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Kronos
The Demon’s Bane, a pirate-hunting ship in the Western Ocean, was docked at Rally, a Middle Astra harbor town. Most of the crew members were ashore, taking a well-deserved rest from life at sea. The majority of them had gone to the seedier parts of the town, which were far more numerous than the non-seedy sections. Brigette and her best friend, Thea von Finkelstien, on the other hand, had gone to Rally’s famous Public Gardens to have a picnic.
The gardens were exquisite, containing many flowers and plants from all over the planet, because years ago, a flower-loving mayor had decreed that all ships entering the busy port must bring flora specimens from their journeys. Although many ship captains were irritated at first, the Rally “flower tax” soon became a tradition among sailors, and captains around the planet competed against each other, trying to bring rare or unknown plant specimens to the town. Thus, the Public Gardens were one of the most beautiful places on the planet.
After wandering through the lovely landscaped gardens, Thea planted herself in the shade of a large hedgehog tree. “I think I’m in paradise,” she said.
Brigette replied with a smile. She put the picnic basket down on the blanket Thea had spread on the ground and lay down to rest next to her friend. After several minutes, she sat up and pointed to a large bushy plant with bright orange flowers and large green berries with red stripes. “Look at that bush over there,” she said. “I recognize it as being familiar and having good tasting berries, but I don’t remember ever seeing such a plant before.”
The young woman had no memory of her life before she became a love slave for pirate captains. She could remember being rescued from that cruel life by the AquaExpress and being on two other ships before that, but she could not remember anything else.
“Do you think that it comes from your homeland?” Thea asked.
“Maybe,” Brigette replied. “Let’s go see what the plaque says about it.”
They got up and read the small information plaque for the plant:
Green Basketberry Bush
Donated by Captain McBeal, Sea’s Dove, 890
A perennial flowering berry bush from Kronos.
“Kronos, isn’t that were dragons come from?” Brigette asked.
Thea looked tenderly at her friend from under her parasol and replied, “Yes and maybe that’s where Brigettes come from, too.”
They returned to their picnic, but a loud horn sounded from the harbor interrupting their feeding. Captain Strand was calling all hands on deck. The Demon’s Bane would be weighing anchor soon.
As soon as the ship set sail, the captain held an officer’s meeting in the bridge. Brigette and Thea stood in the back and listened to the usually calm captain as he excitedly explained the situation. “I received a tip from the Royal Coast Guard today that Captain Johansson is heading for Kronos to enslave the native population for the water demon lord,” he said.
Petra Gran, the first mate, asked, “Aren’t the natives protected by the dragons? Johansson’s crew will have to fight off hundreds of dragons to enslave them.”
“My informant said that Mer was coming along to help the crew,” the captain answered. Mer was a demon sub-lord, who used to pose as the first mate of Brigette and Thea’s old ship, the AquaExpress.
“Then why are you so excited?” Petra asked, knowing that all sane people would be worried sick about encountering a demon sub-lord.
“Don’t you see,” Captain Strand said with a wry smile. “We’ll have help, powerful help.”
From the back Brigette exclaimed, “The dragons!”
“Precisely,” the captain said. “This will be our best opportunity to finish off Mer. Between all our wizards and the dragons, she doesn’t stand a chance.”
Because many wizards lost their jobs as wind tamers when Aquane, the water demon-lord, promised fast winds and safe waters for all pirates aligned with her, the Demon’s Bane had a disproportionally high number of magic users, including Thea, the ship’s navigator. That gave the pirate-hunting vessel an edge over most pirate ships.
Thea, however, whispered to Brigette, “Mer is very clever. She probably has something up her sleeve that will counter the dragons.”
Captain Johansson’s ship, the Lady Gray, had a head start on the Demon’s Bane. Mer’s presence on board, also gave the Lady Gray favorable winds, while the Demon’s Bane had to navigate through storms. The pirate-hunting ship needed all of its wizards to help it survive the rough journey. Eventually, Captain Strand decided that they should stop following the other ship. Instead of going west by southwest, the AquaExpress headed due south to try to get around Mer’s sphere of influence and then head west. Although it wasn’t a direct route to Kronos, it proved to be quicker and less dangerous than trying to follow the Lady Gray. The Captain figured that the Lady Gray would arrive at Kronos at least four days ahead of the AquaExpress.
As the ship approached Kronos, Brigette began to feel a strong sense of familiarity. “Excuse me, Captain?” she asked.
The captain looked up from the stack of papers and maps on his writing desk and asked, “What is it?”
“Well, I think that you should bring the ship toward this part of the island,” she replied while pointing to a spot on the southwestern side of Kronos.
Adjusting his reading glasses, the captain looked at the map and then asked, “Why?”
“There’s a village near there which should be far enough away from the pirates,” Brigette replied. “We should be able to beat them there, if they are going by land across the island.”
“How do you know there’s a village there?” the captain asked. Brigette shook her head slowly and answered, “I’m not sure. I just recognize this coastline and remember that there’s a village near here.”
Years of commanding ships had taught William Strand to trust intuition in all its forms. So he went along with Brigette’s plan. After the ship landed, he learned that Brigette’s intuition was correct — the pirate hunters found a small settlement untouched by the pirates and decided to setup camp there. Since the ship was so late arriving to Kronos, the captain knew that protecting this village was the only chance to stop Mer and the pirates.
As they approached the village an elderly woman and a middle-aged woman came to greet them. Captain Strand and First Mate Gran went with the two women to discuss the situation, leaving the others behind to wait.
Brigette went up to Thea, who was holding a parasol to protect her delicate skin from the blistering sun. “Thea,” Brigette said, “it’s so strange being here. This place feels so familiar to me, like home.”
Remembering the plaque in the garden, Thea replied, “Perhaps this is home.”
“Do you really think so?” Brigette asked her friend.
“Yes,” Thea assured. “If we get a chance, we should ask people if they recognize you.”
Soon the captain and the first mate returned. They told the pirate hunters that the dragons had stopped protecting the villagers and that the pirates had already captured every village but this one.
The captain then explained the situation, “The pirates will come here soon, and we will have to protect them all by ourselves. That’s not what we had planned, but we need to help these people.”
“They’re not trained in fighting,” Petra Gran said. “They’ve always been protected by the dragons, so they never developed such skills.”
“Captain,” Thea asked, “do you know why the dragons have stopped protecting them?”
“The people were a little reluctant to explain that to us.” Strand answered.
Thea then asked, “May I go to persuade the dragons to help us?”
Before the captain had a chance to reply, Brigette added, “Captain, I’ll go, too.”
“And so will I,” said a voice from the jungle, which had quickly followed Brigette’s statement. Then a young man in his mid-twenties stepped into the clearing where the crew was gathered.
“Brian?” Brigette whispered while tears began to streak down her face.
“It’s been a long time, Brigette,” he said as he approached and hugged the young woman.
After a long minute, stretched out by years of absence, Brigette separated from the man and announced to the others, “This is my twin brother, Brian.”
Everyone greeted Brain warmly, but there was little time for pleasantries. When the captain and the first mate began to organize the crew into guard units, Brigette, Brian and Thea set off across the island to find the dragons.
Seeing Brian brought back a tidal wave of memories for Brigette; however, there were key memories that remained allusive. She still didn’t know how she left Kronos and became a pirate. The two twins grilled each other with question after question, so Thea chose to walk silently behind them. She would rather have grilled Brian about the details of the dragons and his people’s relationship with them, but those questions could wait.
Brian was an excellent guide through the jungle, and he had figured that the trip would only take an hour or so if there were no complications. Complications, however, seemed to always follow Brigette and Thea. The twins were so busy making up for lost time, that the group stumbled unprepared into a clearing filled with pirates.
The pirates had captured a dragon kid and were preparing to transport it to back to their ship. It had been placed in a cage, enchanted with the Party Pooper spell, so that whenever the dragon tried to breath fire, the flames would disappear as soon as they hit the bars of the cage.
The pirates had heard the trio approaching. So when the twins and Thea stumbled into the clearing, the pirates surrounded them. Thea was so shocked that she did nothing as a pirate lassoed her with an anti-magic rope and pulled her to the ground. “Looks like we’re gonna gets some more slaves for Aquane,” one pirate said, which made the others laugh.
Brigette didn’t have time to draw her sword; however, when a pirate tried to take her sword away, she kneed him in the groin and then attacked the pirate who had grabbed hold of Brian. Since the pirate was busy holding onto Brian, who was struggling to be free, Brigette was able to throw several quick jabs into the pirate’s kidney. Screaming with pain, he let go of Brian, who then hit the pirate over the head with a large stone.
Then Brigette drew her sword and hacked through several bars of the cage with her magically sharpened blade, releasing the dragon. Although young, the dragon was as large as three or four cows. He burst out of the cage and then helped Brigette to fight the pirates. Fearing the young dragon’s fiery breath, the pirates soon gave up and entered the cage.
After all the pirates were in the cage, Brigette asked, “Thea, honey, could you fix these broken bars?” Then she suddenly remembered that Thea was still lassoed and lying on the ground. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said as she released her friend.
“No problem. It was kind of nice to rest here on the ground and let you do all the work,” Thea replied with a smile.
Then the dragon flew down and landed by Brigette. He introduced himself as Dragobert and kept licking Brigette’s face in thankfulness. Thea took the opportunity to finally ask Brian what was going on between the dragons and the humans.
“We’re on strike!” he cried in reply.
Dragobert snorted, “They’re being lazy and are forsaking their duty toward us.”
“Duty?” Brian was indignant, “Why is slave labor a duty?”
Dragobert calmly replied, “It’s tradition.”
“Times change. Traditions can be broken,” Brian said.
Dragobert smiled, “Maybe that’s why we no longer protect you.”
Thea interrupted their feud and asked, “What exactly is or was this duty?”
“Slave labor!” Brian cried again.
Dragobert’s deep resonant voice replied, “Eggsitting.”
Thea and Brigette both looked at each other and asked, “Eggsitting?”
“Yes, humans have always helped keep our eggs warm. I guess we’re too heavy to do that ourselves,” Dragobert said. “We’ve had to install some alternative incubation systems.”
Thea and Brigette, who didn’t remember this fact about her people, looked at each other again with astonished expressions.
After a few seconds, Thea asked, “Okay, so what are we going to tell the dragons to get them to protect you again?”
Brian replied, “That we’ll work, if our list of demands are met.”
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