of using it to pour out more bodily fluids, so she clamped her lips shut and breathed slowly through her nose. Wet wood and dried seawater assaulted her, reminding her of the slimy mollusk bits still in her pocket. Her stomach lurched and she squeezed her eyes shut so tightly tears leaked out. Bluebeard took a few more careful steps toward her and knelt beside the bed. 
An herbal scent, clean and fresh, wafted past her nose. She opened her eyes to see he held a cup in his hand. “Is that mint tea?”
“Yes. Drink some—slowly. It will help you feel better.” He looked down at the bucket then back to her face. “I hope.”
The thought of raising her head made her want to cry. “Where did you get mint tea? I wouldn’t think that’s something you’d have on hand.”
She eased herself into a sitting position, then winced when her head spun and her stomach tried to leap up her throat. Bluebeard set the cup on the floor before moving to the bed and dragging an extra pillow behind her head. She wanted to jerk away from him, but it seemed like too much effort, so she held still, let him help her. When she was propped up enough to drink without drowning herself, he retrieved the tea and put it into her hand.
“True enough, we don’t find much demand for tea on this ship. But after you…” He pressed his lips together and let out a breath through his nose. “Once we dropped anchor I sent one of the men out for the tea.”
“Dropped anchor?” Ingrid tensed, sloshing some of her tea over the rim of the cup. The liquid wasn’t very hot, but it startled her all the same. “You mean we’ve docked?”
Bluebeard put a hand on her shoulder, and it was only then that she realized she was sitting up off the pillows, making as though to flee the ship. 
“We are anchored near the shore of Sanguennay. Close enough to fetch tea and make the arrangements I need to make, but not so close that I would recommend you try to escape.”
Ingrid’s heart sank. “Then I’m still your prisoner.”
The pirate watched her carefully, but nodded without hesitating. “You are that, chere. Though I would prefer you thought of yourself as my guest.”
Anger flicked inside her, helping to chase back the nausea, if only a little. “That would imply I was willing to be here—which I am not.” She took an angry sip of her tea, holding very still as she waited to see how her stomach would accept it. “Pirates. Think you’re charming, but you’re not. Not at all, not even a little.”
One cerulean eyebrow rose. “Ingrid—may I call you Ingrid?”
“No.”
He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “All right, fair enough.” 
The mattress under her shifted as he hauled himself to his feet and strode across the cabin. His quarters weren’t all that different from Tyr’s, decorated with similar trophies, gold and silks plunked down on convenient surfaces, obviously intended for show more than any real sense of interior design. Though she doubted he had any seedlings stashed anywhere. And the bottles of liquor she could see tucked carefully onto shelves weren’t the smudged bottles of rum Tyr kept about, but polished glass bottles of a drink that had none of the cloudiness she usually saw in the pirates’ rum. 
“It’s bourbon. Would you like a glass?”
She started, only then realizing the captain had retrieved a chair from the battered desk across the room and was sitting beside her. She wrinkled her nose at the suggestion of imbibing anything stronger than the tea she already cradled in her hand. “No. By the Bright Lady, no.”
The corner of his mouth twitched, then he took a deep breath and leaned forward. “I’m going to be frank, chere. When I was told Tyr had a firebird and an earth witch on his ship, I was interested in the firebird, yes. But I was more interested in you.”
“Told you,” the firebird crowed.
Ingrid jumped, then glared in the direction of the bird’s voice. She saw no cage, but there was a lump of material on the floor under the desk that most likely hid the bright bird. Then Bluebeard’s words registered and she stiffened before sliding her hand down her dress, keeping her fingers near her pocket. 
Bluebeard noticed the movement and made a choking sound low in his throat. “Not like that,” he said, his voice weak. “Dear gods, chere, I could bounce a coin off your stomach muscles after the workout you’ve already given them. Have some sense.” He cleared his throat, tearing his eyes from her pocket with some effort. “In fact, could I offer you a clean dress? I don’t wish to offend, but the smell is becoming rather pungent.”
“What do you want with me?” Ingrid put the tips of her fingers in the pocket, ignoring the way her stomach twisted. 
The words burst out of him with the force of a question that had waited too long to be asked already. “Can you change the color of my beard?”
Ingrid blinked, her hand falling from her pocket. “I’m sorry?”
Bluebeard sighed and rubbed at his jaw. “The beard. Chere, I’m a pirate. A certain…anonymity is required by the very nature of my work. As you might guess, this color makes me…memorable.” He met her eyes. “Easy to identify.”
“Then why did you dye it blue to begin with?”
He gave her a withering look and dropped his hand into his lap. “Very funny. I didn’t. It was a…parting gift. From a woman.”
Understanding dawned and Ingrid took another sip of her tea to hide the quirk of a smile. “I see.”
“Yes, well, as it turns out, I underestimated her…reluctance to see me go. Dominique was never the sort to show restraint.”
Ingrid snorted, eying his beard over the rim over her cup. Well done, Dominique.
“I’m so pleased I amuse you.” He leaned forward again, and all traces of humor washed away from his face, leaving his dark eyes cold and hard. “This wretched beard has made me a favorite target for every lawman from Dacia to Midgard. I shave it off only to have it grow back in the next breath, and the color remains as bright as it was the day she cursed me. If you can remove this magic, I will release you and the firebird. I will take you wherever it pleases you to go—you can have whatever treasure catches your fancy from my coffers.”
Despite the intensity of his look, and his obvious intention to appear threatening, there was a thread of desperation in his voice now. Ingrid took another sip of tea and shook her head. “That is not the way my magic works. I am an earth witch. I make things grow, I coax the earth to lend its talents to my people. There is nothing the land can do that would affect the color of your beard.” 
“How…disappointing.”
Ingrid kept her eyes on her tea as every nerve in her body sizzled in anticipation of Bluebeard’s reaction to her inability to help him. She remembered too well how Tyr had reacted when she’d refused to help him, and she saw no reason to think this Bluebeard might be different. After all, he’d left Tyr to die, either by sea beast or vampire. 
Tyr. Her brain lit up with images of the bloody end he might have met, rendered by the sharp teeth of some finned creature, or drained by an animated corpse. It wasn’t how his life should have ended. He should have— 
She stopped her thoughts before they could go any further, stomping out the sense of loss that was stronger than it should have been. Tyr had not been her friend, he’d been her captor. She was only remembering him more fondly because that was the nature of people when they thought of the dead. No one wanted to speak ill of those who’d passed. She had to remember how he’d truly been, how…
“Chere, please don’t look at me like that.”
She looked down into her tea cup, as surprised by the tears welling in her eyes as she was dismayed. 
The pirate’s chair creaked as he leaned back. “I’m not a monster, chere, and as long as you continue to be agreeable, I won’t hurt you.”
He sounded tired, resigned. Disappointed instead of angry that she couldn’t help him. On another day, she might have felt bad for him. But not today.
“You’ll have to forgive me for thinking the worst of a man who left a fellow pirate to die.” She poured venom into her voice, clinging to anger to help fight back the tears. Anger was always better than pain.
Bluebeard narrowed his eyes, his hand pausing halfway to his jaw. “Why does that bother you? He kidnapped you, did he not? You were an unwilling hostage on his ship.”
“And now I am a hostage on yours,” she countered.
“Which explains your lack of warmth for me, but not your mourning for him.”
She pressed her lips together, frustration stealing her voice. “Better the devil you know,” she said finally.
“I wonder if that is all.” The pirate studied her for a moment, dark eyes boring into her as if he would read her thoughts. Finally he clapped both hands on his knees. “A new bargain then. I will offer you the same terms your aging captor offered you. I assume your accord with him was to provide some sort of magical defense should it be necessary when he met with his buyer?”
Ingrid opened her mouth to argue over the “aging” comment, realized how that would sound, and closed it again. She nodded.
“All right then, I offer you the same.” He stood and returned his chair to the desk then faced her with his hands clasped at chest level. “After I find a buyer for the firebird, you will accompany me to the sale. Should your assistance be necessary, you will aid me, and when the transaction is completed to my satisfaction, I will return you to your home. Or wherever else you may care to go.”
The emotions she was trying so hard to push away kept pressing at her, shoving against the prison she’d built for them. He was right, really. He wasn’t any different from Tyr. Both were pirates, both held her against her will, both wanted her only for the help she could provide in selling the firebird. 
But that’s not all Tyr wants from you.
She closed her eyes, forcing the spreading warmth in her heart to cool. No, he doesn’t want me only for my help. He wants me for my orchard too. It’s all about him. 
“Chere?”
She opened her eyes to find Bluebeard staring at her, a wary expression drawing lines around his eyes. “Tyr was—is—human. You aren’t. I have a hard time believing you need me to defend you.” 
Brown eyes looked at her, not a trace of the silver she’d seen before, but she knew it was there. Waiting. He didn’t respond at first, just stood there staring at her. Something moved behind his eyes and she felt it again, that aching sense of…emptiness. A void behind those eyes.
“What are you?” she asked softly.
He looked away, hiding whatever thoughts were writhing behind those eyes, and strode with quick, determined strides to the foot of the bed. She cradled her tea cup in her hands, no longer concerned the pirate held ungentlemanly intentions. He wanted her magic, not her body.
Another difference from Tyr.

Bluebeard interrupted her thoughts as he lifted something from the foot of the bed. “One can never be too prepared. It’s true I likely will not need your help, but what’s the sense in taking chances if I don’t have to, oui?” He looked at her pocket and lifted the material in his arms. “Now, about the new dress? Please take me up on my generous offer.”
She followed his gaze to her pocket, pressing her lips tightly together as she noticed the foul-smelling stain. Bluebeard dangled the material in his arms in front of her and she looked at it more closely. It was a dress. Beautiful, all cream-colored satin etched with velvet and pearl-lined sleeves. A finer gown than she’d ever worn. She hesitated, but just for a moment. Now that she’s noticed it, the greasy stain on her pocket consumed her thoughts and she was suddenly very, very certain that she needed to change. Immediately. “Yes. Yes, I believe I will.”
Her stomach objected to moving, but the tea had helped settle it enough that stomach acid didn’t slosh about when she moved. She slid her legs to the side and put her feet on the floor, surprised by how warm the wood was. As she lifted herself from the bed, though, her muscles failed her and she pitched forward with a squeak of dismay. 
“Easy.” Bluebeard caught her before she hit the floor, one arm around her back just under her arms and the other grasping her hand to steady her. “You’ve been vomiting most of the day and sleeping the rest of it. You’ll be a little weak, so try not to overdo it. Let me help you with the dress.”
His scent filled her nose, that same spice from before mixed with something else. Rain or maybe thunder, if thunder had a smell. It was different, but pleasant to her senses and she inhaled more deeply without meaning to. An image of Tyr flared into her mind, his incessant sniffing of her, his dogged perusal of the apple scent he claimed was always on her skin. Her heart ached.
Her appreciation of his scent hadn’t gone unnoticed. The hand holding her tightened, the arm behind her back drawing her just a little closer. The pressure made her raise her face and she found herself staring into eyes that were no longer human brown, but black with streaks of molten silver. Lightning. The blackness behind the light shifted, turning to shadow. No longer glossy, but deep. Pits that left her with the sensation of falling forward. A sense of that same emptiness she’d felt before, but with a new pull. An urge to fill that space.
“I don’t need your help.” Her voice was a whisper and not the protest she’d meant it to be. She couldn’t look away from his eyes, couldn’t bring herself to break that contact. If she just looked a little closer, she would see that void, see what was truly inside the pirate captain.
“Of course not,” Bluebeard murmured. He tugged gently on her hand, turned her back to him. The arm behind her slid away, and his fingertips rested on the laces of her dress. “But I insist.”
He wasn’t looking into her eyes anymore, but still she felt the void inside him. A yawning emptiness as real as the ache in her stomach. Her magic, thin, pathetic flame that it was, bowed toward that void, stretched out as if it were being sucked inside. The pirate froze, fingers stilling as the loosened laces of her dress allowed the bodice to sag. He didn’t move when she used her free hand to keep it up, hold it against her to keep the garment from falling to the floor.
“Your magic.” His voice was a rasp, dragged from his throat almost unwillingly. “This far from land…it is weak. You cannot draw more?”
“No.” Panic flickered along her nerves. Her own voice was choked, strangled by the pressure building inside her. The magic swelled as much as it could, as if it were trying to reach out of her body, as if it wanted to fill the void she felt inside him. But there wasn’t enough magic left inside her, it couldn’t stretch inside him without leaving her completely. “What are you?” she gasped.
An avian scream broke the strained silence, cutting off whatever response he might have had. Both Ingrid and Bluebeard whipped toward the blanketed cage that held the firebird, but the sheet was untouched, and the sound far too loud to have come from the relatively small bird. 
“It wasn’t me,” it said defensively, as if it could feel their looks through the cotton.
Ingrid looked out the large windows that took up the far wall of the captain’s cabin. The other ship—Tyr’s ship—floated less than twenty yards away, visible only because of the brilliant full moon overhead. A shadowy mass moved over the ship and Ingrid squinted, leaning forward as she tried to make sense of what she was seeing. 
Bluebeard shifted beside her. “By the gods… It’s a roc.”
As soon as he said it, the image cleared. It was a bird, an enormous bird. Its wingspan was easily as long as the ship itself, and as it raised its head to the sky, the moon glinted off glossy black eyes and wickedly curved beak.
“This valley is indiscoverable except by air,” Bluebeard muttered. “Rocs do not attack ships. This is—”
“A surprise.”
Tyr’s voice cut through the room, commanded attention even with the monstrous bird screaming at the night sky less than two ship lengths away. Ingrid whirled around, shock and hope burning to life inside her. The one-handed pirate stood in the doorway, dressed in the same clothes she’d last seen him, though now they were stained with blood. He held a sword bared in his one hand, and the steely look in his grey eyes promised that he meant to use it. 
It wasn’t until his eyes fell to her body, to the unfastened dress she clutched to herself, then to Bluebeard that Ingrid realized what a picture they must make. 
“Tyr—”
He didn’t wait for her to finish. Candlelight glinted off his blade as he dove forward, followed by the answering hiss of metal against leather as Bluebeard drew his weapon. They met in the center of the room, the ring of steel against steel clattering in her ears. 
“Stop it,” Ingrid shouted. He’s alive. Her heart leapt into her throat, her voice coarse with rising panic. He was alive, but if he kept this up, he wouldn’t stay that way. Bluebeard wasn’t human, Tyr had no more of a chance now than he had last time. 
Neither man paid her any attention. Silver slashed through the air as the swords met, and booted feet shuffled across the wood as each man held his balance, ready for any opportunity to lunge. 
“It would be very embarrassing for you to lose again in front of your lady friend, mon ami.” 
Bluebeard’s voice showed some strain, but Ingrid couldn’t be certain if it was from the fight, or from whatever had been happening between them earlier. If she had to guess, based on Bluebeard’s superior speed and the ache she could practically see inside him if she closed her eyes, she guessed it was the latter.
“It’s not my lady friend you should be concerned with.” Tyr grinned, a ferocious expression that was more a baring of teeth than a smile. “That bird out there is going to keep screeching, making all manner of otherworldly racket. Given where we are, who do you think they’re going to summon to investigate such a fearsome sound?”
His barb, whatever it meant, hit its mark. Bluebeard faltered, just enough for Tyr to press the advantage. His blade came down on the other man’s wrist, biting into skin. Blood welled in bright ruby droplets and Bluebeard hissed and dropped his weapon.
“I’m afraid my feathered ride has frightened off the few guards you left on the ship,” Tyr drawled. “I’ve released my men and they stand waiting for me on my ship, ready to be off. Just say the word and we’ll take our leave.”
“You will not leave this ship. And neither will she.” 
Bluebeard’s voice had changed. The deep bass was gone, and there was a high, inhuman echo in his words now. His eyes had gone black, like polished obsidian, and his skin’s texture changed to a grey and white tone that made him look like a risen corpse. Ingrid stared, dread welling up in her stomach as she realized that disarming him had only made him more dangerous. Now he would not be fighting as a human. Her lips parted as she realized what was happening to Bluebeard’s skin.
“Feathers,” she whispered.
“I know you aren’t human,” Tyr continued, his voice far too calm for what the situation warranted. “And I’m aware of how easy it would be for you to stop me, kill me even. But you should know, you have a choice to make.”
“And what is that?” 
Bluebeard tilted his head as he asked the question, and it wasn’t a human gesture. His head went too far, too quickly. Like a bird.
“You can let us go and we’ll take our ship and our roc, and leave quietly never to bother you again.”
Eyelids flicked down over glossy, alien eyes. “Or?”
“Or, you can kill me and try to get away with Ingrid. But if you choose the latter, you’d better be prepared to sail this ship yourself since your men have fled.” He tilted his head, mocking Bluebeard’s position. “And of course, there’s always a chance that when you leave here, you’ll run into her.” He tapped his chin with the stub of his left arm. “I wonder what Dominique will think when she catches you alone on the ship with another magic-user?”
Fury. So hot it raised the hair on her neck and arms. It billowed off of Bluebeard in waves until Ingrid could scarcely draw a breath, filled the cabin until she swore it would catch fire. Outside the roc screamed again.
The feathers that had glossed over Bluebeard’s skin receded, the grey and white tones of his flesh warming to a more natural human shade. The blue-bearded captain’s words grated from his throat, strained by the obvious effort he put into holding his human form. 
“Get out. Get out and pray we never meet again.”
Tyr put his left arm behind Ingrid’s back, half-shoving her out of the cabin as he skirted the other pirate. At a little nudge from him, she snagged the firebird, cage and all. Neither of them dared to look back as they fled.
 



Chapter Nine
Tyr stood on the deck of his ship, watching the night sky. The roc had disappeared from view long ago, returned to its undead master, but still he stared. Not quite ready to return to his cabin. To the woman who waited there.
An image hovered in his mind like a persistent ghost. Bluebeard standing behind Ingrid, staring at her like she was the last glass of freshwater in the world, and him a wretched castaway. His apple-scented earth witch with her eyes wide, her dress…
The wood of the banister creaked in his white-knuckled grip and he sucked in a slow breath through his nose before prying his fingers off one by one. It had been his intention to calm himself before seeing Ingrid again, but he’d been outside for hours and still the images in his mind were as fresh as ever, his anger as potent. He whirled and stomped back to his cabin, ripped the door open and slammed it behind him. 
Ingrid startled and sat up in the bed. Her green eyes were wide, alert. She hadn’t been sleeping. The dinner he’d had prepared for her sat half-eaten on the table, the hard bread probably rock solid and fit only for sea birds now, the apple slices turning brown. It was a testament to his state of mind that he didn’t feel even a flicker of temptation to pluck the apple slices from the plate, keep them from going to waste. Not even the apple tree growing out of its chest could calm him.
“Are you all right?” He’d meant it to be a gentle inquiry, but there was a roughness in his voice that betrayed his inner conflict. A stab of vulnerability hit him, and it only fed his anger. 
Ingrid blinked and gathered the sheets in her hands, twisting them in her lap. “Yes.” 
Her voice, quite contrary to his, was soft. With her hands lowered, he could see that she’d taken the time to dress and was now wearing only a thin cotton chemise that would offer no protection against the cold sea air. Her skin pebbled under his gaze and he realized he was staring. He stiffened his spine and shook himself. Before he could speak again, she beat him to it.
“What about you? Are you all right?”
The words gathering on his tongue froze, fell away. If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear her inquiry was genuine. He stared at her, searching her face for some sign of sarcasm or manipulation.
“I’m fine. I—”
“What happened?”
Again, she sounded sincere. Even…concerned. Almost afraid. He took a step back, needing more distance between them as if that would somehow protect him from any mind tricks she attempted.
“I had a little chat with the prince of Dacia. We settled on a mutually beneficial arrangement and he lent me the roc.”
Ingrid waited, obviously expecting him to expound on the details. He didn’t offer anymore, just waited for her to accept his story so he could proceed to the questions he had for her.
“Did he hurt you?”
Tyr’s eyebrows rose. “The vampire? No. No, he did not hurt me. In fact, he was kind enough to loan me the talents of his healer.”
“He didn’t bite you?”
“No, he didn’t.” There was no mistaking her concern now. If she was pretending, she was far better than he would have believed. Tyr groped for the chair at the small table that still had the remnants of her dinner and eased himself into it. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were worried about me.”
He expected an insult, a snide comment. But Ingrid looked down at the sheets instead.
“You are an incredibly selfish man,” she said quietly. She raised her head, met his eyes. “But you aren’t a bad man. You didn’t deserve to be left to die.”
Tyr groped for an apple slice, chewed it thoughtfully as he studied Ingrid. She let him stare, her hands still in her lap. Her face was open. Honest.
“It seems to me I saw my death in your eyes just this morning. At the risk of sounding ungrateful for your…qualified compliment, might I ask what brought about this change in perspective?”
A muscle tightened in her jaw. “I deserve to punish you for what you’ve done to me. But that isn’t the same thing as being left to die because you offered some random insult to a pirate.”
A pirate. No Bluebeard, or worse, Julian. Just pirate. 
Some of the tension eased from Tyr’s shoulders and he fiddled with the piece of apple he hadn’t eaten yet. He turned her words over in his mind, considering. Finally he nodded. “You’re right of course. I wronged you, and you would be within your rights to seek revenge. In point of fact, I dare say you’re a better person that I. In your place, I don’t think I would have felt the slightest concern for my kidnapper’s wellbeing—regardless of who delivered the punishment.”
He looked at her again, held her gaze. “I admire you, Ingrid. You have an even kinder heart than I first thought if there’s room enough in it for me.” He looked back at the plate again, finishing the bite of apple and reaching for another. “It’s a lucky man who gets to call you his wife.”
“You sound like Baba.”
Tyr arched an eyebrow at her, pausing with his apple slice halfway to his mouth. Ingrid had slumped back against the headboard, a scowl tugging at her mouth.
“You are very resentful of the Great Earth Mother,” he observed. “Might I ask why you are so annoyed at the thought of taking a husband?”
“I don’t have time for a husband.” Ingrid covered her face with her hands, scrubbed her cheeks before dropping her hands back into her lap. “I have so much work to do. The orchard needs tending, and then there’s the garden. Not to mention the villagers and the help they need. I’m the only witch in a fifty mile radius. They come to me for aches and pain, illness, and midwifing. Then there’s the begging for potions and brews for riches or love—and don’t even get me started on that sort of laziness.” She sighed. “I don’t have time to care for a husband on top of all that. I value my solitude, the rare moments I have to relax.”
A chuckle rumbled in his chest. “You speak as though a husband is no different from a child.”
Ingrid quirked a pointed eyebrow at him. He laughed harder, dropping his apple slice and shaking his head. Ingrid’s lips twitched and then she was smiling too.
“As a sex we might not be the most helpful bunch,” Tyr admitted, his smile still thick in his voice. “But we try. And if you find the right man, you may find that what he has to offer is worth the demands he makes on you.” He picked up the apple slice again. “I for one would look forward to working an orchard, and a garden.”
His own words stirred memories. Thoughts he hadn’t entertained in a long time. He drifted away, back in time, blinking when he heard Ingrid saying his name. He shook himself and looked at her. “I’m sorry?”
“You were thinking hard about something. Something nice.” She tilted her head, curiosity shining in her green eyes. “What were you thinking about?”
“My parents.” He smiled. “My father was almost a pirate himself, you know. A wild youth the way my mother tells it.” He shook his head. “I’m not sure I believe her. The man I knew was a hard worker, someone who cared for the land as if it were another of his children. He was a good father too, though I’m sorry to say I didn’t appreciate it at the time.” He poked at the bread, scratching it until crumbs drifted down to the plate. “I told my mother as much once, told her that I didn’t believe he was ever anything but what he was now. She told me…” He hesitated, but continued anyway. “She told me that some people are part of a whole. Until they find that other half, they aren’t truly happy, and sometimes their search for happiness leads them to make poor choices that only drive that happiness farther away.”
Awkward silence fell over the room, as he’d suspected it would. Tyr stared hard at the apple slice, suddenly not hungry. He studied the peel, the browning flesh. He had no right to the image that leapt into his mind, a picture of himself in Ingrid’s orchard, laughing with her, working by her side. His mother was right. He wasn’t happy, and his pursuit of happiness had driven him to make a choice that would very likely keep him from the life—the person—who might have been the key to true contentment. To think Ingrid would want anything to do with him when he was finished with her was madness.
If only logic were enough to combat the jealousy viciously asserting that she was his. His and only his.
“What happened while you were on his ship?”
If the abrupt change in topic bothered her, Ingrid didn’t show it. She squeezed the sheet she held in her hands, twisting the fabric. “I ate…” She closed her eyes, took a slow breath through her nose. “I ate a piece of the squid.” Her cheeks lost a little color as if just saying it made her ill all over again. 
Tyr dropped the apple, shot up from his seat before he knew he intended to move. His temper flared, almost burning the words away before he could speak them. “He tried to rape you?”
Her eyes flew open. “No! No, I panicked, but he wasn’t…” She pulled one hand from the crumpled sheet to brush her hair out of her face, shoving the red waves back over her shoulder. “I pulled his hair and threatened to scare off his crew if he didn’t go back for you. He threw me into the cabin and I stumbled onto the bed.” She finally met his eyes. “He was coming toward me and I… I just panicked, that’s all. He never tried anything.”
Tyr let out a breath he hadn’t known he was holding. “He didn’t make advances on you then.” His legs threatened to give out. If she’d been attacked, he didn’t think he could have ever forgiven himself. 
“No, he didn’t. After I ate…” She swallowed hard, unable to finish the sentence. “I was sick a lot and then I slept. I hadn’t been awake long when you arrived. He brought me mint tea and offered me clean clothes.” She took a deep breath and met his eyes again. “He was a gentleman.”
He wanted to believe her. Oh, gods, he wanted to believe her. But knowing Bluebeard hadn’t forced himself on her didn’t stop his stomach from knotting at the thought that maybe he’d been about to seduce her. And no matter what it said about Tyr, that was almost as unacceptable. “That doesn’t explain what I saw.”
He expected her to get angry, defensive. To snap at him that nothing had happened, or that it was none of his business. Instead, she bit her lip and her eyebrows drew together in concentration. 
“There was something strange about him. When he looked at me I got this feeling, this urge to reach out. It was a sensation I’ve never felt before, as if he were…hollow.” She huffed out a frustrated breath, dropping her fingers to pluck at the sheets. “It doesn’t make sense, I know.”
“It makes perfect sense, he’s an impundulu.”
She frowned, fingers stilling on the sheets. “He’s a what?”
“An impundulu. A large black and white bird fated to be the familiar of a witch, or some other magic user. They take on human form when they go in search of a mate, a magic user to bond with. From what I understand, they are a vessel for magic, granting whomever they bond with even more power.” He snared her gaze, his next words harsher than he intended. “But from what the Prince of Dacia told me, there’s a woman in Southern Sanguennay who already has a claim on him.”
Ingrid blinked at him. “If I didn’t know any better, I would swear you were jealous.”
His legs lifted him out of his seat. The apple fell from his fingers, and his eyes locked onto her as if she were a lighthouse, a beacon pulling him forward. She wasn’t angry. Or indignant. Her voice… Her voice had sounded curious, perhaps even a little intrigued. Perhaps happiness was not as out of his reach as he imagined…
She didn’t object when he took her hand in his, pulled her up so she was kneeling on the bed. His heart was in his throat, his chest completely still as he slowly slid his left arm behind her back, pulled her closer. He saw the pulse in her neck, felt her rapid heartbeat, and then she raised her face to him.
As soon as their lips touched, he was lost. She tasted of apple with a faint undertone of mint. He tried to keep the kiss gentle, just a caress, an attempt to feel out how she felt for him. Kisses were so very revealing. But he couldn’t help chasing that flavor, reveling in the warmth of her body in his arms, the slide of her tongue against his as he deepened the kiss. She felt so very willing. 
Passion swelled between them and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him more tightly against her. The thin cotton of her clothes did little to hide the warm curves of her body, and it took a monumental effort on his part not to grab a fistful of her nightgown and tear it from her body. He groaned and opened his hand against the curve of her bottom, urging her even closer. Their lips parted, just enough for her name to escape his lips, a breathless word that sounded more like a prayer than anything. Rational thought left him, melted away like the last frost under the spring sun. 
“Ingrid,” he whispered.
 



Chapter Ten
Her name from his mouth was like a long draught of strong spirits, soothing her senses, weaving into her muscles to steal her tension, softening her thoughts. Every letter sounded as though it had been torn from the depths of his being, hoarse and brutal as they crawled between his lips. He dragged his mouth in a hot, wet line down her jaw and she tipped her head, giving him better access. Her mind swam with delicious sensations that stubbornly washed away the train of thought she was desperately clinging to.
In some corner of her mind, she was vaguely aware that things were progressing according to her plan. There was a desperation in the grip of Tyr’s hand, a guttural honesty in his voice. He wanted her, and after their little talk, his revelation about his parents…she was certain it wasn’t just her body he needed so badly. 
He ran his hand up her back, tangled it in her hair. Calloused fingers gave a gentle tug, and that simple movement lent an edge to the pleasure washing through her. Her breath hitched and she pressed harder against him. Gods, how had she gone so long without this, denied herself such a pleasure?
Revenge. Revenge, revenge, revenge, don’t forget your revenge.
She blinked through the haze clouding her mind, pulled from the cloud of desire by the voice screaming in her head. Revenge. This was all part of revenge, wasn’t it? Confusion weakened her determination. She needed space, needed to think.
As if he sensed her conflict, Tyr tightened his grip on her, clutched her to him as if he’d pull her inside his body. His hand slid down her back, fingers pressing into the muscles, seeking out tension, working it loose. She melted further against him.
“Tyr… Tyr.” Her voice sounded drunk, her lips swollen from his kisses. It was so hard to hold a thought when all she wanted to do was take every ounce of pleasure he was offering. Wring every moment of enjoyment from this mad night.
He pulled back at the sound of her voice, and there was a wild light in his grey eyes that made her gasp. He looked more alive than she’d ever seen him, his eyes fever bright, his face flushed with heat. Her heart pounded as she realized she must look the same.
The man staring at her now wasn’t viewing her as a means to an end, a weapon to be used in self-defense. The man staring at her was watching her as though they were already lying on the bed, as though he were already inside her, as though he looked at her and saw…a future. She swallowed twice before she could speak, and even when the words came out, they were faint, breathy with passion. “Will you take me home?” 
There was no need to specify what she meant, to clarify that she was asking him to forget the ogre king, to abandon his task. He’d already promised to take her home when it was all done, so there was no reason to mean anything else. He closed his eyes, hiding the grey orbs that glowed so brightly and bowed his head, touching his forehead to hers. 
“If I take you home now,” he whispered. “Would you let me stay?”
Her heart leapt into her throat. He was asking her to make herself vulnerable, to make her offer again, the same offer he’d thrown back in her face the last time. Still looking out for his own interests, even now. She steeled herself against that voice, the hand still heavy on her back. “You don’t get to know that before you answer.”
The room was so silent, their ragged breathing the only sound. Tyr drew a deep breath as he raised his head to meet her eyes. Panic spiked inside her, a freezing geyser that threatened to steal the heat from her veins. She jerked her hand up, pressed a finger over his lips. She was shaking her head before she spoke, the words falling over each other as they fought to escape.
“No. No, nevermind, don’t answer that. Don’t answer.” She fumbled at his shirt, dragged him against her. A voice in her head screamed, called her a coward, but another voice, a new voice, screamed back. She wanted this night and she would have it. Her fingers curled into fists in his shirt, clinging, demanding. “Just kiss me again.”
A twitch in his body betrayed his surprise, and he opened his eyes. His lips parted and Ingrid shook her head quickly. “Don’t.”
She kissed him again before he could speak. Before he could choose his mission over her, force her to abandon this madness, or worse, poison this memory. His mouth opened for her and he held her as she took her turn to deepen the kiss, to lay her claim on him. Another thought made itself heard, demanded to be heard before the tide of passion swept all good sense away.
What if he agreed to turn the ship around, threw his life away for the promise of the life he could have with her? Could she give up her solitude, give up control over her own life? Could she commit to him, commit to a life with him? Resign herself to a life that would never again be solely her own?
Desperation seized her, a need to get out of her thoughts to live in the moment, just this moment. She dropped her hands to the hem of his shirt, only then daring to pull away from the kiss to meet his eyes. His pupils had dilated, almost swallowed the grey. There was a predatory look in those eyes, something primal and frightening. She held his gaze as she put her fingers to work on her own clothes, tugging at laces until her garments fell away. 
“Stay,” she whispered.
He made a strangled sound somewhere deep in his throat and then he was tackling her to the bed, one strong arm banded around her waist, holding her to him even as he threw her back. She gasped as they hit the mattress, but he was careful not to crush her, taking his weight on his arms and then rolling them over so she lay on top of him. His hand cradled the back of her head, pulled her to him. He kissed her like he would consume her, deepening the kiss with strong sweeps of his tongue, chasing the kiss until he sat up with her in his lap. He pulled away just long enough to pull his shirt over his head and then he was dragging her back against him.
His bare chest against her breasts sent shocks of pleasure sizzling over her nerves and she sucked in a breath as she squirmed from side to side, dragging her nipples back and forth over his warm skin. He groaned and rolled them over, pressing her into the mattress as he slid down her body to lay his mouth over her breast. 
“Oh, gods.” She writhed as he took her nipple into his mouth. The sensation of his hot tongue curling around the bud of flesh was nearly her undoing, and she arched up to meet him. Her hands scrabbled at the back of his head, torn between pushing him away because it was too much and holding him closer because it wasn’t enough.
“Tell me about the life we will have.” The words were thick with desire, spoken against her skin. He licked at her other breast, teasing her nipple with his tongue without taking it into his mouth. “Talk to me, min skatt. Tell me about our future.”
She rolled her head back and forth, lips moving without creating any sound. “I…I need you.” She slid her fingers into his hair as she squirmed, trying to stop his teasing. “You’ll take me in the orchard.”
His hips jerked forward, mouth opening on a loud groan. He sucked her nipple between his lips, pulling hard until she had to swallow a scream.
“Every night you’ll take me under the apple trees. Our energy will feed the earth, keep the orchard green and flourishing, even in winter.”
“Yes,” he hissed. 
She cried out as he pulled away, only the weight of his gaze holding her in place as he stood long enough to rid himself of his boots and his pants. Her attention fell to his manhood, blood-darkened flesh standing straight and heavy between his legs. She stared, mesmerized, and he let her look, muscles twitching as he refrained from leaping back into the bed. 
Hunger roared to life inside her, pulling her to her hands and knees so she could crawl to the edge of the bed. She was vaguely aware that Tyr had gone still, that he wasn’t even breathing as she raised her mouth, pressed her tongue against the base of his cock and licked a long, wet line up the shaft. He sucked in a ragged breath, fisting his good hand at his side, knuckles turning white. She pushed down in one smooth bow of her head, taking as much of him into her mouth as she could.
“Gods!”
In a flash his hand was under her arm, hauling her up the bed. She released the flesh in her mouth with a grunt of disappointment that was quickly smothered when he pressed his naked body against her and seared her mouth in a kiss.
There was wildness to the kiss, a chaos that stole all sense of time and place. It was over too soon, but her protest died as he slid down her body, his movements ragged and clumsy, wedging his wide shoulders between her legs, pushing her thighs apart. Ingrid groped at his shoulders, passion-addled brain struggling to keep up. 
“Tyr,” she begged. “Please…”
Tyr bowed his head, pressed it against her pubic bone. “Gods, please, stop.” He licked at her center and she arched her hips off the bed and cried out, the snap of pleasure over her nerves almost painful. “Ingrid, I need to… I want you ready, I…don’t want to hurt you.”
The last half of his sentence was muffled as he licked her again, pressing his tongue into her folds. It was the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced and suddenly she couldn’t see, couldn’t think, could do nothing but feel the sensations washing over her, twisting her nerves into throbbing knots. She was vaguely aware of tangling her hands in his hair, but she couldn’t tell if she were trying to pull him up, or hold him to her. 
Tyr’s tongue continued its sinful torture, and he alternated licking and sucking at her swollen flesh. Every pass of his tongue seemed to wrench something open inside her, widening a deep chasm that ached with such emptiness she felt she’d never be filled. Every second was an eternity that was over too soon, and then when she couldn’t take it anymore, she pulled at his hair.
“Tyr, please. Oh, gods, please, now. Please, it has to be now.”
She didn’t need to beg for long. He surged up her body, sweat-slicked flesh sliding easily, urging their bodies to fit together without a sliver of light between them. She had one second to feel the heavy length of him pressing against her and then he was inside her.
There should have been pain. There might have been pain. But she didn’t feel it. She couldn’t have felt it. Not through the pleasure.
And not through the power.
Magic stronger than anything she’d ever experienced exploded around her, inside her, coming from everywhere and nowhere. Over and over Tyr thrust into her body, dragging heated flesh over the bundle of nerves that ripped whimpers from her throat. She was talking, rambling about orchards, and earth, promising to offer herself up to him, demanding that he take her over and over, every night. With every word his hips snapped a little harder, pushed a little deeper. Something opened even wider inside her and the magic around them rushed to fill it. A shining precipice loomed before them and then they were falling.
The pleasure tore a scream from her throat and his shout followed. Their bodies writhed, uncontrolled, helpless against the tide of pleasure throwing them about like grains of sand in a storm-tossed surf. There was nothing to hold onto, nothing to keep her grounded, and she let go, gave herself completely to pleasure and magic.
Ingrid came back to her senses with her cheek pressed to a sweat-soaked pillow. Tyr lay behind her, his hard body curled along her spine, his mouth tucked into her neck. He kissed her and that small gesture set off a chain reaction that had her writhing anew.
“Woman, if you don’t hold still, I’ll have you again and neither of us will be able to walk when I’m done with you.”
His voice was hoarse, heavy with satisfaction. The sound of it filled her with a new confidence, a hyper-awareness of her own seductive power. She was drunk with magic, alive more than she’d ever been. She turned in his arms, dragging her flesh against his, and put one hand on his jaw. “What makes you think I’m done with you?” she purred.
Tyr made a strange sound low in his throat, turned her onto her back so he could lean over her, press a kiss to the base of her throat. “Careful, witch,” he rasped. “I’ll call your bluff.” He paused, leaned up enough to meet her eyes. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
The question was quiet, sincere despite the pressure of his hardening length against her thigh. She smiled and brushed his hair back from his face. “No, you didn’t hurt me. In fact, I felt…” Something behind him caught her eye and she froze, her lips parting. “Oh, my…”
Tyr’s brow knitted and he looked over her shoulder. Then he fell onto his back, lay there gaping.
Trees. The cabin had been taken over by trees. Each of the five trunks full of soil that had been arranged in front of the bed and near the walls now held a fully grown apple tree, boughs offering up fruit of such color that they rivaled gemstones in their beauty. The branches stretched as if reaching for each other, sprawling branches making it look like the entire cabin was packed with trees. The air was thick with the scent of the fruit, the rich perfume of freshly turned soil.
“What… How?” Tyr murmured.
The newborn orchard held Ingrid’s attention long enough to pull her from the erotic daze that had muddled her brain. Slowly, she became aware of her body. Not the pleasant hum of her nerves as they remembered the touch of Tyr’s mouth and hands, but something deeper. The core of her being where her magic flowed like water in a never-ending fountain. It had been a mere trickle before, robbed of its vitality by distance from the land, but now.
“Ingrid…”
There was awe in his voice, and something else. He stayed where he was, lying beside her, but she felt him pulling back, putting wary distance between them. The power flowed up, infused every part of her body until she thought she would levitate off the bed, float in the warm waves of magic fed by the trees all around her.
“I’m not going to hurt you.” She said the words softly, but still there was an echo in her voice. Power. 
Tyr held her eyes and his brow furrowed slightly as if there was something in her gaze that hadn’t been there before. “But you could. You could hurt me now if you wanted to. You have the power, even out here on the sea. I can feel the change.”
Ingrid smiled and turned away from the trees, took Tyr’s hand in hers and pulled. He came willingly, but tension pulled at his shoulders, and the lines around his eyes deepened. He was right to be afraid of her now. She was almost drowning in her own power, and for the first time she understood Baba Yaga’s constant nagging, her insistence that an earth witch would never reach her potential without a mate. Man and woman, two sides of a whole. 
Her feet met cool soil. It covered the floor of his cabin now. Her magic—the magic he’d helped awaken, had called to everything in the soil that was living now, or ever had been, encouraged it to multiply, feed itself and produce more. The mineral content of the soil had not changed, there was no life there to feed, so the new soil was much softer, giving easily under their footsteps. She led him to the largest tree, pressed against his chest until he laid down.
The flicker of fear in his eyes was quickly swallowed by heat as she lowered her body onto his, straddled him with her fingers dancing over his chest.
“You wanted a fantasy,” she reminded him softly. She gestured around her. “This is our fantasy. An orchard. You…me.” 
She leaned down, letting out a sigh as the weight of her passion-swollen breasts settled on his chest. His breath hitched and his good hand cupped her bottom, urged her to move up his body, put her in a better position. The hot length of him, hard and ready again, pressed against her and she opened her mouth against his so he swallowed her moan. Her body was still wet, still ready for him, and he slid inside her as if he belonged there.
Pleasure rose again, promising to grow larger, stronger than before. Heat filled her mind, turning her thoughts to melted puddles. The voice in her head that had demanded revenge grew quieter and quieter, but didn’t disappear. A choice would have to be made.
But not right now.



Chapter Eleven
Get out there and tell them to turn this damned ship around.
Morning sunlight poured through the windows, casting a golden glow over the cabin that until a few days ago had begun to feel like a prison. Tyr plucked another leaf from the bowl on the small table and shredded it with the same tender care as he had the others. Bits of bruised leaf fluttered down to join its rendered mates, filling the air with the calming scent of greenery.
You’ll be too late.
The voice continued to whisper through his head, throwing up images of Ingrid, of her face when she’d asked him to take her home. The desperation in those eyes…the hope. He could still hear her voice, could still feel her finger on his lips, preventing him from answering. 
He didn’t know what he would have said. But he had a fair idea.
He shredded the last leaf, more violently than he had the others. 
“Tell me about the life we will have. Talk to me, min skatt. Tell me about our future.”
Oh, what a dangerous game he’d started. It wasn’t the first time he’d played out a fantasy in the bedroom, but he wasn’t fooling himself. That plea hadn’t had anything to do with bed play. It had had everything to do with that pathetic voice inside him that tried to trick him, tried to make him believe that when this was over, he would be spending the rest of his days in a warm orchard instead of this salt-encrusted coffin.
And Ingrid. Oh, she had played her part well. The way she’d opened herself to him, thrown herself into their coupling with the passion of a woman in love. Her response to his touch, the look in her eyes… He’d told her to give him a fantasy, to pretend, and still he almost believed it was real.
He emptied the bowl of shredded leaves into the sack lying next to it, then lifted the bowl and returned to the row of apple trees. The wood of his cabin faded away, taking the sound of the sea with it. He wasn’t on his ship. He was in an orchard. Ingrid’s orchard. 
You’re losing your mind. 
The whisper of sheets against naked skin drew his attention to the bed in time for him to see Ingrid stretch, pale arms reaching up to the sky, eyes still closed as she drew in a deep breath. The sheets fell below her breasts, baring them to the sunlight and his ravenous gaze. 
Tyr was next to the bed before he remembered moving. Green eyes opened, glittering at him in the morning sunlight. She smiled softly, then dropped her gaze to the bowl he still held in his hand. 
“Leaf mold,” he offered. “My father always shredded the leaves that fell, kept them—”
“I know what leaf mold is.” She smiled and sat up, unconcerned with her nudity. “But that will take six months at least. And fresh water. The sack would have to be kept in contact with the earth so the worms can do their part breaking down…” 
She trailed off, a wrinkle forming between her brows. Tyr quickly looked away, unwilling to see the pity, or worse, the satisfaction that might be in her eyes. He knew what she was thinking. He wouldn’t be in an orchard in six months. Or even six days. Last night had been no more than a fantasy. Pretend. By this time tomorrow, Ingrid would be at home. Without him.
He walked away from the bed to replace the bowl on the table, stood there staring down at the leaves. His heart pounded louder, harder, with every beat. A pile of apples sat next to the bowl, the bounty he’d harvested this morning, and he snatched one up and bit into it, hoping it would chase away the sick feeling creeping through his stomach. For the first time, the flavor was lost on him, the flesh of the fruit little more than ash in his mouth. He didn’t need to look out the window again, didn’t want the reminder of the land he’d spied when he woke. They would be dropping anchor any time now.
Ingrid touched his shoulder, fingers as light as a butterfly’s kiss. He put the apple down and turned, gathered her into his arms. She came willingly, let him hold her against his bare chest, and he clung to her without meeting her eyes. She’d pulled on a clean gown, one of the offerings he’d had brought to her with her dinner last night. It covered more of her than he would have liked, but it was a similar shade of green as her original dress, and something about seeing her in that color reminded him of their first meeting. The moments that had been so full of possibility. Before choices had been made. 
He nuzzled her forehead, and when she didn’t turn away from him, he leaned down to kiss her. His heart ached as she tilted her head up to meet him, lips a velvet softness against his. He deepened the kiss, slid his tongue in to taste her, claim her all over again. Desperation bubbled up in his chest, pushing out words he’d never meant to say. He broke the kiss, spoke against the curve of her jaw.
“Tell me you love me.” 
Tension seized her body, turning her to a statue in his arms. She started to pull away and his stomach twisted, dread curling like a writhing serpent in his belly. He held her tighter, refused to let her put any daylight between them, knew that if he let her go now it would be over. The words had surprised him as much as her, he had no idea what he would say next, what he could say. He tightened his grip again, suddenly terrified to let go. Her hands pressed against his chest, and she opened her mouth to speak.
A knock at the door cut through the tension like a hot blade, cauterizing whatever she might have said. Tyr pressed his lips together and sucked in a deep breath. “What?” he barked.
“Captain?” Small’s voice came through the door, hesitant and wary. “We’ve arrived, sir.”
Tyr’s stomach bottomed out and Ingrid tensed in his arms. Smalls, wise man that he was, left as soon as he’d said what needed said, footsteps fading into the distance as he crossed the main deck. Tyr stood frozen, unable to move, or even think.
Ingrid twisted in his grip, tried to pry herself from his arms. “We should go. Now.”
A blinding moment of truth, the horror that it was time, it was all happening now. “No.” The word was hoarse, scraped from his soul and flung into the world with the desperation of a man who is out of time. “No, I can’t do this. You don’t—”
Ingrid’s eyes widened and her lips parted. Before he could finish, a pulse of energy sizzled against his palms, his arms, everywhere his body was touching hers. It didn’t hurt, but is surprised him, made him loosen his grip enough for her to slip out.
“We have to go,” she croaked. “Now, it’s time.”
He was shaking his head, already reaching for her again. “Ingrid, wait.”
But she didn’t wait. She flew out of the room like a seal flinging itself out of water inches ahead of a shark’s gaping jaws. He cursed and started after her, only to realize he wore nothing more than a pair of pants. Frustration pulled his nerves taut and he let loose every foul word he knew as he searched the room for a clean shirt, tearing through the one trunk in the room that wasn’t filled to the brim with dirt. By the time he’d fully dressed and made his way out to the deck, Ingrid was already standing near the banister. Smalls stood beside her, offering silent comfort, and the witch hovered there, obviously unable to make herself go all the way to the edge of the ship.
They’d anchored half a mile away from the mountain that housed the ogre king’s castle. The rocky cove was too dangerous for a large ship, and they would have to row the rest of the way in one of the lifeboats. Tyr stared at the dinghy, realizing for the first time what that would be like for Ingrid, to be in such a small craft with so little between her and the sea that scared her so badly. Had there really been a time he would have thought nothing of that? Expected her to take such terror in stride?
“Um, captain?”
“What?” The word came out harsher than he’d intended, but it was hard to think with his pulse so loud in his ears. He tore his gaze from the dinghy and the thought of Ingrid in that miserable craft and glared at his first mate. 
Smalls, shifted from foot to foot. “Er, the bird?”
Tyr blinked, looked down dumbly at his empty hand, at Ingrid’s two empty hands. He’d forgotten the firebird.
The eyes of his crew were heavy on him, disbelief rippling through the gathered men as they all realized the firebird was nowhere to be seen. Tyr’s face grew hot and he turned away with a growl and stomped back to his quarters. 
“You forgot me!”
The firebird’s voice held the indignation of a cat that’s just been told to fetch and Tyr rolled his eyes as he lifted the cage. “It’s been a rough morning.”
“You forgot me. I’m a firebird.” There was the sound of taloned feet shifting on a wooden perch and the unmistakable ruffle of feathers. “I have never been forgotten. You spot one of my feathers in a blob of sea foam on a giant ocean, but I’ve got a whole body full of those same feathers and you can’t even be bothered to remember me long enough to sell me to some oaf of an ogre king. I have never been so insulted. This won’t stand. I tell you, it just won’t stand.”
“The firebird is a questing beast.”
Tyr stared at the cage, then set it down and pulled back the sheet with trembling hands. The firebird’s feathers were so ruffled it appeared twice its size, and even with its avian features it looked peeved. 
“You’re a questing beast. You’re supposed to lead me to some sort of destiny. Do you know what my destiny is?”
The bird shifted its feet on the perch, shuffling around until it had its back to Tyr, then stuck its beak up in the air. Silence. Tyr gritted his teeth and turned the cage until the bird faced him again.
“Tell me what you know. You knew what Bluebeard’s destiny was. What’s mine?”
The bird raised its beak even higher, and again shuffled around on the perch until its back was facing Tyr. It didn’t say a word.
He let out a string of curses that should have burned the feathers off the miserable creature’s body and jerked the small sheet back over the cage. For one shining moment, he considering pitching the whole thing overboard and letting the sea carry the cause of all this misery to the horizon. 
He stormed back to the dinghy, only somewhat mollified when the men backed away at his approach, avoiding eye contact. 
“Can I hold that for you, captain?”
Smalls held out a hand, gesturing to the cage that held the firebird. Tyr shoved it into his hands, scanning the faces of his crew, daring anyone to speak. Not one man took his eyes from the deck. Tyr gritted his teeth and leapt over the banister to land hard on the bottom of the dinghy. The small wooden craft swung madly under the force, hitting the side of the ship with a sharp crack. 
A strained gasp snapped his attention back to the ship. All the color had drained from Ingrid’s face. She’d managed to shuffle forward and now stood gripping the banister, her knuckles mottled white. She stared into the sea and Tyr was suddenly aware of a prickling sensation down the lengths of his arms. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up a split second before the wood under Ingrid’s hands groaned. 
A board broke loose, one end springing into the air. Tiny threads curled out of its sides and Tyr and Smalls both gaped as green leaves peeled away from young twigs. She was so terrified, she was losing control. If she didn’t stop now, she’d have the whole ship remembering what it was to be a tree and the entire thing would sink like a stone. 
“Ingrid—”
She didn’t let him finish. With a face as pale as the inside of a sea shell, she pried one hand off the banister-that-would-be-a-tree and gripped the edge of the dinghy. Slowly, she climbed inside, the lump in her throat bobbing as she struggled to swallow. Smalls leaned over with the firebird cage and Ingrid snatched it from him, clutching at the iron as if it would keep her afloat should the boat capsize. 
Smalls and Tyr shared a look as the first mate lowered their dinghy into the water, and in that moment, Tyr knew he wasn’t the only one who regretted dragging the witch away from her home. His first mate hesitated, a question in his eyes. Tyr pressed his lips together, hesitated, but shook his head. It was too late. If they tried to back out now, the crew would mutiny. 
They both looked away then, Smalls to keep his eye on the rope and Tyr to retrieve the single oar and set it in the notch at the back of the dinghy. He tried to keep his focus on the long piece of wood as he sculled to the cove, though his senses strained to pick up any sign of distress from his passenger. 
“That cave is the entrance to the ogre king’s castle.” He spoke just as much to distract them both as to educate her about what they were about to face. “There will be two guards waiting to escort us in. Once we are inside, we will have to contend only with those two guards and the king himself. The rest of the servants are dwarves, and they will pose no threat.”
“Why?”
Her voice was thin, but steady and Tyr took that as a good sign. He risked a look at her, relieved to see some color had returned to her cheeks, though she still clung to the cage.
“Why what?” he asked, a little louder than he’d meant to.
“Why won’t the dwarves pose a threat? I’ve always heard they can be quite fierce in battle.”
“The dwarves serve the ogre only in the vaguest sense. They cook for him and clean every once in a long while. In exchange, the ogre allows them to mine the mountain and keep half of the jewels they find. He also grants them an exclusive royal contract that states all gold and gem related work for or on behalf of the royals are done by them and no one else.”
The boat tilted to one side and Ingrid cried out, tears welling in her eyes as she let go of the cage to grip both sides of the boat. The blanket fell and brilliant orange-gold light radiated from the revealed firebird.
“I’m still not talking to him,” it told Ingrid sulkily. “Not until I get a proper apology.”
Tyr ignored the bird and stood up, bracing his feet shoulder width apart and continuing to steer while keeping the boat as even as he could. It was harder to scull with one hand while standing, but not as hard as it would be if he had his arms full of a hysterical earth witch. 
Distract her, damn your eyes. 
“Ogres are not what you would call a communal species,” he continued. “The king is determined through violence, and any ogre who wishes to take the throne does so whenever the urge strikes him by killing the current king. Consequently, you will find most ogre kings are loathe to allow other ogres into their palace for fear they’ll be slaughtered in their sleep. The palaces are staffed with other creatures, like the dwarves, with no interest in the throne, and only those ogres with no inclination for power are allowed to serve as guards—and even then, very few guards are kept inside the palace.”
“Why do you need my help?”
Her voice was a little louder now, but there was an edge to it that suggested she was battling down panic. Tyr pressed his lips together, rowed a little faster. “We will go in and give the miserable king his firebird. If he tries to renegotiate, a little show of power on your part will convince him it’s better to let us go than risk having his entire palace brought down around his horns.” He paused. “You can do that, yes?”
Ingrid barked out a laugh, a sharp, humorless sound just this edge of hysterical. “You ask me that now? Now when it’s too late to retreat?”
Tyr cleared his throat, swallowing the observation that he’d intended to have this discussion yesterday—before Bluebeard had stolen that time from them. And then they’d found an altogether more pleasant way to pass the evening…
“Yes, I can do that. Though unless we have a clear way out, I wouldn’t recommend it. Rock is not as pliable as earth and plants. If I call down rock, it will fall as it will whether we are under it or not.”
“It won’t matter. The king won’t risk being buried alive. He knows brute strength is no match for magic.”
Ingrid didn’t say anything more, but whether that was because she had no further argument or insult for his plan or because she was using all her concentration not to think about capsizing, he didn’t know. Whatever the reason, they reached the cove in silence. Tyr squatted in the center of the boat, studying the cave as he pretended to busy himself replacing the cover over the firebird’s cage.
The rock that provided a natural staircase up from one corner of the cove led to a shelf of wet stone as black as a great white’s eye socket. As their dinghy approached, the two guards parted from the shadows, looking like stone statues with their slate grey skin and craggy features. One of them stepped forward to help Tyr and Ingrid step up the slippery rock while the other stayed back, the large ax hanging from his belt a not so subtle warning for Tyr to be on his best behavior.
The guard nearest Ingrid tried to take the cage that held the firebird, but Tyr put his body between him and the fiery prize. 
“If you would like to deliver the bird to your king yourself and let us be on our way, then by all means, you may take the cage now. However, if you intend for us to meet with your delightful monarch, then I’m afraid I’ll have to insist you refrain from claiming the prize just yet.”
The ogre narrowed its eyes, but didn’t speak. Instead it backed away, gesturing for Ingrid and Tyr to proceed ahead of him. Tyr took the cage from Ingrid, settled the cloth more firmly around it so no light escaped. Properly handled, even light could be a weapon.
It wasn’t until the guards had led them into the cave and they were surrounded on all sides by grimy grey rock that Tyr’s steps slowed. There would be a set of stairs ahead, and at the top, the great hall of the ogre king. There were no rooms or halls that would give new arrivals time to compose themselves, visitors had to climb through the dank cave and proceed directly into the throne room. Psychologically, it gave the king an advantage, allowing him to view his visitors as though they were insects creeping from the slime-slick cave to cower before the throne. 
A sudden stab of doubt slid between his ribs like a well-placed assassin’s blade. The last time he’d been here, he’d swaggered with confidence, dreaming of the wealth he’d be leaving with. The rock beneath them was studded with gems, not precious stones natural to this rock, but gems that had been cut, polished, and then set back in this stone as a sign of wealth to all who arrived. He’d stared at those stones and let dreams of the ogre king’s price for the feather fill his head. Was he being too confident again? Was Ingrid truly a defense against further trickery from the ogre king? Or was he bringing the tyrant another golden feather?
It was too late for smarter decisions. One of the guards dragged out a key the size of Tyr’s forearm to unlock the massive slab of wood and metal that served as a door. As it opened, Tyr ducked his head, took the cloth that covered the firebird’s cage in his teeth, and ripped it off.
Light exploded like a fireball beside him, timed perfectly with their first steps into the throne room. The guards winced and turned their heads, the searing brightness of the firebird blinding them after the darkness of the cave. Ingrid, benefiting from not having her back to him when he’d ducked his head to remove the curtain, had averted her eyes and was spared the pain of the sudden revelation.
She slid her hand into the crook of his left arm in a show of solidarity, her spine ramrod straight as they marched across the room without the flustered guards at their backs. The ogre king’s throne room was a massive cave, complete with glittering stalagmites and deadly sharp stalactites. Water trickled down the walls, somehow giving the impression of dripping blood despite its clarity. The throne rose on a natural stone ledge, the seat itself carved into the cave wall. 
The ogre king wore nothing but an armored loincloth and spiked plates of metal formed to his shoulders and forearms. Two massive horns curled out the top of his head, echoed by pointed ears. Eyes like milky pearls watched Tyr and Ingrid approach, and his lipless mouth pulled back to reveal a row of teeth like broken yellow glass.
Thanks to the afore-mentioned tendency of ogres to fight bloody battles for power at any opportunity, the ogre king was alone on the dais except for one human-sized figure that stood to his right. A dark cloak worn thin in several large patches hid his face and most of his body. What little Tyr could see of his chest was covered with thick bandages. He held a staff in his left hand, a gnarled stick of wood carved to such an extent that it seemed it would collapse into a pile of splinters at any moment. A gem sat in a nest of thorns at the top, glowing with shifting strands of purple energy.
Ingrid gagged beside him, though her face betrayed nothing. If he hadn’t been so close, Tyr might not have heard her at all. The hand on his arm tightened, fingers digging in. He met her eyes and she held his gaze. Trying to tell him something.
“Captain Singlehand.” The king’s pitted grey face pulled into an exaggerated twist of welcome. “You’ve brought the bird. I guess we won’t have to change your name to Tyr No-hand after all.” 
Tyr opened his mouth to respond, but the king’s filmy eyes flicked to Ingrid and his grin widened like a crack in the earth during a quake. “And you’ve brought me a bonus prize. Word of your lovely and powerful companion precedes you.”
Tyr fought not to close his eyes, or to look at Ingrid. Word of his companion. Another of his former crewman had let his mouth run free, tried to barter with an enemy to salvage his stake in the sale of the firebird. Tyr reached inside himself, groping for his nonchalance, the irreverence that had been his protection for so very long. 
“Sadly, the lady is not for you, Your Highness. I am here to deliver the bird as requested and then I’m afraid my companion and I must be off.” He met the ogre’s eyes. “If you’ve heard of her, then I’m sure you realize how foolish it would be to try and stop us.”
“It is strange to me that even after your last visit, you think you have a say in what is and is not mine.” The king leaned forward and his hair fell over his shoulder, locks looking for all the world like the rotting corpses of poisonous snakes. “My companion here was most intrigued when I told him of your delightful guide. He insisted on being present for this visit. Though I’m sorry to say I don’t think the lovely Ingrid returns his interest. I think you’d do well to think carefully before threatening us with her talents, lest you press him to show you his own.” He looked to Ingrid again. “Having seen her now for myself, I am even more certain of my decision.”
“And what decision would that be?” Ingrid demanded.
Tyr clenched his teeth as Ingrid spoke up, swallowing the urge to shush her, warn her not to make herself a bigger target. 
The ogre king grinned. “I have decided that you will be my wife.”
Tyr pressed his lips together, resisting the urge to bellow his outrage, or worse, retch at the thought of the ogre king anywhere near his witch. He kept his mouth closed as he organized his thoughts, but Ingrid spoke before he could.
“Strange that a man who claims to want me for his wife would keep such company.”
The ogre king followed her gaze, glanced at the man standing just behind and to his right. “I don’t think she likes you, Typhoid. What say you?”
The man lifted his head, and a shaft of light illuminated a slice of his face. Tyr hissed. The skin was rotting away, yellowed like moldy bread. There was no eyeball in the socket, only a faint violet spark. 
“I will be here only as long as it takes to perform the bonding spell at the wedding.” His voice was dry, like the slide of a serpent’s scales over stone. “Once the earth woman is bound to His Highness, and we can be certain she won’t entertain any unfortunate thoughts of harming her new husband, then I will be on my way.”
“Bonding spell?” There was a thickness to her question that suggested the words had been squeezed past a throat coated with bile. 
The hooded man nodded. “Once bonded, your health will be as His Highness’. To harm one will be to harm both. A necessary precaution in the…ever-changing world of ogres.”
“A precaution only,” assured the king, a hungry gleam in his eyes. “I promise I will keep you more than satisfied.” A black tongue licked at one of his protruding canines. “I’ve heard that earth witches are quite…demanding creatures when it comes to fertility.”
Tyr must have made some sound, or else showed something of his rage on his face. The ogre king flicked his gaze to him.
“Hand the bird to the woman and leave. The guards have your treasure and you can retire a wealthy—and healthy—man. If you leave now.”
It was an offer he might have taken once upon a time. But not now. 
Tyr set the cage on the ground, his joints stiffer than they’d ever been. The impending consequences of his actions had his nerves crackling with nervous energy, the instinct to flee with his life burning his muscles like acid. Carefully he opened the cage. The firebird stepped willingly onto his hand, as docile as it had always been. Thankfully, it did not seem inclined to continue its tantrum.
“The bird can stay in the cage,” the ogre king snarled.
Tyr settled the bird on the stump of his left forearm and turned to Ingrid. She stared at him, her face a hard mask, but he could see the fear in her eyes. 
It’s your fault she thinks you would leave her.
“Can you defeat him?” he asked under his breath.
She held his eyes without looking behind him at Typhoid. “He’s a wizard and he reeks of necrotic energy. If we were outside I would have more of a chance, but I am limited with just rock. It would be easier for him to focus his power on just us, whereas I am limited to destroying all or none.”
Tyr’s heart sank, but he kept his thoughts from his face as best he could. He reached out and brushed her hair behind her ear, taking the time to memorize every smooth curve of her cheeks, every spark in her green eyes. 
“What I saw of your home—what I can still smell of your home every time you’re close to me—seems like paradise. It is more than likely that after the life I’ve lived, having my ashes spread across the soil of your orchard will be my only chance at seeing such a paradise after I die. I’ve done nothing to earn it, but if you could see your way to setting aside a small part of your incredible land to be the burial spot of a wretched pirate, I would do my very best to be good fertilizer for the soil.” 
Ingrid’s jaw dropped. “What?”
A smile pulled at his lips, a flicker of happiness under the weight of what was coming. He leaned in and laid a gentle kiss on her cheek. “I find that suddenly…there is a life I value more than my own.”
He turned without giving her a chance to respond, choosing to hold onto the hope that she would grant his request, find a way to retrieve his body and give him a resting place in a sunny orchard. He faced the ogre king with his right hand wrapped around the throat of the firebird, its body held firmly under his left arm. “The woman leaves now. Unharmed. I will stay here.”
“You are hardly the prize I desire,” the ogre king scoffed. “Why should I agree to such a trade?”
“Because if you don’t, I’ll crush the firebird’s neck.”
“What are you doing?” Ingrid hissed.
“Save yourself,” he whispered back. “Run, Ingrid. When you pass out that door, bring the rocks down to bury the passage. They won’t get to you in time. Smalls will be watching, and he will take you home.”
Her hand twitched as if she would grab him, hold him back, but she didn’t. “Come with me,” she said instead.
He shook his head, a strange calm falling over him now that he’d made his choice. “I’ll keep the wizard occupied.”
“The woman is more valuable than the bird,” the ogre king growled, interrupting their whispered conversation.
“Then you are obviously a wiser man than I,” Tyr said calmly. “If I were in your position, I might have been tempted to talk of the firebird, brag about the inevitability of my possession of it. I would be facing ridicule if I failed to obtain it.” He smiled then, real pleasure curling his lips. “And we both know what happens to a ridiculed ogre king.”
The craggy monarch growled and the wizard stepped forward as if he would answer the insult. Ingrid stepped to the side and threw out a hand.
“Stop!”
Everyone froze, heads swiveling to face her, expectation thick in the air as they all waited for her to lash out with her power. The wizard’s energy roiled about him, the purple spark in his empty eye socket growing brighter.
“If I am to marry you,” she announced, her gaze boring into the ogre’s as her voice boomed through the cavernous throne room, “then first you will have to prepare yourself.”
“Prepare myself?” The ogre king’s shaggy eyebrows rose, his bucket shaped head tilting to the side. “How?”
“What are you doing?” Tyr sputtered.
Ingrid ignored him. “You are correct that my physical needs are great. If I am to remain young and fertile, I will require a great deal from you.”
The ogre king hummed his lascivious approval. “Agreed.”
Her smile widened. “I am pleased to hear your eagerness. However, if you are to truly satisfy me, you must be made ready to be the consort of an earth witch.”
The ogre king tapped one meaty finger against the armrest of his throne, thick claw scraping the rock. “And what would this preparation include?”
Ingrid rewarded him with a smile that said he was an intelligent child who’d made the right choice. “Three large cauldrons must be prepared. Fill the first one with boiling oil heated by a sacred flame. Fill the second with milk from no less than twenty cows. And fill the third with freezing water carried by four brothers. When each cauldron has been arranged in a line, you must leap into each one, in the order I have described. When you climb out of the third, you will share in my power.” 
The ogre sucked in a sharp breath and she smiled. “I’ll not have my husband sleeping with one eye open, always alert for assassination by his own brothers. You will have the power to keep your throne for as long as it is your wish to hold it, no matter who might plot against you.”
Tyr gaped at her, feeling light-headed and more than a little sick. The image of Ingrid standing at an altar with her small, delicate hand in the grubby fist of the greedy ogre king had the last apple he’d eaten rising up in his throat. “Ingrid,” he choked. 
She refused to look at him, her gaze set firmly on the throne. The ogre raised a bushy eyebrow, but did not speak for several long moments. He looked from Ingrid to Tyr and back again. He looked to his wizard as if waiting for him to step forward and call Ingrid out for describing an impossible ritual. The magic user remained silent, his decaying face betraying not even a hint of emotion. 
Finally, the king nodded. “All right, fine. Three baths it is.” He bared his teeth in what even the most charitable person would hesitate to call a grin and pointed at Tyr. “But your captain goes first.”
 



Chapter Twelve
“Clever girl. I understand why you did what you did, but I just want to put the suggestion out there that you let the pirate scald himself a bit. I’m not saying let him boil alive, but just a bit of singed hair, perhaps a few painful patches that will serve as reminders in the coming days that it’s not wise to upset an earth witch—or a firebird.”
Ingrid ignored the firebird, unable to tear her attention from the scene playing out in the courtyard below. From her vantage point in the highest tower of the ogre’s palace, she could see the king’s minions milling about like square-bodied insects, stuffing dry sticks and thick crusty logs beneath the first of three enormous iron vats. They sat all in a row as she’d ordered, their contents gleaming in the sun. Oil, milk, and ice water. 
Feathers rustled as the firebird flew up to perch neatly on the windowsill beside her. It poked its head out one of the square holes in the iron grate set into the stone of the window frame to peer down at the fate that waited for Tyr. “Who would have thought the ogre could get his hands on twenty cows so quickly?”
Ingrid leaned forward, pressed her forehead against the bars. “I don’t know what made me do this.”
The firebird pulled its head back inside to look at her, the feathers of its neck sticking up at odd angles where the iron had rubbed it the wrong way. It studied her with the eerie intensity that only animals seemed capable of, its pupil-less black eyes unreadable. “It won’t take the oil long to heat,” it said finally, its voice calm, unruffled. “If you truly don’t know why you did this, you’d best figure it out soon.”
Ingrid sought out Tyr, needing to see him, to make certain he was all right. The pirate stood beside the temporary throne that had been set up for the ogre king to watch what he was certain would be a particularly gruesome end to the one-handed pirate. Thick manacles circled his wrist and ankles, connected him to the wooden support of the shelter that provided shade for the throne. He stared at the vat of oil with a blank expression, though the rigidity of his shoulders left no doubt to the path his thoughts were taking.
“He wanted me to tell him I love him. Asked me straight out. Just wanted to hear the words, I’m not sure he even cared if they were true.”
The firebird made a strange sound with its beak that might have been a snort. “Of course he cared.”
Ingrid turned her back on the firebird and its unnerving stare, searching her temporary prison for some distraction. Unfortunately, her sparse surroundings included only a thin bedroll and a bucket. No doubt a not-so-subtle reminder from the king of what alternative waited for her should she change her mind about their upcoming nuptials. A queen or a prisoner.
Her unanchored thoughts returned to Tyr. She tried to hold her emotions at bay, tried to focus on the barred window, the iron vat of oil slowly heating to a death-inducing boil, but it was no use. The memories flooded her with the intensity of a rain-swollen river, eating at the banks of her control and melting them away. She heard Tyr’s passion-rough voice in her ear, saw his grey eyes shining with desire. Her skin remembered his touch all too well, the hot press of his mouth, the near-bruising grip of his hand. For the first time, she understood what Baba Yaga had always told her, the completion an earth witch could feel only with a mate. 
More than the physical connection, she remembered waking to see him tending the trees, going about the work with only one hand and an expression of complete serenity on his face. 
He would be happy with her. He would be in paradise in her orchard, lost amidst the apple trees, snacking on the fruit as he went about his work. She’d known that the first time she’d touched that seedling, the pathetic little monument to Tyr’s real fantasy. But it wasn’t until she’d allowed herself to play along, allowed herself to fall too far into the trap she’d laid for him and he’d walked so willingly into, that she realized that perhaps, she might be happy with him too. She might be willing to tie her life to him for a chance at that happiness.
Ingrid snapped her head up, staring at Tyr as if no stone or iron separated them. Just like that, she understood why she’d chosen to set this task before the ogre king, knowing he would force Tyr to go through it first just in case Ingrid was lying. Why she hadn’t fled when he’d told her to, left him behind to die. 
“Ah, now you understand.”
The door to her prison opened before she could answer the smug bird. The wizard’s power entered before he did, rolled over her in a nauseating rush. Typhoid seethed with necrotic energy, the sickening touch of which sucked at Ingrid’s magic, the life that sang in her veins. The wizard was a symbol of death and rot, his own body ravaged by the acidic quality of his own power. 
His eye socket gaped at her, that one spark of purple flame providing just enough light to hint at the rotted remains of his face. Even the bandages that bound his body seemed to be eaten away by his power, unraveling at the edges, wearing thin and covered in wet, foul-smelling stains. It took a great deal of effort not to vomit just standing in his presence.
“It is time.”
The wizard’s voice was dry and rough as sandpaper. It sent a chill down Ingrid’s back and she jutted her chin out, hoping to distract him from the physical effect he had on her. She would not show weakness to the putrid likes of him. She took a step toward him, and he pointed a hand behind her.
“The bird stays.”
She opened her mouth to protest on principle, but the firebird spoke from the windowsill. 
“I will wait.”
Its voice was calm, with an undertone of something else. Humor or expectation, she couldn’t be sure which, but either seemed inappropriate. There was no time—or privacy—to question it, so she merely nodded once, then followed the wizard out of the tower.
The ogre’s castle was carved into the mountain. From the sea, it looked no different from any other mountain, easily blending in with its dark, stony surroundings. Even on the side facing the land, there was not a lot to catch the eye. But for the single prison tower that rose like a spear tip, one wouldn’t see the castle facade unless one stared at the mountain long enough for the black rock to give up its secrets, for one’s eye to distinguish the random curves and jutting lines of unhewn rock from the carefully carved windowsills and occasional gargoyle’s roost. 
The wizard led Ingrid out the front door and around to the courtyard where the ogre king was already seated on his makeshift throne. Directly to his left stood one of the ogre guards, and then another ogre, one Ingrid had not seen before. He bore a strong resemblance to the king, though his horns were shorter, his teeth less pronounced. He looked at Ingrid as the wizard led her to a chair beside the king, and there was a flicker of interest in his hazy eyes that wound Ingrid’s nerves a little tighter. 
“That is the king’s youngest brother,” the wizard said conversationally, his tone sounding for all the world as if they were old friends gossiping at a social gathering. “He is here to witness the king’s transformation and following marriage.”
Typhoid’s breath was as Ingrid had expected, fetid like the wind off a polluted bog. She let her disgust show on her face, earning a chuckle from the wizard as she lowered herself into her chair.
With her epiphany still fresh in her mind, she couldn’t help but seek Tyr’s eyes, try to meet his gaze. He stood less than ten feet away from her, but he wouldn’t look in her direction, didn’t betray that he even knew she was there. She could barely make out the dull slate grey of his eyes as a second guard came from behind the throne to unfasten his shackles and manhandle him toward the waiting platform.
Some of the indifference leaked from his face at the sight of the three enormous cauldrons, each one filled with its own danger, promising its own special brand of torture. He closed his eyes, his lips moving rhythmically as though he were praying. 
“I find that suddenly there is a life that matters more than my own.”
His words floated to her on a wave of memory, and she found an answering sentiment in her own heart. The firebird was right. They’d played a dangerous game, acting out a fantasy, each of them believing they were immune to the spell it wove. Neither of them had emerged unscathed.
“You don’t seem to be enjoying yourself, pretty one.”
The tension in the air rose at the sound of the king’s voice. A reminder of the obstacles that stood between her and the future she was only now daring to admit she wanted. She clenched her teeth as the troll king’s grating tone dragged her attention back to reality. 
She forced a smile to her lips and turned to face her would-be husband. “Oh, but I am. It’s always best to deal with the past before proceeding to the future.” 
The troll king’s smile broadened, revealing even more of his jagged teeth. Ingrid suppressed a shudder and turned away before she could lose what little food she had in her stomach all over the dais. Though she doubted that would do much to dissuade the king from leering at her. If he willingly put himself in Typhoid’s presence, a little vomit wouldn’t faze him.
The ogre waved a hand encouragingly, gesturing for Tyr to take the first plunge the way someone might encourage a guest to take the last piece of cake. Ingrid returned her attention to the captive just as the wind shifted. Steam wafted over the pirate and his nostrils flared. He winced, no doubt singed by the heat that was a mere taste of what awaited him. 
The guard jabbed the head of his spear into Tyr’s broad back, prompting a humiliating, terror-filled shout from the pirate. His body pitched forward, arms wind-milling as he desperately tried to keep his momentum from carrying him off the edge of his platform and into the boiling oil below. 
As soon as his body hit the surface, a wave of magic broke outward, rolling over Ingrid like a high tide. She inhaled sharply, fighting not to close her eyes at the invigorating slap of energy. For a moment she could feel the oil around her, feel the heat enclosing Tyr’s flailing limbs. The smell of apple blossoms filled her senses and the oil in the cauldron bubbled as though Tyr were screaming beneath the shimmering surface.
The king’s booming laugh filled the air only to be cut short as a trembling hand rose from the oil to grasp the edge of the cauldron. Tyr sucked in a breath of air as he broke the surface, his chest heaving as he fought to get oxygen to his deprived lungs. Ingrid noted with satisfaction that his skin was flushed, but not burned. His hair was plastered to his face and shoulders, and his wet clothes clung to every bulge of muscle as he heaved himself out of the water. 
Keep going, she willed him. She took a deep breath, the power flowing from the land resting on her like a net, there for her to tug at and manipulate as she willed. Jump into the next cauldron.
As if he could hear her, Tyr hauled himself to stand on the thick lip of the cauldron, balancing precariously for only a moment before leaping into the next one. The milk closed over his head, but this time he leapt up almost immediately. It was not a human feat, but rather a leap that required strength and agility reserved for otherworldly creatures. Ingrid leaned forward, barely aware of the king’s bulging eyes and hanging jaw. One more.

She almost collapsed with relief as Tyr leapt into the final cauldron. A shiver ran down her spine, her nerves dancing with the sensation of ice crystals forming on her skin as though it were her and not Tyr submerged in the freezing water. Her skin ached, but the pain wasn’t unbearable. She leaned back, exhaling slowly as Tyr reached out of the ice water to grip the cauldron with his good hand, then hauled himself out and over the edge. He landed roughly, limbs jarring as he hit the ground. For a moment he just sat there, blinking. 
Ingrid couldn’t suppress the smile that pulled up the corners of her mouth as he patted himself down, checking for injuries. He felt his face, rubbing his fingers down his forehead, past his cheeks, to his chin. The magic would still be running fever-hot inside him, infusing bone and flesh with the vitality of a man half his age. Already his blond hair had swallowed the grey, glowed with the health of youth again. The only wrinkles he retained were the laugh lines around his eyes. 
As she watched him fight free of the magical daze, something twisted her stomach. It was time to find out if he were truly a changed man. His body, though still one-handed, was strong again, young and just this side of human. If his yearning for an end to his pirate life had been driven by the pains of his aging body, if his mind had taken no part in the change in desire, then the sea would call him back. He would take her home and leave her there. Alone.
Or he could choose to travel a different path. Start his own orchard, live a farmer’s life as if his time as a pirate was only a dream. He was young and strong, and he certainly had the knowledge.
But if he stayed… If he stayed, she would know he stayed for her. 
“By the gods, you spoke the truth.”
The ogre king’s voice was muted, awe thickening his tone as he rose from his seat. Beside him, his younger brother took a subtle step forward. The movement did not go unnoticed and the king growled and bolted off the dais, racing for the platform with earth-shaking footsteps. His brother followed in a mad dash, eyes locked on the cauldron of still-simmering oil. 
“Ogres. There’s no accounting for their hierarchy. What’s the sense of being king if you can’t relax enough to enjoy it?”
Ingrid jerked her head to the side, lips parting as she found the firebird sitting on the vacated throne. Its feathers seemed slightly muted in the light of the sun without the dark of the cave or the tower to provide contrast to the brilliant yellow and orange sheen. If it noticed it was less impressive, it didn’t show it.
“How did you escape?” Ingrid demanded.
The bird continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Look at them, clawing at one another to see who gets to dive into the boiling oil first. You don’t see that every day.”
Ingrid didn’t look. She knew what would happen to any creature that jumped into that vat now and it wasn’t something she wanted to witness.
The magic only worked once.
She returned her attention to Tyr, found him wandering away from the vats like a drunk stumbling out of a tavern. His movements were clumsy, and he clearly hadn’t fully recovered from the infusion of magic, but he stayed on his feet. 
Neither ogre on the platform paid him any notice. The king’s face twisted in rage as he wrapped one enormous hand around one of his brother’s horns, the other trying to force a dagger into his sibling’s stomach. Likewise, his brother fought to keep the king from taking advantage of the magic, baring his teeth as he tried to angle them so he would be in a position to cast himself in first.
Ingrid held her breath as she looked to where the two guards stood, watching the king and his brother. Neither moved to intercede, likely for fear that they would choose the losing side and find themselves executed for treason after the fact. Typhoid was nowhere to be seen. 
Unease rolled through her stomach with the acute awareness that the wizard could have easily cloaked himself, hid from her sight. Unfortunately, she didn’t have time to test his magic, try to find him beneath whatever power made him invisible. 
Holding her breath as she rose, Ingrid pointed at the ground beneath the guards and whispered a spell. The earth beneath them pulsed, then dirt shot into the sky. A pit opened beneath them, just large enough to swallow them both. They shouted as they tried to leap to solid ground, but tangled together in a chaos of flailing limbs. 
As soon as they dropped into the pit, Ingrid leapt off the dais, her attention focused solely on Tyr. She had to get to him now, drag him after her if necessary. They had to leave before either ogre succeeded in falling into the vat and the other realized what fate awaited him if he followed. With any luck, the wizard had no master now, no reason to stop them.
Her bare feet hit the ground, but she didn’t get the chance to run. Nausea overwhelmed her, spilled her to the grass with a violent thud. Rather than the lush greenery she’d expected, the blades of grass beneath her were brown and dry, the earth reeking of sudden decay. Her stomach heaved and bile rose with frightening speed to her throat. She turned her head and retched. 
Feet appeared in front of her. Musty boots and legs wrapped with vile-smelling bandages.
“I’m afraid you cannot leave just yet.”
The wizard’s voice sent a chill down Ingrid’s spine. There was a roar followed by a heavy, wet thud. Ingrid raised her eyes in time to see the ogre king roar his victory to the sky, eyes shining with battle-madness, his entire body splattered with blood from his horns to his feet. He looked but didn’t seem to see anything, turning like a wounded bear and throwing himself into the boiling oil.
There was a skin peeling hiss, and a roar of flames as the oil surged over the sides of the vat, igniting in the fire. Silence held the courtyard, even the two guards scrambling to get out of the pit going still as they tried to see what had happened. The king’s body bobbed to the surface, flesh no more than a blood red ruin streaked with black. 
“Your king is dead.” Drool pooled in her mouth as she tried not to vomit again. “You have no reason to hold me here.”
“On the contrary. I have a great deal of interest in you. You see, my power is great, but the toll it takes is rather…dramatic.” The wizard’s smile was clear in his voice, though there was a slur to his speech that said part of his lips may have rotted away. “Nothing bonding with an earth witch won’t help, I’m sure.”
More bile threatened to surge up her throat and Ingrid swallowed hard, gathering every shred of self-control she had as she rested her head on the ground and reached for more power. She recoiled sharply as her attempt met with the sickly tingle of necrotic energy. He’d poisoned the earth. As she looked around, she saw the wave of his power eating away at the grass in a broadening circle. Her heart sank and she met Tyr’s eyes again.
“Run!” she shouted.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Tyr put one foot in front of the other, vaguely aware that his bones were vibrating. His flesh hummed and his head throbbed. It should have felt unpleasant, but it didn’t. Quite the contrary, he felt as if his blood had been replaced with expensive rum, his body rejuvenated, returned to what it had been in his twenties. Or a fey’s twenties. He looked at his hand, felt his face. He blinked, felt his face again. It was not the face of an old man. He grabbed a lock of his hair, stared at it. No grey. On top of all of that, he suddenly felt as if he could take on a mob of giants with his bare hands.
Assuming I don’t fall over first.
“Run!”
Ingrid’s scream lanced the bubble that held him in his strange new world, snapped his attention to the dais where he’d last seen her. His beautiful witch lay on the ground in a spreading circle of dead grass. Typhoid stood before her, his staff planted on the ground, looking down at Ingrid as if he were some sort of vulture waiting for a dying lioness to draw her last breath. 
His muscles tensed, prepared to launch him over the ground at the wizard, pathetic chances of success be damned. He’d barely twitched forward when Ingrid raised her hands and brought them back down on the ground, hard. 
Earth exploded upward, chunks of thick dirt spraying into the air and leaving a gaping pit below the wizard. A hoarse cry squeezed from the rotting man’s throat and he tilted wildly, trying to throw himself onto solid ground. Ingrid rolled away, dry grass crunching beneath her body as she tried to get out of the circle of blight that surrounded her and the wizard. 
“Ingrid!”
Tyr looked around wildly, searching for something he could use as a weapon. His attention fell on the dead ogre still lying on the platform. The king’s brother had been well armed for as little good as it had done him, and Tyr sprinted for the body, eyes locked on a flash of polished steel pinned beneath it. He wrestled the sword from the sheath with a grunt of triumph. It wasn’t until he was holding the massive iron weapon that he realized how large it really was. Too heavy for him.
Or rather, it should have been too heavy.
A flash of light caught his eye, ripped his concentration from his newfound strength. A bolt of purple energy shot from the glowing tip of the wizard’s staff. He’d managed to avoid Ingrid’s trap, recovered his balance on the solid ground beside it. The magic struck Ingrid in the chest just as she was sitting up on a patch of healthy ground ten feet away.
She fell to the grass, heaving stomach bile into the greenery she’d just managed to find outside the circle of death. The blood drained from her already pale face, leaving her with the pallor of a corpse. Her eyes appeared sunken in, glazed over as if unseeing. The skin on her hands sagged, veins bulging as the flesh thinned. She slumped forward, and for one heart-stopping moment he thought she was dead.
Tension strung tight in her shoulders as she dug her fingers into the ground, shaking with the effort. On some level, Tyr knew she was healing herself, drawing energy from the un-blighted earth to drive out whatever the wizard had done to her. He didn’t have time to wait and see if she was successful. 
He leapt off the platform with a cry to frighten the undead, shoving his hand into his pocket and withdrawing a handful of tiny black apple seeds. He roared at the wizard, demanding his attention, forcing him to look away from Ingrid. Typhoid’s eye glowed with sickly purple light like a will o’ wisp in a bog. Tyr didn’t dwell on that eye, that spark of necrotic power. Instead, he zig-zagged around the magic-wielder, throwing the apple seeds at his feet.
“Fool,” the wizard snarled. “You should have run while I was willing to give you that chance.”
“I am a clever man, not a smart one.” Tyr gave the magic-wielder his most unpleasant smile even as instinct screamed at him to run for the castle, to make his way back into the mountain, toward the inlet where he hoped his ship still waited. But he would not leave Ingrid behind. He had to keep the wizard from concentrating on her, give her time to heal the damage.
A beam of violet power shot in front of him, missing him by no more than a foot. He started to laugh, ready to hurl a mocking insult at the wizard, but a groan from ahead of him froze the words on his tongue. 
The wizard hadn’t been aiming for him. 
Horror frosted down his spine as the dead ogre rose from the platform. Dried blood coated him from his broken horn to the broad expanse of his bare chest. The zombie shambled to its feet, milky eyes locking on Tyr.
“Kill him,” the wizard shouted. “Kill—”
The rest of his repeated command was cut off as the apple seeds at his feet burst to life. Young wood cycled through stages of growth with mind-numbing speed. In the blink of an eye it was a tree, sprouting its first white and pink blossoms. Branches snared the wizard’s arms and legs, curling tighter even as the petals fell in a soft rain, hard new fruit taking their place.
The wizard bellowed in rage as the tight-knit grove consumed him in a living cage, his staff lodged in the V of two thickening branches. Ingrid held one hand out, the other still buried in the ground. Her eyes glowed as more magic flowed from her, fed the trees.
The zombie’s dagger slashed through the air, nearly severing Tyr’s good hand. He leapt back, cursing himself for being distracted by Ingrid’s magic. He raised the sword, a thrill racing through him at how easily he wielded the weapon that he would have needed two hands to lift no more than an hour ago. He grinned at the zombie and dove forward, thrusting the sword into its stomach.
Putrescence poured from the wound, blood and something that belonged in his intestines. The zombie didn’t react to the pain, but the force of the blow drove it back a step. Tyr pressed the momentum, angling the force to drive the zombie toward the fire that still burned beneath the cauldron of oil. A fire lit by sacred flame.
A howl of rage poured from the necromancer’s throat. Apples fell from the trees as he writhed against his bonds. The purple tip of his spear glowed to near-blinding brightness and a bolt of energy shot from its tip. It arced harmlessly into the sky, and the wizard screamed again. The staff slammed against the tree branches as the wizard put all his strength into aiming for a second shot.
An idea flashed into Tyr’s mind, an image of his ship and the piece of wood that had come to life. “Ingrid!” he shouted. “The staff! Remind it what it was!”
Ingrid raised her hand again, drew a deep breath. Her eyes were no longer sunken in as she focused on the wizard’s staff, but it was obvious she was getting tired, the cost of so many spells taking its toll. The wizard stared open-mouthed at his staff as leaves flowed down the length of it, vines reaching for him, tangling his arms and legs still imprisoned by the apple trees. 
The ogre moved even more slowly, though Tyr didn’t know if it was the blood loss or the necromancer’s own waning power. It slashed at Tyr with the dagger just as Tyr withdrew the sword from its body. He easily twisted out of the way and the blade only grazed his shoulder, leaving a bright red stripe in its wake. The wound sizzled, but didn’t hurt and Tyr didn’t waste time driving forward with the sword again. 
They were close to the fire now, the cauldron of oil hissing as it cooked the king’s body. Tyr planted one foot on the zombie’s chest and with a great heave, he sent it flying into the vat. 
The ogre hit the vat low, tipping it at a mad angle. Oil poured from the heavy iron, feeding the flames. They roared like a living beast, greedily consuming the oil-soaked offerings of the long-dead ogre king and his recently raised brother. 
Tyr turned away from the searing brightness, the sickening smell of charred flesh. He looked back to see Ingrid still kneeling in the grass. The circle of blight was shrinking, dry brown blades plumping with life, becoming green and healthy once again. She was healing the earth, ridding it of the poison the wizard had poured into it.
Which meant the wizard was his.
His blade found the rotting magic-user’s neck, sliced through it as if his flesh and bone were no more substantial than a dried cornstalk turned to mush by blight. His head rolled off his shoulders, but stuck against the branches of the tree, held in place as if he had a badly broken neck. 
Tyr backed away, driven as much by the smell coming from the headless corpse as a need to escape. He dropped down and wiped the sword on the grass, barely resisting the urge to abandon it altogether. Adrenaline singed his veins, reminding him that they were not safe yet. He ran to his witch, heart in his throat as he scanned her body for signs of lingering injuries. 
“Ingrid, we must go now.”
Ingrid didn’t answer, wouldn’t look at him. She remained on the grass on all fours, staring hard at the dead wizard. Energy snapped in the air, overwhelming Tyr’s senses with the perfume of fresh greenery and rich earth. He gave Ingrid more space, watching in fascination as she dug her fingers into the ground. The earth beneath the wizard collapsed into a deep pit and the earth churned as if stirred by an unseen hand, swallowing the dead magic-user. 
“Ingrid?”
She looked at him then, and her green eyes shone like the sun viewed through emeralds. She didn’t object when he pulled her to her feet, half-dragged her after him until she ran on her own. They raced back into the mountain.
Word of the king’s death had obviously already spread. There were no dwarves in sight tending to the tedious chores of a servant. Tyr’s guess was that they were taking the opportunity to gather as many precious gems as they could to hoard away before the new king arrived. Few things spread as quickly as news of an open throne among ogres. Tyr’s pulse sped up. They had to get out now.
“How will we get back to the ship? The king would have sunk our boat as soon as you refused to leave.”
Ingrid’s voice was winded from the run, but not so much that Tyr couldn’t make out the thread of fear. Understandable considering she couldn’t swim.
“Have faith in Smalls,” Tyr told her confidently. “He will be waiting for us.”
They slowed as they entered the cave and reached the glittering path that led down to the water. Ingrid pulled on his hand and he turned to find her staring down at the gem-studded rock. He looked behind her, half-convinced he’d find the ogre guards bearing down on them, but the cavern remained empty.
“Ingrid, we have to hurry.”
“I only need a moment.” 
She laid her hand on the stone and a pulse of power rippled from where she touched the rock. The stone vibrated, then cracked. Fractures spiraled out, and Tyr stared dumbfounded as jewels popped free like dolphins playing in the waves. Ingrid scooped up a few handfuls of the stones and filled her skirt.
“Payment for your men,” she explained. Her breathing was labored, as if that magic had taken the last of her energy. She swayed on her feet. “I won’t be witness to a mutiny just because your crew thinks you’ve dragged them about for nothing.”
Tyr scooped her up in his arms, ignoring her small sound of protest. Before she could react, he dropped a kiss on top of her head, joy and other emotions filling his chest until he thought he would burst. He strode down to where the water lapped at the rock, holding Ingrid like the precious treasure she was. “Your understanding of pirates is eerily accurate.”
“I hope so.”
The last line was said almost under her breath, and the words sounded…sad? Tyr frowned at her, but didn’t get a chance to question further. A welcome sight met his eyes when he looked out into the sea and saw that his ship was indeed floating where he’d left it.
“By the gods, Smalls did it.” He laughed and squeezed Ingrid against his chest. Sure enough, they weren’t waiting two minutes before a small life boat came into view from behind an outcropping of rock. 
“Captain!” 
The relief and joy on the man’s face warmed Tyr’s heart and put a smile on even Ingrid’s face. He started to put her down, then thought better of it and cradled her more securely in his arms. 
“Haste, Mr. Smalls, we may have outworn our welcome!”
The first mate grinned and kept his eyes on his captain as he maneuvered the boat as close to the rock as he could manage. Tyr crept into the boat as carefully as he could, holding Ingrid all the while. He was somewhat surprised by the sound of his own voice murmuring reassurances into her hair, curling his good hand around her body for as much security as he could offer. He sat in the boat and kept her in his arms, urging her to put her head against his chest.
There was approval in Smalls’ eyes as he watched Tyr offer what comfort he could to Ingrid as they made their way back to the ship. Tyr caught him looking at them, and offered a smile of his own in return. 
“You’ve done well, my friend.”
Smalls grinned. “I knew you’d be back, Captain. Just drew it out for suspense, a bit of showmanship, eh?”
“Indeed, Smalls, indeed. What’s life without a little suspense?” 
They both laughed, but Ingrid remained quiet in his arms. Tyr didn’t press her, just held her close, doing his best to mitigate the toss of the water. When they reached the ship, the men made short work of raising the small boat, working efficiently and with surprising care to bring the dinghy’s passengers back onto the deck.
No one said a word as Tyr silently carried Ingrid to his cabin. Behind him, Smalls barked out orders to set sail. There was a rustle of activity that followed him as he entered the cabin, then faded as he closed the door behind him. 
He laid Ingrid down in the soil with her back against the largest of the apple trees. She drew in a deep breath and half melted against the trunk, the corners of her mouth curling up in a small smile.
“You know,” she said softly, “as strange as this sounds, this room is starting to feel like home.”
Tyr blinked. “It is?”
Ingrid opened her skirt and started removing the gems she’d taken from the ogre’s cave, setting them in a pile next to her. Tyr ignored them, turning his attention to the tree instead and selecting a perfect red apple. As he sank his teeth into the sweet fruit, he caught Ingrid staring at him.
He chewed and swallowed, then cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, would you like one as well?”
The smile on her lips twitched. “No, but thank you.” She leaned back against the tree and closed her eyes only to open them a moment later. “Actually, if I could have just a bite?” She wrinkled her nose. “I think I can still taste the blight of that cursed wizard.”
Tyr scowled and offered her the apple. “Good riddance, I say. A fouler creature I don’t recall.” He watched her take a bite of the apple, taking the time to admire the stunning picture she made, leaning against the tree, surrounded by soil and gleaming red fruit. She looked like she belonged.
His stomach tightened. It wouldn’t last, of course. The magic that had brought these trees into being would fade, and eventually the sea air would kill them, coat their leaves in salt until they dried out. Suffocated. 
Just like you will if you stay.
“How are you feeling?” he asked quietly.
She looked at him over the apple, took another bite, and offered it back to him. “I’m fine, really. Just tired. You?”
“My dear Ingrid, I feel better than I have felt in the entirety of my memory.” He hunched down beside her, accepting the apple and helping himself to another bite. “I’m stronger than I’ve ever been, and even after all we went through, I’m not the least bit tired.” He dragged his gaze from the apple and met her eyes. “What did you do to me?”
Ingrid smiled, plucked the apple from his grasp. “Vitality. An infusion of my power. Think of it as turning your body’s internal calendar from winter to spring.” Her face softened and she raised a hand to trace the laugh lines around his eyes, twirling a lock of golden blond hair around her finger. “It’s permanent.”
Not for the first time in her presence, his mouth offered words that he hadn’t intended to say. “After I take you home, I’ve an errand to run for the vampire prince. Payment for his aid in getting to you after the blue-bearded one’s rude interruption. When I’m done, I’ll be coming back to Midgard. To you.”
She stilled, her finger still wrapped in a lock of his hair. “Oh?”
He pulled his hair free as he looked away, not wanting to see what emotion might pass her face when he continued. If it was anything other than happiness, he’d rather not know. “I’m not expecting a cup of tea this round, or even a smile. I don’t expect to be forgiven for…well, everything. And I’m not such a fool that I think you’ll change your mind just because the ordeal with the ogres showed what a perfect team we are.”
The apple tree creaked as if she’d reclined against it again. “You’re serious?”
He grinned at her then, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Don’t pretend you didn’t see it. We made short work of stone-face and his rotting wizard.” He cleared his throat. “If you’ll forgive me one more thing in a long list of offenses?”
Suspicion drew lines around her eyes, but there was a definite glint in the green depths that was very heartening. “And what would that be?”
“I love you.” A weight lifted from his shoulders, the freedom of saying the words out loud, the words he’d asked her to say before she’d meant them only that morning. He sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. “I find that I can’t imagine any sort of future that comes close to what it would be with you. Even if you banned me from the orchard, or forced me to help you tend the land without allowing me even one apple, I would rather sit on your doorstep and wait for your forgiveness than sail this cursed sea another day longer than absolutely necessary.”
Ingrid held her breath, but didn’t sit up, didn’t lean closer. “The sea won’t be so hard on you now. As I said, that magic is permanent. You’ll be as you were when you were twenty.”
He settled closer to her, dared to take one of her hands in his. “It doesn’t matter.”
There was something in her eyes now, an intensity that fed the feeble flame of hope burning bravely inside him.
“You could have your own orchard anywhere you pleased,” she said quietly. “You have money, and you know how to tend the trees.”
He drew her up onto her knees, his heart rising when she came to him. “But you would not be there. And I meant what I said. I love you, Ingrid.”
She let him fold her into his arms, her heart pounding hard enough for him to feel it through the layers of their clothing. “I love you, too,” she whispered finally. “And if you don’t come back to me after doing that vampire’s bidding, I’ll be on the next ship to hunt you down.”
He pulled back then, surprise and humor melting the rest of the tension from his shoulders until he felt he could fly. “You’d board a ship for me?”
She looked around at the trees. “Properly equipped, it’s not so bad. Just needed a woman’s touch.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Just to be clear, if I’m forced onto a boat to find you, you won’t be happy when I do.”
He arched an eyebrow. “Woman, you sent me into a vat of boiling oil. What more is it you think you can do to me?”
He kissed her until she stopped laughing.



Epilogue
The firebird watched the ship sail away from its perch at the edge of the cliff, its back to the carnage of smoldering ogre flesh, newly healed earth, and the dissipating aura of dead necromancer. The billowing white sails drifted along like squared clouds, carrying the pirate and the witch farther and farther toward the horizon. A happily ever after fit for a fairy tale. It pressed its beak together, sinking its talons deeper into the rocky earth. 
“He left me.”
Indignation blossomed in its chest, hot fury at being cast away like a common barn owl. Left behind. Too unimportant to remember. Probably tossed over in favor of another apple.
“Arrrggghhh!”
Golden feathers puffed into the air as the firebird attacked its own down, ripping out fluffy golden quills and flinging them into the air. After a few moments of furious action, it stood there in fuming silence, bits of fiery orange and gold floating down around it as it glared at the retreating pirate. 
“I didn’t want to go anyway,” it told the dead ogres cooking to ashes over the fire. “I hate sea air. Makes my feathers stick together.” It narrowed its eyes. “He didn’t deserve me anyway.”
The ogres said nothing, their jaws long gone, burnt to black dust by the hunger of the sacred flames. The firebird fluffed out its remaining feathers, gathering its composure. Really it was all irrelevant. Even if the pirate had taken it with him, it wouldn’t have stayed. A questing beast never stayed, was never caught or imprisoned. It was their fate, their purpose, to wander. To seek out those souls who needed a good shove down the path to a greater destiny. 
“I have a sacred duty,” the bird told the retreating ship. “I’m important. Far too important to waste any more time with you.”
It flared out its wings in a grand show that had made more than one human fall to his knees in awe. The sunlight touched its feathers, turning them to living flames. It basked in its own glory for a moment, turning its head slowly in either direction to give any chance observers a proper look at the radiance of a firebird.
“It’s time to choose another,” it announced to the world. “Time to pluck a single feather from my own resplendent body and—”
Suddenly it stopped talking. Slowly, very slowly, it cast its gaze around. Golden sparks caught its eye and it looked up in time to see the golden feathers it had ripped out in its moment of frustration disappear into the sky. It squinted after them, holding perfectly still.
“One, two, three, four, five…” It sighed and let its wings sag to the ground. Five feathers. Five feathers released simultaneously. Five individuals waiting for a glimpse of gold, a pretty lure that would drag them into chaos before flinging them to their destiny. 
“Five idiots,” it muttered. “And I have to deal with all of them.”
It huffed out a breath through its nostrils and pivoted on one foot before marching over to the fire still burning hungrily beneath the nearly-empty cauldron. Careful not to step in the puddles of oil that might taint his talons with ogre remnants, it eyed the ogres’ bodies to see if there was any meat that might be salvaged. If it was going to deal with five fools at once, it was going to need its strength.
THE END
Love the vampire prince? Read more about him in ONE BITE.
Seduced by the blue-bearded pirate? Follow him into BLUE VOODOO.
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Maribel jabbed the knife into the slab of meat and began viciously sawing off the fat and flinging it into a bowl. It landed with a wet plop! The sound was not nearly satisfying enough to appease Maribel’s growing temper.
 “I wasn’t staring.” She savaged the piece of beef into small chunks, hurling them into the oiled cast iron pan heating on the oven. “Why would I? It’s no big deal.” Her teeth clenched in frustration. “Half… Half…” She pursed her lips and slammed a fist down on the cutting board. “Oh, for pity’s sake. Say it. Half serpent.”
The word hung in the air like an accusation. Maribel drummed her fingers on the cutting board, jaw jutting out as she glared at nothing in particular. After several moments of silence, her shoulders slumped and she cast a glance at the oven.
She should have been more excited that Daman had an oven. She hadn’t seen one since her family had been wealthy enough to have a full kitchen, and even then she’d spent limited time in that area of the house. It hadn’t been until they’d lost all of that and she’d begun cooking for her family herself that she’d started dreaming of using one. Now she finally had her chance, and she couldn’t enjoy it properly because she couldn’t quit thinking about her sour host. She grasped the knife.
“It’s been weeks,” she informed the would-be stew. “Weeks, and every time he deigns to speak with me I get to bear the brunt of his atrocious mood swings.” She stabbed the raw meat and resumed butchering it. “If he didn’t want to go on a walk, he should have said so! It wasn’t as though I was trying to underline the fact that he…” 
She tripped over the words in her mind, tiny voices in her head screaming she was being rude until she forcibly shook off her embarrassment. “Don’t be a ninny, Maribel,” she told herself firmly. “Say it. He hasn’t got any legs.” The knife thunked into the wood on a particularly enthusiastic jab. “That’s no reason we can’t get along. I’m not judging him for it, there’s no reason for him to be so blasted sensitive.”
The meat sizzled, oil flying off in angry sputters, wrenching Maribel out of her reverie. She gritted her teeth as the oil splattered against her arm, tiny droplets burning her skin. “If anything, I should be the one who doesn’t want to try and get along with him,” she told the vegetables. “Every chance he gets, he steers the conversation to Corrine. I’m sure he thinks he’s being subtle, but men in general are lost when it comes to subtlety and that’s apparently even more true for men who are…” She glared at the angry red spatters on her arm. Say it, Maribel, it’s no big deal. You’ve already said it once. “Half serpent,” she finished.
“Wyvern.”
A squeak exploded from Maribel’s lips. She whirled around with the knife held out in a defensive pose, silver blade shining in the light pouring into the kitchen from the open door and the great cooking fire in the hearth. 
Daman loomed in the doorway, his strange silver eyes glinting in the light like polished silver coins. The draconic scales of his lower body shimmered as muscles shifted, and Maribel cursed the blush that heated her cheeks as she became painfully aware that Daman was naked. The fact that he had no…parts, showing should have made it easier—but it didn’t. The arm holding the knife sagged as she scrambled to tear her mind away from wondering things no lady had any business wondering about a man who was not her husband.
“What?” she demanded. 
“Wyvern,” he repeated evenly. His deep voice rolled into the air like approaching thunder. “Not serpent.” 
Maribel tried to follow the conversation and failed. The fierce heat of her embarrassment had obviously boiled her brain past the point of functioning. Anger obligingly rose to take the place of logic, but before she could let loose a scathing comment, Daman spoke again.
He gestured at his lower half. “I’m not half serpent, I’m half wyvern. Serpent could just as easily mean snake. My ancestry is dragon.”
Maribel started to cross her arms, realized she was still holding the knife, and pressed her lips into a thin line. He’d heard her then. Shame rose at being caught insulting her host, but she viciously squashed it down. What business did he have spying on her anyway? She returned her focus to the chunks of meat sizzling in the pan, careful to brown them evenly. “What’s the difference?” she shot over her shoulder, forcing nonchalance into her tone.
“Careful, child,” Daman warned, the now-familiar warmth of his temper heating his tone.
Maribel whirled around. “I’m not a child. I’m a grown woman.”
Daman held her gaze, silver eyes steady and unnerving. “What’s the difference?”
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Did you find a typo? 
 
Typos are the jack-in-the-boxes of the reading world. There you are, reading an amazing story, when suddenly—BAM! A typo rips you right out of the groove. At Skeleton Key Publishing, our editors do their best to correct the typos that slink by our authors, but sometimes they escape and go on their ruinous rampage. 
So here’s the deal. If you found any typos, go to our website and report it. Every month we will put the names of everyone who reported a typo into a hat and pick one out. That person will then be offered a $25 gift certificate. 
That’s right…you can win a gift certificate just for reporting a typo. If you find more than three typos, send us a copy of your receipt and we’ll send you an updated version of the book.
Thank you for helping us improve the reading experience for later readers.
 
- The Skeleton Crew
 



Ahoy, ebook pirates!
 
All right, so here's the deal. Amazon has a program called "Amazon Associates" whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to Amazon. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, Amazon pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then Amazon takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.
Now, some of you are reading this because you got your hands on a pirated copy of one of my books. I'm not going to lecture you or shame you or beg you to stop. I spent an hour last night begging my daughter to go to sleep, so I'm all groveled out for at least the next 12 hours. All I'm going to say is this: If you got any enjoyment out of my work, please consider clicking on the link below the next time you need to buy something from Amazon. You won't be spending a penny more than you would have anyway, and I'll get a little compensation for all the time and effort I put into writing the book so I can continue to write more books. Clicking the link is not an acknowledgement that you pirated one of my books. Even if you are a wonderful person who paid for this book, if you'd like to use this link to help me earn enough money for the next Lego set with a superhero in it (even though we all know my son's going to build it, then discard the majority in favor of playing with only the little people) then you can click the link too.
The link can be found here: http://www.jenniferblackstream.com/ahoy-ebook-pirates/
If for some reason you can't bring yourself to click the link, consider leaving a review for the book. Reviews help too.
All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,
Jennifer Blackstream
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The vampire prince of Dacia is attempting a new alliance, and

all he has to do s deliver a care package to a demoness dear

old grandmother—and on the way, destroy the wolf that has
been terrorizing the dark forest.

It soundsall too easy, until the demoness’true intentions are
revealed and Kirill comes to the cold realization that his
ambition may have finally come at a price even a prince

cannot afford.






