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      As I stomped down the gangplank of The Hullbreaker and stepped onto the dock, I couldn’t help but wonder why the Admiralty called me in to Erdrath so early in the damned North Sea campaign? After all, we’d already sunk four of Milnest’s barques and captured a pair of merchantmen. We even handed the crews over to the regular navy for ransom and given them most of the loot we’d taken. Pretty damned honest for a privateer, I was.

      Still, orders were orders, after all.

      My passage turned heads as I made my way to land along the slightly tilted, wooden dock. The air was filled with a thick briny smell that reeked of dead fish and the unmistakable stench of humans. Of course, that’s what most of the Empire was made up of, humans. Damn things bred almost as fast as us orcs and lived longer to boot.

      Bloody unfair if you asked me.

      More stares and muttering followed me as I headed up towards Lord Broward’s keep. I knew these lubbers recognized me. There was no mistaking the only orcish captain in the Imperial Navy. Of course, my rank wasn’t really official, but to hells with anyone that argued it. I’d add their bashed-in heads to the collection strung along The Hullbreaker’s rails. Unless they were really special, of course. Then their skulls would decorate trapdoors for the ship’s twenty-six below-deck cannons, or perhaps even one of the six smaller guns on the quarterdeck and forecastle that I’d had installed so she could fire fore and aft as well as on the broadside.

      “Thank you for coming, Captain Bardak Skullsplitter,” one of the guards said as he gave me a once over. The look on his face was one I’d come to expect from the Imperials. A thin veneer of pleasantry over a mixture of fear and disgust.

      “You’re welcome,” I replied as I mounted the stairs to the drawbridge of the keep. “I trust there won’t be any problems?”

      The pair of guards nodded in response, which was fortunate for them. After all, the last thing I wanted to do was deal with some dumbass who thought he might test my orcish might. It never ended well for them, especially because walking through these damned human towns always put me in a sour mood.

      It wasn’t the glares and the smell of fear, though. It was the looks of disdain as if I was just a piece of shit on their boots to be cleaned off. Despite everything that orcs had given to build up the Empire during Asmond Blackburn’s wars of conquest, at best we barely rated second-class citizens, assuming, of course, we weren’t thrown right into slavery.

      My scowl deepened as I noted a gang of orcish thralls building a scaffold beneath a guard tower under the watchful eyes of a pair of human taskmasters. Like me, the thralls were dark-eyed and green-skinned. They were about the same size as their foremen, but close to twice as broad and much more heavily muscled. All of them were a bit shorter than I was, but then, I wasn’t a slave. I took a deep breath to hold in my anger and focused on finishing my march to the raised portcullis. Here, I was challenged.

      “State your business,” the guardsman, a human in an ornate helmet and breastplate addressed me.

      “Captain Bardak Skullsplitter of the privateer Hullbreaker,” I said in a deep, no-nonsense voice.

      The guard’s eyes widened. He probably wasn’t used to dealing with eloquent orcs.

      I smiled around my tusks and continued, “The Admiralty sent me word that I was to report to Lord Broward’s keep as soon as possible.”

      The two guards exchanged glances. “I’ll go fetch the sergeant,” the one who hadn’t spoken yet offered.

      “No need,” a man in the uniform of a house servant joined us. “If the… captain… will come with me?” I took an instant dislike to the man.

      “And who might you be?” I wanted to know.

      “I am Vail,” he replied as he met my examination of him with a dead-eyed gaze. Damn me, but I’d seen more life in the eyes of a shark. “Now, if there are no other questions, please follow me.”

      He turned and walked off at speed, and I followed, keeping pace with him easily. I hadn’t missed the pause as Vail said my rank, and not for the last time, I wished I could have brought my axe and pistols to these meetings. They hadn’t searched me, perhaps trusting my reputation for following orders. Of course, I was armed, but the blades tucked into my boots would hardly be enough to tickle some of the larger guardsmen I’d seen.

      Vail led me into the keep proper through a side door after we crossed the yard. We followed a short passage, then descended a flight of stairs and through another door. Dungeon, of course. It wasn’t like you could have a meeting with an orc in broad daylight in a café, not for someone like this.

      The dim light of the underground halls didn’t hold any secrets for me. Broward had a few captives, and most of them barely noticed our passage, but one, a young woman in a barred cell all her own caught my eye. She was gagged, and her hands were in witch-bindings. Ah, that explained the solo cell.

      Then we were past, and Vail opened an iron-bound wooden door and ushered me in. At a desk opposite the door sat a thin, ramrod straight human male with salt and pepper hair, a thick, well-waxed mustache, and a fine outfit of brocaded silk in black and silver, the Imperial colors.

      Imperial business, then, rather than house business. My mood soured a bit more, but I bowed politely, nonetheless.

      “Thank you, Vail,” the lord said. He was flanked by a pair of men that looked more like sellswords than guards, and my hands itched for my axe. This already stank of a setup, but I was more than balls-deep at this point.

      “Reporting as ordered, Lord Broward,” I said flatly.

      Vail was behind me and still stood in front of the doors. I sighed inwardly. If this mess weren’t an ambush, I’d keelhaul myself. The lord steepled his hands, which showed his callused, scarred knuckles. He was a swordsman, I could tell.

      “I bid you welcome, Captain Bardak, to Insmere, currently the westernmost city of the Empire,” Lord Broward said in at least a surface show of manners.

      I knew all this already but nodded politely. “I’m curious what this is about, milord,” I said. “The message caught me in pursuit of a Milnest ship, the Blood Gale.”

      “Sounds like an orcish name. Have the Milns hired one of the clans then?” he demanded as he leaned forward over his desk.

      “No, sir,” I answered with a grunt. “Dark elf’s my guess. We hadn’t caught up enough to engage.”

      “Ah, well.” The lord nodded and settled back in his chair. “‘Tis a pity you didn’t sink them.” He laughed clumsily, then coughed. “Down to business then. I am afraid, captain, that the services of you and yours are no longer required. The Empire is abandoning the use of privateers and has no more use for free orcs.” He lifted a hand in a dismissive wave. “Kill him.”

      I heaved a sigh as Vail and the two mercenaries started moving to attack me. I had been right about the whole thing, so I guess I wouldn’t have to keelhaul myself. Too bad for them they’d locked themselves in a room with me.

      I sidestepped Vail’s initial lunge and planted a big, green elbow in his face, then caught him by his waistcoat as he started to fall. Did these people really expect that I’d be so slow?

      At this point, the other two were halfway around the desk, swords in their hands, but I had Vail, a superior weapon in my eyes. Lord Broward had started to slide his chair back to stand as I flipped the man in my grip around. Now I had him by the ankles, and in my eyes, a human could make a pretty good flail, and a six-foot weapon had decent reach.

      I grinned, then let out a bellow that was half-roar and half war-cry as I swung my possibly-still-alive weapon at the closer of the two mercenaries. Maybe it was surprise that kept him from parrying with his sword, and I was pretty sure that’s what kept him from ducking as he caught Vail to the face. There was a satisfying crunch, and blood sprayed everywhere as the mercenary flew backward over the desk and tumbled into Broward. Both of them went down, and the sellsword didn’t move again.

      The second mercenary came at me from the side with a thrust of his sword. I was almost disappointed at the quality of assassins that Broward had hired. They were slower than some of our cabin-orcs. I shifted to one side and heaved Vail’s body around to parry the thrust with him. I couldn’t help but smirk a bit as the tip of the blade tented the back of his coat. With a twist and a pivot, I used the flopping corpse to bind the blade and disarm my opponent.

      Broward was screaming bloody murder, which it was really as I proceeded to beat the second merc flat with what remained of the lord’s manservant, or guild assassin, or whatever he’d been. A deep laugh escaped my gullet as I swung the body a couple more times, then left it lying on top of the ruined corpse of the lord’s other man.

      “D’ya really think anyone’s goin’ to hear ya?” I slipped easily into pirate speak as I kicked the lord’s desk out of the way. He had gotten out from under the first mercenary and now scrabbled backward across the floor like a funny-looking crab as he started casting about for an escape.

      “Murderer!” Broward spat at me. “Even now, my men are storming your ship to capture it! You can’t escape!”

      “Bold words comin’ from a man who won’t get up off the floor.” I grinned a toothy grin at him. “I ain’t worried ‘bout my ship, but yer boys might be in for a surprise.” My eyes slid right and left to look around for a weapon, but there was nothing in sight aside from the mercenaries’ crap swords. They’d probably break the first time I hit armor with them. None of the men seemed to have flintlocks, either.

      Shame. Guns would have given them a bit more of a chance.

      He must have thought me distracted because the lord tried to rise as he drew a knife from his boot. I almost laughed at the idea of a nobleman using a rogue’s trick before I lunged forward and punched him in the face. He flipped over completely with the force of my blow and ended up face down in a growing pool of blood.

      Hopefully, I hadn’t hit him too hard. He’d make a good hostage, at least to get me to my ship, assuming he was still alive, of course. He let out a gasping breath, and I smiled to myself. Good, I hadn’t killed him.

      A moment’s short work disarmed the lord and added a goodly sum of coin to my own purse, along with a ring of keys. It was time to go. After I hefted Broward easily over one of my broad shoulders, I went to the door, kicked it bodily from its hinges, and stalked out into the dungeon.

      “Oy!” I bellowed. “Who wants his freedom?”

      Only a couple of the handful of prisoners surged to the bars. Most of them looked like the typical trash you’d find in a dungeon, but one lean human carried the look of the sea around him and bore a scar that left the left side of his mouth in a perpetual sneer. In her lone cell, the witch girl struggled to her knees in a rattle of chains. She’d be a bit more work to free, but I wasn’t too worried about my ship, so I could take a minute. Besides, if she could wind-work, that’d give me the advantage I needed, especially if she was grateful for the rescue.

      With that, I started unlocking doors.

      “Want to join a new crew?” I asked the scar-faced man.

      “Aye, cap’n,” he said with the proper cant of a sea dog born and bred. “Bloody Bill left me an’ the rest to rot when The Indomitable caught up with us in the Aigon Straits. Got his witch to fly him off.”

      “Good enough, mate,” I growled. “Give me a name now and tell me the rest when we’re out of here.”

      “I’m Shrike,” the man said. He was human, but I wouldn’t hold that against him.

      Next was the witch. Shrike helped me unlock her door and find the keys to her chains. Magic crackled a small electric arc over her fingers when the witch-bindings fell away. Unlike the typical copper and cotton, these were some kind of wrought iron. Odd.

      “Thank you, captain,” she said in a light, musical voice. She rose to her full five-foot-and-change height and gazed up at me through mismatched blue and green eyes. So, she was a changeling, then; a kind of half-human fey creature, usually with a dark, murderous nature, but not always. That explained the iron. It would disrupt both the flow of magic, like copper, and her fey glamours.

      She could be a useful member of my crew, but she could also be dangerous. I weighed my options quickly and came to a decision. My eyes narrowed a bit, and I nodded to her as I asked, “Care to join a crew?”

      “Anything that will leave this accursed place behind.” She stretched and winced. “I’ll need tools before I’m much use, but I’ll give you a name-bond.”

      That sort of bond would actually force her to keep her word to me. Of course, it would keep me from lying to her, too, but I had a feeling it would be worth the cost. Trust a fey-witch to make it formal.

      “Captain Bardak Skullsplitter,” I told her by way of introduction. “I offer you a place in my crew as my witch.”

      “Mary Night and I’ll join your crew under your command,” she countered as she reached up and pushed her dirty black hair back from her pointed ears. “Now let’s get the bloody hell out of here.” I gave her an appraising look over. By any standards, she was a good-looking woman, just a bit small, but with all the right curves, even under her modest prison smock. She smirked a bit as my eyes lingered and I grinned back.

      “Let’s go,” I told my new crew. With the still-unconscious lord over my shoulder and Mary and Shrike at my back, we made good time up and out of the dungeon. Not many people seemed to know about it, and the other cutthroats I’d freed had made good in beating feet for the exit. They weren’t the worst distraction, either.

      Cannons thundered in the distance, and fire bloomed in the town as we rushed through the streets. Looked like my first mate was coming to find me. The crew would have been quite happy to take out the frustrations of being attacked on the Imperial outpost, and we were more than capable of laying waste to the place.

      The three of us raced towards the gate of the keep, focused on the guards barring our way. I one-armed Lord Barlow up and held him. He was starting to stir, which made what came next even better.

      “Open the gate before I break it down with your lord!” I bellowed as I dangled him like a toy.

      Neither Shrike nor Mary was armed, but the sight of an enraged orc holding their lord aloft must have triggered something in the guardsmen. They let out a lot of shrieks and worrisome cries as they rushed to the cranks and opened the gate.

      Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I led the way as we rushed on through into the town. The streets were chaos with people running hither and yon in panic as another volley of cannon fire rang out from the harbor. Bricks and wood shattered in nearby buildings, and a heavy ball crashed on the cobblestones and rolled past us towards the keep.

      “Cap’n!” a familiar voice roared as my first mate, Kargad Toothbreaker, came barreling out of a burning building, along with three other burly orcs, armed to the teeth with axes and flintlocks. “We’ve got ‘em surprised, an’ Bord is givin’ ‘em what for with half the cannon!”

      “Good work, lads!” I called with a grin as my mate pulled a massive axe from his back sling and held it out to me.

      Broward was awake now and struggled on my shoulder as I took my namesake weapon from my comrade. Like the now-useless sack of shit he was, I dropped the lord hard to the cobblestones.

      “Well, Lord Broward,” I said with a grin, “looks like we don’t be needin’ you after all.”

      He actually had defiance in his eyes as he gazed up at me. “You won’t get away with this, orc!” the lord spat angrily. “We’ll find you and end you.”

      “Strong words from a man at the captain’s mercy,” Mary said, her voice carrying clearly. “Perhaps begging is in order.”

      I gave her a sidelong look as Lord Broward stared at her. His mouth worked, but nothing came out for a moment. Then he looked up at me with wide, frightened eyes.

      “You don’t know what you do, captain,” he whispered. “Spare me, kill her, and I’ll make sure you go free.” Looked like I made a good choice freeing Mary.

      “Don’t think so,” I growled before taking Lord Broward’s head from his shoulders with a backhanded slash of my axe.

      Oh, that’s right. I forgot to mention something.

      This is the story of how I became the world’s greatest pirate.
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      Insmere was really starting to burn, and the few other warships in port were listing, holed at the waterline by our cannons or with their masts and rigging torn apart by chain shot.

      My crew had taken offense at the sudden appearance of soldiers on the dock demanding their surrender and, with me being otherwise engaged, took it upon themselves to declare a one-ship war on Lord Broward and his ‘city.’

      I’d taught them well.

      As my strong boys backed water with The Hullbreaker’s oars to pull the ship away from the dock and into the harbor, a couple of random cannon shots splashed nearby. I ignored them as I spun the ship’s wheel to the sound of the oarmaster’s drum pounding like a heartbeat below decks.

      “Turn!” I bellowed and then surveyed the surroundings with a wide grin. It was always in these moments, where everything on my ship was working like a well-oiled machine, that I felt the greatest satisfaction.

      Hell, even the new guy was pulling his weight. Shrike had slid in with the crew and was working alongside my boys as if he was an old-timer, and I couldn’t have been more pleased. While The Hullbreaker didn’t have the only mixed-species crew on the seas, I was the only orc captain of a privateer. There was some prejudice that orcs weren’t good for anything but infantry, a theory I’d proven incorrect time and time again.

      Once we’d got the ship turned with her prow toward the harbor’s entrance, I let out another roar, “Forward, boys! Show the bastards our wake!”

      Oars dipped and splashed, and The Hullbreaker began to pick up speed. Forty orcs putting their broad backs into it could get even a ship her size underway in short order.

      I straightened the wheel to hold a steady course while my eyes roamed the glittering sea ahead.

      The winds were changing in the Empire, and the scent that the wind carried was going sour. That was my impression, at least. For all the ships I’d sunk in the emperor’s name and all the gold I’d looted, the bastards still had tried to backstab me. Had the admiralty taken leave of its senses at long last?

      As that thought mulled around in my brain, I noticed the witch, Mary, standing like a statue to my left. She was well out of the way of the crew and me, but I couldn’t help but think her presence on aft castle deck was purposeful.

      “D’ye need a moment, lass?” I asked as I glanced over at the witch.

      “I wanted to get a feel for the ship and the crew, captain,” she replied with a faint smile on her lips. Mary had something of a predator’s stillness about her, even as the deck rose and fell beneath our feet. “The helm is a good place to do that, I’ve found.”

      “Worked many ships, then?” I was curious. If she had, I wouldn’t need to teach her much, but even if she hadn’t, having my own witch aboard would give us an edge.

      “Oh, aye,” she said with a laugh. “I was Commodore Arde’s own witch until he grew pissed that I wouldn’t warm his bed. He had a full coven of three for his flagship, but I was the only one young enough to get his little sailor to stand.” A faint smirk tugged at her mouth. “So he drummed up a charge of inciting mutiny and dropped me off in irons with Lord Broward to deal with.”

      An Admiralty witch on The Hullbreaker? If there were any truth to the woman’s story, she’d make a fine and powerful addition to my new endeavor.

      “So you’re not against consorting with pirates, then?” I turned my gaze back to the prow to watch my men at their work. We were already almost out of the harbor and into the open sea. Soon, it would be time to raise the sails and figure out where we were bound.

      “Not in the least, especially when their noble captain made time during his escape to free me and save my life.” Her voice held a teasing undertone, a fey touch if you will, something I’d observed the handful of changelings I’d met over my career. Their voices tended to carry a bit more emotion behind them, a hint of the otherworldly capriciousness that creatures like her were descended from.

      “Fair enough,” I said as I turned back to my duties. There were still things that needed to be done. I needed to address the crew and offer anyone not interested in our new vocation a way out, then I needed to adopt Shrike fully into the crew. The witch, though, was a special case. Most admiralty ships and more than a few pirates had one or more, and Milnest’s ships always carried a sorcerer.

      The Hullbreaker, though, had never had more than the occasional shaman for hire, usually from whatever tribe we could hire one from and never for more than a job or two.

      Maybe the Sisterhood of Witches was prejudiced against orcs, or there were imperial rules, but it was never really all that clear to me why we couldn’t keep a witch or some other kind of weather-worker on the payroll.

      It was especially odd when I considered my crew. Once they joined, not many left, though they could have. My crew of orcs, humans, and even dwarves was fiercely loyal. They’d stuck by me through our years working for the Empire, and I was certain they’d stick by me now.

      Mary though, she was a different case altogether. After all, she was a witch, and I was an orc.

      “Are you interested in a full crew position, then, Mary Night?” I asked, knowing full well our bond made it so she couldn’t lie to me. She’d either have to answer honestly or evade the question, and both would be answer enough. My eyes slid sideways to watch her, but she didn’t move even though her demeanor suggested no surprise or shock, or even expectation.

      “The idea of being a pirate witch holds a bit of appeal, captain, I must say.” Once again, Mary’s voice held that ethereal, unearthly fey tone. She was amused and, I thought, pleased. “What will my duties and shares be?” Her changeling eyes focused on me, bright and alert.

      I met her gaze with my own. “Every shaman or witch that I’ve ever hired was paid from my own pocket, but you… you, I’ll offer a full share, same as the rest of the crew.”

      Mary pursed her lips and shifted her weight a bit, then crossed her arms under her breasts. I couldn’t help but follow the motion with my own gaze. The changeling was an attractive woman, even to my orcish standards… if a bit small. There was a strength to her though, and a part of me couldn’t help but lust after her.

      I raised my eyes when she coughed, breaking my wandering thoughts.

      “Do I need to worry for my virtue, captain?” the witch teased as her eyes roamed appraisingly over me in return.

      “Heh,” I grunted and looked ahead at the open sea. “Not from me or mine. You’re as safe as you wish to be.”

      Mary laughed. “Safe among pirates and scoundrels,” she murmured, her voice barely audible over the splash of the waves and the creak of the timbers. Then she raised her voice a bit. “To be quite honest, captain, I feel safer amongst your crew than ever I did on The Indomitable. I’ll take your offer. The name-bond is already in place and will be ‘til I save your life in return for what you did for me.”

      I held up a hand for a pause as I shouted out, “Raise the sails, strong boys! Let’s put some distance ‘tween us and the empire!”

      A roar of assent went up from the deck as my crew set about getting the masts loaded with canvas. We’d need to get properly decked out, now that we were no longer on the empire’s payroll. Black sails were a must as was a new flag. We needed a proper pirates’ jack to sail under, and I knew just the place to go. Kargad and the crew hadn’t let us leave empty-handed. They’d snatched everything the Imperials had offloaded from us right back, so we had a fair bit of the booty from our last raid sitting in the hold, as well as the pouch of gold coins that I’d nicked from the lord himself.

      When I turned back to Mary, she was grinning. “I see you’ve got both lads and lasses on your crew, captain. Does this cause you any problems?”

      I furrowed my brow for a moment, then chuckled.

      “We’re not some weak-willed, prudish imperial seamen here, milady witch,” I explained. “I mean, sometimes we might have to yell at a pair or three for keepin’ the barracks awake, but I’ve never set rules about fucking when it’s not yer watch.” Then I paused and let out a growl. “That’s not entirely true. There’s one rule on The Hullbreaker about that sort of thing.”

      “Oh?” One of Mary’s thin eyebrows reached for the sky. “What might that be?”

      “That kind of fun is only to be had by the willing,” I said sternly. “Otherwise, the next thing ye kiss will be the barnacles along the keel.”

      “Oh, I like you, Captain.” Mary chewed on her lower lip as she smiled. “I’m going to enjoy my time here, and I guarantee that I can hex circles around any backwoods bull-roarer or swamp witch playing mercenary on the docks.”

      “Good for you, lass.” I turned and motioned to one of the female crew, a one-eyed orc in a tight black vest and loose red and black striped breeches. “Nagra! Show our new witch to her new bunk and run Tarvak out if he decided to squat there again. He can raise his hammock in the underdecks with the rest of the crew.”

      “Aye, captain!” the she-orc pounded her chest in salute and motioned to the witch. “This way, miss. You’ll like your new quarters, I know you will.”

      Mary nodded and then curtseyed to me.

      “See you soon, captain,” she purred, then turned and followed my crew down the stairs and into the aft castle.

      I heaved a sigh and watched the ordered chaos of the deck as the sails finally went up, flapping as they caught the wind. Kargad was keeping the deck crew busy, but I caught his eye and gave the hand sign to ship the oars. The winds were favorable, and with all the sheets to the wind, The Hullbreaker could outrun almost any vessel in the imperial fleet. She had a few surprises, she did.

      Once everything on deck was squared away, Kargad came clomping up onto the aft castle deck with Bord, the dwarven cannonmaster, hurrying along on his heels.

      I gave them both a nod and returned my attention to the sky. I frowned and muttered to myself while I made a few course adjustments. Fortunately, the wind was in our favor, and the sails went taut as Hullbreaker picked up speed.

      “So what do you two need?” I growled as I gave them a narrow-eyed look beneath crinkled brows.

      “None o’ yer shit, cap’n.” Bord drew himself up to his full four-foot and three, put his gauntleted hands on his hips, and met my gaze with a steely one from his deep-set, gray eyes. The heavyset dwarf was bald and wore his thick beard braided and weighted to keep it out of the way when he worked. Unlike most of the crew, he wore an outfit of heavy leather, scorched and pitted in spots from powder misfires.

      I smirked a bit, he was in a right mood, and I couldn’t help but laugh inwardly. I’d never actually laugh at my cannonmaster. Never. “An’ what shit might that be, Master Bord?” I asked blandly.

      “Fun as it was shellin’ that town an’ the navy ships, I think you owe us the story as to why.”

      Kargad nodded in agreement. They were a funny pair, these two. Friendships between orcs and dwarves were as hard to come by as the emperor’s crown, but my first mate and cannonmaster treasured theirs.

      “Aye, yer right,” I said as I rested a hand on the ship’s wheel and held it steady as we picked up speed. The sun was starting to go down behind us, and its waning rays framed the forecastle in golden light. “First, we’re heading for Jetsam on Old Man’s Isle. We need to refit a bit and supply while we’ve still got those chests of Milnestian gold. Second, due to a disagreement over a new imperial policy, we’re now pirates in the law’s eyes, and I, for one, intend to make the best of it.”

      “More to it than just an argument with a border lord, then, cap’n?” Kargad asked as he studied me. This was the orc that I’d fought beside damn near all of my adult life. Neither of us could really hide anything from the other, and he was the first of the crew I’d trust with my life.

      “According to Broward,” I nodded, “there’s been a turn in imperial policy or at least in the admiralty, to the tune that free orcs are no longer to be tolerated, and they had an assassin and a pair of sellswords there to argue the point.”

      They both frowned at that, and I chuckled and continued, still resting my heavy hand on the smooth wood of The Hullbreaker’s wheel. “As it turned out, I had a much stronger argument in favor of keeping my head and walking out of there. I also picked up the man, Shrike, and our new witch, Mary, in Broward’s dungeon. Seems both of them have bones to pick out in the wider world, and they might prove useful to our new vocation.” I gave the two a grin through my own beard.

      “Fair enough, cap’n,” Kargad snorted. “You know I’m along for the long haul, fair winds or storm.”

      Bord nodded and spat. “Yer stuck with me, too. Admiralty’d shuffle me off to a landlubber position, an’ I’m awful fond of the briny deeps and the booming o’ me guns.”

      I chuckled and shook my head, feigning disgust. “Am I never to be rid of the pair o’ ye?”

      “Well, if we ever go down, I’ll beat ye to the bottom.” The cannonmaster guffawed and pointed a stumpy finger at Kargad and me.

      All three of us started to laugh, which drew funny looks from some of the crew as they bustled about. Once we settled down, I focused on Kargad.

      “So, why’d you order an attack on the town?” I asked curiously.

      “That’s a fun story, it is.” Kargad grinned broadly and hooked his thumbs into the sash at his waist. “Y’see, about the time you were probably walkin’ into Broward’s keep, a group o’ guards come marching up the dock, pretty as you please, and demand to come aboard. ‘All right,’ I says, thinking it’s an inspection, and I let ‘em on the ship. Almost immediately, they start tryin’ to round up all the crew and get us disarmed.”

      The first mate grinned broadly. “Now, when we take offense to this, bein’ loyal sailors of the admiralty, hail the emperor and all that, the captain drops some zinger about how if we didn’t want to follow our captain down to hell, we’d better do as he says.”

      Bord laughed again and slapped his fists together. “‘Twas a short an’ brutal scuffle, it was.”

      “I slapped together a shore crew of the meanest axe-swingers we got, told my runty friend to fire at will,” Kargad nodded and reached down to clap the dwarf on the shoulder at that, “and we charged for the keep looking for ya.”

      “Hmph,” I grunted and turned away from them both to hide the smile tugging at my lips. What had I done to deserve a crew this loyal? They’d practically gone pirate at the mere thought that I was in trouble, and without even knowing I was still alive. “Well, I guess I gotta thank you scurvy bastards for coming after me then.” I let out a deep chuckle, turned, and winked at the both of them.

      “Once we’ve resupplied in Flotsam,” I continued, “we’ll head for the trade routes and show all the black-hearted buccaneers and arse-licking Admiralty scum how The Hullbreaker Tribe does it!”

      “Harr!” Bord laughed. “Me cannon’s will be ready, cap’n. I’ll pass on the word to the rest o’ the gunners, too.”

      “And I’ll get word to the rest of the crew,” Kargad told me.

      “Tell them that if they don’t want this life, they can walk away with their share of what we took before the empire turned on us and find another captain to ship out with at Flotsam. But, if our last few hauls are any indication, we’ll do damned good as pirates.” I exhaled deeply and clapped my first mate on the shoulder, then reached down to do the same to my cannon master. “I will say, a captain couldn’t ask for better men at his side than the two o’ ye.”
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      I wasn’t about to let on to the orc captain and his crew that I was still half in a daze from my escape from certain death. Maybe he knew, given the nature of the name-bond, but I hoped not. He was hard not to think about, confident, muscular, and handsome in an orcish, craggy way. My heart started to beat faster at the thought of him, even with him barely fifteen feet away... or maybe because he was so close. There was no denying that I liked the man, orc, whatever. Maybe I was even attracted to him.

      The she-orc, Nagra, led me into the actual aft castle of the ship where the captain and the mates’ cabins usually were.

      “Oy!” she yelled, startling me out of my reverie as she banged on a door to the right, almost immediately past the entry. Silence, but for the ship’s normal sounds, answered her call.

      I held my breath and listened as well while I used a bit of witchery to tune my hearing to block out the ambient sounds. That particular trick would take a little effort until I felt more at home on this vessel. The Hullbreaker, was it? We only waited a moment before Nagra looked back at me.

      “Looks like Tarvak’s not here,” she said with a grin and shoved open the door.

      It opened into a spacious cabin, for a ship, with a bunk, desk, and what looked to be a worktable. My eyes widened. If this was to be my cabin, it was far nicer than I expected. Plain, yes, but with sturdy furniture and actual windows that showed a view of the wave-tossed sea outside.

      “Damn it,” the she-orc grumbled as she looked around at the strewn sailor’s kit that was spread across the bunk and floor. “I’m going to nail that bastard’s ball sack to the deck for this.”

      “It’s not a problem,” I insisted as I snorted a laugh. “Really, the hospitality your captain and crew are showing me is above and beyond anything I expected.”

      “Captain’s a good man, and he runs a tight ship. Only time he lets Tarvak get away with squatting here when the cabin’s not in use by a shaman or witch. Tarvak’s old and a little soft in the head, y’see, and so Captain tries to look after him,” she explained. “But, if ye’re a shaman or witch or somethin’ on the crew, ye get a cabin. It’s how we do things.”

      Some part of me rebelled at the notion of tradition and rules, but I held it in check and nodded as I gave the orc woman what I hoped was a friendly smile. I hadn’t spent much time around the green-skinned warriors, though I suspected nearly everything I’d heard about them was a lie. They hardly seemed the brutes most humans described them as, and they certainly weren’t stupid, or filthy. In fact, none of the crew of The Hullbreaker had been anything but polite and friendly to me since I came aboard.

      “Truly, ‘tis no problem,” I answered. A minor hex would dump all the bold orc’s gear wherever I deemed appropriate… or was that against the captain’s rules? I didn’t want to earn his ire my first day aboard.

      “I know ye can probably hex it all into the sea, Miss,” Nagra said as if she could read my mind, “or curse Tarvak’s dick with the pox if he ain’t already afflicted, but he really ain’t a bad sort. He just ain’t tidy at all. I mean, look at this mess o’ shit.” With that, the she-orc started to bustle around and gather the hapless sailor's possessions into a pile.

      “Call me Mary,” I offered. “We’re shipmates, aye?”

      “Aye,” she said after a brief pause. Her eyes met mine for a moment before she looked down, her green skin darkening. “‘Tis just embarrassing to see the place like this, Mary. The captain likes a tight ship, but some o’ the men…” Her voice trailed off as she went back to tidying.

      I just stood back and let her, my arms folded beneath my breasts as I leaned against the wall beside the door to watch. My thoughts wandered to the captain, Bardak Skullsplitter. Most warrior orcs sported descriptive surnames like that, although maybe they were actual family names. Did he have a missus? Any little Skullsplitters running around her ankles as she kept a house somewhere?

      Somehow, I rather doubted it. Much as many sailors had women in different ports and even families, Bardak didn’t seem the type.

      Wishful thinking, silly girl, a part of me said. Why would a man like that care for a tiny spit of a thing like you when he probably had orc women throwing themselves at his feet? I really couldn’t help myself, I’d happily join right in and pray he chose me.

      I shook my head and sighed. My gaze went up to the wooden ceiling. It was low for an orc, but plenty high for me, with the telltale burns and discolorations that marked it as a practitioner’s lab as well as a bunkroom. Sometimes our hexes and spells went a little… awry.

      I only then noticed there was silence in the room. I turned to look at Nagra who had paused and gazed at me with pursed lips.

      “Something?” I demanded, maybe a bit sharper than intended, and when she flinched, a touch of guilt ran through me.

      “Nothin’, Miss,” she replied and went back to her work.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s been a demon’s own day, and I’m far from a hot bath, new clothes, and a long sleep.” My fingers ached and itched from the iron witchbindings. I had a few bruises, too. Arde’s men hadn’t abused me, fearing either my changeling nature or the Commodore’s displeasure, but they hadn’t handled me like fine china, either.

      The she-orc paused and looked up at me, then smiled around her tusks. They were small, barely noticeable, really. If she hadn’t been green, she could have almost passed for a burly human woman.

      “I can arrange a bath for ye, Mary,” she said happily. “We might have some clothes that’ll fit ye, too.”

      “Could you bring me a sewing kit while you’re at it?” I asked gratefully. “I’m so damned short that I’m used to having to modify everything I find.”

      “Aye!” She had gathered up what was hopefully all of Tarvak’s belongings and piled them in a sheet. “I’ll do that, and get ye clean bedclothes, too.”

      A sudden rush of delight poured through me, and I gave the she-orc a delighted smile.

      “Thank you!” I gushed. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      Nagra nodded vigorously, threw the improvised sack over her shoulder, and slipped out, kicking the door shut behind her.

      “Bar it, or ye might get company if Tarvak forgets he’s lost squatter’s rights!” she shouted through the door. “I’ll knock for ye once I’ve got everything!”

      “Aye!” I called back.

      The deck swayed under my feet, and I distantly heard the sounds of the crew at work. That was the moment when it truly hit me. I was free! A few short steps and I planted my backside in the wooden chair that sat beside my new desk. I was also, it seemed, a pirate witch.

      That suited me just fine. I’d love the chance to poke out the Commodore’s eyes for his betrayal and flay my so-called sisters for leaving me to him. What hold did the son-of-a-bitch have over them that they’d abandon me?

      Maybe there was more to it than that. The Sisterhood was weird about fey-blooded witches like we weren’t to be trusted or something equally inane. I’d never heard of a changeling betraying their coven, but I’d always been something of an outsider because of my blood.

      My temper flared. I wanted to make everyone who’d wronged me pay. As the rage began to call on my magic, I fought it back under control. It was never easy, but I’d gotten pretty good at keeping myself from lashing out. One day I’d be truly able to cut loose, but it wasn’t today.

      What would I do? That was simple, I’d be the best damn witch that I could be and prove that I was worthy of the trust that Bardak had offered me. He hadn’t asked for a name-bond. I’d given it freely and of my own will when the impulse hit me. There was a destiny there, I was certain. Captain Bardak Skullsplitter was something special.

      Once I had tools again, I’d throw a divination, but I suspected he’d loom large over any fate that awaited me, and there was a strange comfort in that. A warm feeling grew in my lower belly, an early indicator of the desires that plagued me as a part of my changeling nature. For me to turn a man away was against that part of me, yet I’d told the Commodore to go spill his seed elsewhere in no uncertain terms.

      Bardak though… I imagined his hands on me, his body warm against mine. My thoughts drifted further, only broken by tapping on the barred door. Surprised, I bolted to my feet, eyes wide.

      “‘Tis me!” Nagra called through, and I rushed to unbar the way.

      I hoped that she didn’t notice my blush as she came in, a large tub in her arms. Behind her, a burly orc, not quite as broad as the captain but younger and missing an eye, easily carried a large sea-chest.

      They moved into the room as I cleared the way. Nagra’s helper set down the chest with surprising gentleness, nodded politely, and disappeared back the way he’d come while she placed the tub in the rough center of the cabin. It was clean and shiny, but obviously well used, and built to accommodate an orc.

      Hopefully, I wouldn’t drown in it.

      The she-orc reached into a belt pouch and held up a pair of stones which I immediately recognized. Both were polished smooth, each about the size and shape of a hen’s egg. One was a mottled red and yellow, and the other blue and green.

      “I’ll be damned,” I muttered. “Fire and water stones. Those must’ve cost a ship’s ransom.”

      “Taken as booty from a Milnest ship,” Nagra said with a grin. “I figured them out, so the Captain made me their keeper. We have all the water we need, and a way to heat it.”

      I held out my hand, and she placed the stones carefully in it, and the size of her hand suddenly reminded me that I walked with giants. Both stones resonated with magic that caused the hair on my arm to stick straight up.

      “Gods above and below,” I swore. “These are greater elemental stones!” I turned my eyes up to Nagra and gave her an appraising look. “You figured out the command words?”

      Nagra nodded. “I just… listened. None of the boys were patient, but I was.”

      “You realize that hearing the voice of these stones means that you’re magic sensitive,” I explained. “Would you like me to teach you more?”

      The chance to train an apprentice caused my heart to leap in my chest. I prayed the young she-orc would take the offer.

      She froze and blinked at me. “Yer serious?”

      I nodded and handed the stones back. “Show me how they work.

      Nagra was an interesting case to me. She was both bold and assertive yet conflicted. There was something that she was afraid of. Disapproval? Maybe. I couldn’t imagine any orc fearing a physical threat, but it was always possible. I watched closely as she spoke to each stone and then set them in the bathtub.

      It filled up rather quickly with steaming water, but when it was at the halfway mark, she reached in and grabbed both stones, spoke to them again and drew them out. The stones were almost eager to follow her command, and that meant there was no argument left. This orc had witch or mage talent.

      “I’m very serious, Nagra,” I reiterated. “If you’re interested, then I’ll talk to the captain with you.”

      She answered with a slow nod, her brow furrowed as she weighed what I’d said. “Aye, Mary. If ye think I can.”

      “If you could hear the elements whisper in the stones, then you’ve got some talent. We might as well explore it, aye?”

      A grin spread over Nagra’s broad featured face. “Aye!”

      Since the bath was ready, I stripped out of my grimy prison smock and slipped in, sinking into the hot water up to my chin.

      “Oh, gods…” I moaned as I closed my eyes. “Hot water, how I’ve missed thee.”

      “Soap?” Nagra asked hopefully.

      I opened my eyes. “Please. What’s in the chest?”

      The she-orc pressed a rough-hewn bar of a spicy-smelling soap into my outstretched hand. It was elven made unless I missed my guess. Probably taken at the same time as the elemental stones. Nagra handed me a rough cloth rag as well, and I nodded to her.

      “Clothes,” she answered my question after taking a seat at the desk. “Some were plunder, others are from the other girls. Maybe some will fit ye.”

      “Thank ye kindly,” I said sincerely. The warmth of the bath was sinking into me, relaxing my sore muscles and easing all the aches from bruises and strains I hadn’t even known I had. My eyes closed, and I squirmed a bit so I could lean back and duck my head under. Hair like mine needed occasional attention, else it turned into a tangled mess. It was thick and curly, black as night with faint blue highlights in the right light, but so fine and long that it loved to get into a twist unless I gave it its due. Of course, I’d never want my hair cut short, it was one of my vanities, after all.

      When I came up with a gasp and pushed the wet mass back on my head, I opened my eyes to see Nagra gazing at me with concern.

      “What?” I asked with a quirky smile on my lips.

      She shook her head and looked down for a moment. “I was worried you were hurt. You have a lot of bruises.”

      “Aye, my captors were none too gentle, I’m afraid.” I soaped up my hair, working my fingers through the tangles as I did, then began working on my body with soap and rag.

      It took a long while for me to get clean to my satisfaction, and I was sure it looked like pure vanity to the she-orc, but she remained good company all the while as we chatted with me about casual nothings. Eventually, I got to paw through the clothes and selected something that was quite a bit like my new friend’s outfit.

      I’d have to make a few adjustments, of course, for a perfect fit, but I was satisfied in a rather tight and revealing vest of red with red and white striped pantaloons that reached barely below my knees. None of the boots would fit, of course, but maybe the place we were bound to would be able to accommodate me.

      With a grin, I looked over at Nagra. “So, what do ye think?”

      Her eyes brightened, and she grinned right back. “I think ye’ll fit right in.”
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      What we called the War Room, basically The Hullbreaker’s navigation room, sat below the poop deck on the aft of the ship. The walls were hung with trophies of various sorts, skulls, human and elven mostly, and flags and weapons taken from the ships we’d captured. Elven swords dominated, some crossed, some alone, but all bore the signs of heavy wear, and a few were broken. Most of the flags, too, were from captured Milnian ships, though a small number were from rival privateers. Dim oil lamps gave us enough light to see by, especially with our night-trained eyes. Everything swayed slightly with the motion of the ship.

      There were maps, too, including a large one laid out on the table that dominated the middle of the room.

      Kargad and I leaned over that map as I pointed to a small island not far from where the marker, a rat skull, indicated The Hullbreaker’s position.

      “I figure Jetsam here will be a safe enough place to resupply. It’s unaligned, mostly greenskin, and no friend to the Admiralty,” I said thoughtfully.

      My first mate nodded, chuckled, then looked shrewdly over at me. “So what’s the plan, Captain? The Admiralty backstabbed us, we’re on our own, and the gold won’t last forever.”

      “Then we take more,” I replied with a shrug and a grin. “Hoist the black flag and do what orcs do best.”

      “Nothin’, if you listen to the Empire’s line,” Kargad snorted.

      I nodded, took a deep breath, and blew it out. “Before the Empire, tales speak of the great war hordes that would sweep out of the mountains, fighting and pillaging and driving all the humans and elves before them. Something changed, though, and the Usurper worked out a deal with the tribes. He used them to conquer the Empire, then set a choking leash around them.”

      “We both were born after that leash was in place, Captain.” My first mate crossed his arms and gazed at me with hooded eyes. “No one had ever heard of orc sailors before you and your obsession with the sea.”

      I waved a hand around to the navigation room and the ship beyond. “Yet here we are.”

      “Aye,” he said. “Undefeated, and with more kills and captures than any other ship in the fleet.” His voice drifted off for a moment before he grumbled, “Well, damn me for a fool.”

      “You see it, don’t you?” I loved making Kargad think. The conclusions stuck with him a lot better than if I just told him something.

      He nodded slowly. “Bloody bastards don’t want word gettin’ out. If our success reaches the ears of the common orc…”

      “Then Blackburn will have a mutiny on his hands.” I slammed a fist into the table, making it jump. “We have to do this, y’see?”

      “We ain’t exactly a crew o’ patriots, Cap’n,” Kargad said with a grimace. “Most of the orcs are tribeless. The dwarves and humans, too. Nothin’ but exiles and criminals, all.”

      I stared down at the map and its depiction of the northern sea and its islands and archipelagos. Far to the east was the mainland of Erdrath, and to the west were the lands of Milnest. Their war had been a stalemate for the last five years with Erdrath and Milnest both being fairly evenly matched. That was changing, though.

      “We are a tribe,” I said firmly, still gazing at the map. “Every scurvy dog on this waterlogged floating deathtrap is Hullbreaker tribe.” When I raised my head to gaze at my first mate, he was grinning broadly.

      “That’s why you’re the captain, Bardak.” He folded his arms and one green, pointed ear perked. “Company’s coming.”

      At that moment, someone knocked on the door.

      “Ass,” I muttered before I yelled, “Enter!”

      Mary, the changeling witch, opened the door tentatively and scanned the room. “I was wondering if I could speak with you, Captain.”

      I nodded and motioned her forward. “What do you need?”

      “Well,” she offered. “It’s about Nagra-”

      “Bloody hells!” Kargad swore. “What’s she done, now?”

      “Kargad!” I bellowed.

      He froze and raised his hands placatingly. “Sorry, Cap’n, sorry, witchy-woman.”

      Mary watched the situation appraisingly, and I was certain she’d made note of the exchange.

      “Nagra has magical potential, Captain,” she continued after a moment, “and with your permission, I’d like to train her.”

      Kargad and I looked at each other, then at the witch. He spoke first.

      “Are ye serious, lass?”

      The witch nodded. “There might be others in the crew with potential, too.” Her eyes met mine and lingered. “‘Twould certainly give your crew an edge, aye?”

      Mary was right, magic would give us an edge over most any ship that wasn’t Admiralty, and enough skilled casters would even turn that tide. My mind started to wander, imagining a fleet at my call and an army of buccaneers and witches.

      “Aye,” I answered, “it would.”

      “Nagra is a witch?” Kargad said as disbelief fairly dripped from his voice. There was something else there, too.

      Pride.

      “I’m certain she’s got some kind of talent for magic,” Mary replied. “She said she figured out the elemental stones that you took from the elves.”

      “Aye,” I said. “She did, said they whispered to her or something…”

      Kargad puffed up and grinned like an idiot. Mary blinked in confusion and looked between the two of us. Even she could see something was up, and I started laughing at the expression on her face.

      “Sorry, lass.” I grinned. “Nagra’s me First Mate’s daughter and learnin’ she’s special is quite the treat for him.”

      “Oh,” she said as the realization hit her. “Oh! Well, does that mean that you don’t mind me teaching her, Captain?”

      “I don’t see why not,” I replied, smirking a bit as I regarded Kargad thoughtfully. “If I didn’t, I’d probably have a mutiny on me hands.”

      “I’ll just take my leave, then.” Mary nodded slowly, her eyes narrowed a bit as she started to turn.

      “Hold a bit, lass,” I said as I raised a hand. “You joined my crew and name-bonded as The Hullbreaker’s witch, and that entitles you to take part in these little war councils.”

      Kargad gathered himself and nodded, a big, stupid grin still on his broad features. I just shook my head and pointed to the map.

      “We’re headed to a neutral town called Jetsam to do a little refitting and get you what you need,” I explained.

      She went stock still, and the color drained from her face. “That might be a problem, Captain,” the witch said, then reached up and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “‘Tis a non-human settlement, aye?”

      “Aye…?” I had a bad feeling I knew where this was going.

      “The Commodore’s fleet may already be there,” she said quietly as she looked down at her hands. “I overheard him talking about it with Lord Broward. They mean to blockade all the free settlements and wait for Admiral Layne to bring the rest of the fleet and his Golden Claws.”

      “Oh, shit,” Kargad muttered.

      Layne was a legend in the Admiralty, the one man who worked his way up from a common sailor to the master of the greatest fleet in the Empire. Commodore Arde served as his strong right hand. As admiral of what was known as the Emperor’s Fleet, Layne also controlled the Golden Claw Division of the Imperial Marines. The Golden Claw had never lost.

      We certainly had our work cut out for us.

      “Right,” I grumbled and thumped the table with my clenched fist. The mouse skull bounced and settled. “I’m not going to assume that the Commodore is ahead of us, but I’m not going to assume he isn’t, either. We’ll shift course a bit and come ashore out of sight of the Jetsam harbor, then go overland to scout things out. The independents are no friend of the Admiralty, but they likely won’t pick a fight unless they’re forced to, and when they do fight, they’ll be fighting to survive. It’s going to get ugly.”

      Mary and Kargad both nodded, their heads bobbing almost in synch with each other. I held back a laugh and focused on the map.

      “Mary,” I said with an arched eyebrow, “what can ye do without a full set of witch’s tools?”

      She paused for a moment in thought. “I can makeshift everything I need for basic hexwork and maybe more. What d’ye need done, Captain?”

      I gazed down at the map and reached up to rub thoughtfully at one of my tusks. “Fog,” I growled suddenly. “Can ye make a fog to hide us getting close?”

      “I could, maybe, especially with the elemental stones forming the base for the hex,” she opined as she pursed her lips. “Are you certain, captain? All the Commodore’s ships are staffed with at least one witch, and he’s got two of his own. Three, if he’s replaced me already.”

      A grin crossed my features as I answered her question with one of my own, “Are ye better than them, lass?”

      Her eyes darkened, and she set her mouth grimly as she nodded. “I’m the best gods-damned witch in the fleet, Captain Bardak,” she said firmly. “I’ll prove it, too, but I’ll need a few trinkets from here and there aboard ship. Ye’ll have your fog, and it’ll be thick enough to sail right up to The Indomitable if that’s what ye bloody well want.”

      I nodded and glanced at Kargad with a knowing smirk. Challenge the strength of anyone strong, and you’d get their best work. Coddling was for the weak.

      “Get us to Jetsam without a fight, Mary,” I pronounced, “and I’ll take ye at yer word.”

      Her eyes met mine, and my heart quickened a bit. Something enticing smoldered within those sapphire and emerald orbs. Perhaps it was just the fey glamor of her heritage shining through, but this was a woman to watch and, gods willing, to keep. She took a breath as if to speak but then seemed to realize something.

      “Permission to get about it, Captain?” Mary purred.

      “Aye, go.” I nodded and gave her a dismissive wave. “We’re less than a day from port, and if the Commodore is there, I don’t want him to see us coming.”

      She gave me a nod and a hooded, meaningful look as she said, “Thy will be done.” With that, she turned and swaggered out of the war room.

      Kargad and I watched her go. My eyes drifted down to the sway of her hips and shapely backside, and I couldn’t help but smirk appreciatively.

      “Confident,” he observed and looked back at the map.

      “You got that, too?” I asked with a toothy grin.

      “Aye,” he replied, his deep voice rumbling thoughtfully. “Could be arrogance, but I don’t think so.”

      I nodded. “She’s dangerous and motivated.”

      “Could be trouble,” he said.

      “Not for me,” I said with a broad grin.

      He laughed and shook his head. “Good luck with that.”

      I chuckled and slid the crow skull that represented The Hullbreaker a few inches closer to Old Man’s Isle and Jetsam on the map. “What do you think of the human, Shrike?”

      “Good worker.” Kargad sauntered over and leaned against the wall beside the war room’s door. He crossed his arms and regarded me. “Climbs better than most of the crew and damn good with the ropes. He doesn’t seem to have any issues working with a mostly orcish crew either and doesn’t complain about orders. The bastard even speaks a bit of Orgik.”

      Orgik and Targik were the two principal languages spoken by Erdrath Orcs. They were mostly regional dialects and similar enough that anyone who spoke one could puzzle out the other if he spoke it loud enough and slow enough. The tribes most of my boys were from spoke Orgik. We were forest and hill orcs, while our mountain and cave-dwelling brothers mostly spoke Targik.

      “Interesting,” I commented, watching my first mate as he lounged against the wall. When he did this, he wanted to ask me something uncomfortable but had to go through this whole ritual of hemming and hawing around until he figured out the best way to ask it without pissing me off.

      He’d usually do better just asking.

      “Did he say anything about where he might have learned it?” I asked to prompt my first mate’s thoughts.

      “No,” Kargad grumbled as he shook his head. “That’s one pirate with tight lips. Ye’ll not have much to worry about him spilling secrets unless that’s what he means to do.”

      There it was. He was suspicious of the newcomers and was reaching for a way to ask me about them that wouldn’t question my judgment. The thing was, I had picked the pair of them, Shrike and Mary, out of Lord Broward’s dungeon on a whim. It seemed like the thing to do at the time, and I didn’t care to be questioned about it, although Kargad was probably the one orc who could get away with picking my brain about stupid shit.

      “I ain’t going to worry about that one,” I said and faced the other orc squarely. “Nor Mary either. I ain’t bewitched and I ain’t stupid, old friend. Shrike may have a line on Bloody Bill, and Mary’s a witch what can help us and even teach your girl, Nagra. Ye want to stick yer nose in? Then watch ‘em close without getting in their ways. Otherwise, ye’ve trusted me this long, ye old sea-wolf. Let well enough alone, and ye can challenge me if it goes bad.”

      Kargad blinked at me, obviously surprised. Did he truly think that I didn’t see through his shallow ruses to interrogate me by now? Maybe I needed to start knocking him around the head and shoulders whenever he did it, instead of giving him the answers he didn’t want to hear.

      “Aye, cap’n,” he said, his tone a little sullen. “I didn’t mean to question yer judgment and all, but we’re still mostly an orc crew…”

      “With about twelve humans, a couple o’ dwarfs, and a changeling,” I interrupted. “Don’t lie, either, Kargad. Ye meant full well to question my judgment, and I bloody encourage ye to. Ye’re first mate, ye daft fool! ‘Tis yer damn job to keep me from takin’ this wreck to the bottom with all hands.”

      Kargad blinked again as my words sank home. He was a damned fine orc, and the most loyal friend I’d ever had, but he had all the sense of a post, sometimes.

      “Aye, cap’n,” he said sheepishly, shifting his gaze down to study his broad, bare feet. “Have we got any more plannin’?”

      “Not now.” I shook my head. “I think I’ll go catch a few hours of sleep while the witchy woman gets ready to do her magic. You’re in charge, so try not to sink us.”

      Without giving him time to answer, I pushed past and out, heading down the stairs to reach my own spacious cabin below the aft castle.
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      “Land ho!” the shout came from the crow’s nest, followed almost immediately by, “Sails ho!”

      I was at the helm, one hand rested on the wheel as I held a steady course towards Old Man’s Isle and kept a weather eye on the deck crew as they went about their duties. It was a cool morning on the northern sea, with a steady wind from starboard that we had to tack into. A distant haze blurred the horizon.

      “Heave to!” I bellowed. “Drop the sails!”

      Time for Mary to prove she wasn’t just blowing smoke.

      I raised a hand to shade my eyes and peered off into the distance. Aye, there it was, Old Man’s Isle. Jetsam’s harbor was on the near side to our position, and my keen eyes picked out an assortment of vessels dotting the sea between us and the island. With the distance and the haze, I couldn’t make an exact count, but there were enough for a blockade though not enough to capture a town the size of Jetsam.

      With the island at her back and the resources she had, Jetsam could hold out a good long time. Luxury would suffer, but no one would go hungry or thirsty. The blockade was more a symbol and a timewaster, keeping the people intimidated and worried until the Admiral’s fleet and his bloodthirsty marines could arrive.

      Then they’d wipe Jetsam off the charts, and I couldn’t let that happen.

      As the ship slowed to a rocking, drifting halt, Mary and Nagra stepped out onto the deck.

      “Time, is it?” the changeling witch called up to me.

      “Aye,” I said with a nod. “Stir things up so we can slide in past the Commodore and his ships and put to shore out of view. I figure we’ll only get one good chance at this, and I don’t want to be trapped in the harbor if the Admiral gets here sooner. We go overland to the town, maybe we can leave Arde confused as to what happened.”

      “Then we hit him when an’ where he least expects it,” Kargad added as he joined me at the helm.

      “I’d like nothin’ better,” she called up. It might have been a trick of the light, but Mary’s features took on a predatory cast at my first mate’s words, and she grinned fiercely.

      I nodded and gestured to the deck. All the crew had made room and were watching.

      “Show us what ye can do, lass,” I said, my voice booming out over the gently rocking ship.

      Nagra ducked back belowdecks and returned quickly with a shield and a makeshift wooden frame of some sort. She set it up while Mary watched. When the she-orc was done and had stood back, the witch moved toward the makeshift shallow cauldron and placed the two elemental stones within it, the blue one in the center and the red one a few inches away.

      She motioned Nagra in close, whispered to her for a moment, then nodded. Wide-eyed, the young orc reached out and, with a couple of words, activated the two stones. At once, water seeped from the blue while the red glowed with heat. The water hissed and started to boil where it touched the fire stone.

      Mary took over then. As steam began to rise and dissipate from the interaction of the two stones, she began to whisper to it, waving her hands and drawing the thickening mist into a rough sphere. The crew that had been whispering amongst themselves fell silent at that. We’d all seen magic before, chants and dances, elixirs and rattles, rituals that took hours to prepare and execute, but this was something more.

      Was this the witch’s fey heritage coming out? Or was this what a real witch from the Sisterhood could do, given the right motivation? Either way, I was impressed. She continued to gather the steam, her voice rising until she was singing softly in a language that reminded me of wind in the sails and the lapping of water. It touched on an old memory of storms and darkness.

      Mary swayed and sang on until the solid white mass of mist between her hands was the circumference of the shield in which the water and fire stones sat. Then she drew in a deep breath and spread out her hands as she puffed her cheeks and blew all the air from her lungs, right into the heart of the misty ball.

      Our world suddenly went white as the fog roiled outward, thicker than the proverbial pea soup and smelling of brine and something else I couldn’t identify. Shadows moved as the crew broke their reverie, and quiet voices and exclamations, muffled in the dim, pale world, reached up to me like the touch of ghosts.

      “I’ll be damned,” Kargad muttered in disbelief.

      I let out a deep chuckle. “Well, I’m guessing that the Admiral and maybe the whole island will be as blind as we are shortly. Get some men on the oars, Kargad, and start a slow stroke forward.”

      “Aye, captain,” my mate said as he strode off into the swirling fog.

      Moments later, Mary and Nagra joined me at the helm. “I trust this is satisfactory, Captain?” the witch asked.

      “It’s a good start,” I replied. “How long have we got ‘til it burns off?”

      “Long enough to get to the island,” Mary replied, her brow furrowed in thought. “It’s not exact, and there’s always a chance that the Commodore’s witches will set their skills against mine, and they’re better equipped than I.”

      I studied her for a moment. Despite the chill in the air, her skin was damp with sweat, and her fine hair fell limply around her shoulders. Her working had obviously taken a lot out of her. Maybe the tools and trappings she spoke of were more necessary and less theatrical than I thought.

      A quiet drumbeat began to sound below decks as oars extended and dipped into the sea. The ship began to move, slowly and ponderously, forward. I kept the wheel straight as I gave Mary a respectful nod.

      “Go below and get some rest,” I said. “Ye’ll be coming with us to Jetsam, to pick out your kit.”

      A brief flicker of relief crossed her lovely features. Sure, she didn’t have tusks or a strong jaw with high, heavy cheekbones, but the witch was an attractive woman, nonetheless, even by orcish standards. What’s more, she had a certain force of personality around her, a sense of being larger than life, and that I appreciated more than anything else.

      “Thank you, Captain,” she dipped her head in a respectful bow, then turned and slipped off.

      Nagra looked after her and then at me, a question in her eyes. I hadn’t dismissed her, yet, but she felt loyal to Mary, her new teacher. I was silent for a moment, waiting to see how the young she-orc would act.

      “Permission to follow, sir?” she asked after steeling herself.

      “Aye, lass. Off with ye,” I said with a chuckle. Nagra was a respectful girl and understood the ship’s power structure. Sure, I tested her on occasion, but that was because her father asked me to. He wanted his daughter to be the best sailor she could be, and now, it looked like she was a witch as well or at least a witch-apprentice.

      Nagra bowed her head to me in the same way Mary had and danced off down the stairs, her bare feet almost silent on the deck. With that done, I took a deep breath of the damp air and stared off into the almost blinding white of the fog, listening and letting my memories of approaching Old Man’s Isle guide me.

      Fog at sea was a strange, almost disconcerting thing if you weren’t used to it. Noises that are close by could seem almost impossibly distant, while distant sounds could startle you with their apparent closeness. Shapes moved in the swirling white, creating ghostly images that might be seamen or might actually be spirits given momentary form.

      I closed my eyes. It was all an illusion, after all. In fact, my crew and I had plenty of experience with fog. We hadn’t become the best raiders and privateers in the Eldrath fleet by being unable or unwilling to use every advantage open to us.

      All it took was the proper skill, memory, and seafaring knowledge, which I had. The Hullbreaker glided forward with each oar stroke, moving a familiar distance to each beat of the drum belowdecks. Lift, sweep, stroke. Lift, sweep, stroke. Slowly the ship gained momentum, and I added that to my mental calculations.

      After a few long minutes, I adjusted the course a bit, bearing to port. That would angle us away from the harbor towards the western shore of Old Man’s Isle. There, The Hullbreaker would be out of view of the Commodore’s fleet by the time the fog faded. From there, we could take one of the ship’s boats and make an overland trek into Jetsam from the land-side.

      In and out, with the Admiralty none the wiser.

      I twitched an ear as Kargad rejoined me at the helm. He kept silent, as this wasn’t the first time most of the crew had worked with me under these sorts of circumstances, and he knew what I was doing.

      Early in my career, when I was just a sailor, I’d discovered a talent for navigating blind and by memory. The ship, the sea, and the wind would whisper to me, guiding my way in fog and darkness.

      Perhaps this was my own particular magical talent.

      As we drifted on through the fog, there came distant shouts of alarm, followed, a few minutes later, by cannon-fire. Iron balls splashed into the sea unseen and far to the aft. I chuckled quietly. That was panic fire. Apparently, the Commodore’s men were a bit edgy and probably saw shapes moving in the fog as it rolled in. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t take long for the captains to regain control of their crews and settle them down. They’d stay on high alert until the air cleared, but since we’d be nowhere near them, it hardly mattered.

      “Humans,” Kargad snorted derisively. “Panicky little things.”

      I just nodded and turned the wheel a bit more to port, counting time in my head before returning our course to true. “Half a bell at this pace and you need to tell the rowers to ship the oars. Gather me a crew to go ashore while ye wait. Five should do, but one needs to be the witch and another, Shrike. I want to see how he handles himself on a mission like this.” I spared him a look and grin, “Ye’ll have command ‘til I get back.”

      “As ye will, Captain.” He nodded and brought his clenched right fist to his chest in a salute.

      “Try not to sink my ship,” I said and chuckled again before closing my eyes to focus on our course. There were no ships near us, the cannons and shouts had stopped, but every now and then, there came the faint ring of a bell. They had likely detected our ruse and were holding position, waiting for an attempt to run the blockade.

      Wouldn’t they be surprised when the fog cleared on an empty sea? I could almost imagine the indignation and disbelief on Arde’s features.

      I’d had the displeasure to meet the Commodore on more than a few occasions. We’d handed off captured ships and crew to him often enough, along with treasure that should have been ours by right. However, our Letter of Marque, our license to piracy in the name of the Empire, stated that we had to deliver two-thirds of our take to the Admiralty, and in return, we could use Imperial ports and shipyards and resupply our cannonballs and powder at Imperial expense.

      Likely we’d been shorted each and every time, as the Imperials didn’t care much for privateers, and especially not greenskins.

      They’d learn the error of their ways soon enough, but first, we needed to reach Jetsam and secure supplies, especially for our new witch. We needed powder and cannonballs, too, as well as food and water for a long voyage. Hells, it might even be a good idea to take on a few more able-bodied crew.

      I took a deep breath of the damp, chilly air. It was almost time for my mate to give the command.

      As if on cue, the quiet drumbeat belowdecks suddenly stopped. Oars splashed quietly and scraped against the hull as they withdrew into the ship. We continued drifting forward, propelled by our own momentum and the gentle current.

      “Drop anchor!” I called out as I opened my eyes.

      Moments later, a rattle of chains and a heavy splash answered my command. The Hullbreaker drifted a bit further, then rotated slightly and came to a halt with a creak of chains and timbers. I released the wheel and descended to the main deck to wait for Kargad to assemble the shore crew.

      All the crew went about their duties quietly. They all knew the score from other sneaky raids we’d pulled. Shrike was on deck, working with a team of orcs to secure the lines holding one of the mainsails. Like them, he worked in silence and answered hand-signs appropriately.

      I’d served on Admiralty ships before taking my own command and learned the hand-signs all the crew used in situations where they had to keep silent. Most pirates had their own system of signs, too, sometimes modeled on the Imperial one, but my crew used the standard. Either Shrike had been a sailor in the navy before joining with Bloody Bill, or Bill trained his crew to use the common signs.

      Kargad showed up shortly, striding over to where I leaned against a barrel while I cleaned my fingernails with a long dagger. “Soon as I roust Shrike, the crew’ll be prepared. Already set some boys to making a dinghy ready.”

      “Good work,” I said and nodded to where the man was working. “Shrike’s over there with the rope crew.”

      My mate nodded and walked off to tap the human on the shoulder. The lanky sailor gave Kargad a curious look, then nodded when the orc pointed in my direction. I waved for them to follow and headed off to meet up with the others who were going to accompany me.

      Adventure called!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Old Man’s Isle loomed out of the fog. Not too far from us, a short beach rose to the edge of the thick, dark forest that blanketed most of the island. We weren’t far from shore when the dinghy’s keel scraped on sand, and Daka and Dogar, orcish brothers and two of my best fighters, shipped the oars. Without any hesitation, I slipped over the boat’s edge into water barely over my knees, grabbed the prow line, and dragged the whole mess, passengers and all, further up on the shore with a mighty heave.

      Daka joined me first, followed by his brother, then Shrike and Jimmy Mocker, one of the four humans now in my crew. Mary followed us all, her bare feet not sinking beneath the waves or leaving tracks in the sand as we went ashore. Was she showing off for my benefit? If so, it was a fairly subtle trick and useful to boot.

      All three of us orcs were kitted out similarly, shirtless with pantaloons of various shades, thick belts, and knee-high boots. I had my great axe, Daka had a war-pick, and Dogar had a pair of heavy, short-hafted axes. All three of us carried a brace of pistols each.

      After everyone grabbed their kits from the damp bottom of the dinghy, the other two orcs hauled it out of the water and shouldered it. I took the lead, and we moved through the fog towards the treeline. We’d stash the boat there and camouflage it before making our way to Jetsam.

      Mary’s fog began to thin out as we moved forward, and I gave her a sidelong look.

      “Commodore’s bitches are unweaving my work,” she replied to my unasked question. “If ye want me to fight it, I will, but then they’ll know something’s amiss.”

      “Let it go,” I grunted. “Ain’t worth them knowin’ we’re here. Maybe they’ll blame a hag or Mother Sea if ye don’t give them somethin’ to latch on to.”

      “Of course,” she said with a nod. The witch was dressed like any other sailor, save her white blouse was open almost to her navel, laces hanging loose, and my eyes dropped a bit, following the enticing path of her cleavage before I forced my gaze away. She wore loose, blue pantaloons and her feet were bare. An assortment of knives was tucked here and there on her person, and a crossbow with a case of bolts rode on her back. She’d picked it out instead of a flintlock for some witch-reason, I supposed.

      “So, what’s the plan, Captain?” Jimmy asked as he sauntered up to me. He was a tall, thin man, but not so tall as or thin as the birdlike Mister Shrike. Usually, he dressed in a garish red blouse and blue breeches, but like the rest of us, he was wearing clothes of a bit more nondescript nature. In this case, a black leather vest and loose, undyed cotton trousers tucked into low, black, fold-top boots. A cutlass and dagger rode at his belt, along with a brace of flintlock pistols. Slung over his shoulder was a sturdy but well-worn musket, one of the few long arms we had aboard The Hullbreaker.

      Jimmy happened to be a marksman, a former marine gone rogue.

      I slung my axe onto my thick shoulder. “We head into the forest and stay together. Follow my lead, path or no, and I’ll get us to town. I know this ain’t our usual approach to Jetsam, but I’ve been this way before.”

      “I as well,” Shrike spoke up. “Bill liked to use the paths over the port most times.”

      “Good.” I nodded at the man. He was all in black, loose clothes and knee-boots, with only a single pistol and a pair of long knives. “Let’s go.” I turned and started away from the beach, and my crew fell in behind me.

      A good bit of fog still remained, winding amongst the trees. It grew warmer as we made our way deeper into the forest. All the northern islands like this one had forests, mostly evergreens and oaks, with thick undergrowth. Old Man’s Isle was a little odd, though. It had a thicker canopy and less ground cover, creating a maze of dark paths beneath the sheltering trees. We had a good two-hours walk to the landside outskirts of Jetsam, and I expected to encounter guards, at least within the last quarter-mile or so.

      “Alright, you lubbers, listen up,” I said in a low growl. “This way should be safe enough, but there might be folks from Jetsam manning the watchtowers and walking patrols. It shouldn’t be a problem since half of us are orcs and the rest don’t look like Imperials. Even still, ye need to stay sharp, quiet, and close to me.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” the orc brothers said together, followed by similar acknowledgments from the other three.

      I turned and stalked off, and they followed, staying close in single file behind me as I slipped through the trees and bushes. There had to be a game trail or something nearby, the spot we’d put in at was fairly prime for shore fishing. It was close but not so close as to dissuade fishermen who might want a bit of time away from the bustle of Jetsam.

      Ah, there it was! I led us toward the rough trail, and we emerged onto a narrow path leading roughly southeasterly, the direction we needed to go. I picked up the pace a little to test my newer crew members.

      They did well. Shrike and Mary Night both seemed to have endurance to spare and the ability to stay quiet. A witch with woodcraft made a kind of sense, and there were many places Shrike could have picked it up. I wondered where.

      About fifteen minutes or so from where I expected the town to be, a familiar tang hit my nose. I paused and gave the air a good sniff.

      “Is that blood?” Mary whispered as if she could read my mind.

      “Aye,” Dogar answered. “Cap’n?”

      “I smell it,” I replied. “All o’ ye fan out, but not too far. Pair up, one orc, one human. Mary, yer with me.”

      “Really now?” she murmured, smiling faintly.

      At my command, everyone broke up into their pairs, Shrike with Daka, Jimmy with Dogar, and Mary slipping quietly along next to me. We left the path and did a quick search of the nearby foliage. The coppery scent of blood guided us swiftly to a pair of hastily concealed corpses wearing the badges of Jetsam guard. Both were orcs. One had a puncture wound to the left eye from an arrow or crossbow bolt, punching clean through his thick skull, and the other had a second grin in place beneath his chin.

      The other groups converged back on me as we paused to inspect our findings further. They gathered around to keep watch. My men knew their work, and the newcomer followed along. Questions would come later, but since Mary and I were already checking the corpses, there was no immediate need to speak.

      “Not enough blood for them to have been killed here,” Mary observed unnecessarily as she squatted down to inspect the corpses. “Ye want me to look in their eyes, Captain?”

      Skilled witches could do many fearsome things. They could change the weather to call storms and wind, hex a man with pox or ill fortune, brew up potions that could harm, heal, or alter one’s consciousness. All of these things I’d seen in action. Of course, I’d heard witches and shamans who claimed to speak with the dead, and even that they could raise them.

      Old tales say that a dead person’s eyes retain the last thing they saw and that this knowledge is jealously hoarded by the gods of war, who sent out ravens to collect these last visions of the dead. Other whispered tales said that witches and necromancers both could look into the unseeing eyes and pull that image from them, stealing it before the gods could claim it.

      I was learning a lot more about witches, and mine in particular, just from the casual comments and questions she made. “How long will it take ye?” I asked.

      “Fresh as this pair is? Not long at all.”

      “Can she really do that?” Jimmy whispered aside to Dogar.

      He grunted and shrugged, but kept a close eye on the goings-on. Only Shrike didn’t seem curious.

      “Go ahead, Mary,” I said with a nod. “I have my suspicions, an’ ye can confirm them or not.”

      “Aye,” she said and shifted to a kneeling position, leaning over the throat-cut orc. His eyes were wide open, his face frozen in an expression of surprise and disbelief. Both of her hands ended up on the ground to either side of the corpse’s head as the witch gazed down into the dead eyes.

      The rest of us exchanged looks, then I focused on her. I had a deep-seated fascination with magic, though I didn’t have the gift myself.

      Mary whispered something that I couldn’t make out, even with my particularly keen ears, and it seemed for a moment that the dim light in the surrounding forest went even darker. When she raised her head, her eyes were completely black, and my heartbeat started to pound. Then she blinked and looked up at me with a grave smile and those compelling mismatched eyes.

      “Four men, masked, but they looked like humans to me,” she said. “No insignias or uniforms, but their weapons were of fine quality.”

      “I’ll be damned,” Shrike muttered. “Dead men do tell tales.”

      Daka chuckled while I stepped forward and offered Mary a hand up. She took it, her hand small in my massive paw and chill to the touch.

      “He’s not been long dead,” she warned.

      “They’re likely headed for Jetsam,” I said as I voiced my suspicions. “Spies or saboteurs, most likely. Let’s pick up the pace and at least give warning, or, luck willing, overtake ‘em.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I turned and started jogging through the woods towards the path we’d followed. My ears told me that the rest of my crew fell in behind me as they loosened their weapons in their sheathes.

      We were almost within sight of Jetsam’s walls when we burst from the trees onto a gory scene. Six men in dark clothes, masked, stood over the bodies of about four orcish guards. Past them, six more figures emerged from the shadows beneath the trees, and more shadows moved. But for a few slight differences, they all appeared as Mary had described.

      We announced our presence with a volley of pistol shots. Three or four of the dark-clad saboteurs were thrown backward by the heavy, lead balls. One kept kicking, but the others lay still. Mary didn’t even unsling her crossbow, she smiled fiercely and shut her green eye. The other one flared with blue light. What in the hells had she done?

      There were maybe ten or twelve of them left. All of our opponents drew their own pistols, raised them, and almost as one, their flintlocks fell. I tensed, ready for the rain of lead that never came. Every single pistol was a flash-in-the-pan.

      Mary let out a laugh that sent shivers down my spine. “They’re all yours, Captain!”

      Damn, it was good to have a witch on our side. I raised my axe and roared, “Hullbreaker!”

      The Imperials all froze, eyes wide as I charged, axe swinging in a great arc. The rest of the shore crew, save for the witch, followed after, all of us letting loose with our favorite war cries.

      I crashed against their line, driving three of the men back with sweeps of my great axe. The brothers came in flanked by Shrike and Jimmy and laid into the enemy with an utter lack of reserve. Daka and Dogar weren’t quite berserkers, but they fought with a wild abandon that was inspiring to watch. Meanwhile, the two humans lunged and spun, parried and struck, marking some of their opponents.

      I picked up a fourth combatant as he jumped up from retrieving his knife from a fallen Jetsam guard. This one made the mistake of getting within my axe’s reach, though. He lunged, and I made an aggressive parry that tore off his arm at the elbow. He fell back with a shriek, blood spurting from his stump.

      His companions didn’t let me finish him off, though, as they came in to try to capitalize on my possible distraction. One took the butt of my axe to the face for his troubles, another barely dodged a strike that would have removed his head, and the third just backpedaled quickly as he fished around at his belt for something or other.

      Mary danced by, gliding past the swinging blades and shouting fighters with unearthly grace. She glanced at my opponent with her glowing eye, and then was gone, moving on as she drew a long knife from her belt and closed in on one of the men engaged with Jimmy.

      He had done little more than dance around and embarrass his opponents with shallow cuts from his cutlass and dirk. One day I’d get him to stop playing around, but it didn’t seem like today would be that day.

      Meanwhile, my own dance partner seemed frozen in the act of reaching for his pouch, and I scowled a bit. I didn’t need the witch’s help, but I wasn’t going to complain about her making it easy to kill these men. With a casual backhand swipe of my great axe, I sent the man’s decapitated head flying thirty feet into the undergrowth before dodging a lunge from his compatriot.

      Mary froze one of Jimmy’s opponents with her Evil Eye over the shoulder of his compatriot, then nicked the other man’s wrist with her knife. His body jerked, and he lunged, missing Jimmy and burying the point of his sword in his comrade’s chest. Jimmy swiftly cut the other man’s throat with a slash of his cutlass.

      We’d taken down about a third of the remaining assassins at this point, and they were off-balance and trying to recover. I watched Shrike slip around one of the masked men and damn near remove his head with a scissoring cut with both knives to the fellow’s throat. More blood spilled.

      That was an impressive move, but I could do better.

      With another bellow, I swung my axe in an arc above my head, then quickly reversed it and brought it down on my nearest opponent. He tried to parry, a reflex, I supposed, but there isn’t much that can stop an orc-swung great axe when it’s coming for you. My swing plowed through his guard and down into the man for a killing blow.

      It killed him all right, split his body from crown to belt in a shower of gore and meaty bits. My gaze turned to the last of my dance partners, and I grinned broadly.

      “No quarter, lads!” I roared and charged, whirling my axe in much the same way a desert dervish whirled his swords.

      The man froze in place, not like the way Mary had ensorcelled some of the other Imperials, but like a man with no idea what to do. I had no patience for weakness, especially not in my opponents. If I was going to throw my all into a battle, then by damn, they should return the courtesy!

      I whirled to look for another target or three and was almost disappointed to see a last masked Imperial fall beneath a mighty blow of Daka’s war pick. With that triumph, we took a brief moment to unleash a cheering roar of celebration before checking for survivors and information.

      Our enemy had definitely been Imperial troops, but what in the hells had they been doing here?

      While I pondered that, Mary looked up from checking on the guards and called out, “This one’s alive, Captain. Pretty sure I can keep him that way, too.”

      Once again, I thought, “Damn, it was nice to have a witch.” Still, though, I’d have to get her to stop interfering in other people’s fights, impressive as she was with her hexes and Evil Eye.

      “Good work, Mary. See what ye can do. Everyone else, great fight! Maybe we’ll have more fun with the next batch o’ these dogs!”
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      The noise of our battle brought us company mere moments later, but this time, they weren’t enemies. More guards rushed up from the direction of Jetsam, weapons out. They were orcs or half-orcs, in mismatched but sturdy gambesons, with spears and axes, and the mark of the Jetsam guard, a small, barnacle-encrusted bit of driftwood, pinned over each man’s left breast.

      “Stand down!” I called out to my crew as I turned to face the newcomers.

      It was hard not to continue fighting. That’s what my instincts told me to do. I should smash these people, take their heads. Every part of me screamed for more blood… but these were, if not friends, then potential allies.

      My crew all froze in place and turned to face the guards as they moved to surround us. Mary, Shrike, and Jimmy all put their hands up or sheathed their weapons. Daka and Drogar, chewing back their battle lust, took a bit longer, prolonging the standoff until I let out a low, warning growl in their direction. That did the trick.

      The leader of the guard, a grizzled half-blooded orc wearing a steel cuirass and carrying a short musket, gave the situation a quick once over before looking to me with recognition plain on his square features.

      “Cap’n Bardak Skullsplitter,” he said as he fixed his black eyes on me. “Should have known ye’d be involved in this fracas.”

      “Good to see ye, too, Sergeant Ulgar.” I chuckled and nodded as the bloodlust started to cool. “Seems we may have saved ye an’ yers a bit o’ trouble.”

      “Aye, mayhap. Who’re these blokes, anyhow?” The sergeant nudged one of the dead Imperials with the toe of a boot. “Anythin’ to do with that fleet squattin’ just outside o’ cannon range before the harbor?”

      “Fair bit, aye.” I rested both hands on the butt of my axe and looked over the carnage. “Mary, how’s your find?”

      “Alive, Captain,” she replied.

      “Help him live ‘til tomorrow while we talk,” I ordered. “The rest o’ ye dogs help her out an’ do what she says.”

      The rest of my crew let out a chorus of ayes and set to helping the witch as I looked back at Ulgar. The old half-orc met my gaze and frowned.

      “So, ye say these ‘mayhap’ have somethin’ to do with our floatin’ problem outside yon harbor?”

      I nodded. “Apparently, the Admiralty has got it in for the free towns and greenskins in general now. Lord Broward tried to assassinate me.”

      “How’d that go for him?” Ulgar snorted.

      “About as well as ye might expect,” I replied with a grim smile. “Left the bastard’s head lyin’ on the cobbles for his trouble, and Kargad an’ the crew started a few fires and holed a few hulls before we sailed off.”

      “Found another that’ll make it, Captain,” Mary called.

      “Right,” Ulgar grunted and looked back at his men. “Rig some stretchers, you lot. Load ‘em up and let’s get back behind the walls. Might be more o’ these whoresons still lurkin’ about.”

      As ragged and mismatched as the Jetsam guard were in their armor and kit, they were disciplined. That was one thing that the empire had taught the orcs, we couldn’t just mass up in a horde behind a strong leader and expect to win. We had to learn to give and take orders, to not fight back against a change that might be in the best interest of our survival. Sure, it ran counter to our nature, and we had more than our share of howling berserkers, but in the end, we just learned new ways to make war, and we orcs made damned good war.

      It didn’t take long to get the survivors patched up enough to load them on makeshift stretchers and set out. We weren’t far from town, and there was a crowd gathered at the gate by the time Sergeant Ulgar led us through.

      Jetsam had grown since the last time I’d visited. It had mostly been an orcish settlement, established by a retired orcish captain who’d lost a leg and an eye fighting the Empire prior to Asmond Blackburn and his penchant for assimilating non-humans. Previously, the town had a lot fewer people, but now, there was a mingling of orcs, humans, some dwarves, and even a passel of goblins. There was an undercurrent of tension that wasn’t hard to pick up, and the stink of too many bodies in too small of a space.

      The buildings were wood and brick, there was plenty of straw to go around, and trade was usually good enough to allow tar for waterproofing wooden roofs. There was quite a mix of architectures, too. Large, open structures of wood and mortar for orcs, smaller, occasionally two-story narrow wood and brick buildings for humans, low stone and brick constructions for dwarves and goblins both.

      Ulgar caught my appraising look and gestured about. “Refugees. Other free towns in the islands aren’t so well provisioned or protected.”

      “What’s keeping them out of the harbor?” I asked. “Can’t be just your cannon.”

      “Ain’t,” the half-orc replied matter-of-factly. “We got a great chain we use to secure the inlet, raised the thing soon as we saw their sails on the horizon. Their witches can’t abide the iron to hex it out o’ their way, and they don’t dare risk gettin’ a ship trapped in it.”

      That explained the saboteurs. Send a sneaky crew in to kill guards and then sink the chain, so the Commodore and his warships could sail right in and shell the town to bits. If the saboteurs fired the powder stores or ruined the cannons in the process, all the better.

      “Ye think this explains them?” I pointed my thumb over my shoulder and back in the direction of our recent battle.

      The sergeant nodded as he led us through the dirt and cobbled lanes to a large stone-and-wood structure. “Aye. Bastard Imperials want to crack us like a nut.” He snorted and spat as we paused at the large doorway. “We have a healer I can send my boys to, but I’m sure he wouldn’t mind the help o’ yer witch.”

      I shot her a glance where she’d been walking beside the two wounded orcs on their stretchers. “Mary!”

      She looked up. “Aye, Captain?”

      “I’m sendin’ ye with these boys to the town healer. Fill him in an’ help if ye can. The rest of us will see to all our non-magical supplies.” I pointed deeper into the town. “There’s an inn closer to the docks under the sign of a drunken goat. Meet us there when yer done.”

      “Of course, Captain.” Mary gave me an odd look as she nodded.

      “All right, you lot,” Ulgar shouted. “Any o’ ye not on stretcher duty, partner up and get back on watch. Keep close. Forest patrols are to pull back, so sound that horn. I don’t want to risk losing any more o’ my people to these Imperial snakes.”

      While he went about rousting his own men and reassigning them, I turned to the rest of the crew. “Jimmy, Daka, and Dogar, ye louts, pitch in and help Ulgar and his mates. Since the Imperials are goin’ after the free towns an’ all, we should lend a hand where we can.”

      “For free, Cap’n?” Jimmy interjected.

      I whirled on him with a low growl, and he shut up and just gazed at me with wide eyes.

      “Jimmy, I know ye mean well, an’ that ye think we need chests o’ gold for any bit o’ charity,” I argued, “but it ain’t The Hullbreaker way to just let these folk flounder an’ sink.”

      “Besides,” Daka added, “we need friends. Ports to hide us.”

      Jimmy shook his head and laughed. “Aye, then. Ye have the right of it, an’ old Jimmy Mocker’s the fool.” He turned and made a bow to me. “My apologies, Captain.”

      I nodded and reached out to clap him on his shoulder, and he staggered under the impact with a wince. “Good man.” I then motioned to Shrike. “Let’s go buy supplies and arrange to get them carried back to The Hullbreaker.”

      The new crewman gave me an odd look but fell in on my left as I started walking away. Mary had already disappeared off to the healer’s with the stretcher-bearing orcs, and the other crew joined Sergeant Ulgar and his other men as they set out.

      “What d’ye need me to do, Cap’n?” Shrike asked as we made our way down towards the docks.

      “I like to have a crew that I can count on to do their duties without me breathin’ down their necks,” I replied. “Ye’re new aboard ship, so it’s yer turn t’come with me an’ help see to the resupply.”

      “And that’s it?” Shrike’s brow furrowed, a crease forming in his forehead

      “Aye,” I said with a laugh. “Did ye expect something else?”

      “Reckon not.” He shrugged and smiled crookedly before pushing his long, black hair back out of his eyes.

      As I’d noticed when we entered, Jetsam was tense, simmering with rage at the Empire and the Admiralty. The streets were crowded with refugees and the dispossessed. It was one time that the known hospitality and strength of Jetsam was its downfall. The town couldn’t support these people for long. All it would take was a little spark to set things off: a couple of weeks on short rations, illness, sabotage, or assassination.

      The Empire was well-equipped to make any and all of those things happen. They’d turned the most welcoming of the free towns into a powder keg, and Commodore Arde held the lit match over the fuze.

      There was a market down near the docks, where traders would set up shop to offload whatever goods they’d managed to buy from the ships that came through.

      I could tell at first glance that the tables were sparse already. Resupplying would cost us dear, but the guards and the town chief knew me. We’d get what we needed, though we’d likely end up owing more than a handful of favors once we were done. Squaring my shoulders for the task ahead, I led Shrike into the market.

      A sense of desperation had already taken root with the appearance of the Imperial ships out beyond the entrance to the harbor. From the docks, I could see two of the five vessels, the largest pair, most likely, riding at anchor beyond cannon range. The criers’ shouts were shrill in my ears, their insistence grated on me even before we stopped at the first table.

      It’s no myth that an army travels on its stomach, and the same is true for sailing. Food and drink served better to keep up morale than extra cannonballs and barrels of powder, so that’s where we started.

      I managed to secure about half the dried fruit that I wanted for twice the price and moved on with a low growl.

      From there, it only got worse. Rum and beer were going for almost five times the usual price, beans for twice, and dried goat for far more than it was worth. I stubbornly kept going as my reserves of gold diminished. A captain had to do right by his crew, damn it all.

      Shrike could sense my growing irritation, and, to his credit, tried to divert me. “How ‘bout we grab a drink at that inn, Cap’n, where ye wanted Mary to meet us?”

      I nodded, happy for the excuse. We left haggling over the cost of dry, salted fish (by the barrel or by the pound) and walked over to The Drunken Goat. It wasn’t as crowded as I’d expected from past visits. Only five or six locals occupied tables or seats at the bar. Greza, the owner of the place, was a muscular half-orc woman with a dueling scar over her right eye. She was manning the bar and gave me a nod of recognition before motioning for us to sit anywhere in the mostly empty common room.

      “Even ye have to show yer silver, Bardak,” she called to me as I claimed an empty table with Shrike.

      I nodded and jingled a belt pouch in her direction. It was woefully light after the purchases I’d made for The Hullbreaker, but there was more than enough to treat the shore crew to a few rounds.

      “Good enough,” she said as I poured a couple of silver pennies onto the table. That got us a ceramic jug of strong-smelling rum and some chipped mugs, walked out to the table by Greza herself.

      “Thank ye,” I said as she set the drink on our table.

      She nodded, scooped up the coin, and returned to her place behind the bar. Shrike and I watched her go, then I gave him a nod and poured us both a generous drink of the strong, Jetsam rum.

      “How long ‘til the other’s get here, Cap’n?” Shrike asked as he downed a swig of the rum and made a face. “Gods! This is strong stuff!”

      “Likely close to dark,” I replied before I took a drink of my own. The rum had a burnt caramel taste to it and scorched my throat on the way down before its warmth spread to my belly. “I think we’ve got all the supplies we can from here. Ain’t as much as I’d like, but it’ll get us out beyond the Empire’s reach.”

      “Where are we bound to then?” Shrike cupped the mug between his hands and stared down into it.

      “There are free towns out westwards towards Milnian territory, or we could set course towards the Orcish lands in the frozen north.” I shrugged. It didn’t really matter. We needed gold, supplies, ships, and crew if we were going to mount a successful campaign of piracy against the Admiralty and Erdrath shipping, and we could get that in either of those places.

      Once again, Shrike seemed to read my mind. “We need gold, aye?”

      I fixed him with a look I normally reserved for idiots, and he dipped his head.

      “Stupid question, I know,” he admitted, “but what would ye say to Bloody Bill’s treasure?”

      I took another drink of rum and straightened in my chair. Bloody Bill Markland was a legend among pirates and privateers. If any of the stories were to be believed, he had more kills, captures, and gold than any other pirate known. He always sailed out of nowhere, cannon’s blazing with a crew of vicious scoundrels ready to swarm aboard a disabled ship or sack an unprepared town.

      After a quiet minute or two, I frowned. “Ye were his first mate, ye said. He left ye an’ the crew to Commodore Arde and fled with his witch, aye?”

      Shrike nodded and took a small swallow of his rum. “Bill was thinkin’ o’ retirin’, hid his treasure on seven islands in the Archipelago, always usin’ expendable crew to go ashore and bury it. The story was always the same. We’d anchor, Bill would take a newly pressed group ashore, then a few days later, he’d walk out of the forest alone, row back to The Fallen Angel, and we’d set off again.”

      “Do ye know where any of these hoards are?” I demanded.

      He leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “I know where they all are, Cap’n Bardak Skullsplitter, an’ I’m happy to lead ye there.”

      I tossed back the last of my cup of rum, refilled it, then leaned back and crossed my arms over my broad chest. Shrike was proving to be a useful member of the crew, and if he did truly know of Bloody Bill’s treasure, he’d be even more valuable. Thing is, could I trust him? I didn’t have any reason to, but then, I didn’t have a reason not to, either. I was willing to chance it.

      “What do ye get out of this?” I asked at last.

      Shrike shrugged his thin shoulders. “I get me fair share and keep me head on me shoulders,” he replied with a grin. “Bill knew o’ ye an’ respected ye enough to sail for greener pastures whenever he heard ye were near.”

      “Now yer just flattering me, sailor,” I said with a shake of my head and a snorted laugh, even if Shrike didn’t have the look of a liar about him. “Color me intrigued, Mister Shrike, so I’ll give ye a chance. Once we’re back on The Hullbreaker, we’ll chart a course to the closest o’ these treasure islands and see what we can see.”

      “Thank ye for yer trust, Cap’n,” he said quietly.

      “It ain’t trust yet, Shrike, but ye do yer new clan right, and we’ll have yer back.” I raised my cup to him.

      Shrike nodded, lifted his cup, and we lightly tapped them together, then drank. The deal was done.
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      When the Drunken Goat’s door slammed open, I looked up, expecting Mary and the rest of the crew. Instead, a bulky orc with a thick mane of grey hair and a bushy beard much the same stalked in. I recognized him immediately: Sturmgar Ironhand, the founder and lord of Jetsam, and sponsor of any number of smaller free towns here on the edge of the Empire.

      When he headed for our table, I gave Shrike a nudge and rose respectfully to my feet. Shrike was smart enough to follow my lead, down to the chest thump salute I gave the old orc. Sturmgar was that rarest of things, an orcish war leader who retired on his feet with his heart beating. He’d fought the Empire before Blackburn’s rebellion and taken his ship to the far reaches, along with his wealth, to establish the first of the free towns, Jetsam.

      He was an old orc, missing an eye and stomping around on a wooden peg, but his shoulders were still broad and unbent, and his good eye still burned with passion. Beneath a seal fur cloak, he wore a coat of sharkskin and a broad, black leather belt. His pantaloons were a deep, blood red, and his one boot was a well-worn black.

      Sturmgar was one of my few heroes when I was a young orc and a large part of the reason I went to sea in the first place.

      “Bardak Skullsplitter,” the old orc drawled after he stopped and looked me up and down. “I’ve heard quite a bit about you and your privateering on the Milnian front. What brings you to Jetsam and by land?” He grinned somewhat lopsidedly. “And who’s yer human mate, here?”

      “This is Shrike,” I replied as I scratched my beard thoughtfully. “I picked up him an’ a witch up in the Insmere dungeons. The Empire tried to assassinate me, so I killed Lord Broward and sailed out, along with some useful-seeming prisoners. My crew left behind a few cannonballs, some chain shot, an’ a few fires.”

      He let out a booming laugh that turned every head in the place, then spun one of the extra chairs around and sat down heavily. “Good for ye!”

      Shrike and I took that as a sign that we should sit down as well, and I poured the old orc an offering of rum in one of the extra cups Greza had brought. He took it and waited until I had poured for Shrike and myself, then raised his cup. I lifted my cup as well, Shrike followed, and we lightly clinked them together in a silent toast.

      “So,” I said, focusing on Sturmgar, “what can we do for ye?”

      He chuckled. “See right through me, do you?” he answered a question with a question, then shook his head. “Fine. Ye didn’t lose yer ship, did ye?”

      I shook my head. “She rides at anchor off the coast of the island, out of sight of the Commodore’s fleet.”

      “Good.” He nodded slowly. “First, then, I want to thank all o’ ye for dealing with our little infiltrator issue. Likely, if ye hadn’t been out there as well, they’d have made it in and disabled the cannon and opened the harbor. All the refugees make it hard to keep Jetsam secure, but I ain’t like to turn them away.”

      Sturmgar looked down at his large hands where they rested on the scuffed, rough-hewn tabletop. “What can ye tell me of what’s going on? Refugees speak of Admiralty ships shelling the free towns, capturing and scuttling their ships as they sail through the archipelago. Used to be there was a peace ‘tween us and Erdrath, but it seems as if that’s gone straight to the hells without a by yer leave.”

      “Aye,” I said as I poured another round. Shrike gave his cup a queasy look, and I hoped he wouldn’t get ill where Sturmgar could see. “I’ve the word of a witch, a pirate, and my own eyes and ears that the tide’s turned against us. Commodore Arde is out there waiting for Admiral Layne and his fleet. He’s got time to kill, and he knows ye don’t.”

      “I’ve an offer for ye, Captain Bardak,” the old orc said with a deep growl. “The town’ll pay ye in goods, and I’ll pay ye out o’ me own coffers. Jetsam’s offerin’ a full load o’ supplies, powder, shot, and repairs for your boards and linens. I’m offerin’ a hundredweight in gold.”

      “What would ye have us do?” I asked, my voice growing quiet. That was a generous offer, more than enough to keep The Hullbreaker well-supplied for a year or more, or for a captain to consider seriously retiring . I suspected I knew what the old orc was about to ask me, but I wanted to hear it from his own lips.

      “Help break this blockade,” Sturmgar answered. “If we get another fog like the one this morning, ye could assault a couple of the ships out there with small boats, force the others to rescue their comrades. We have a pair o’ warships in harbor that we could have standing ready. If ye could manage to set on them under cover o’ fog, then signal us, we could add our own cannon and crew to the fray.”

      “How many Admiralty ships are out there?” I asked thoughtfully. His answer would tell me if this plan was feasible at all. “We didn’t get close enough to count them.”

      Sturmgar frowned around his tusks and held up a hand. Five ships, then. With witches, though, the Commodore could counter Mary’s weatherwork, despite her confidence, especially if Arde had replenished his coven after dumping her on Broward.

      If I could get enough crew aboard one or two of the Admiralty ships, I could turn their cannons on their comrades, damage the other ships, and try to draw them off from the blockade enough to allow Jetsam’s men-o-war to join the fray. It could work, and we might even be able to send Commodore Arde straight to the bottom of the sea along with The Indomitable. That would make lots of people very happy and send The Hullbreaker and me straight to the top of the Admiralty’s most-wanted list.

      Nothing would please me more. If they were chasing me around the Northern Sea, then they weren’t making trouble for the free towns.

      “We’ll see what we can do, Sturmgar,” I answered finally. “My word is given.”

      “List the supplies ye need, then, and I’ll make sure it happens. Ye’ll get half the gold up front, too.” The mayor let out a long, deep breath. “Thank ye, Captain, on behalf of myself, Jetsam, and the free towns.”

      I nodded and looked over at Shrike. “Think ye can handle getting us outfitted, Mister Shrike?”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he replied. “How many cannons do we need powder and balls for?”

      “Twenty-six eighteen pounders, two nine pounders, four six pounders,” I replied. “We’re at about a half-load of powder and shot for the eighteens and two-thirds for the rest.”

      He thought for a moment, then nodded slowly. “We secured about half o’ the food ye really wanted, plus we need drink. I can handle this, Cap’n, if the lord don’t mind me accompanying him?”

      “Not at all,” Sturmgar grunted and pushed himself up from the table. “I think we’d best get going then, Mister… Shrike, was it?”

      “Aye, sir,” he replied as he rose. “New to The Hullbreaker, but not to sailin’.”

      “Good, good,” the old orc said as they started walking towards the door. “Ye seem a mite familiar…”

      I sat back in my chair, cup in hand, and stared after them as the door swung shut. There wasn’t any rush, but I did want to know how my crew was doing. Since there had been no distant shots, likely all was quiet. There was, however, such a thing as ‘too quiet.’

      It wasn’t long, though, before the tavern door swung open and a disheveled Mary Night slipped in. I raised a hand to wave her over, received a smile and nod in return, and shortly after she dropped into the seat Sturmgar had vacated.

      “Mission accomplished, Captain,” she reported. “The two survivors will live to fight again after some rest.” Her eyes drifted to the jug and cups. Without a word, I poured a cup and pushed it over to her. She took it with a grateful smile and tossed it back. “Thank ye, Captain. I needed that.” A smile touched her lips as she put the cup back on the table, then pushed it back in my direction.

      I let out a chuckle and refilled it. She drew it back and closed her eyes for a moment, still smiling. Then, with a soft sigh, she opened her mismatched eyes and studied me.

      “Lots of talk out in the town,” she murmured.

      “I know,” I said with a nod and refilled my own cup. The jug ran dry about halfway through, and I growled softly, holding it and letting the last drops fall. “We’ve been enlisted to help deal with the current problem.”

      “I suppose I expected that from the moment we saw that the Commodore was ahead of us.” She looked down and drummed long-nailed fingers on the wooden tabletop before picking up her cup and taking a conservative sip. “Ye have a plan, I suppose?”

      “Heh,” I grunted and sipped from my own cup. The rum didn’t burn as it had at first, but it did warm all the way to my stomach. “The bare bones o’ one.”

      “Long as it involved sendin’ that bastard Arde and my ‘sisters’ to the bottom of Mother Sea, count me in,” she spat.

      I narrowed my eyes and studied the beautiful witch. Rage was something I understood, and this young changeling simmered with it. Her mismatched eyes blazed as she lifted her head a bit. Our gazes met for a moment, and just like that, I knew she was in for it all. The witch was mine first, and The Hullbreaker’s next, body and soul.

      I leaned back slowly, matching her as I swallowed back a surge of raw, carnal desire. “The Lord o’ Jetsam suggested we try to capture a ship or two under the cover o’ fog. What do ye think o’ that?”

      She blinked, and her skin reddened noticeably, a big disadvantage of being as pale as she was. Did she have the same feelings as me?

      “If the Commodore has replaced me, then we’re in for a fight,” she replied, her voice low and husky for a moment before it cleared. “I could outweave a single witch no matter who she be, even stand spell-to-spell against two witches, but three or more would be challenging…”

      “What would ye need to pull it off?” I asked and took another drink. The rum was going away too fast, but I didn’t want to get more yet.

      Mary shrugged and shifted in her chair. “Time, Captain. Time or help. Both would be best.”

      I shook my head. “Both o’ these things are lacking, lass. Admiral Layne is on the way, as ye said, and I don’t know of any witches or warlocks around here with yer kind o’ background.”

      “I know it,” she observed, “but the healer did help me with what materials he could spare, so I’m not drawing on my own strength alone.” Her brow furrowed in thought. “Ye said this was Old Man’s Isle, aye?”

      “It is,” I answered, tilting my head as I regarded her. “Ye know something?”

      “Blackwater Lagoon. Is it here?”

      I let my eyes close, envisioning the shape of the island and what I remembered of it. There was a lagoon to the Northeast, maybe ten miles as the crow flies. From the maps I’d seen, it was called… “Blackwater Lagoon, aye. Why do ye want to know?”

      She gave me a sly smile. “Because someone is living there who might be able to help us.”

      “Damn it, lass!” I brought my fist down on the table, making the cups and jug bounce and momentarily silencing the other conversations in the place. My voice dropped. “I know ye witches have games ye like to play, but this is neither the time nor the place. I’m inclined to trust ye, but I need ye to be straight with me.”

      The sudden outburst didn’t seem to have fazed her, and she still wore that smile as she raised a slim hand. “Peace, Captain. Some of the sisterhood spoke of a siren that dwelled in Blackwater Lagoon on Old Man’s Isle. We share fey blood, so she might listen to and aid me.”

      I nodded slowly. A siren would be a strong but dangerous ally, able to charm men to sleep with her song or lure them to their deaths in the cold depths with her gaze. The tales spoke of them as monsters, fearsome tales of the sea. In appearance, they were beautiful women, almost human in appearance, but with some notable characteristics belying their sea-dwelling nature: gills, extra eyelids, webbed fingers and toes, and even retractable fins. At least that was what the stories said.

      “If ye’re sure, Mary, we can take the risk,” I said at last. “Once the rest o’ the crew is assembled and we have supplies on the way to the ship, we can sail around the island and pay her a visit.”

      “No, Captain,” Mary said firmly. “We have to go overland and soon. Yon witches are working up a storm, I can feel it. Time is short, and they’re being sloppy about it for the sake of speed.”

      “Damn it all,” I swore. “How do I know ye speak the truth?”

      “Step outside. Ye should be able to feel it, as connected to the sea as ye are.” She tossed back her rum and stood smoothly. “Seek your proof and leave the men a message.”

      I sat where I was, watching her through hooded eyes. “Did the Commodore tolerate this kind o’ behavior, lass?” I asked quietly.

      Mary froze in her tracks and then, slowly, bowed her head. “Apologies, Captain. I did not mean to appear to tell you what to do.” She met my eyes again with a wry smile and sheepish look. “I just wanted to suggest that we move quickly and that you and I would be able to get there faster than everyone together.”

      “Ye’re right, lass, but it’s generally polite, even as ship’s witch, to advise and suggest to the captain, rather than try an’ tell him what to do.” I held her gaze as she chewed on her lower lip and fidgeted… then I stood and grinned. Despite being fairly certain she had an ulterior motive for trying to get me out into the wilderness of Old Man’s Isle alone, she’d given me no reason not to trust her. I was certain that Mary would do anything in her power to help destroy Commodore Arde and his fleet, and that was reason enough for me not to doubt her.

      “Aye, Captain,” she said, her tone one of sincere apology as she looked down at her bare feet.

      “Good.” I stalked around the table. “I’ll leave a message for the crew with Greza. Meet me outside, an’ we’ll be off.”
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      Greza, the barkeep, knew my crew about as well as she knew me. We weren’t strangers in Jetsam by a long shot. I left a message with her to inform them that I had left with Mary Night to enlist aid to help deal with Commodore Arde and that I’d be back at the beach where we’d landed in about twenty-four hours if all went well. With that done, I stepped outside into the cool air of the early evening. There was a heaviness to the air and a strong briny smell along with growing thunderclouds off to the south.

      Mary was right, not that I was surprised. A storm was coming, and whether it was brewed by Arde’s remaining witches or not, it promised trouble. Speaking of my own witch, she stood waiting beside the door of the tavern.

      “Are ye ready, Captain?”

      I nodded. “I’ve left a missive for the crew, and I’ve got some dried meat, fruit, and a skin full of grog. Let’s get this over with so we can get back to sea.”

      The witch grinned and fell in beside me as I stalked off through the dirt and cobbled streets. A couple of orcish laborers shuffled out of our path, and a human merchant, towing a small cart of root vegetables, called out an apology and pulled his goods to the side. The few other residents still on the streets paused and watched us go.

      Did I have such a fearsome reputation even in the free towns? The Hullbreaker had never fought against them, nor had we raided them. It was bad form to, as they say, shit where you eat. All of our focus, until now, had been against the Milnian Empire and their shipping.

      That changed the moment Broward tried to assassinate me. I frowned to myself and took a closer look at the people of Jetsam as we neared the gate. There were humans, orcs, a handful of dwarves and goblins, and…

      Damn my eyes, was that an elf? I paused, narrowed eyes gazing off in the direction of a glassblower’s shop as a pale, thin-featured face quickly withdrew behind the curtains. Lost in her own thoughts, Mary didn’t seem to have noticed and kept walking towards the path out into the surrounding wilderness with determination.

      If there were elves in the free towns, what did that mean? I started off after her again, lengthening my stride to catch up. What was going on? It certainly bore investigation, but not just yet. There would be time enough after we broke the blockade of Jetsam and sent Commodore Arde to the bottom of the Northern Sea.

      Mary glanced up at me as I rejoined her, and we hurried on to the gate. The guards didn’t offer any challenge as they recognized us, but one did call out, “Cap’n, we’re closin’ the gate at dark-fall, and scouts report there might still be some Imperials out there.”

      “Thank ye,” I called back as I have the guard a wave. “We’ll have a care, aye.” With that, we passed through the gate onto the forested path. Twilight was creeping in, shadows grew longer, and I imagined the sun sinking low on the western horizon.

      “Damn,” Mary grumbled. “How far to the lagoon, Captain?”

      “About ten miles as the crow flies.” I shrugged and started off along the path. “Three or four hours through the forest, provided we don’t need to take a rest.”

      Mary muttered something to herself before speaking up. “We’ve about an hour of light left, so we’ll be getting there about two or three hours after sundown.”

      “Aye. Is there a problem, lass?” I peered sidelong at her as we paced along. She was keeping up with my stride easily, which raised her another notch, in my opinion. Mary was small but spirited and tough. I liked that.

      “I don’t think so, Captain,” she replied. “Ye know I’m pushing a gamble, aye?”

      I let out a deep chuckle. “Oh, aye. You want to ally with a siren on the basis of a bit o’ shared blood. I’d call ye daft if I didn’t think ye had somethin’ tucked into that bodice o’ yours.”

      She let out a nervous giggle. “I’ll hope your faith isn’t misplaced.”

      With another chuckle, I went silent. We were moving at a good pace along the path, close to a lope for me and a jog for her, and darkness was falling quickly. That wasn’t a problem for me, of course. All the greenskin races originated in dark places such as caves, swamps, and the deepest forests, and we all had adapted to see as well in the dark as we did under the light of the sun.

      Mary didn’t seem to be having any problems either, not like a human would have in the dark, anyway. I kept an eye on her, though. It wouldn’t do for us to be delayed by an injury in the dark. The trail was safe enough, maintained by the Jetsam guards, but once we turned off to head for the lagoon, we’d be on our own.

      Overhead, the faint light of the moon glimmered behind the growing clouds. Whatever Arde’s witches were doing, they were moving fast, or else the weather was already bearing down on Old Man’s Isle, and they just encouraged it. Another day, perhaps two, and life on the island would get bogged down in wind and rain. The mayor’s warships would be trapped in the harbor, while the Admiralty ships, protected by their witches, would be able to sail about where they wished.

      A lot depended on the severity of the coming storm, but it didn’t feel weak. I sped up a bit, and Mary kept pace. If she could do this on the broken terrain after we left the trail, we’d shave off a bit of time, and we were close too.

      “Here,” I said and turned without slowing, dodging around trees and crashing through the brush. Speed, not stealth, was what we needed.

      Or so I thought.

      We were almost to the lagoon when I suddenly came to a halt and reached for my pistols. Something was wrong.

      Suddenly, a sharp whistle sounded, and armed men, hooded and cloaked, burst out from the vegetation around us. There were enough arrows pointed in our direction to turn the both of us into right porcupines for the few moments it would take us to bleed out.

      “Hands up!” one of the men commanded, a bit shorter and stockier than the rest. I complied and felt Mary press against my back, cowering in my shadow as she whispered something under her breath.

      “See, sergeant?” another of the men spoke. “Arilynne said they’d try to reach the lagoon.”

      “And right she was,” said the leader. “Get a lantern up here and let’s see what we’ve bagged.”

      They didn’t seem to have noticed Mary behind me. Perhaps she’d worked a hex or cast a spell, and she’d certainly taken advantage of the darkness and my bulk to stay hidden. She also hadn’t abandoned me to my fate. I grinned as one of the interlopers produced a hooded lantern and opened it to illuminate me.

      At just that instant, Mary patted my back three times, then took off running into the forest directly in front of the surprised Imperials. Several of them turned and loosed arrows, while others shouted and at least two gave chase. The sergeant began to bellow for order.

      It was perfect. Mary, the darkness, and the confusion she’d sown gave me every advantage I needed, and I took them. I drew both pistols, fired, then hurled one at the lantern before I dropped the second and drew my great axe.

      The sergeant took one shot in the belly and fell backward with a yell, and my second shot caught the shoulder of one of the archers. He was thrown into a staggering spin, bow going one way and arrow going another. My thrown pistol knocked the lantern from the hand of the Imperial that held it, and while the light didn’t go out and the oil didn’t spill, the random shadows and dancing lights added to the chaos.

      When I charged into close combat, it was almost too easy. My roar of anger echoed through the quiet woods and actually caused some of my opponents to reel back. The first sweep of the axe knocked a man down with part of his head caved in, and the return swipe ripped an archer’s bow arm in twain at the elbow. My next hack silenced his screams, splitting his head and bearing him down to the ground.

      Out in the woods, a man shrieked before his voice trailed off into a gurgle that quickly silenced, a clear sign that Mary had claimed a kill.

      The Imperials dropped their bows and drew blades now as the taller fellow who’d spoken to the sergeant cried out, “‘Tis but two of them! Have at them, ye cowards!”

      Putting action to words, he followed two of the braver, or maybe stupider, of his subordinates as they charged me. Two more, the last of them I thought, tried to play wise and circle me.

      I swung my axe at the two bearing down on me. One’s reflexes saved him for the moment as he ducked the blade, but his comrade was just a bit too slow, My powerful blow cleaved his head from his shoulders and sent it sailing off into the darkness. The body took a couple of steps, dropped to its knees, and then slowly toppled over.

      That left the corporal, I assumed, and three grunts as three more had run off into the woods after Mary, and she had claimed at least one of them already.

      Rather than let them put me on the defensive, I swung my axe in a circle, letting its weight carry me completely around before I shifted my grip and stepped forward to bring the heavy axe head down on one of the grunts.

      The corporal had wisely fallen back and got to watch his man make one of the more common mistakes a swordsman made when fighting an axe-orc. He parried. Rather, he tried to parry. Perhaps he was confused in the darkness and flickering light, or perhaps he just didn’t expect the blow to carry so much force behind it.

      Whatever the case, my axe simply punched through his parry, knocking aside his blade as if it were nothing, and the sharp bit of the axe cleaved him from his shoulder down below his sternum, killing him instantly.

      I ripped the blade free in a shower of gore and ignored the soldiers trying to flank me for the moment. They were within a long lunge but not close enough to get a clean strike on me so long as I kept moving. No, my target was the corporal with paired cutlasses in his hands, his eyes shadowed as he put a bit more space between him and me.

      This man moved like a fighter, rather than a soldier, so I switched to a cautious approach, well, as much as any orc did. I shifted the grip on my axe, bellowed, and charged. He tried to dance aside, but I followed him, luring him with a feint before striking with the butt of my axe. Hardwood cracked into the fingers of his left hand. He cried out and dropped one of the blades but recovered quickly enough to dodge a sweep of my blade. As my axe swung past him, the corporal danced in with a thrust, forcing me to twist out of the way and make an awkward parry with the haft of my axe.

      My counterattack was something he didn’t expect. I kicked him in one knee, and bone and cartilage crackled as he fell with a shriek of pain. This bastard knew something, and much as every instinct screamed for me to kill him, I resisted. Instead of cleaving off his head, I twisted and cracked the butt of the axe into the corporal’s temple. I turned to face the other two before he even dropped.

      They were still standing, but between them stood Mary, her arms outstretched, and her daggers buried in the soldier’s throats. Her eyes met mine, and she smiled before jerking the sharp blades free. Both men dropped with nary a whisper, and silence fell over the woods.

      For a long moment, we just stared at each other. Not far away, I could hear the sea, and closer came the rattling breath of the corporal. None of the other men stirred, and the coppery tang of blood wafted pungently into the air. Mary’s chest heaved with her heavy breaths as she bent to wipe her blades clean on her victim’s cloaks.

      “I took one alive for questionin’,” I said as I cast around for my flintlocks. I could understand the Imperial’s use of bows here. They wanted quiet, first, and a bow could still fire faster than a gun which was why most of us privateers carried more than one pistol within easy reach.

      Mary nodded, righted the lantern, then gazed at me again, her eyes gleaming in the flickering light and the pale glow from behind the clouds. There was something in her gaze, feral and hungry as she gazed at me. It was a look I’d seen before, and it held within it the fierce promise of passion.

      I let my axe fall as she slid up to me, her slim hands boldly pressing against my bare chest. She was still breathing quickly, but it wasn’t from the exertion of the fight.

      “Captain,” she began in a husky voice, looking up at me with her enchanting, mismatched eyes, “yer witch asks for tending.”

      I let out a low growl and nodded. Time and place be damned, this was what she’d denied the Commodore, and I was not about to shirk my duty. This witch, my witch, was offering herself fully to me, for as long as she was in my service. There was more to it, but I was still coming down from the bloodlust of the fight, and my thoughts were muddied by that and by Mary’s sudden approach.

      “Contrary to what’s believed,” she murmured as she reached up her slim, pale hands to caress the hard muscle of my bare chest, “we witches are not so free with our favors. We don’t give them to anyone we are not attracted to.”

      “Ye be attracted to me, then?” I asked, wanting nothing more at that moment then to grab her, tear her clothes from her, and have her on the bloodied ground.

      Her teeth glimmered white in the darkness. “Since I saw ye walk out of Broward’s office dragging his blighted arse. Are ye wanting me, Captain Bardak?”

      “I am, Mary Night. I most certainly am.”
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      The touch of Mary’s warm hands left a tingle on my skin as she explored my bare chest with her touch. My eyes were drawn to her, trailing over her downcast face as she watched her fingers move along my body. Her open blouse had come free from her waistband and hung loose, baring one of her ample breasts to the chill air. My heartbeat accelerated, pounding in my chest like a war drum as my pantaloons, loose as they were, seemed to grow a few sizes too small in the crotch.

      I grinned down at her as she lifted her gaze to mine, her eyes shining like a cat’s in the darkness. Like any proper warrior, she was splashed in the red badge of conflict, her opponents’ blood decorating her pale skin. She was so small, though, so I swallowed back the surge of need that roared through me and stood stock still, waiting to see what she had in mind.

      One of her hands moved to rest over my heart, and she grinned up at me before reaching to guide my own right hand to her mostly bared chest, clutching it to her skin between her breasts. Her heart hammered away under my hand, and her breath caught for a moment.

      “I know what ye want to do, Captain,” she whispered as she chewed on her lower lip. “Let me reassure ye. I am far, far tougher than I look.”

      I took a step closer to her and slid my hand to the right covered the swell of her breast. That hard nipple pressed into my palm, and she let out a soft gasp before leaning into the touch, her eyes still raised to watch me.

      “If ye be certain, lass,” I said, my voice thick with desire. “I like ye, and I’d rather not be the one to break ye.” Or maybe I did. A deep part of me rejoiced at the thought of making the little changeling witch scream and beg.

      She laughed at that and put her free hand, her right, rather firmly against the bulge in my pantaloons. I let out a soft growl as she squeezed and rubbed me through the cloth. Damn, she was eager. I furrowed my brow and inhaled sharply at the feel of her hand exploring my girth and length. What she found must have either delighted or surprised her, because those lovely, mismatched eyes widened and she smiled even more.

      “I might welcome ye trying,” Mary purred huskily. Taking her left hand from mine, she reached down and fumbled to undo my belt and the drawstring of my pantaloons.

      I could have stopped her, but why? I wanted this at least as much as she did. With both hands, I caressed her breasts, then drew away and pushed her top the rest of the way open and part of the way down her back. For a moment, I considered using it to bind her arms, but I wanted to see what she’d do first.

      When I pulled my hands away, she looked up at me with a questioning look in her eyes. I gave her a single nod, and she smirked playfully before sliding a hand down into my pantaloons. With the belt and drawstring undone, they were barely hanging on to my hips.

      Her fingers curled around my shaft, this time without any cloth in the way, and it was my turn to go wide-eyed. The caress of her fingers drew a groan from my lips, and I felt my erection grow even harder.

      “Is that good, Captain?” Mary murmured, smirking a bit more as she slipped her hand further down to cup my balls.

      “For a start,” I said, giving her a toothy grin. “Ye take initiative, witchy-girl, an’ I be likin’ that a lot.”

      A soft laugh escaped her, and she continued to fondle and stroke me, running her fingertips over the tip of my shaft before slowly peeling back my foreskin. I growled softly as she kept on teasing me. “Shall I take the lead, then?”

      “Until I decide otherwise,” I replied as my breath quickened. Was this some kind of weird magic, or just something about Mary herself? Whatever it was, I was fascinated, and it made me want her even more.

      Her breath caught in her throat, and she let out a little whimper before drawing her hand out of my pantaloons. A moment later, she took the waistband in both hands and yanked it down to my knees, catching me by surprise.

      Her eyes went wide once more at the first sight of my erection, and she let out a little moan of delight. “Oh, Captain! Is this for me?” With that, she leaned in and licked the very tip, sending a sudden shock up my spine.

      “Aye, Mary Night,” I growled deeply.

      Things moved quickly from there. I struggled to get out of pants and kick off my boots while she dropped her arms and let her blouse fall before she wriggled out of her pants.

      Lust had overtaken us both, and it wasn’t long before we lay down naked on the bloody ground. The brief thought crossed my mind that she might be repelled by the thought of where we were, but when I raised myself over her and saw that she’d smeared a bit of blood from her hands over her bare breasts, I abandoned that thought along with any semblance of control.

      I wanted her, and she wanted me. That was all there was to it. Was it the combat, the blood, or just the sheer joy of being alive? I didn’t know, but I was happy to plunge ahead.

      Mary was lithe and muscular with all the right curves to go with a taut, flat belly, large, firm breasts, and a light decoration of coppery curls between her thighs. She reached up and pulled me down for a kiss, somehow managing to not wound her lips on my tusks.

      It was like being joined with a storm. The touch of her hands was electrical. When she curled her fingers around my shaft and guided me to her hot folds, I couldn’t resist even if I wanted to.

      It wasn’t often that orcs rutted face to face like this or even kissed. Our tusks made it difficult, just as they made other activities more challenging as well. Typically, our style was front to back, standing, or with the woman on all fours or her belly while the male took her. This was different. The witch wrapped her legs around my waist while I pinned her wrists above her head. I grinned down at her, and she returned it defiantly.

      “Break me, my Captain,” she urged breathlessly as she arched her back and gave a wanton wiggle that caused her large breasts to bounce delightfully

      I let out a playful snarl and impaled her with a single thrust. Damn, but she was tight! Her eyes went wide, and a soft whimper escaped her parted lips. She hadn’t expected that. My hips rocked a bit, then I drew back and drove in again, and again.

      Mary caught her lower lip in her teeth, her legs tight around my hips as she writhed beneath me, her moans soft and encouraging for now. With a groan, I started to rock my hips while she moved against me, flexing her surprisingly strong legs. Her body moved in counterpoint to mine, pushing up to meet the thrusts of my hips as she stifled another moan.

      I wanted her more than anything at that moment. Hell, I needed her. She was freedom and life all rolled into one beautiful, compact package. The bloodlust of battle shifted to pure, carnal desire in both of us. There was nothing more I wanted than to spend myself in the small woman beneath me, and it seemed like that was exactly what she wanted, too.

      We weren’t quick, but we weren’t slow as we made love. This was to be relished, but our shared lust was too great to stretch it out. Mary shuddered and strained beneath me with a soft cry, and the clenching of her insides around me drew me over the edge. I answered with a growl of release as my body gave it up for her, filling her with my seed until it spilled out of our joining.

      The witch ran her hands over my sweat-slick torso and opened her eyes to gaze up at me with a smug smile. “Is that all, my Captain?” she teased, her voice still husky with desire.

      “Ye don’t know orcs, do ye, lass?” I asked with a deep chuckle.

      She tilted her head back, and that smile widened as she arched her back a bit. Her lovely black hair pooled beneath her head, and her pointed ears seemed strangely prominent. Her fae aspect had come to the fore, strange and insatiable.

      “Will ye show me, Captain?” Mary purred, wriggling her hips to tease me.

      “Oh, aye, Mary Night,” I growled. “I will.”

      Without drawing out of her, I shifted my body and released her hands from where I’d pinned them. A gasp escaped her as she watched me move, sliding my knees up beneath her thighs to lift her lower half as I repositioned to cover her breasts with my large hands. It was quite a contrast, the dark green of my skin against the pale creaminess of hers.

      Once again, her eyes drew me, and I slowly began rocking my hips against hers. Mary responded in kind, letting out a soft mewl of pleasure as a shudder ran through her slim form.

      “Gods,” she whispered and trembled with a whimper of anticipation. I hadn’t let her come down all the way, and it was easy to get her back to the edge.

      Her skin was hot and damp beneath my touch, large breasts flattened against her ribs, and nipples hard as musket balls. She was gorgeous as she twisted against me, her hands clutching at the dead leaves and the bloodied ground beneath.

      I felt a surge of something more than the primal lust that had gotten us here, fucking like animals on the soiled earth of a battlefield. Affection? Love? Aside from brotherly friendships and lusty trysts, I’d never wanted more than that.

      Until now.

      My hands went to Mary’s hips, holding her as I leaned over a bit and began to grind against her more firmly. Half-stifled moans answered my change in movement, and she clenched tight around me.

      How loud would she be were we not in potential danger? Would we even be as lusty without that edge? I didn’t have an answer, but I wasn’t about to stop. I kept the motions of my hips slow and rhythmic, this time while I caressed her with my calloused hands, even exploring the point where our bodies came together. There was a spot, just so, where…

      Mary let out a sudden cry and arched as I found and rubbed her clit with one large thumb. She clapped her hands over her mouth and gazed up at me wide-eyed. I grinned right back and did it again.

      Twice more I had my witch on that bloody ground, abandoning the philosophical distractions what worried at the back of my mind along with the undeniable affection I felt for her. I didn’t think we’d have been as willing, were there not something more than mere lust.

      The witch sagged in my grasp at last as I spent myself in her again. She was on her belly, this time, my hands supporting her hips as I took her in a more familiar, orcish style.

      She let out a long, groaning sigh as I pulled out of her. “Gods below, Captain,” she panted.

      I chuckled and took a deep breath. “Only three, Mary?” I asked, letting my hands wander over her firm backside. It quivered under my hands.

      “Only?” she twisted a bit to gaze back at me in disbelief.

      “Aye,” I slapped her bottom, and she whimpered in pleasure, pillowing her head on her crossed arms. Any orc could go twice in a row, a few could go three. Me? I was still good for a few more rounds, so long as she was. “Do ye still wish to be broken, lass?”

      “Ye’ve taken me as close to broken as I’ve ever been, and I’d like ye to finish the job,” Mary asserted as she squirmed onto her back and gave me a dreamy smile as she folded her hands over her breasts.

      “As ye will,” I rumbled. It was a few more hours ‘til daybreak, and there was likely going to be nothing to interrupt us out here. Desire surged in me once more, and I reached for my lovely, seemingly insatiable witch. Whatever she wanted, I was ready to give.
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      I was almost disappointed when Mary finally begged me to stop with the excuse that she needed to be able to walk. Surprisingly, after five times, I felt like I was still good to go, but I’d always had a great deal of stamina.

      What really impressed me, though, was Mary Night. She was nearly able to match me, and she wasn’t afraid to demand more and harder. I grinned to myself and folded my arms behind my head. Lying back on the leaves with her cuddled up against my side was a pleasant way to wind down after, well, everything. We’d spilled blood and rutted like proper orcs on the battleground. Life was good.

      I think she dozed, and I drifted a bit until one of my ears twitched at a sudden sound. We weren’t far from the Blackwater Lagoon, and I suddenly noticed a heavy splashing that wasn’t the rhythm of the waves. Then came a great huff of breath and a rumbling growl. Whatever the thing was, it was big.

      The trees and shrubs still hid us from a direct view of the lagoon, and I spared a glance over at Mary before I rolled to my feet and wrapped my fingers around the haft of my axe. The witch stirred and gave me a questioning look before the distant creature snorted again and let loose a bellow that was half demon and half crocodile.

      That brought her fully around, and she rose shakily to her feet, casting around for her clothes. While I stood guard, glaring into the concealing trees, she quickly donned her blouse and cast around for her pants.

      I didn’t take my eyes from the direction of the lagoon as I reached for my own cast-aside pantaloons. Leaves and bushes rattled softly as whatever it was headed our way, but it kept out of view. I was almost disappointed that it didn’t seem to be the bellowing thing which still wallowed and grunted down at the lagoon.

      When our visitor finally emerged from behind some trees, both of us were at least decent, if not completely dressed. It paused in the long shadows and studied us with glimmering green eyes that shone brightly in the night.

      “That was the most interesting call I’ve felt in years.” The voice that came from the figure was female, pitched low and sensual. Her tone conveyed a promise that sent a shiver down my spine and set my manhood to stirring despite my recent activity with Mary. “Is all this mine?” She waved a casual hand in the direction of the fallen.

      Suddenly it clicked. This was the siren. Had Mary and I unwittingly gotten her attention with our amorous, post-battle lovemaking? Before the witch opened her mouth, I gave a nod.

      “Aye, all but one, if he still lives,” I said as I pointed with my axe to where the one man I’d meant to capture had fallen. With the jog I’d given him, he’d likely awaken tomorrow or not at all.

      At my words, the siren slipped out into the open. She was nude and slender built, nearly as tall as I was, with hair of a deep turquoise that fell wetly over her shoulders and ended in the middle of her back. Her skin was a much paler shade, a tea green that glistened wetly in the wan moonlight. She was hairless aside from the locks on her head and smooth save for the slits of gills that pulsed on her ribs. Aside from these fishy nods and a sprinkle of shimmery scales, the woman was only slightly different from an elf in shape, including oversized, sharply pointed ears. Her breasts were small and firm, tipped with dark areola and nipples of emerald green, and the cleft visible between her thighs was of similar color.

      If she noticed my gaze, the siren made no comment as she padded closer, her bare feet whispering over the leaf-strewn ground. Her eyes drifted over us then back to the corpses. Finally, she turned her bright blue eyes on the two of us again and gave us a close-lipped smile.

      “I accept your offering,” she said at last. “What do you want of me?”

      I motioned to Mary, who stepped forward and bowed her head in greeting.

      “I am Mary Night of the Sisterhood,” she said politely and inclined her head. “This is Captain Bardak Skullsplitter of The Hullbreaker. We are here to petition your aid, cousin.”

      The siren narrowed her eyes, and she leaned in to sniff the air near Mary, who stood stock-still. I tightened my grip a bit but kept my gaze steady. If there were trouble, I’d try to end it quickly.

      “Hmph,” the siren snorted. “You are bold, changeling girl, as is your captain.” The sea-woman’s eyes roamed over me, and I couldn’t help feeling I was being appraised as a meal. After a moment, she slid past me and looked over the fallen Imperials. “I am Ligeia,” she said by way of introduction. “Come with me, and we will discuss your petition.”

      With that, she bent down, grasped two of the corpses by their shirts, and began dragging them off back the way she’d come. “Be good guests and bring along the rest!”

      Mary and I exchanged glances before I shrugged, slung my axe, and gathered up two more of the fallen. I set off after the siren, and the witch picked up my boots and followed.

      Our trek through the remaining woods was short, and we emerged into dim moonlight on the lagoon’s beach. Blackwater Lagoon was an oddly deep coastal body of water, with a partial ring of sharp coral and rocks that formed the barrier between the lagoon and the sea. It was odd in the respect that coastal lagoons normally just slope gently downwards and rarely get deep enough for the water to go as black as it did here. The water was choppy, with little whitecaps dancing over its surface along with the sparkling reflection of the dim light above.

      An enormous shape loomed on the waterline about a hundred or so feet from where we stepped from leafy ground to sand. In the wan light, I could see the thing clearly and knew it immediately from the legends all sailors knew.

      “A Dragon Turtle,” I said, unable to keep a hint of wonder from my voice.

      Mary gasped. “I knew they were real, but I’ve never seen one.”

      Ligeia glanced over her shoulder, and I saw the laughter in her eyes before she turned back to make her way carefully in the creature’s direction. It let out a low groan that felt like a question, and the siren answered with a soft, tonal song.

      The Dragon Turtle was easily the size of a sloop-of-war and more massive, its armored shell almost as wide as the creature was long. In build, it was much like a sea turtle, having flippers instead of land-going feet fore and aft. Unlike a turtle, though, the monster’s head was longer, crested and finned with a massive snout horn, and another set of horns rose from above its brow like those of a bull. Yellow, large-pupiled eyes glared at us as we approached, and it let out a hiss that pulled at our clothes and filled the air around us with the stink of rotten fish.

      I scowled, and Mary gagged, but we stayed in the siren’s wake. If the thing attacked us, our best bet would be to make for the treeline. It would be slow and awkward on land and likely wouldn’t pursue further. I doubted my axe and pistols would penetrate its hide, but I might be able to take an eye, as large as they were.

      Ligeia dropped off the bodies and retreated, motioning for me to offload the pair I carried with the ones she had. Once I’d given over the corpses, I rejoined Mary and Ligeia a short distance back along the shore and watched as the Dragon Turtle stretched its neck out and snuffled at the bodies before rather delicately picking up one in its jaws and swallowing it down whole.

      The creature let out a rumble, and the siren chuckled, something that sent interesting jiggles through her anatomy. “Tiny wants me to thank you. He likes man-flesh almost as much as whale blubber.”

      Tiny? I groaned inwardly, then paused. Maybe the creature was small for its kind, and the description was an apt one.

      “What do you want?” Ligeia asked in that musical, almost hypnotic voice of hers.

      “We be lookin’ for aid against an Imperial blocked o’ Jetsam,” I replied as I focused on her. She was quite attractive, and I had to push past that to concentrate on the business at hand.

      She smiled faintly, looked to Mary, then back at me. “What do you need for us to do?”

      Us? My eyebrows went up in surprise. “Ye and Tiny?”

      “Aye,” she answered smoothly. “You have a ship, I assume?”

      It was my turn to nod. “Privateer.”

      “Good, good,” she said, then turned her head and spat a stream of liquid that sizzled for a moment on the sand. “A pirate, William Markland, stole something from me, and I want your help to get it back.”

      “What about the bodies and the… other offering?” Mary asked, speaking up.

      Ligeia laughed, a beautiful sound with a slight hint of madness. “Oh, dear cousin,” she purred. “That got my attention. You’ll have to do a good bit more to keep it.”

      William Markland was a name I knew. He wasn’t just any pirate, though, but a self-professed pirate king: Blood Bill Markland formerly of The Fallen Angel. The man was a legend, and also the former captain of my crewman, Shrike. I growled deep in my throat, and the siren’s eyes snapped to me.

      “Something, Captain?” she demanded.

      An idea occurred to me. It was bold, but we had nothing to lose and much to gain. “I’ll aid ye, lass, if ye join my crew. I know the pirate of which ye speak, and we just might have a way to find him.”

      Mary’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. No words came, which was probably good, and I continued.

      “Ye and Tiny would be a great boon to me plans, ye see.” I pointed out at the sea beyond the exit to the Blackwater Lagoon. “Out there, the Imperial Admiralty rules the seas.” There was an unspoken ‘for now’ in my tone. “I mean to contest that, an’ the two o’ ye would be the perfect recruits. I’ll help ye recover whatever was stolen, and ye can stay on until ye get tired of our company.”

      She glanced back at the Dragon Turtle who’d finished his meal and was nosing around in the sand for more. “Two shares,” she demanded, “plus a pick of the dead.”

      Oh, right. Sirens ate man-flesh as well. That little fact had slipped my mind, but the thing was that most of us were orcs and that sort of thing didn’t phase us.

      “Sounds fair to me,” I mused, “but ye be under my command if ye can accept that.”

      Ligeia’s eyes met mine, and I held her gaze. Slowly, the corners of her mouth crept up in a sincere, delighted smile. She clapped her hands together, a sound that startled Mary and elicited a snort from Tiny.

      “Done, Captain!” she exclaimed, then froze for a moment and looked down at her right hand. After a moment of staring, her fine brow furrowed, she spat onto her palm and held her hand out to me. This time, the spittle didn’t hiss or spatter.

      I grinned broadly, did the same, then clasped hands with her. She had smooth, cool skin, and her touch awakened urges within me, much like Mary’s had. After we shook, the siren turned to Mary and repeated the gesture with less hesitation, and the witch replied in kind with a broad smile.

      Something seemed to pass between the two of them. Both changelings and sirens had fae blood, so maybe that was it. Kinship or rapport or some kind of family understanding, I supposed.

      “Let’s go get our captive, and bring the rest of the food to Tiny,” I offered.

      The Dragon Turtle raised its head and hooted insistently before letting out a gurgling roar.

      “He would like that very much,” Ligeia translated.

      I nodded and, without another word, turned to stalk back to the battleground. With one deal, I’d improved our chances of surviving an attack on the blockade significantly. Of course, there was the other side of our deal. What had pirates stolen from her, and when? Hells, who had stolen it?

      As the siren and I gathered more bodies, Mary checked on the unconscious man. “He’s alive, Captain,” she reported. “I’m not sure when he’ll be awake or how much time we’ve got before the storm hits.”

      Both of us turned our gaze to the dark, back-lit clouds above. Lightning had begun to flicker in their depths as the Commodore’s witches continued to stir the pot.

      “What are they tryin’ to raise, Mary?” I asked.

      She shook her head, her mussed, dark hair bouncing. “Thunderstorms, I think, but they might be calling a hurricane, and we’re just starting to see the outer edges coming in.”

      “I’m thinking we should expect the worst,” I observed.

      It was a philosophy that had served me well in the past. Expect and prepare for the worst, that way you won’t be caught unawares or unready, and if you were wrong, the battle was just that much easier. I tended to over-prepare for an orc, but I’d learned a lot about the sea from humans and dwarves, too, and she was a harsh, demanding mistress to us all.

      “That is probably a good idea,” she agreed and continued to look up at the ghostly sky, her hands rubbing together. “I could try to counter it, but that would keep me from making a fog.”

      I managed to get my hands on the captive as well as two corpses, and we started dragging them back to the beach. “If the storm hits, there’ll be too much wind for fog and for sailing.”

      “Aye.” Mary sighed and shook her head. “Hope he hasn’t replaced me, then, Captain.”

      “Tiny can make fog,” Ligeia offered as I dropped off the survivor. As we dragged four more bodies down to the water for the Dragon Turtle, I gazed up at the massive creature.

      “He can, can he?” I thought aloud. He could probably founder or capsize any ship out there right now, but how resistant was he to cannons?

      The siren nodded, and while Mary and I backed off as the creature bent down to swallow another Imperial, Ligeia squatted down and snapped off a corpse’s arm with a single bite. The witch winced, and I stared. How had she gotten it into her mouth enough to do that?

      The three of us retreated and settled down around the unconscious Imperial while Tiny had his meal. I watched Ligeia eat while Mary, rather pointedly, did not. I’d have to remember that she had at least a small squeamish streak, though I supposed it was a bit unnerving to watch a beautiful, naked woman daintily nibbling the flesh from a man’s arm with shark-like teeth.

      That was when our captive stirred and let out a low groan. Maybe I hadn’t hit him as hard as I thought, or else he was tougher than he looked.
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      I reached over and rolled the soldier onto his back while Ligeia, still chewing on the severed arm, leaned over to inspect him. The scream he let out was a satisfying one, and I was certain the shock of seeing the blood-splashed siren, holding one of his comrade’s arms had brought the fellow fully around.

      He squirmed in the sand, taking a moment to realize that he’d been rather well-restrained by bits of his own uniform. Mary certainly knew her knots.

      “So, ye still be among the livin’, Imperial shit,” I said, looking down at him with my elbows resting on my knees where I squatted. “I know ye’ve heard o’ me, and ye’ve been on the business end o’ what I’m capable of, so ye get one chance. Answer me questions, and I’ll let ye live. Otherwise, I hand ye to yon siren and her associate.”

      From further down the beach, out of the man’s sight, Tiny let out another of his hissing bellows. The man shuddered and looked from me to Ligeia, who just smiled sweetly and snapped off a finger in her shark-like teeth, then swallowed it whole.

      She was frightening. Were I a lesser man, I’d be pissing myself in her presence. A second later, the pungent fear-stink of urine rose from the man, and I swore soundly.

      “Dammit, man!” I bellowed. “Have ye no dignity?”

      Mary giggled… or maybe cackled eerily was a better description of what came out of her mouth. Our captive whined and tried to squirm to see her, but she was well hidden in shadow, only her shining eyes and her outline visible.

      “How do I know ye say true?” the man asked shakily, his voice barely audible over Tiny’s mumbles and snuffling.

      I shrugged. “Ye don’t, but would ye rather take a chance with the siren, or maybe the witch?”

      At that, Mary cackled again, and Ligeia finally revealed how she’d managed to bite a man’s arm completely off. Her skin stretched and peeled back, revealing a cavernous maw filled with serrated, triangular teeth. That caught even me by surprise, then her jaw snapped shut, and she went back to nibbling on the remaining bits of flesh on the arm she held.

      The Imperial shook his head wildly. “Anything… I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, just… just don’t hand me over to them!”

      “Awww,” Mary protested. “I want to play!”

      Ligeia pouted. “And I’m still hungry!”

      “Shush, ladies,” I commanded as I raised a hand for quiet. Both of them obediently fell silent, their eyes focusing on me.

      The human’s eyes were locked on me too as he trembled. From the sudden stink, he may even have shat himself.

      “Gods damn it, man!” I roared suddenly. “If ye be the best the Admiralty has to offer, then how in the hells did ye come to rule the seas?”

      “I’m just a marine private, sir,” the man whimpered, cringing away from all three of us as best he could. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know!”

      I slashed my hand through the air and growled suddenly. “Lies! Ye were advisin’ the sergeant, and ye almost had me with yer pathetic act. Ye’re a corporal or a specialist, maybe more, and I suspect ye have a bit o’ history before takin’ on with the navy.”

      He dropped his head back onto the sand. “You’re smarter than I expected, greenskin,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I fought ye. Ye’re about as far from bein’ a marine private as I am from bein’ an elf.” I shook my head. “Thing is, ye ain’t savin’ yerself by bein’ clever. Ye’re just makin’ all three of us angry.”

      “Very angry,” Mary chimed in.

      Ligeia hissed like a snake and snapped another finger off her meal, eyes focused on the mystery man as she chewed.

      “Just kill me,” the man said, eyes closed. “Soon enough, all of this will be wiped clean anyway.” That said, he started to laugh.

      I turned my head to look at Mary, then Ligeia. “What does that bloody shit mean?” I demanded as I reached down and clamped my hand around the man’s broken knee.

      His eyes snapped open, and he let out a high-pitched shriek of pain.

      “Ye’ll answer, dog,” I snarled, “else both o’ these women will have their wicked way with ye, piece by bloody piece.”

      “Fine! Fine! Damn you and your kind!” the Imperial cried. Guess he really wasn’t made of sterner stuff after all. “The Admiral means to settle the problem of the free towns once and for all, and there’s nothing any of you can do about it!” He opened his eyes and gazed at the heavens as lightning flashed and thunder rolled in the distance. “The storm comes!”

      Mary bounded to her feet as crazy laughter poured from our captive. “Captain, we have to get back to The Hullbreaker. I’ve got to start working on a counter-hex before this grows too big!”

      “Who says that it isn’t al--” The man’s voice cut off with a choked gurgle as the siren, tired of his babbling, lunged for him and tore out his throat with a snap of her teeth. Instead of pulling back, she pressed in as blood fountained around her and took another bite, severing the Imperial’s head.

      I gave an appreciative nod as Ligeia continued to take vicious bites out of her victim, hissing with rage. “I was tired o’ that shit, too,” I said, then turned to the witch as I rose to my feet. “Aye, lass. Soon as Ligeia be finished, we’ll set out.”

      Mary was plainly distraught, fidgeting and wringing her hands while she looked between me and the distant clouds. “They mean to set winds protecting their ships, then call up a hurricane to scour the archipelago. The Imperial towns will all be battened down, but the free towns will be devastated.”

      “How do ye know this, lass?” I asked, reaching out to grip her shoulders, offering her my own steady strength.

      “Because, my Captain,” she replied. “It’s how I would do it… how the Sisterhood would do it, given the command.”

      That was enough for me. “Ligeia!” I snapped, and the siren lifted her head, blood covered her from her eyes down, darkening her pale skin to an almost black hue of crimson.

      “We need ye, lass,” I continued. “Do ye know the shore on the other side of the island where the fisherfolk go?”

      The siren nodded and wiped at her mouth with an equally bloodstained hand. “Of course, Captain,” she said in that achingly beautiful voice.

      My heart skipped a beat. “Good,” I said. “Mary and I need to get to our ship there. Can ye and Tiny meet us?”

      She shook her head and raised her right hand, index finger extended skyward. “I can do better than that. We can take you.”

      Both Mary and I froze for a moment before I asked, “On his back?” I pointed at the Dragon Turtle, who was nosing around in the shallows, impatiently waiting for his mistress.

      Ligeia nodded and smiled, her lips pressed together.

      Showing her teeth seemed to be a way she showed aggression, which wasn’t uncommon in some of the greenskin races either. We were like wolves, where bared fangs were a sign of fear or a willingness to fight. The close-lipped smiles of the siren were her way of showing affection or at least non-aggression.

      Well, I could honestly say that I’d never ridden on the broad back of a sea monster in my career, and this seemed as good a time as any.

      “Fine,” I said and rose to my feet.

      Mary stood as well and stretched, drawing my eye to her well-shaped form. Desire for her crept up and knocked, but I held my peace. This was neither the time nor the place. When I looked away, I found the siren studying me, her head tilted slightly as if in appraisal.

      “It has been a long time since any male has looked at me like that,” she said, then turned and padded off down the beach towards Tiny.

      “Huh,” my witch said as she sidled up next to me. “I think she likes you, Captain.”

      “What do ye think of her?” I asked, ignoring Mary’s pointed look.

      She shrugged and smiled. “I think I like her. Did ye ever ask what it was that pirates took from her?”

      I shook my head. I hadn’t because it hadn’t seemed important at the time. The siren glided over the sand ahead of us, and my eyes were drawn to the little differences between her and a mortal woman. Her skin seemed to shimmer in the light and stayed damp-looking, despite the time we’d spent in the air talking and dealing with the Imperial. She also seemed to have a little nub of a tail right at the base of her spine, just above a rather shapely rear. What would it be like to bed such a creature?

      Maybe I’d find out.

      “I would suspect a small treasure,” Mary murmured softly. “A testament to vanity or something like. Maybe a mirror, or a comb…”

      “A comb,” Ligeia called back over her shoulder. “Carved of coral and decorated with pearls and abalone. It holds a piece of my song.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked as Mary and I hurried to catch up.

      The siren let out a soft hiss. “It means, Captain, that a part of my magic hides in the comb, and without it, I cannot use that song.”

      “What song might that be?” Mary studied the other woman thoughtfully, and I suspected her question ran a bit deeper than casual interest.

      Ligeia closed her eyes. “Even without it, I can lull men to sleep with my voice, which should be enough. Tiny can breathe out a fog that will hide us, even should the storm break first.” Then she opened her eyes and fixed me with her azure gaze. “Once I have my comb, I will be of much more use to you, Captain.”

      I suspected that was the case. Stories tended to have supernatural creatures imbuing part or all of their power into innocuous items that were later stolen or used to hold sway over them.

      “Could these pirates influence ye with this comb of yers, lass?” I asked with a frown.

      The siren hissed softly and shook her head. “Not so long as ye deal squarely with me, Captain. We’ve sworn an oath, after all.”

      “I believe the Captain more meant in a magical sense,” Mary added. “Sympathetic spells are part of any skilled witch’s repertoire, mine included, and if this item contains part of your power, then it has a direct link to your soul.”

      That would complicate things a bit. A lot really would depend on which pirate captain had the siren’s comb, and whether or not they had a skilled enough witch in their service. I scowled and glanced over at Mary as Ligeia padded along the beach towards Tiny, the gentle waves washing up to caress her bare feet.

      “Can ye protect her, Mary?”

      “From being influenced by a piece of her own magic?” Mary mused. “I don’t know, Captain. That’s what gives sympathy its power, it’s nigh impossible to defend against.”

      “See what ye can do, then.” I put a hand on her shoulder as we walked after the siren. “Ye be strong, Mary, and I have faith it ain’t arrogance.”

      She blushed in the darkness and opened her mouth to speak, but Tiny decided to interrupt, letting out a loud bellow to greet his mistress before turning his head down and offering his nose to a gentle stroke of her hand. The great beast’s affection for the slender siren was plain. I thought at first that Ligeia might have been using magic or something to control the creature, but that wasn’t it.

      Tiny simply loved her.

      When Mary and I drew close, the Dragon Turtle curled his neck, the air of its vast breath pulling at our clothes and hair as he scented us. Then he cocked his head and inspected us with one massive eye before turning his attention back to Ligeia.

      She let out a series of clicks and chirps, followed by a long moan that Tiny answered with a deep grunt. Ligeia laughed and turned to us.

      “He likes you,” she said, “and will be happy to carry us and hunt with us, provided he continues to enjoy such treats as we enjoyed this eve.”

      I nodded and grinned. “Tell him thank ye, then, and let’s be off. That storm isn’t getting any further away.”

      The siren nodded and patted the leathery scales of Tiny’s neck. He grunted again and slid sideways into the lagoon until his great body was partially immersed with one clawed flipper stretched out onto the beach. She went first, walking up the Dragon Turtle’s arm as if it was a gangplank, and once she reached the edge of his shell, she clambered up as easily as scaling a rope ladder.

      Mary cast a doubtful eye after the siren, then looked to me.

      “Go ahead,” I told her. “I’ll catch ye if ye fall.”

      She smiled crookedly. “I hope ye remember that in the future, Captain.” Then she turned and padded carefully along Tiny’s flipper, arms outstretched for balance.

      What did she mean by that? My brow furrowed. Was my witch not telling me something? I followed her a few steps back, alert to the shifts in the muscles of the creature. With how still Tiny kept, it really was no worse than walking the decks on calm seas.

      Mary began a careful ascent up the steeper slope of the monster’s shell, using the ridges and crevasses as toe- and fingerholds as she climbed. Once she was a good orc-height above me, I started up as well. The Dragon Turtle’s shell was rough, with barnacles, large ridges, and grooves where the plates grew together. It was easy climbing, too, at least for one accustomed to making their way through rigging.

      The witch moved quickly, keeping ahead of me and actually forcing me to work to keep up. I had expected her to move slowly, but when she discovered the path was easier than expected, she’d mostly thrown caution to the wind to reach Tiny’s broad back quickly.

      Once I crested the top of the Dragon Turtle’s shell, I had a better idea of the sheer scale of the thing. Tiny was as long as The Hullbreaker, and as wide as three of her side-by-side. In sheer tonnage, Tiny probably massed more than five or six frigates too. Ligeia, seated in a place where pieces of the shell created a sort of natural chair or throne at the fore end of the central ridge, waved to us, and we made our way to her as quickly as the questionable footing allowed.

      “You should be able to tuck in with me,” the siren said as she patted the shell to either side of her resting place.

      I grunted and settled in to her right, while Mary took the left. Ligeia slipped her arms around each of us and leaned forward, tilted her head back, and began to sing.

      Tiny answered with a long moan and began to lurch slowly towards the deeper part of the lagoon. Once he was no longer effectively beached, he stroked for the pass out of Blackwater Lagoon, surged through it, and carried us into open water at an almost frightening speed.

      Water sprayed and frothed around the swimming Dragon Turtle, wetting us rather thoroughly as we held on to the siren and to the closest ridges of his shell. If anything, Tiny moved faster the deeper the water grew. He turned after a while to follow the shore of Old Man’s Isle around in the direction of my ship.

      It wouldn’t be long before we got back, and Mary and I would make quite an entrance.
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      At Tiny’s speed, we quickly rounded the northern tip of Old Man’s Isle and turned south, still following the contours of the island as the Dragon Turtle stroked smoothly through the water. We were moving faster than The Hullbreaker moved under full sail and oar, with the wind fully at her back. I couldn’t help but grin into the wind.

      “Is this as fast as he can go?” I bellowed.

      Both Ligeia’s and Mary’s hair billowed back as the wind caressed it. The siren looked at me and grinned fiercely. “He’s faster underwater,” she called back. “We could show you sometime if you’d like.”

      Mary’s head snapped around to study the siren, then she looked back to me. “A siren’s kiss may drown or save,” she said, her voice barely audible over the wind and water.

      That was it. The sea stories always held that the kiss of a siren could either fill a man’s lungs with water, drowning him on dry land, or they could give him the ability to breathe beneath the waves. From my standpoint, there could be many, many uses for that, especially since orcs, for all their strength and toughness, found it hard to swim. Our bones were heavy and strong, and our muscles were dense and powerful. We didn’t tend to carry much body fat, either, which meant that we didn’t float very well at all. Dwarves were the only race that swam worse than orcs.

      Of course, we can overcome this obstacle with practice. I could swim, and so could every greenskin on my crew.

      “Ye can magic me so that I can breathe underwater? Her too?” I asked the siren.

      “I can,” Ligeia nodded, “and before you ask, Captain, the gift is permanent, unless I take it away.” She flashed a grin of her shark-like teeth. “You can walk in the air, like me, and breath water as well.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “That would be amazing,” Mary said breathlessly.

      “We’ll discuss this further, Ligeia,” I said. The Hullbreaker was in sight already and bustled with activity. They’d seen us and were preparing to defend themselves. Kargad wouldn’t take any risks with my ship. “Tell Tiny to slow down. I’d rather we not draw cannon fire before I can talk to me crew.”

      “Aye!” she shouted and lifted her head to let out a deep, moaning howl. The Dragon Turtle answered with a low growl and a huff of air, and we slowed, just outside of the furthest range of my ship’s cannons.

      I rose and waved both my arms over my head as faint shouts from my men echoed across the water. After a moment, a burly figure came to the railing on the side of our approach and copied my gesture, then brought both arms down and waited. We could only barely see each other, but that would be enough to communicate. I dropped my left arm but kept my right raised before clenching that hand into a fist and bringing it down to thump my chest.

      “Always with the thumping,” Mary muttered, a smile on her lips.

      “It’s a sign of respect, witch,” I grumbled.

      She twisted a bit, looked up at me, and lightly tapped her fist between her breasts. From the look she gave me, she wasn’t mocking the gesture, so I just nodded and focused on The Hullbreaker in the distance.

      Tiny slowed a bit more as we got closer. At the siren’s urging, the Dragon Turtle turned in the water and drifted sideways until his shell lightly bumped the hull.

      “Slide us a gangplank!” I bellowed up at the gawking faces of my crew gathered at the rail to watch the Dragon Turtle and completely forget their bloody captain.

      Kargad broke out of the spell of the siren and the enormous sea creature and started knocking heads to get the crew in order. It wasn’t long after that that a plank was lowered. Tiny’s back was almost level with the ship’s deck when he was floating free, so it was an easy walk for Mary and me. Ligeia, though, lingered behind and warily watched my men as they gawped and muttered.

      “Right, ye dogs! Get yer eyes back into yer damned skulls, close yer pie-holes, and listen up!” I roared loud enough to startle the seagulls that had perched in the rigging above. They took flight with a raucous complaint while I waited for the crew to give me their attention.

      It didn’t take long. As fascinated as the crew was by the siren, they were disciplined and knew enough to attend their captain when he yelled for order. I looked out at the faces of my men, loyal and hearty, human and orc and dwarf alike. Shrike, Daka, Dogar, and Jimmy Mocker all stood among the gathered crew, so they’d made it back well and good and hopefully with our supplies.

      “The lass on the back o’ the Dragon Turtle there is Ligeia! She’s a siren an’ a new member o’ the crew, so ye treat her as such, or I’ll let her have her way with ye.” I grinned toothily as the silence went from respectful to shocked, and several nervous looks passed back and forth among my crew. “Her big friend is Tiny, and he can probably send any ship in the Admiral’s fleet straight to bottom without even puttin’ much muscle into it. The thing ye want to remember, though, is that they be on our side.”

      I shoved some of my crew aside as I walked back to the railing and called over to the siren, “Ye’re welcome to come aboard, Ligeia.”

      “I need to stay with Tiny, for now.” She shook her head, then gave the crew and me a close-lipped smile, “but thank you all for your welcome. We both look forward to joining your fight.” Her eyes met mine with an unspoken reminder of our deal.

      “As ye will, lass. We’ll be gettin’ underway, as dawn’s not far off, and we want to hit the Commodore before the storm gets truly underway.

      “So we’re hittin’ ‘em, Captain?” Kargad interjected.

      I nodded. “Arde’s got his witches stirring up a storm that’ll scour the free towns and sink every pirate on the open sea. We’re going to put a stop to it before it happens and before the bloody admiral shows his face.”

      A fierce grin spread across his face. “Aye, Captain. We’re ready for anything, so just give the word.”

      “Weigh anchor and drop oars!” I bellowed. “Bord! Ready the cannons! Mary! Get yer counter-hexes ready! Ligeia! You and Tiny are gonna start this with a fog an’ a song. Do ye know the sound of a war horn?”

      “I do!” the siren called back.

      “Once ye’ve set things up, pull back and wait for the horn,” I explained. “Then ye both go in and do as much damage as ye can. We’re going to try to capture one of the ships before sinking the rest.”

      “I really like this plan,” Kargad said from my side with a grin.

      Mary hurried off while I was talking to the siren and the rest of the crew, sweeping Nagra along in her wake. Bord stumped off too, and the oarsmen followed, heading for their positions. All about the deck, the remaining crew went about preparing The Hullbreaker to sail.

      Ligeia let out an eerie howl and then called out, “Have the crew plug their ears! I’d hate to lull them to sleep along with the enemy!”

      Tiny dropped away from the ship and sank almost silently into the depths, carrying the siren with him. My ship rocked as he swam beneath it and headed in the direction of the harbor entrance.

      I turned and made my way to the helm, Kargad at my side. It would be good to be back in action.

      “Did the supplies make it?” I asked.

      My first mate nodded. “Aye, Captain. We’re geared up, but I hate to think of the state of our coffers.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Not so bad as ye’d think, but we’ve a job to do. Jetsam’s mayor helped supply us on me promise to break the blockade, and he’s promised us gold, to boot, when we succeed.”

      “Let’s be done, then.” My first mate nodded. “We all could use a fight, methinks.”

      “Aye,” I said, then yelled, “Weigh anchor!”

      Crewman scrambled to take a place at the windlass and began cranking up the anchor. After a minute or so, the ship drifted free with the current and started a slow spin before The Hullbreaker began to get underway. Below decks, the ship’s heartbeat, the slow beat of the rowers’ drum, picked up. Sails raised and billowed as they caught the breeze. With a grin on my face, I spun the wheel to starboard, angling us along the shore so as to keep to the shallows.

      “Break out the wax,” I told Kargad. “We’ll want to plug our ears as soon as we see the fog, so long as Ligeia keeps her end of the deal.”

      “Aye, Cap’n. Seems like we’re playin’ the same trick twice though.” He chuckled. “Think they’ll fall for it?”

      “Long as fortune favors us, aye.” It was still a dark night, despite the moon shining behind the clouds above. That would be a big advantage for us, especially if the Admiralty were removing orcs from service. What in the hells possessed them to do such a thing? Humans and elves had always held a prejudice against my kind, and we’d warred with both along with dwarves, until the current Warlord of all the Tribes, Argrad Ironfist, negotiated a truce with them.

      The tenuous peace of the last few years between some of the orc tribes and the humans seemed to be falling apart. But why? Was this the emperor’s doing? He had been the one to enlist our aid as mercenaries in his war of usurpation, then brought the orcs into the empire, despite the protestations of his advisors.

      Emperor Blackburn was a cagey man. I’d seen him a couple of times throughout my career, and he’d done right by us orcs, despite the prejudice of his underlings. Something wasn’t right.

      Kargad left me at the helm and went below, yelling for the officer of the watch as he did. He was going to take personal responsibility for ensuring that every one of us was properly protected against the siren’s call. I was curious to hear it, but there’d be time enough for that, later. Right now, we had a ship to capture and a blockade to break.

      The Hullbreaker picked up speed. She was as eager as the crew to take the fight to our ally-turned-enemy. Nature itself seemed to be on our side, as the wind picked up, blowing from the perfect angle to fill The Hullbreaker’s sails and send her dancing over the building waves.

      Much to my disappointment, Mary remained below-decks, working her magic, I suspected. Unless her hexes required her to be out in the air, she’d likely stay out of the crew’s way. As fond as I had grown of the witch in the short time I’d known her, I’d prefer her working magic to keeping me company, at least when battle was about to be joined.

      I adjusted our course a bit, turning The Hullbreaker’s prow a bit more out to sea so we could sweep around the last jut of Old Man’s Isle before we’d be in sight of the harbor and of the Commodore’s ships. Whether Ligeia did her part or not, we’d have at least some advantage of surprise, and if the Admiralty ships were following standard procedure, three of them would be riding at anchor while the other two patrolled.

      If a fog were present, I’d hopefully be able to pick out the closest ships for our assault.

      My thoughts kept me company as I stared ahead, holding our course through the night. Kargad and the watch officer emerged from below decks and began passing out clumps of soft wax to the men. Everyone set to plugging their ears. We’d be running silent and using hand signs, which meant that one seaman at each station would watch me and relay.

      I nodded my approval, and when it was my turn, I took my wax, rolled it into earplugs, and squished it into my pointed ears. Silence enclosed me, and I flashed Kargad a grin. He tapped his nose with a thick finger and took his usual place beside me.

      When we finally rounded the point, the harbor’s entrance lay before us. Three ships rode at anchor near the mouth of the sheltered cove, and two more sailed free. One was close to us, between The Hullbreaker and the rest of the fleet, while the second was on the far side but was making its way back towards the rest.

      The furthest ship I recognized. It was The Indomitable, Commodore Arde’s massive frigate-built galleon, an enormous ship second only to the massive custom-built ship commanded by Admiral Layne, a floating fortress called The Pale Horse.

      As we plunged on, the Commodore’s ship suddenly rose in the water and rolled, floundering on something massive. A few dark shapes fell from the rigging and deck into the water below, and a great head raised up from the churning sea to let out a near-silent bellow that sent a rolling fog among the anchored ships.

      Of course, the ship before us was too close to be caught in either the Dragon Turtle’s breath and possibly even the siren’s song, if she meant to catch the other four with her magic.

      That was fine by me. There was a reason my fine ship carried the moniker Hullbreaker. She had a reinforced keel and ribbing, and her prow was heavily reinforced. Below the waterline, though, was a spiked knife-edge of steel over wood that was meant to tear holes in enemy ships when she rammed them. Not a few vessels had been left in her wake either broken in two or sinking with a great tear in their hulls beneath the waterlines.

      As we bore down on the hapless Admiralty ship before us, my crew all readied their weapons. The first blow was about to be struck in our fight against the Empire.
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      With a grind and shriek of timbers that I heard even through my earplugs and a thunderous crash, The Hullbreaker slammed into the Admiralty ship’s port side and sent her yawing and foundering, still attached to my ship’s prow for the moment. The perfect strike took our enemy about amidships and nearly capsized her.

      Some of my men opened fire into the confusion aboard the ship as my oarsmen backed water, and others furled our sails. We wouldn’t need them for the next part of the plan.

      True to her word, Ligeia and Tiny had created a bank of fog that consumed the three ships at anchor. Commodore Arde’s ship was listing badly and, for the moment, out of the fight, too. Tiny’s surprise attack from below had likely caved in at least a portion of The Indomitable’s hull.

      We slid past out sinking victim, and I saw her men just milling about, confused. One or two collapsed, and that’s when I suddenly felt, rather than heard, evidence of the siren’s song. Even blocked by the earplugs, it carried a kind of hypnotic force, and a wave of lethargy washed over me for a moment before I shook it off.

      Moments later, The Hullbreaker slid into the fog bank. Unlike Mary’s summoned fog, this was warm and cloying, with a slightly oily feel that smelled of rotten meat and fish.

      Kargad spared me a look from where he was signing to the deck watch. I just nodded and grinned. Our enemy would be sick, blind, and asleep. The fight would hardly have been fair on a clear day, but I wasn’t about to give up the idea of stacking advantages. Pirates and orcs both liked to win, and I was an orc pirate. Winning was everything, by hook or by crook, and I meant to make the Admiralty pay.

      With my uncanny sense of direction and distance, I steered us towards the nearer of the ships that rode at anchor. The white mist that surrounded gave the world a ghostly quality, and the silence imposed by the wax in my ears only added to the surrealness, as if we were sailing amongst the clouds.

      The Admiralty ship, a three-masted barque, loomed suddenly ahead, and I spun the ship’s wheel with one hand and gave the ‘all-stop’ signal with the other. It wasn’t as fast as bellowing orders, but it worked, and we’d secured the element of surprise on many an occasion.

      The ships came to together with a low, shuddering scrap that caused us all to stagger. My crew quickly recovered before tossing grappling hooks and swarming over the rail to disappear in the mist. It wouldn’t be much work to toss the sleeping crew overboard and capture or kill any who weren’t affected by Ligeia’s song. I could still feel the magic of it vibrating through my bones.

      I strained my ears to listen for any indication of trouble, but only the occasional muffled shout or splash reached me. The siren had put the whole crew to sleep, it seemed, and they were easy pickings.

      After a few long minutes passed, Dogar vaulted back aboard and signed up to me that the ship was ours. I nodded, tapped Kargad’s shoulder, and pointed. While I hated to give him up as first mate, the loyal bastard had earned his own command, and we’d fill out a crew for him as soon as we could.

      It took him a moment, but a wide grin split his face, and he snapped straight and saluted me before taking off down the stairs from the aft castle and over onto our new ship. This would leave me with the dilemma of who to choose for the first mate of The Hullbreaker, but I had a bit of time for that decision.

      A few more minutes passed, and the boarding party began to cast off the grapples, tossing them back to the waiting crew on my ship’s deck. I scanned the fog. Was it getting thinner already? We’d been at this no more than half a bell, and I hoped we’d have more time.

      As I spun the ship’s wheel one-handed and signed the all-ahead to relay crew, a spray of water burst over the port rail and Ligeia landed in a crouch on the deck. Her eyes fixed on me, and she reached up and tapped her ears as she stood and strode forward, water sluicing from her naked form. I had removed my earplugs by the time she reached the aft castle.

      “No more song?” I asked with an arched eyebrow.

      The siren shook her head. “Tiny and I disabled the largest ship and another one riding at anchor,” she purred, pleased with herself. “The last we pushed into the harbor.”

      Cannonfire began to echo through the thinning fog. The mighty roar of shore-based guns sounded like thunder. I grinned. That was a clever plan and would give the folks of Jetsam some satisfaction.

      “We’ve captured one ship, sunk another. Looks like we’ve won the day.” Of course, I’d done little more than plan the attack and steer the ship, while I had really wanted to dive into the fight. Such was the peril of being captain, though... but I had a feeling in my gut that my time would come, and probably sooner than anyone expected.

      The fog began to clear more quickly, and the sky grew light as dawn approached. I straightened and gazed out curiously, trying to see through the obscuring mist through sheer force of will. Oddly enough, with the siren beside me, I felt a strange contentment. Ligeia and Mary both attracted me more than any woman I’d yet met, and they seemed fond of me as well.

      Although in the siren’s case, perhaps I just made her hungry.

      More cannon fire rang out, from the harbor, and from the direction of Arde’s ship. What was he firing at? I looked questioningly at Ligeia, who returned a close-lipped smile.

      “Tiny is still teasing them, I think,” she mused. “They would sink but for their witches’ magic and flee from us, now.”

      The Commodore wouldn’t give up easily, but he was smart enough to retreat rather than sink with his ship. I’d have to deal with him, but unfortunately, it wouldn’t be today.

      “Ahoy, Hullbreaker!” Kargad bellowed through the fog.

      “Ahoy, Kargad!” I yelled back with a laugh. “Fog’s lifting so we can see what sort of prize ye managed to land us!”

      “She ain’t The Hullbreaker, but she’s got cannon’s an’ she floats!” my mate’s voice drifted back through the fog. “Think we’ll call her Sirensong for now, in honor of our new ally!”

      I glanced sidelong at Ligeia. Her eyes were wide, and there was a bright smile on her face as she blushed.

      “Good name!” I roared back, and she snapped her head around to gaze at me.

      “I am pleased, Captain,” the siren said quietly.

      Off in the distance, Tiny let out a bellow that was answered by a smattering of cannon and small arms fire. So The Indomitable still had a bit of fight left in her. I growled softly to myself. While I wanted to pursue and sink the damned Commodore, we really needed to wrap things up in Jetsam, supply the second ship, and take on a few more crew. It would be stupid to overextend ourselves chasing the Commodore, only for the Admiral to sweep in and cut off our heads.

      “Thank ye, Ligeia,” I said. “Soon as we take care o’ business here in Jetsam, we’ll set about findin’ yer comb.”

      She nodded. “I trust your word, Captain.”

      Around us, the fog continued to clear, and eventually, Mary and Nagra joined the siren and me on the aft castle deck.

      “I suppose ye won,” I said to the witch. She looked drained, her hair lank and her eyes hollow, but there was a faint hint of satisfaction on her face.

      “Aye, my Captain,” she murmured. “Though ‘twas as much Tiny’s doing as mine. He forced yon witches to choose between their storm or keeping their ships afloat and their lives intact. That allowed me and my apprentice to work an unweaving.” With that, Mary leaned heavily against my side, a bit of a surprising gesture for me.

      Still, I simply shrugged and put an arm around her shoulders. She seemed even more tiny and frail than before, and a desire to protect the little witch surged in my chest. For a moment, all of my attention was on her as she nestled in against me, and when I raised my head, both Nagra and Ligeia were studying me.

      “What?” I growled.

      Kargad’s daughter quickly turned her eyes away with a muttered invective. Clearly, she hadn’t expected me to notice. Ligeia, though, met my eyes with her own.

      “You are a complex man, Captain Bardak,” the siren observed. “I think that I look forward to knowing you.”

      There was a weight behind her words that caught me by surprise along with the faint, knowing smile she gave me.

      “Ye’ll have the time, lass,” was what I said in return.

      She nodded and smiled again. “Aye. I will return to Tiny and see what I can learn. The fog will be gone by the full break of dawn, and I have no desire to walk the town. When you leave the harbor, we will rejoin you.”

      I nodded, most of my attention on the witch that pressed against my side. “As ye will, lass. I doubt we’ll be long.”

      Ligeia looked me in the eyes for a long moment, then turned, padded to the starboard rail and leaped over it, vanishing into the dark water with nary a splash. My hands itched. I rather missed being just a crew-orc sometimes, but there were rewards to being Captain.

      Hullbreaker, Sirensong. What would be the next ship in our fleet? Hells, who was the pirate responsible for the theft of Ligeia’s comb, and how had they managed to do that?

      I brooded over these questions as dawn came. The sun burned off the rest of the fog and revealed the spectacle of our victory at last. Kargad’s new ship rode the waves at anchor about ten yards to The Hullbreaker’s port. She was a smaller ship, a schooner by the looks of her.

      The former crew of the Admiralty ship was trussed up on deck, and there looked to be surprisingly little bloodshed. Kargad himself saw me looking and waved cheerfully.

      “What do we do with these, Captain?” he called.

      “Ransom if ye want, Captain!” I yelled back with a grin. He had a ship, so by damn, he was a captain now.

      I think it finally hit my first mate that he’d been promoted as his eyes went wide and his jaw dropped, but he recovered quickly enough “Raise anchor and sail on into port!” he bellowed to his crew before nodding to me. “We’ll be right behind ye!”

      The ship we’d rammed wasn’t quite on the bottom, yet, and a few survivors clung to the listing, broken timbers. Beyond them, though, rode the ridged back of the Dragon Turtle, just barely breaking the water. Ligeia and Tiny were coming to claim their due. On some level, it bothered me a little now that I was seeing proof of my deal with the siren and her ally. No sailor relished the idea of being trapped on a sinking hulk while a sea monster bore down on them. Even orc pirates could have a bit of sympathy.

      A word given, though, was bond, and a death at sea was all most sailors risked. They were the enemy, and there was little difference between dying under the teeth and claws of our ally or being cleaved from skull to navel by my axe. This was war, and I could ill afford to ignore that.

      I glanced down at Mary. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed to be sleeping on her feet.

      “Nagra?” I said quietly.

      The young apprentice witch looked up at me. “Aye, sir?”

      “Go find Shrike and tell him to get his arse up to the helm.”

      She nodded vigorously, saluted me, and bounded off. Mary muttered something unintelligible, and I just shook my head. Silly witch. I smiled fondly as I looked down at her. She wanted to please me and exhausted herself doing it. It was a bit endearing, really. The woman was as eager to please as any apprentice sailor I’d ever known.

      Shrike was quick once Nagra found him, and reported for duty with a salute and a smartly spoken, “Aye Captain? Ye called for me.” From the time I gave the order to find him to his appearance at my side was less than ten minutes, not bad, considering.

      “I did, Mister Shrike,” I gazed thoughtfully down at the thin, muscular human. “Ye said ye were Bill’s first mate, aye?”

      “Aye, sir,” he replied. “Three years on The Fallen Angel.”

      “Good. My old first mate just got promoted, an’ he took the most promising o’ my crew with him. Since ye’ve the experience, ye get the job.” I reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “Sail us into port, first mate Shrike.”

      “What about Jimmy, Captain?” he protested. “He’s been with ye longer, an’ the men know him.”

      “Are ye questioning me orders?” I demanded with a growl.

      He backed down immediately. “No, Captain!” The man lifted his chin. “Thank ye, Captain!”

      “Good,” I grunted. “I’m goin’ below. Nagra, spread the word that Shrike’ll be actin’ first mate now that yer da is captain of his own ship. If anyone gives ye lip, send ‘em to me.”

      “Aye, Captain!” The young orc woman nodded and saluted again.

      I needed to remember to get her to stop doing that. Respect was good, but the constantly repeated salutes just irritated me. Sure, I was the one that insisted on them, but not nearly so damn frequently.

      With that, I scooped the witch up in my arms and stomped down the stairs and into the aft castle cabins. Instead of taking Mary to her own, though, I walked through the dark, narrow hall to the door at the end and maneuvered it open before taking my witch into my own cabin.

      Of course, it was the largest on the ship, with a large, multi-paned window making up most of one wall. Off to the port was the pile of furs, pillows, and blankets that made up my bed, while the walls were decorated with even more trophies. Here were things of a more personal nature to me: old weapons from the time before I became captain, a few broken skulls hanging in a net from one of the ceiling crossbeams, my small collection of books and paintings, and no few nautical touches. I had cloth hangings, nets and floaters, and a rack of usable weapons as well.

      I set Mary down gently in my bed before I went to the battered desk that rested in front of the cabin window. We’d certainly won our first engagement and with barely any shots fired.

      It was almost disappointing, but at the same time, I felt a touch of pride. It was no mean feat to pull off such a strategic victory, and with so little of a cost of blood and plunder.

      The Hullbreaker lurched and yawed a bit as she got underway, starting a slow turn to head into the Jetsam harbor. I glanced off towards where the helm was and wondered about my new first mate. Was Shrike a good choice? Only time would tell. Until then, I’d keep him close, and give him plenty of rope to either pull himself up or hang himself.

      Commodore Arde was still out there, and Admiral Layne was coming. If there would be any better test of my new mate than the fires of the battles yet to come, I couldn’t think of one.
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      The water was cold around me, dark, and full of sound. I paused and took a deep breath to get my gills started, feeling the familiar chill heaviness in my chest. Above, the orcish captain’s ship dropped oars and began to move, turning ponderously towards the shallow harbor of Jetsam.

      My eyes, protected by a second, clear eyelid, adjusted quickly to the dimness, sparkles of light penetrating from the dim, dawn sky above, and giving me more than enough to see by.

      I could see in the darkest depths I could reach, where the pressure would crush the body of any air-breather without the gift of my kiss.

      My heart quickened at the thought of Captain Bardak, and I burned to give him the gift of my kiss. He was something else, larger than life, with a strength about him that I’d never seen and yearned to taste. Perhaps I would offer, and soon.

      I extended the finned spurs from my ankles and kicked off in the direction of Tiny. He was already tearing at the timbers of the sinking ship to get at the splashing, screaming prey, and I swam to join him. I was hungry and tired from singing in the thin air. Meat would certainly be welcome.

      The blood-smell filled the water as I approached, Tiny must have managed to secure at least one of the promised feast. I paused and floated as I cast around. Above, several pairs of legs kicked madly, splashing towards the island’s shore. The blood and thrashing would soon call the grey ghosts of death, the sharks, with their fearless, soulless tiny minds and jaws that snapped and tore.

      To see them in their feeding dance was beautiful and terrible, even for such as I. They would avoid my friend and me, compelled by my magic and his sheer size and invulnerability.

      A corpse drifted by, then another. Not all the sailors had survived The Hullbreaker’s ram.

      Like all my kind, though, I preferred warm, fresh meat. I passed the dead and swam for the surface. A moment later, I picked a straggler and yanked him down. He thrashed, of course. They always did, unless I had sung them to sleep or called them to the water with the promise of my body.

      Dragging them down, though, was something else. It set my blood to boiling and stirred my hunger to new heights. Hunting, killing, and devouring were a thrill, and I was a predator of the highest order.

      Bubbles filled the water from the desperate man’s struggles, and his eyes bugged out frantically as they lit on me in the underwater gloom. At the moment, he paused at the vision of my beauty. I grabbed his head then and kissed him, releasing a touch of my magic to fill his straining lungs with water and soothe his struggles. A siren’s kiss could kill, even upon land, filling their victim’s lungs with seawater, or it could grant the ability to breathe beneath the waves. Both were for hunting but to satisfy different kinds of needs.

      The doomed sailor stilled, and I wrapped my arms and legs around him, our bodies sinking, entwined, as he drowned quietly in my embrace.

      Then, I feasted.

      When I was done, I let the remains go free and sprawled out on my back to stare up at the flashes of light from the now-sunlit waves. The sharks had come while I had been busy, darting hither and yon between me and the surface as they took their prey. Tiny had stilled, a dark blot the size of a ship off to my left and a hundred yards or so distant. He grumbled contentedly to himself and murmured a soft song. We were both pleased and well-fed.

      I smiled and ran a hand over my swollen belly. It wouldn’t be so for long, but I had devoured perhaps half my weight in meat, and I was content for now to rest… and to ponder about these past hours.

      What possessed me to bond with this orcish Captain? He was strong, determined, fearless, and, I had to admit, attractive. The smell of sex had been intoxicating when I’d left the lagoon to investigate. Had he and the witch even known their acts would call to me?

      Whether they had or had not, it ultimately didn’t matter. They had been gracious, pleasant, and respectful. Rare qualities to be sure, and the pair had certainly distinguished themselves from the countless petitioners and victims that had filled my long life.

      I smiled and closed my eyes, focusing inwardly on my heartbeat and the flow of water through my mouth and across my gills. There were so many smells, but blood was the most prominent as the sharks did their grim work.

      One, a large male with pale silver-gray hide, swam down close to me and hovered, gazing at me with a dead, black eye while his jaws gaped and flexed. I returned his look implacably, one predator to another. He was the one who gave way and vanished into the darkness with a powerful sweep of his tail.

      How long had it been since I’d given myself to a male of any species? Longer than I would like, though I still could feel the last one’s touch and caresses even now. I had happened upon a shipwrecked man, floating half-dead on a scrap of wood just over the horizon from Old Man’s Isle. My belly was full, and I was young and curious, so I swam him to shore and watched over him.

      When he awoke, he charmed me with his ways and thanked me profusely for his life. He was a young man, human, with a will and a wit to him that made me question myself and the ways of my kind. Humans feared or hunted sirens, as we hunted them, luring them with our songs and bodies to sate our lusts and our bellies.

      This one, William, had been different. He treated me like a goddess, and we made love many times. I shared things with him that I had never shared with even my sisters. I taught him many secrets and showed him many treasures. I even showed him my greatest pride, my comb, though I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what it was for.

      That was a good thing for, in the end, he betrayed me. While I hunted one day, William took my comb and fled. With it, he stole that piece of my soul that I’d placed within it and vanished back among his own kind, then out to sea, far from my lagoon.

      In the years that followed, I hunted him with Tiny’s aid, but there was no trail, no hint of William to be found. It was as if he had vanished, taking my secrets with him. Despite it all and despite the urgings of my sisters, I could never bring myself to hate him… but I also vowed never to let myself love again.

      William Markland had wounded me to the core, and I did not want to face anything like that ever again.

      The orc captain, though… My heart started to pound, and a strange, warm feeling crept through my lower belly. I couldn’t help but want him. Just from the brief impression I’d had of the man, he struck me as someone worth setting aside my old fears for.

      I needed him to keep his word, though, and find my comb. With it, I would help him rule the seas, and maybe, just maybe, if it were his hand that struck down my thieving lover, I would finally be free.

      Oh, William, how I wish I could hate you.

      Slowly, I let my body rise from its resting place in the silty seafloor and let out a series of clicks followed by a long, plaintive moan. It was time to earn our keep, though the captain hadn’t asked it of us. I wanted to take advantage of the speed Tiny and I could swim at in order to scout the distance for any other Admiralty ships.

      I did know the Admiralty. All of my sisters and the other children of the seas had dealings with them, one way or another. They recruited sea witches and sirens, bound merfolk and selkies as spies and scouts, and generally tried to dominate everything. Them, I could hate.

      Perhaps the men Bardak and Mary had killed were on their way to bind me. I hadn’t seen any sign of magic with them, but the one I’d killed had seemed to know more than he was willing to let on. He hadn’t even tasted all that good, either.

      I swam up and situated myself in my nook on Tiny’s shell as he descended to meet me, called by my sounds, then we set off, his massive flippers propelling us through the sea at a speed many times that of the fastest sailing ship.

      It would take the Captain and his ships a while to resupply, even with all the help Jetsam was likely able to offer. We couldn’t finish off the one ship, the one Bardak said belonged to the Commodore, as it was defended by magic. Once I had my comb, though, the little witches and their hexes would be nothing to me. I would be the goddess of the seas that I was meant to be.

      A dreamy smile touched my lips as I let myself relax. Sight, even for me, was limited underwater. Sound, though, traveled for incredible distances. Once we were far enough away from Old Man’s Isle, I’d be able to scan for vessels heading in our direction and give a warning if necessary. Like the dolphins and whales, I could actively make sounds that would help me navigate my surroundings in the dark, but this listening was different. Sailing ships made sounds of their own, slaps against the waves, the creak of timbers and the rattle of chains. I could listen for these sounds without making any sort of noise myself.

      We picked the most likely direction by parallelling and passing the Commodore’s limping vessel. His men and his witches were hard at work, and even I could feel the spells being used to patch the vessel and return it to, as the air-breathers would say, ship-shape, whatever that meant.

      All ships were ship-shaped, yes?

      Whales sang in the distance, their songs so much like those of my sisters and me. It would be easy to just lose myself and swim with the gentle giants for a time, so long as I could keep Tiny from making a meal of one. He was a good friend, but he could, and would, eat anything he could bite.

      Behind us, the faint sound of creaking timbers and slap of water against wood faded as we drew away from the damaged ship and plunged into deeper water. There were anomalies in the currents and a faint tingling of residual magic in the water as we approached what would have been the outer edge of the great storm my allies… my friends… feared.

      We were about a half-day out for us, perhaps three or four days for a fast ship, and near a very large island when I began to notice specific sounds that I recognized. There were ships, true, but there was more. I pitched my voice to carry no further than Tiny’s ears, then sang for him to stop and surface while I closed my eyes and focused all my attention on listening.

      There it was! Merfolk, lots of them, were coming this way, preceding a large number of ships. Were they friend or foe?

      Once my head broke the surface, I forced the water out of my chest through my gill-slits and took a long, deep breath of the clean, salty air. An odd, very lost seagull cried its lonely call high above, body silhouetted against the pale gray, cloud-filled sky. The sounds vanished in the air, but as I peered towards the distant horizon, dark shapes resolved out of the demarcation between sea and sky, looming between me and the island beyond.

      There were the ships I had heard.

      Aside from the magic of our songs, all sirens could work magic with water. Our skills, of course, varied wildly, but I had some talent left that I hadn’t lost with my comb.

      I mixed some seawater with my spit and stretched it between my circled thumb and forefinger, then peered through the filmy lens at the distant ships. This farsee, as I called it, let me see them much better. I think it worked much like what the sailors called a spyglass.

      My stomach dropped with what I saw. Dozens of ships rode the waves between me and something that seemed to be half sailing ship and half city. It was a massive thing that shone in the wan sunlight. Where most ships had perhaps two or three masts, this vessel had several times that, all square-rigged. Like the rest of the fleet, it rode at anchor, but it sat near the island, just out of the shallows, and was surrounded by barges and scaffolds. There was an unfinished look about the ship, too, despite its fearsome appearance.

      Every vessel was armed to the teeth with cannons, and many of them, the large ship included, bore rams on their prows akin to the one on The Hullbreaker. From the tallest mast of every ship flew banners I knew from my years in the islands. They were the flags of the Imperial Admiralty, and they were too close for my comfort.

      “We have to warn them!” I shouted to Tiny. “Dive, my friend!”

      As if understanding my sudden panic, the Dragon Turtle sank silently beneath the waves and turned to set off unerringly back towards Old Man’s Isle and, I hoped, my Captain. Whatever that city-ship was, it felt dangerous, and more, there was a small army of merfolk with it. Had they finally joined completely with the Admiralty? If so, then it was only a matter of time before the seas in the archipelago were truly conquered, and there was no place left to hide.

      In the face of such danger, my comb could wait.
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      “What’s our course, Cap’n?” Kargad asked.

      Three of us, Shrike, Kargad, and I, were in The Hullbreaker’s War Room, poring over one of my faded maps of the archipelago. This was one of my newer ones, drawn, perhaps, during the last ten years or so and copied many times.

      I grunted and scanned over the map. There were over a hundred islands to the archipelago, with about a quarter of those having towns of any real size. Surprisingly, though, only a handful was home to Imperial loyalists while the rest were free towns.

      Imperial power, though, was such that taxes and tributes were collected by the Admiralty from among every town in the islands. In return, the fleets provided protection. Though often, the Empire took more than the pirates.

      Admiral Layne and his fleet ruled the seas with an iron fist. Commodore Arde was his right hand and his most loyal lackey, a lackey we’d just given a black eye. The dog would limp off to his master and whine, then the master would take his stick and come out to the yard.

      I didn’t know how long we had until the Admiral sailed out to war in his city-ship, The Pale Horse. It was just being built at the time at the largest shipyard in the archipelago and was a gargantuan thing, bigger than the largest man o’ war with enough sails and cannons and witchy magic to outfit a fleet all by itself.

      “Layne usually anchors here.” I tapped one of the larger islands, a good three days sail from Old Man’s Isle. “At Avione. It’ll take the Commodore a few days to reach port there and report. We want to be as far away from the island as we can be by then. If he manages to roust the Admiral, he’ll stop at nothing to send us down below.”

      Shrike laughed mirthlessly. “I’ve heard o’ that ship, The Pale Horse. Bill used t’ say Ol’ Layne sold his black soul to have it built, an’ that every board had been christened with blood.”

      “Fear is for humans.” Kargad snorted and folded his arms across his broad chest.

      I held up a hand as Shrike bristled a bit at the implied insult. “We cannot afford to do this now,” I growled. “We’ve got two ships with skeleton crews against the strongest fleet in the Empire. Fortunately, last I heard, The Pale Horse wasn’t ready to sail, yet. Hopefully, it still isn’t.”

      Kargad scowled and looked down, chagrined. “Aye, Cap’n.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” Shrike said at the same time.

      “Good,” I grumbled. “Now, let’s get back to the matter at hand. Shrike, ye said ye knew where to find Bloody Bill’s treasure. Ye also said Bill escaped with his witch when the Admiralty took ye.”

      If we could reach the treasure and stay a few steps ahead of the Admiral, my plan to outfit a fleet of ships to fight could become a reality. Enough gold could give us a fighting chance against even the Admiralty, and if we could wrest Ligeia’s comb from the man, we’d have an even greater advantage.

      “Here.” Shrike nodded as he pointed to a spot on the map off the shore between a large island and the wild northeastern shore of Milnest. “The Aigon Straits was where Arde caught up with us. We’d stopped here, here, here, and here on the way, Bill goin’ ashore with a band o’ hirelings from the gutters each stop.” Each time, he pointed to a different isle.

      “Every time he returned, he came back alone, an’ without whatever chests or sacks he’d taken with him,” Shrike continued, leaning over the table with both hands on it. “We didn’t care, Cap’n. Bloody Bill paid us well, but, ye know pirates. The moment we left his service, we’d go lookin’ for his gold. We could start at one o’ these, methinks.”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “Tell me, Mister Shrike, where did Captain Bill Markland like to hole up when the storms came?” Shrike and Kargad fell silent, eyes on me as I let a grin creep over my face. “Ye get it now. We go and lean on Bloody Bill Markland himself, an’ he shows us the way to that treasure on each an’ every damned island in the chain.”

      The two were silent for a few moments longer, then they both started to laugh. That laughter was cut off when someone suddenly pounded on the door and yelled, “Cap’n! Yon siren’s back an’ screamin’ bloody murder! She’s callin’ for ye!”

      My brow furrowed, and I gave a quick glance at both my crewmen before I headed to the door and out to the deck. The crewman who’d called me beckoned and pointed off the port side. I rushed over and gazed down to see Ligeia, perched on Tiny’s nose.

      “Captain!” she cried. “They’re close!”

      “Hold up, lass,” I called down. “Who be comin’?”

      She paused a moment, and the Dragon Turtle snorted. I reached out my hand, and Tiny stretched his neck up a bit further so Ligeia could take my hand and clamber onto the ship.

      “A fleet,” she said after a deep breath. “With a great white ship, and an army of merfolk.”

      “Where?” I demanded as I started for the War Room with the siren in tow. “I’ve a map, and I need ye to show me where ye were.”

      Ligeia nodded breathlessly, water ran out of her gills as they flexed, puddling on the deck as we hurried below to meet Kargad and Shrike coming out.

      “What’s going on, Cap’n?” Kargad asked.

      “Ligeia says she’s seen a fleet close by, along with Layne’s monster ship. She’s going to show me where,” I replied, pushing past them with her hot on my heels.

      They fell in behind us, and soon we were all poring over the map. Water from Ligeia’s hair dripped on it, but fortunately, ink meant for documents at sea didn’t run if it got wet. “We’re here,” I said, placing a finger on Old Man’s Isle. “Which direction did ye swim?”

      “That way,” she indicated.

      I traced my finger along the map. “Can ye tell me where ye saw this fleet?”

      “It was off the coast of an island, a very large one. The smaller ships were surrounding the big one, and the merfolk were below everything.”

      My finger stopped on an island, Avione, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Was there anythin’ odd about the big ship, lass?” I asked. “Was it surrounded by barges an’ scaffolds?”

      She thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Okay, lads,” I said. “We’re not on the hook yet. The Pale Horse still ain’t ship-shape.”

      “What does that mean?” Ligeia asked, her body practically quivered with tension and her dark eyes were wide

      “It means that we’ve more time than I expected when ye came in, which is good, but it also means we cannot delay much longer.” I turned to Kargad and said, “Set some men to warn the town that Arde sails back to his kennel whilst we make ready, an’ to take on any able-bodied set to join our crew.” I turned and focused my attention on Shrike. “What’s our course, Mister Shrike?”

      He looked up at me with a firm set of his jaw. “Tarrant. The bastard cooled his heels there when the seas got rough. Either he’ll be there, or someone’ll know how best to find him.”

      “Good, we’ll catch Bloody Bill in his cups, providin’ fortune smiles on us. For now, though, ready the ship an’ make sure the benches are filled below. We’ll need all the speed we can get.” I turned and stalked for the helm as Shrike and Kargad set about their tasks. Ligeia padded along in my wake, a strange expression on her face.

      “You seek Bill Markland?” she asked quietly as I stopped at the wheel to gaze out over the activities of my crew.

      I nodded. “We plan to corner him and convince the man to lead us to his treasure.” There was no need to prevaricate. The siren was crew, after all.

      “Good,” she said firmly. “With my comb, I can help you even more.”

      Her help was already beyond anything I had expected, and she was proactive too. I gave her a sidelong look. “Ye went scoutin’ for us. Thank ye.”

      The siren blushed faintly and ducked her head, a smile on her lips. “I wanted to do right by ye, Captain.”

      “Ye have, lass,” I said with a nod. “We’ll be on the open seas, and the folk o’ Jetsam will be warned. We’ll lead whatever Admiralty the comes after us a merry chase through the islands, an’ we have a head start because o’ ye.”

      A pleased look crossed her face, a mixture of relief and joy that brightened her strange features. “I am not used to working with others, so I did what I thought needed to be done.”

      I pulled my gaze away from her and looked out over the bustling deck in silence. Mary still rested in my cabin after her hard-fought battle with the Commodore’s witches. “We’ll need ye an’ Mary at full strength for the battles to come.”

      “I am well fed,” she observed. “Tiny and I will keep watch outside the harbor while the ships are readied. I do not know if the merfolk will range this far ahead of the white ship.”

      “As ye will, lass.” The utility of a fast-moving, underwater scout with the raw power to sink or disable enemy ships wasn’t lost on me. She also had the will to take matters into her own hands, so I wouldn’t have to always tell her what to do.

      Ligeia dipped her head to me and turned to walk off. Perhaps I imagined it, but she seemed to be swaying her hips a bit more as she moved, drawing my eyes to her shapely, naked backside. An old saying popped into my head unbidden: “We like to see you coming, but we love to watch you go.”

      I had to stifle a chuckle at that thought.

      It was dusk when we raised the gangplanks and rowed away from the Jetsam docks. The Hullbreaker turned slowly and rowed its way towards the harbor’s exit, and Sirensong followed. She was slower under oar than my own ship, having fewer rowers, but with her long, narrow hull and large sails, Sirensong might be faster before the wind than The Hullbreaker.

      Kargad and I would find out eventually once we both had full crews. For now, though, our goal was to head for Tarrant and stay ahead of the Admiralty. Hopefully, we’d lure any pursuers away from Jetsam and collect Bloody Bill, willing or not, before they caught up with us.

      The storm clouds were clearing as we sailed out into the open water and stars sparkled through the cracks. Tiny surfaced and roared happily at us, then fell in beside The Hullbreaker as I bellowed, “Full sails!”

      Crewmen rushed to my command, running the canvas up the masts with practiced speed. I turned the wheel as the sails filled, adjusting our course into open water and towards where I knew Tarrant lay.

      The free town of Tarrant was a strange cross between a trading hub and pirate haven. It was a large, sprawling collection of ramshackle buildings spread out along the southernmost coast of the second largest isle in the archipelago, Bargest. It wasn’t the only town on that particular island, but it was the largest and the best known.

      Bargest supported four additional settlements, including a shipyard, a fishing town, and a mining shantytown deep in the interior. The mines produced iron and copper, mostly, which funneled through Tarrant, and contributed significantly to that town’s wealth.

      Tarrant also sported the largest collection of groghouses, brothels, and gambling dens in all the isles. I’d been there a time or two, both before and after I’d earned my ship. It was far from safe, but I still had a few friends there, provided they’d kept their necks off the chopper’s block.

      “What in the name of the unholy did I miss?” Mary asked from beside me.

      I started a bit. Somehow she’d managed to sneak up on me while I’d been lost in my own thoughts.

      “Damn, witch!” I exclaimed, giving her the eye before letting out a chuckle.

      She joined me. Her hair was mussed, and she was dressed in the clothes she’d worn when I tucked her into my bed. I briefly regretted not undressing her, remembering her beauty and soft curves. Our eyes met briefly, and she smiled crookedly before looking away.

      “You are going to tell me what’s going on, are ye not?” Mary had started using a bit more of a seaman’s brogue, and I wasn’t sure she was even aware of it.

      I nodded and looked back out over the deck. “Ligeia went scouting an’ told us there was trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” she asked.

      “Whatever Commodore Arde manages to roust at Avion,” I replied.

      While we spoke, the ships picked up speed as the sails caught more wind. Sirensong cut through the waves like a knife, slicing cleanly through them while The Hullbreaker cleaved its way through the swells like an axe. Ligeia, riding Tiny, swam easily beside us. The Dragon Turtle could swim far faster than either of the ships, so they had no problem keeping up.

      Mary let out a long, low whistle. “Where are we going then?”

      “Tarrant,” I told her. “Ever been there?”

      “Oh, aye.” She laughed. “Every witch goes through Tarrant at least once in her life. ‘Tis one of the teaching places of the Sisterhood.”

      I arched an eyebrow and made a note to ask a few more questions later, just not now. “Bloody Bill is our target, now. We need the siren’s comb and as much gold as we can plunder if we’re going to win this fight.”

      The witch sighed and reached up with both hands to massage her temples. “Out o’ the frying pan an’ into the fire,” she muttered. “Do ye need me to cook up a stronger breeze, Captain? I’m feeling rested and ready. Besides, my apprentice needs to pick up a bit more experience.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Mary did say she was the strongest witch in the Admiralty, and the fact that she recovered as quick as she did from near total exhaustion reinforced the truth of that statement.

      “If ye’re up to it, lass,” I said with a nod. “The further ahead of Layne an’ his fleet we are, the happier I’ll be.”

      “Thy wish, my Captain, is my command,” Mary purred. “I’ll see if I can cut our time in half, but you might want to… what’s the term?... batten down the hatches?”

      “I’ll be the judge of that, my witch. Do what ye can, an’ I’ll make sure we stay in one piece.”

      “Of course.” She winked at me and turned to sashay down the stairs to the main deck. Partway down, she paused and looked back at me over her shoulder. “I hope ye won’t make me sleep alone after tucking me in that wonderful bed of yours.”

      I grinned back. “An’ why would I do that? Ye seem to have offered me Captain’s privilege, an’ I think I’ll enjoy it.”

      “Oh, you’d better!” She laughed, turned, and disappeared down the stairs.

      Her promise lingered in the air between us, and I took a deep breath of the clean, salt air. I wasn’t about to lose this witchy woman, and she seemed bound and determined to do right by me. I certainly meant to do right by her.

      Even I needed to sleep sometime. I set the watch for the helm with orders to hold her steady and wake me only if I was needed. Both ships were fully under sail, oars tucked away and rowers returned to their usual duties by the time I allowed myself a bit of rest. Nagra and Mary sat, cross-legged, in the shadow of the mizzenmast while they worked their magic. The winds had picked up as I took my relief and descended into the darkness of the cabins.

      Sleep came quickly, as it did for most orcs. We worked hard, played hard, and slept hard when we allowed ourselves to sleep. It had been three days since I’d last caught a few winks, and that had been on the voyage to Insmere.

      I woke briefly when Mary slipped into my cabin and joined me in the comfortable pile of furs, blankets, and cushions that served as my bed. She was warm and comfortable against my side, and I drifted off again, soon after.
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      When I woke some hours later, the dim, gray light of dawn was peeking through the aft window. Mary had rolled away from me and was curled up in a little ball under some of the furs, though her warm back still pressed against my side. She made a soft sound of protest as I rose, then buried herself under the blankets again and fell back to sleep.

      I chuckled softly to myself, cleaned up, dressed, and took my exit.

      It was a blustery morning on deck, and The Hullbreaker was practically flying over the waves with Sirensong pacing her. I relieved the helmsman and took my place at the wheel, gazing ahead to see a few dark lines on the horizon, each a distant island, and off to port was another, much closer one.

      I studied my inner map for a minute and took my bearings. We were making good time. At our current speed, we were only about two-and-a-half days from Tarrant. Mary’s magic had bought us at least a day and a half.

      Of course, the Admiralty had witches, too. Ours might have been the best, but there was only one of her. Strength was good, but numbers could eventually overwhelm even the mightiest warriors, and I assumed that counted for witches as well.

      The Hullbreaker rose and fell as it rode the swells, getting ever closer to our destination. The wind whistled, ropes and timbers creaked and snapped, canvas rattled, and crewmen called back and forth to each other as they went about their duties. I cracked a faint smile. It hadn’t been too many years since I had been one of those crewmen.

      I’d served under Sturmgar, the master of Jetsam, and rose through the ranks from common seaman to first mate. That had been my position until he’d retired and left me his ship. From there, I’d gone on to serve the Empire as a privateer, doing my part in the war against Milnest.

      It was a funny thing. I started out as an axeman in my tribe, served as a mercenary, and then, ensorcelled by the call of the sea, I’d enlisted with the first warship I came across and never looked back. Old sailors always spoke of the call of the sea, and I’d laughed it off until that day when I set foot on dry land and it no longer felt like home. I hadn’t even been back to visit my clan since then. Hells, it had been years since I’d even been back to the Imperial mainland.

      How many of my men had been away from home for that long, too?

      I shook my head to clear it and glanced off to where Tiny and Ligeia had been pacing us. They were gone, but that could just mean that they were underwater. Soft footfalls and a briny smell, though, told a different tale.

      “Good morning, Captain,” Ligeia came to a halt beside me and smiled her close-lipped smile. “Tiny sensed a pod of whales a few miles distant and went to hunt. I decided to stay with the ship.”

      I returned her smile. “Good to have ye, lass. Any good word?”

      “Nothing yet, though I could find out.”

      “Once Tiny’s done fillin’ his belly, I just might have ye do that. ‘Til then, though, perhaps ye can regale me with what ye know of the merfolk.”

      I noticed her tense as I spoke, probably expecting me to ask about Bloody Bill and how he came by her comb. More than likely, their relationship had been a bit more of a familiar one than she let on. That was her business, though, until it caused problems. Then it became mine as well, and I’d deal with it my way.

      She huffed softly, and I couldn’t help but drop my gaze for a moment to her chest. Small of breast she may have been, but she was well-formed. I raised my eyes to another of her strange smiles and a faint flush to her scaly skin.

      “Merfolk are a bit like me, only less…” She gestured down at herself. “... able to walk in the air. Otherwise, they’re like sharks, only intelligent and organized. The ones who have joined the Empire do so out of a need to conquer. Likely, they have been promised rulership of the archipelago.”

      I scowled. “That would give the Admiralty an edge in the war with Milnest.”

      “And against the free towns,” she added. “Unlike my sisters, Captain, I have spent time among the land-dwellers. I… have a fondness for them, even compassion.” A nervous chuckle escaped her lips. “Perhaps you think me strange for being sympathetic to my prey.”

      “Feh.” I turned away from her and looked out over the busy deck. We were running on a skeleton crew, even with a few new recruits from Jetsam. “Lass, ye are what ye are. If I were to turn away any mother’s son or daughter with a strange appetite or a history that’d send ‘em to the gallows, I’d have a mighty small crew.” A grin bared my tusks even more. “Ye’re among orcs, lass. We fight, burn, an’ bathe in blood when we can get it. Drink the hardest whiskey dwarves can make an’ still come back for more. None o’ us, save maybe the humans an’ dwarves, would turn up our noses at a bit o’ long pig if we were shy on rations.”

      I grinned toothily at the siren. “So what if yer song calls men to their deaths? Ye be in good company here.”

      Ligeia blinked a few times at me and fidgeted a little, her feet shifting on the planks of the deck and leaving wet trails where they’d been.

      “Thank ye, Captain,” she said quietly. “I suppose I’ll worry less about fitting in, then.” Her eyes met mine for a moment, then she frowned as if a thought just hit her. “Should I… dress? I see how your men… and you… look at me, and I see how everyone is clothed…”

      “‘Tis up to ye, lass.” I shrugged. “Everyone knows what ye are, an’ nobody’ll do more than look, unless ye ask. I’d rather ye didn’t kill anybody on the crew, but if they’re moon-addled enough to try ye, do what you must.”

      “What of thy gaze, Captain?” She tilted her chin up a bit. The siren was nearly as tall as me but less than half as broad at either hips or shoulders.

      “If ye mind, then ye can tell me,” I replied. “If ye don’t, then ye can tell me that, too.”

      The winds shifted a bit, forcing my attention away long enough to adjust the wheel to a steadier course. When I looked back, she was gone.

      “That’s no damn answer,” I grumbled to myself.

      What did I think of the siren? First, she was dangerous. Second, she was beautiful. Third, she was useful. With the Dragon Turtle, Ligeia was as immediately dangerous to our enemies as Mary, maybe even more so. It wasn’t like either of them could be easily hurt, either. The siren was fey, after all, and it’d take cold iron to hold or kill her. Mary, though, was a changeling, a human with fey blood in her veins, I wasn’t sure what sort of defense that gave her, but she’d come through both fights on Old Man’s Isle without a scratch, so likely was tougher than a human in any case.

      Aside from that, I was growing fond of Ligeia, but she didn’t seem to know what she wanted. We had time, and who knows? Maybe she’d talk to the witch. I frowned to myself and wondered what Mary might feel about the siren. Although when I thought about it, she seemed to have nothing but smiles for the both of us whenever we were together.

      As for the crew, none of my men would question me, though I suspected there might be a bit of good-natured ribbing at my good fortune.

      I let out a brooding sigh and shifted my stance a bit at the wheel as I made a few idle adjustments to our course.

      What would we do if the fleet didn’t pursue us? Ligeia seemed certain that they would, but she didn’t know Admiral Layne. The man was a pragmatist and utterly ruthless. He might just decide to pass a few replacement ships to the Commodore and let the man come after us himself. Arde may have been the Admiral’s dog, but if there was one thing I knew from all my years of fighting and sailing, it was that you could always get another dog.

      All these thoughts and more swirled behind my eyes as we sailed on. The ships were moving at a good clip with Nagra sitting at the mizzenmast to maintain the hex. If the girl was holding the winds all by herself after just the few days of teaching she’d had, either Mary was the greatest teacher I’d ever seen, or the young she-orc was just as talented as my witch had said… maybe both. Around mid-day, Mary came sauntering out from belowdecks and flashed me a smile before relieving her exhausted apprentice, who staggered off with a weak salute to me. I returned it, nodded to the witch, and went back to my own watch.

      Shrike drifted up next, about an hour or so before he was to take his turn at the helm, and offered me a skin of grog and a wooden bowl of some kind of spicy stew. “There ye go, Cap’n,” he said. “Compliments o’ the cook.”

      I snorted. “Jogrash can compliment all he wants, but I’ll not call him a cook.”

      My new first mate let out a chuckle. “I’ll hold the helm while ye eat,” he offered.

      “Won’t take long,” I assured him, and we traded places.

      The stew went down quick and wasn’t half bad. Jogrash had learned to cook over the fires in orcish warbands, and he could make anything palatable. The problem was that he covered the taste of whatever the food was in so much spice and sauce that you never truly knew what you were eating. It could be a fine cut of sweetmeats, or it could be a sauteed bilge rat.

      At least it was filling, and something about the way the old orc worked his magic in the galley made certain that no illness ever spread through the crew. Well, nothing that came from our food, at least.

      “Bill tends t’ hang his hat at one o’ three places in Tarrant, Cap’n,” Shrike said while I ate and drank my fill. “Hell’s Belly, Land o’ Plenty, or the Busted Noggin. All o’ them got rooms to let, plenty o’ food and drink, an’ more wenches than ye can shake yer prick at. Aside from drinkin’, eatin’, an’ whorin’, though, he loves his cards.”

      “Blackheart’s Bollocks, then, or somewhere else?” I asked after a slug of grog.

      Shrike laughed. “Ye know Tarrant, then. I should’ve figured. Bill got hisself banned from Blackheart’s ‘bout two years back, right before his tour o’ the isles. Since then, it’s been Touch o’ Gold. I doubt the bastard’s changed his tune much ‘less he’s run out o’ gold and lies dead in a gutter someplace.”

      “Or fish food,” I muttered. “Hopefully he ain’t gone an’ died without us catchin’ up with him first.”

      “Hear, hear,” Shrike said with a grin before growing serious. “If he’s there, I’m bettin’ he’s got his witch with him, too. She’ll keep his arse out o’ the gutter an’ maybe keep him ahead of us, too. The crazy woman has the second sight but never would tell anybody but Bill anythin’ that made any sense.”

      “Think he planned to leave his crew behind for the Admiralty?” I asked.

      Shrike hadn’t made a move to return the helm, and I hadn’t asked for it. It was almost his watch, anyway, and he was brown-nosing a bit, but I didn’t mind. If it got too annoying, I’d throw him overboard with a rope. If he kept it up after that, there wouldn’t be a rope.

      “Aye, I think he wanted to bury his shit, see us all hanged, an’ go laughing into retirement.” Shrike sighed. “Ten years on that damned ship… Worked my way up from cabin boy t’ first mate. Woulda knifed anybody Bill told me to knife, too, an’ he ditches me along with the rest o’ the bastards.” He sniffed and swiped a sleeve across his eyes. “Don’t ye worry, none, Cap’n. Ye saved me from the noose, an’ I’m with ye now. The only thing I owe Bloody Bill Markland is the point o’ me knife.”

      I nodded. Revenge was a favorite reason for murder among pirates. It was a particularly orcish virtue, too, and that was what drove me now. I’d have my vengeance on the whole damned Admiralty. Hells, I’d bring down the Empire given a chance. The man had given me a good enough first impression that I’d taken him as my first mate when Kargad was promoted, this particular revelation only increased my respect for him.

      “Tell me more ‘bout that witch,” I said, leaning on the railing near the ship’s wheel so I could both face Shrike more directly and keep an eye on Mary where she sang to the winds. The soft strains of her voice stirred my heart, and I couldn’t help but smile faintly.

      “Bill’s witch? Sisterhood bitch with one eye an’ her head half-shaved. She was all over in blue tattoos, too, like the Danaan clanfolk.” He glanced from me to the fore. “Like I said, she told us her blind eye let her see the future, but she’d never give up anythin’ o’ use to the crew.”

      Danaan was a barbaric culture, not too far off from orcs, despite being humans. They were fierce and plain-spoken, but not much for witchery, usually.

      “What’s her name?” I asked.

      Shrike’s brow furrowed in thought. “Cerridwen, methinks. Fierce one, too, and fond enough o’ the Captain t’ bunk with him.”

      I nodded slowly. Cerridwen was a Danaan name, and not an uncommon one, either. Once Mary’s shift was up, I’d ask her if she’d heard of this other witch. Foresight was a rare gift in the Sisterhood, but if anyone could get us around it so we could give Bill a surprise, it’d be my own witch.
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      “I have never known so quick a defeat, nor have I ever had to flee such an engagement with my proverbial tail tucked between my legs,” I complained to Rhianne Corvis, the ranking Sisterhood witch in my ship’s coven.

      The damned orc had beaten my men to their quarry, obviously, and the siren Ligeia and her pet had joined him. They’d caught me by surprise, damaged my ship, and sent the hex my witches had been preparing into total disarray. The cleansing storm would have to wait. Some of the rarer ingredients had been lost, and one of the witches had been sent into a coma by the feedback when the spell recoiled during the Dragon Turtle’s attack. The other two managed by their quick reaction to repel the beast, and I’d ordered the retreat.

      We had been unprepared. It wouldn’t happen again.

      Like all witches, Rhianne had a rather unusual feature in addition to being painfully beautiful and desirable. Her eyes were both completely black. It was unnerving at first look but once I’d gotten used to her, well...

      Currently, we sat in my cabin, poring over a detailed map of the archipelago. The Indomitable was limping on course to rendezvous with my commander, Admiral Justin Layne, the Emperor’s Right Fist, at the construction site of his vessel at the island of Avion.

      “Sara won’t soon recover,” Rhianne informed me. “Best we seek a replacement at Avion than go on short-handed. Especially with Mary on the side of the enemy.”

      “Yes, of course,” I grumbled. It would cost me another favor to replace the comatose witch. Where had the young Mary Night gotten the raw power she wielded?

      My cabin was, as befitted my station, well-appointed with paneled walls, a spacious desk and sitting area, several shelves of books, and a large, glass window that overlooked the sea falling behind the stern of my ship. I had a large, comfortable bed, well-suited to three witches and me, should I ever manage to acquire and keep the final member of The Indomitable’s coven after dealing with that rebellious changeling girl. She’d been powerful, yes, but her willfulness did no credit to the Sisterhood.

      Of course, she’d survived Lord Broward too and now kept company with the orc, damn him. Was fate aligned against our mission, somehow? I’d lost four ships to a surprise attack outside Jetsam’s harbor and barely managed to salvage my flagship and escape.

      My witches had failed, but the Admiral wouldn’t let me execute another for fear it would anger the Sisterhood, and for now, we needed them.

      I rose and paced to my window, looking out over the choppy sea and The Indomitable’s wake. It wasn’t my place to question orders, and I was more than happy to turn my ire on the privateers and their lawless ways, but what had possessed the Emperor to order genocide against the orcs and their cousins? No word of any crime had reached the archipelago, and there were even no whispers on the wind of troubles with the clans.

      Rhianne sat silent during my pacing. Finally, I turned to her and asked, “How did this happen?”

      “How did what happen, Commodore?” she answered with a question of her own.

      “Our defeat. Mary’s power. Choose the particular issue you wish to discuss,” I replied. “The damned siren and her Dragon Turtle. I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “I shall start simply, then,” the witch said. “Mary Night isn’t human, but I think you already knew that.”

      I nodded. Of course, she had started with one of the more uncomfortable topics.

      “Her changeling nature allows her to manipulate the flow of magic with little regard to the limits of her body,” Rhianne said flatly. “She could have created the hurricane by herself and without the foci we required.”

      She disapproved of my handling of that situation as well, but it was my right, and no other witch had ever denied me. “That is how she was able to break the spell and cause the… what do you call it?”

      “Backlash,” the black-eyed witch threw in. “Everything else was due to that. Dealing with the siren and her beast would have been easy enough with a full coven, the same with the orc and his ships.”

      I scowled and focused my attention back to the window. “How much hinged on Mary Night?” I asked.

      Rhianne snorted. “Far too much. Not just losing her, but the governor’s failure to kill her.”

      My eyes closed. I didn’t fully understand the orders I’d been given. Why did the Emperor want to devastate the free towns, anyway? But then, his actions lately had been rather inexplicable, even to the point of there being rumblings of overtures of peace to the elves of Milnest. Very little made sense to me.

      Rumor held that Blackburn retained the services of a foreseer, so perhaps there was that. I didn’t put much stock into seeing the future in cards or tea leaves or a seagull’s offal, preferring instead the more tangible benefits of a skilled weatherworker or hexer.

      Mary Night had been both, but she had denied me my privilege, and I had never been denied before, not by any witch. It had been a small effort to drum up charges of treason and conspiracy before handing her over to Barlow’s tender mercies. The Sisterhood was fond of having the Admiralty as a patron, and they would look the other way a time or two, so long as we didn’t abuse the alliance.

      Broward, though, had failed to both kill the witch and the orc, and they both had fled. If the man hadn’t died during their escape, I would have been working to ruin him.

      My silence ran long as I mulled these thoughts over, to the point that it was only Rhianne’s touch on my shoulder that roused me from my brooding. Our eyes met. “We shall prevail, Sebastian.”

      “Yes,” I asserted. Of course, I would have to face Admiral Layne over my own failure, and that was hardly something to look forward to. It wouldn’t be much longer. The lookout had cried out that he’d spotted Avion and The Pale Horse on the horizon shortly before I’d retired to my cabin.

      I raised my right hand and studied it, trying to still the tremors in it. Rhianne studied me with concern.

      “Do you wish me to stay?” she asked softly. Her voice held affection and an implied offer of the companionship of her body, captain’s privilege, as it was called.

      I shook my head. “Rest and make ready. Once we’ve rendezvoused with the Admiral, I need you to pick a third to fill out your coven.”

      “Of course.” She smiled, curtseyed, and slipped out silently.

      That left me alone with my thoughts for now. The Admiral did not brook failure lightly, and I had never failed him before now.

      The ship was slowing. We were close. I took a seat at my desk once more and tried to still my mind. What would I do if the Admiral decided I was no longer worth the trouble?

      Time passed a bit more in a brooding silence until one of my men knocked on the door. “Commodore!” he called. “Your presence is requested by Admiral Layne.”

      “I am on my way,” I replied. With a sigh, I adjusted my uniform, donned my tricorn hat, and made my way out on the deck. The Pale Horse loomed over my own great vessel. The immense city-ship was an incredible feat of construction and engineering, formed from a light-colored and extremely strong wood captured from the lands of Milnest. Admiral Layne’s flagship was almost a fleet unto itself, with a draft so deep that it was confined to open waters with something on the order of more than thirty masts, all spread out at angles calculated to best catch the most wind. She had several banks of oars, too, and could keep up with normal-sized vessels at sea.

      Right now, though, she rode high in the water surrounded by construction barges, with great ladders and scaffolds erected around her as the craftsmen and witches put their finishing touches on the massive vessel. When she finally set out, The Pale Horse would be both a wonder and a terror of the seas.

      A pair of human guards met me at the gangplank and escorted me up into the cavernous bowels of the immense ship. The Admiralty had spared no expense in building her, right down to an interior lit by witchlights and enchanted so that air constantly circulated, preventing the foul stink that filled the lower decks of most sailing vessels.

      I was led to the office that Justin Layne kept deep in the bowels of The Pale Horse, his ill-kept secret place. It was well lit by the warm glow of witchlights, and bookshelves and glass-fronted cabinets covered the walls. A mahogany desk sat in the perfect center of the floor, a pair of overstuffed chairs with red velvet upholstery before it.

      Behind the desk sat Admiral Layne and behind him, on the far wall, was a large map of the known world. The Empire to the east, Milnest to the west, and in between, the archipelago.

      The Admiral rose as I entered. He was a tall, thin man, bald, with bushy grey eyebrows over his piercing, ice-blue eyes. His face was gaunt nearly to the point of being skeletal, and thin, pale lips pulled back from his perfect teeth in a smile that would have been welcoming had it not been fearsome.

      It was as I had expected. As I walked forward, the door closed behind me.  Then my mentor and I shook hands over the cluttered top of his desk.

      “Welcome, my friend,” Justin said in a voice so deep it never ceased to surprise me. “Please, have a seat and tell me of your troubles.”

      I waited for my master to settle back into his chair, then planted myself in one of the ones before the desk. The velvet reminded me of blood. It was dark and shone with a wetness that wasn’t there when I clutched the armrests.

      “The orc captain has joined with the siren and my former witch,” I began.

      “Lord Broward is dead, he failed his duty, etcetera, etcetera,” the Admiral filled in. “The Indomitable seems a bit worse for wear, but that’s all right. Our new allies will repair her, and she’ll be ship-shape come morning.”

      “New allies, sir?” I blinked in confusion.

      “Oh, yes, indeed. Emperor Blackburn empowered me to negotiate an alliance of sorts with the merfolk.” Layne steepled his thin, bony fingers and regarded me intensely. “Even now, an army swims below us, and in return for resources they simply cannot produce beneath the waves, they will aid our conquest of the archipelago as a stepping stone to the utter destruction of the Milnian elves.”

      I swallowed hard. The merfolk were dangerous allies at best, capricious and prone to violence. “Yes, sir. What about the...?”

      “The grand hex?” He fluttered a hand dismissively. “The idea was good, but having to be at the center of it? No.” A faint smirk pulled at the corners of his lips. “Worry not, old friend. I anticipated this plot to fail.”

      “Really?” I was taken aback. “I’ve never failed you before.”

      The Admiral narrowed his eyes and went still, gazing at me for a long, silent moment. “Sebastian, the moment you decided to alienate Mary Night by trying to claim your ‘privilege,’ you failed me. The changeling witch is essential to bringing the free towns to heel, and you let her get away.”

      His tone hadn’t changed, but the room seemed to grow colder. I tugged at my collar as, for a brief moment, I swore that I saw Layne’s calm smile as a rictus grin.

      “I will recover her, then.”

      “Will you?” he asked, his gaze still flat. “You are caught up in your own plots, Sebastian. Your desires and mine are diverging, are they not?”

      “I don’t know what you mean, sir,” I said, confused. “I want to carry out the Emperor’s orders and bring this… this lawless purgatory… to heel.”

      “That,” Layne snapped, “is exactly my problem with you, Sebastian.”

      I flinched back. “Sir?”

      The Admiral leaned forward, and his eyes caught mine. Suddenly, I knew how the bird felt when it freezes in the gaze of the snake. My blood ran cold.

      “My friend, the Emperor does not reign in the archipelago.” His thin lips pulled back, and he grinned. “I do.”

      Suddenly, it all made sense. Layne was part of the old guard of the Empire. Like all of us, he had sworn allegiance to Blackburn after the usurpation, but it never sat well with my master. Oh, Justin never spoke of it, but I knew that he had slowly been consolidating his personal power until he practically controlled the Admiralty himself. So long as he provided the Emperor with tribute and captured Milnian vessels, he could do as he wished out here in the hinterlands.

      “So this pogrom is yours, Admiral?” I asked.

      His expression didn’t change. “Out here, the Empire’s reach is limited, Sebastian. All of this,” he waved his hand, “is calculated to create fear of me, the Admiralty, and the Empire. The free towns are an affront to order, and you and I both know it. This freedom is an affront to everything that men like you and I stand for. It’s all pirates and privateers, and a haven for the green-skinned barbarians. For all they try to be men, they are nothing better than beasts given voice.”

      Layne leaned forward. “I do not want them eliminated, Sebastian. I want them subjugated, enslaved, and broken… but if they will not bow, then their blood will flow.”

      Before Blackburn took over the Empire, we had fought wars with the non-human races. Humanity had fought back the orcs and the elves with the help of the industrious dwarves. Our space in the world had been bought with a never-ending flow of blood and lives that only now was beginning to slow. Did the Admiral want those days back?

      Did I?

      A few greenskins served on The Indomitable. They were tractable if properly broken and willing to do things no human ever would. Layne was right, though. This disorder would spread if it were not contained. The doctrine of the free towns was dangerous, both to the Empire and to us.

      What did he mean to do about the Empire? Was I willing to follow this upright, hard man in his crusade in the archipelago even if it cost me my place in Blackburn’s service?

      Yes, I decided after a moment’s consideration. Yes, I was.

      “Tell me what you need me to do, Admiral,” I said and bowed my head. “My ship is yours.”

      “Good,” he said and chuckled mirthlessly. “You will find Mary Night and return her to me. If you must kill Bardak Skullsplitter to get her, you will do that too. Sink his vessel, destroy his memory if you must, but the witch must live.” Layne reached out a gaunt hand and tapped a dirty scrap of parchment that sat atop the other papers on his desk. “It has been foreseen, Sebastian. Seek them in Tarrant, but wait and pursue them when they leave.”

      “Why not just take them in the city, sir?” I asked.

      “Because they seek another prize, old friend, the means to control the siren. They must claim it, and you will take it from them, along with Mary Night and their misbegotten lives.” Layne was still grinning, his eyes feverishly bright as he stared at me. “For now, put aside your lusts and ambitions. Do this work for me, and together, we will rule the seas above and below.”

      A grin crept across my features as I nodded. I could do all of this and more, but I’d need ships and men to replace those I’d lost. Perhaps I could even convince the admiral to lend me a squad of merfolk.

      “I will, Admiral. You have my word.” With that, I stood and waited to be dismissed.

      Admiral Layne watched me for a moment and then gave a single nod. “Call me Justin, old friend,” he said. “Go in peace, and return drenched in the blood of our enemies.”

      “So be it, Justin.”
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      “Tiny was, perhaps, this big when I found him.” Ligeia held her slim hand about six inches or so apart. “He had managed to get himself stranded in a tidal pool and was fighting with an octopus.”

      Mary laughed, and I chuckled. It was hard to imagine the ship-sized Dragon Turtle as a baby, but the siren had the evidence of her own eyes. Perhaps she lied to us, but as delighted as she seemed to be telling the tale, I didn’t think she was.

      The three of us were in my quarters. I sat behind my desk, Mary was perched atop it, and Ligeia wandered around and inspected my trophies, one by one. It was hardly a situation I’d expected. Prior to just an hour or so ago, the siren had barely set foot on The Hullbreaker, let alone came belowdecks.

      She’d gotten distracted during her most recent visit by the wind-working that Mary and Nagra had been doing, then when both the witch and I had been relieved of our watches, Ligeia followed us down to my cabin. Now, I watched her rummage through my things while Mary looked between us, a bemused expression on her face.

      “We aren’t far from Tarrant, are we, Captain?” the witch finally asked.

      Ligeia picked up an elven skull and studied it curiously as I replied, “We’ll be there by sundown, methinks. Ye an’ Nagra did good with the winds.”

      “Of course, Captain.” Mary dipped her head and smirked slightly. “Only the best for ye and the fleet.”

      Fleet. That had a definite ring to it, though I’d hardly call two undermanned ships a fleet… but that would change when we’d dug up Bloody Bill’s treasure. I grinned back.

      “Ye led me to expect no less, either.”

      “What… flat teeth,” Ligeia observed, still fascinated by the elven skull. “Is this human?”

      “Nay, lass.” I shook my head. “The one next to it, though. That one is human.”

      She picked up the second skull and held them up in the lantern light, comparing and weighing them in her hands. “What is this one, then?” she asked as she held up the elven one.

      “That’s an elf,” Mary answered. “Milnian, unless I miss my guess.”

      “Aye,” I added. “That was Wavelord Illirian of The Moonshadow. I bested him in single combat on the deck of his ship as it sank.”

      “And yet, his skull is whole,” Mary mused.

      “I cleaved it from his shoulder, not in twain,” I grunted and leaned back in my chair, the wood creaking under my bulk. Arms folded across my chest, I regarded the two women with a faint scowl.

      Mary let out a soft laugh, and Ligeia cocked her head, puzzled. A moment later, she was back to her inspection of the skulls.

      The Wavelord had been a memorable fight. All the skulls on my shelves had names and stories, and each had been a captain or commander that I’d slain personally in a fair fight.

      That one, though, had been something else. My thoughts drifted back to the memory of it. It hadn’t been that long past, perhaps two years. I must have had a strange look on my face or something because both Mary and Ligeia stared at me with bemused expressions.

      “Aye?” I asked.

      “Lost in thought, Captain? Ye stopped talking and started staring off into space, rather than casting looks at my--” Mary put both hands beneath her breasts and bounced them playfully.

      “Memories,” I said with a snort, eyes focusing on her cleavage for a moment.

      “You find her chest attractive?” Ligeia asked suddenly.

      We both turned to the siren who had her slender hands folded between her small breasts. Her casual nakedness was both enticing and easily ignored. Ligeia carried herself with inhuman confidence normally, but this time, there was something more, a moment of vulnerability or a chink in her armor.

      “Aye lass, I do,” I admitted, and looked sidelong at the witch who returned my gaze with a playful smirk. “I find all o’ Mary attractive, and I find ye desirable as well.”

      “Oh,” she said, blinking a few times. “I… I find you desirable, too, Captain.” Then, her eyes widened, and with no further words, she was gone, bolting from the room so quickly that the door swung freely in her wake.

      “I never imagined a siren would play coy,” Mary commented with a faint smirk. “Do ye mean to go after her, Captain?”

      I continued to gaze at the door as my witch draped herself against me and nuzzled one of my ears. “Nay, lass. I don’t mean to frighten her any more than she already is.”

      “Ah,” Mary purred. “How do ye know she just does not want ye to chase her?” Her hands slid over my chest and along my arms.

      “‘Tis no great mystery, lass,” I replied as I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. “Surprise, fear, an’ other things all have their own distinct scents.”

      “That keen orc nose, aye?” she teased. “What do ye smell about me, my Captain?”

      “Ye seem to need a bit o’ attention, I’d say,” I answered with a deep chuckle and ran one hand along her leg possessively before I reached between her thighs.

      She gasped and pressed against me warmly. “Ye think we’ve time to play before we’re in sight of Tarrant?”

      I shifted my arms and pulled the witch into my lap, “Aye, lass, an’ we don’t need to rush, either.”

      A broad smile brightened Mary’s features, brightening her elfin face. Those mismatched eyes sparkled. “I like that idea.”

      A few hours later, as twilight was falling over the sea, I stood at the helm and watched the island of Bargest grow on the horizon. Mary lounged against the deck rail nearby and waited for Nagra to finish her shift singing up the winds. Ligeia had dove overboard after she fled my cabin, and she and Tiny had vanished beneath the waves. I had no doubts she’d be back, though. Call it a gut instinct.

      Mary had been her usual insatiable self, and her cries had likely been heard on deck and over the rush of the wind. I was slow moving and pleasantly warm, having spent myself in my witch a few times over. A thought finally drifted to me as I held The Hullbreaker steady.

      “Do ye know a witch by the name o’ Cerridwen, Mary?” I asked.

      “Hmmm? Oh, might be, Captain,” she answered. “Why do ye ask?” The witch, too, was thinking slowly. Fortunately, these waters were safe enough that we could afford these diversions, but these calm waters would grow less frequent once we had a better idea where Bloody Bill stashed his prizes.

      “Mister Shrike named her,” I replied. “She be Bill’s witch an’ a foreseer, he said.”

      Mary frowned at me. “There’s a couple of Sisters who work under the Cerridwen name, but if ye mean a witch with second sight, then it could only be Cerridwen Ash, and she’s an old acquaintance of mine.”

      That could potentially create a problem for me unless my witch was more loyal to me than to her Sister. “Will this cause ye trouble?”

      “She is skilled and dangerous on top of having a rare talent,” Mary either missed or ignored the implication in my words. “I might be able to muddle her sight, but even now, she will know danger’s coming, and they might flee.”

      “Can ye do that an’ work the winds?” Late was better than nothing, and I’d be sure to press her for an explanation of her relationship to Cerridwen Ash when the opportunity presented itself.

      “Nay,” Mary shook her head. “Nagra can keep the song going long enough for me to throw this hex. ‘Tis not a long working.”

      I sighed. In the few days since I’d rescued Mary Night and turned pirate, I’d seen more magic than I had in nearly all my sailing career. Hopefully, we’d be done with this, soon, and get down to good, old-fashioned, axe work, or even cannons and pistol shots.

      It wasn’t that I had anything against magic or hexes. They were useful tools in very specialized hands. I just didn’t have any real talent or understanding of how it all worked, or why.

      That said, I sure understood how to use every advantage I had tactically.

      “Get to it, lass,” I told the witch. “Hopefully yer ‘prentice won’t fall out while ye do it, either.”

      Mary waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, she’ll be fine, Captain. She’s nearly got my stamina, and we both know how long I can last.”

      “Not long enough,” I smirked and said. It was only fair to tease her. Vengeance was an orcish virtue, after all.

      My witch snorted and shook her head, laughing as she padded off. I watched her go, my eyes settled on her swaying backside. The tales of temptress witches and brazen seductresses all seemed to come to a measured head in Mary Night. I certainly couldn’t complain, though, not since she’d decided I was worth giving herself to.

      Neither of us was disappointed, of that, I was certain.

      I walked over and leaned on the rail on the starboard side, gazing out at the dark form of Tiny, with his mistress nestled in the little throne shaped in his shell at the base of his massive neck.

      What did I think of the siren, Ligeia? She was fey, like Mary, but her aquatic, carnivorous nature made her even more alien than the little witch. Rather obviously, though, she was interested in affection and understood desire and physical appeal.

      I wouldn’t turn her down, either. Men didn’t drown in the arms of a siren purely because of their songs.

      The ship shook suddenly, and I was immediately alert. What in the hells was that?

      There was another thud as something hit the hull, then another. Shrike called out from the helm, “Sailors on watch!”

      That was a call to alert that signified possible danger. The watch officer and the deck crew immediately armed themselves and made ready. Of course, my great axe was in my cabin, but there were alternatives. I swept up a belaying pin and a hand-axe from their nearby berths and stalked the deck as more of the things struck the hull.

      Off to starboard, Tiny let out a hissing bellow and then sank beneath the waves. Something was afoot. This wasn’t any particular uncharted region, nor were we near anything I knew of as merfolk territory.

      What in the hells was down there?

      Curiosity got the better of me, and I moved back to the railing and peered overboard. Glowing shapes darted beneath the waves, keeping pace with the ship. Every now and then, one would veer off, then turn back and slam into the side of her, at which point it would cling on.

      Someone shouted behind me, and I turned to see a swarm of things, half-fish and half-man, scrambling aboard the ship. The sound of scratching claws on the rails behind me alerted me to the presence of more of the damned things, and we were suddenly in a fight for our lives.

      Nagra was stuck holding the hex that kept us speeding along, and Shrike manned the helm which left it up to the rest of the crew and me to keep them safe. Hopefully, Mary would hear the ruckus and come assist as well.

      I faced off with the first ones over the rail on my side, since most of the crew had gone to fight the ones to port. As the first one let out a gurgling roar and leaped at me, I met it with a strike of the hand-axe between the thing’s large, fishy eyes. Blood spurted around the blade as the creature fell, and I kicked it back over the rail as two more swarmed me.

      Whatever these things were, they showed some signs of intelligence. My two were definitely trying to keep me pinned down while more of the things swarmed over the rail and charged for the rearmost of the crew fighting with the fishmen on the port side.

      I bellowed out a warning at about the same time as a musket shot rang out from the forecastle. One of the fishmen attacking the crew pitched over as one of its large, glassy eyes exploded in a shower of gore. Jimmy Mocker had joined the fray.

      Heartened, I laid into the two creatures on me, battering them with the belaying pin until I found an opening for my axe. They didn’t last long in the face of that. One fled over the rail in fear of its life, and the second made the mistake of getting too close. It swung at me, but I let the belaying pin fall, caught the clawed arm at the wrist, and used the leverage to drive the axe into the thing’s chest three times before hurling it into another one of the creatures. Both went down, and I pounced after, cleaving the skull of the next one.

      More shots rang out, and fish-men dropped. The ship rose and fell, then rolled a bit to starboard before it settled back to true. Something was going on beneath us, and only something big could have caused that sort of motion. No doubt Tiny and Ligeia were fighting more of the things below us.

      As the Hullbreaker rocked with another wave, Bord and his dwarves came stomping up above decks, followed moments later by Mary. Her evil eye blazed in its socket, and while she wasn’t even wielding her knives, she had my great axe in her hands.

      “Captain!” she yelled and sent it sliding across the deck to me.

      I hurled the hand axe into the head of a fish-man, swept up my great axe, and began harvesting these things like wheat. Mary cried out some strange words, and with each one she spoke, her eye flashed, and a creature froze or fell, stricken. Blood covered the deck as we sliced our way through them, only to be replaced by more of the creatures as they swarmed over the rails every passing minute.

      Suddenly, Tiny burst from beneath the water beside us and let out a roar. His fog-like breath washed over the ship, and the creatures fled with gurgling roars. Death by our hands might have been something they were willing to risk, but the Dragon Turtle was too much for their spirits, it seemed.

      The steamy breath of the Dragon Turtle cleared quickly, and I rushed to check on Sirensong. “Ahoy, Sirensong! Are ye alright!?”

      “Aye!” Kargad bellowed back as he hurled a broken body over the railings of his ship. “Gods-damned fish-men!”

      I found myself laughing as I nodded. The sea was a strange mistress, and this was simply one of the many dangers of courting her.
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      Our journey onward after that was uneventful, and at the speed we sailed, it wasn’t long before the isle of Bargest loomed close. The gibbous moon lit the wide sea with a pale light that sparkled and danced among the waves. I turned the ship’s wheel to adjust our course a bit, and The Hullbreaker slowly came about. Lights shone in the distance, rising from sea level all the way up to the top of a tall cliff, and the bright beam of a lighthouse’s lantern swept out to guide ships into the Tarrant docks.

      The free town of Tarrant was unique in the isles. First, it was almost a city, home to several thousand lost souls. Second, it was built at the top and bottom of a three-hundred or so foot tall sea cliff. The docks and warehouses were situated at the bottom, and dwellings and businesses were built into and onto the rising cliff before the rest of the city spread out along the top and reached into the mountainous and forested interior of the vast island.

      Tarrant never slept, either. Shipments of metals, woods, and stranger things arrived at the top of the cliff, were processed, and then sent down to the bottom as exports, while goods arrived daily by ship to be disbursed upwards through the network of stairs and lifts that connected upper and lower Tarrant.

      “Ye can slow us, lass,” I called to Mary, who sat cross-legged in her spot beneath the mizzenmast. To the crew, I bellowed, “Drop sails and man the oars, we’re almost to Tarrant!”

      The witch’s song began to fade and slow, and the winds dropped noticeably. I cast out over the moon-sparkling sea, searching for any sign of Ligeia. Where had the girl gotten herself to? She’d vanished with Tiny shortly after the fight with the fish creatures, calling out that she’d meet us near our destination.

      Beside us, Sirensong adjusted her sails and course to continue to parallel ours. “Ye want us to put in, Captain?” Kargad yelled over, “Or hold watch?”

      If we didn’t have pursuers, the crew certainly deserved a round of shore leave, and Tarrant was quite a place to have a bit of fun after weeks or months at sea.

      “Hold watch!” I bellowed back. “We’ll come by for shore leave once we’ve more breathin’ room!”

      “Aye, Captain!” he shouted back, then turned and began calling out orders to his crew. At his command, Sirensong slowed and angled off a bit.

      While Tarrant didn’t have any sort of protected harbor, it did have extensive docks. We were in sight of them and within range of the cliff mounted cannons when Ligeia slipped out of the water and over the rail. Her eyes met mine, and she beelined for the helm, water dripping from her glittering skin. Mary rose to her feet and watched unmoving from the shadow of the mizzenmast as sailors dropped that sail.

      The siren paused near me and fidgeted for a moment before she said, “I should have stayed after the fight, Captain. I am sorry.”

      I gave her a crooked smile around my tusks and shrugged. “Ye helped with the fish-things, and ye came to meet us. That be what matters to me.”

      She looked down at her feet for a moment and fidgeted shyly. “I gave my heart to a man once, and he betrayed me. Now, I find myself falling for thee, Captain, and I am frightened.”

      “I’ll not knowingly hurt ye, lass.” I looked away and took a deep breath of the salty air. “On that, I give ye my word.”

      “I can vouch for the Captain,” Mary spoke up as she padded over to join us, taking a place next to me. “If ye know anything of this particular man, it’s that he is honorable.”

      “I do not know if honor has anything to do with how I feel,” Ligeia said hesitantly and lifted her face once more. “I… want to let myself go, to drown in these desires, but something makes me hesitate.”

      The witch reached out and put a comforting hand on the siren’s slim shoulder. “Captain, may I take Ligeia below and speak with her?” she asked quietly.

      Ligeia paused and looked from Mary to me and back, her eyes searching for something.

      “As ye will, Mary,” I replied. “An’ Ligeia, ye be free to do as ye will, an’ love who ye will…” My voice trailed off a bit as she nodded and turned. The two left the aft castle deck to go below, and I heaved a sigh of relief.

      It’s a common belief in many circles that orcs are nothing more than creatures of passion, rage, lust, and hate being the emotions we most commonly express. We’re not well regarded by the more civilized races, but then, they aren’t orcs.

      We do love and strongly, just as we hate with gusto and plan vengeance that can result in hundreds, if not thousands of deaths. Violence is our blessing and our curse, and fire burns in the breast of every orc born.

      I was no different. Sure, I could control myself, but any orc could, just like any human, dwarf, or elf could. My kind was a bit more prone to be ruled by their emotions, but I had years of experience keeping that side of me under control.

      That also earned me a decent understanding of the emotions of others, and when combined with my sharp nose, I was hard to fool. The siren, fey that she was, was a simple creature. She had never had any reason to conceal her emotions until a man had stolen her heart and betrayed her.

      Another reason to bring Bloody Bill to heel, I figured.

      The two women hadn’t returned by the time I coaxed The Hullbreaker into a berth in the crowded port. My men threw lines to the shoremen, and we were secured a minute later.

      “Mister Shrike!” I bellowed across the deck.

      After a few moments, my new first mate appeared at my side. “Cap’n?”

      “Ye know where Bloody Bill might be hidin’,” I told him, then raised my hand as he opened his mouth to protest. “I know he an’ any men he’s got will recognize ye, but I think we’ll move faster havin’ ye along.”

      Shrike paused and nodded. “Aye, Cap’n. Ye have the right of it. I…” He trailed off, staring behind me out over the crowd of docked ships.

      I turned and peered off in the direction he was looking. There was a distinct lack of Imperial vessels in port, and a couple that I was certain were well-known pirate ships, but what had drawn the man’s attention, I wasn’t sure.

      “What d’ye see, Shrike?”

      He pointed to a new-looking ship, a frigate much like mine, but longer, carrying four masts. She was built for speed, it seemed. No colors flew from her mainmast, and I couldn’t make out the name painted on her prow.

      “Bastard went and did it,” my mate muttered, “which means he’s actually here.”

      “What are ye talkin’ about?” I growled as I put a hand on his shoulder and leaned in close.

      That woke him up from whatever distraction held him prisoner. “Bloody Bill, Cap’n. He was always on about how he was going to build a new, faster, better galleon. Somethin’ to strike fear in the hearts o’ everyone at sea.” Shrike pointed towards the four-master. “That be her, just as he described. That be The Witch’s Promise.”

      “I’ll set a watch on her, then,” I said with a nod. “No way is Bill Markland going to slip by us, not when we’re this bloody close.”

      “What are we talking about, Captain? Mister Shrike?” Mary appeared at my side without Ligeia.

      “Bill’s definitely here, according to Shrike,” I replied as I gestured to the Promise. “With a new ship to boot.”

      “Wonder of wonders,” she said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “Before ye ask, Ligeia is going to wait below ‘til darkest night, then slip into the water. There, she’ll wait for us to call her. Tiny’s out near the edge of the shelf where he won’t draw attention to himself, but he can be in port wrecking things within fifteen minutes.”

      I scowled a bit, but it wouldn’t be good to discourage proactive thinking on the part of my witch and the siren. They were two of the most dangerous people I knew, and I was glad they were on my side.

      “Good,” was all I said. We could hold out the fifteen or so minutes it would take for Tiny to reach us and probably for the thirty or so it would take Kargad to do the same. “Ye’re goin’ into town with Shrike an’ me, Mary.”

      “Hold a moment, Captain,” she said, chewing on her lip. “I’ll need to throw together hex bags for the three of us and any others ye mean to take on this search. ‘Twas the ship I enchanted to guard against Cerridwen’s foresight, but the moment we step off of her, yon witch will know.”

      I definitely needed to learn more about magic. Crossing my arms, I nodded and grunted, “See to it, then.”

      Mary smiled to Shrike and me then was gone, darting off below-decks to her room most likely.

      “Ye be a lucky man, Cap’n,” Shrike said with a sigh as he glanced over at me. “An’ a bit more like Bill than I expected.”

      “How so?” I asked curiously.

      Bloody Bill Markland was probably the most famed pirate in the archipelago, his name reaching all the way to the Imperial mainland and into Milnest as well. He was known to be quite the bloodthirsty one, almost orcish in his dealings. I didn’t think the comparison was bad, but I didn’t like the fact that the man had betrayed his crew and hoped it wasn’t that which Shrike saw in me.

      Shrike gave me a crooked smile. “Ye’re bigger’n life an’ likable. Ye have yer crew on yer side, believin’ everything ye tell ‘em. Some even can’t help but love ye, like the witch.” He tucked his thumbs into his broad belt and faced me squarely. “But unlike ol’ Bill, ye mean everything ye say.”

      I nodded slowly. The man’s words struck home and maybe had a bit more impact than I truly cared to admit. There was one thing for certain, I would never betray my men like Bloody Bill.

      “I’ll not betray ye,” I asserted, fixing Shrike with my sharpest gaze.

      “Aye, Cap’n.” Shrike nodded and flashed a smile across his sharp features. “I know that. I just ain’t sure how I know it. Just be aware that Bloody Bill had the love o’ his witch, too, an’ it just may be what drove him to this.”

      “You worry too much, Mister Shrike,” I grunted and folded my arms as I turned my gaze back out over the bustling docks.

      Tarrant was a busy town even after dark, and well-lit, too. Stevedores and shoremen loaded and unloaded the many ships that crowded the port, merchants and seamen shouted and argued and went about their business while the great cliff side loomed above. Rickety looking stairs and balconies wove their way through dwellings and businesses attached to or carved into the very stone, while at the top, the lights of Uptown Tarrant glittered against the night sky.

      It wasn’t too much longer before Mary returned, a small burlap pouch resting between her breasts on a leather thong. She passed similar ones to Shrike and me.

      “This will cloud Cerridwen’s foresight enough for us to get close to Bill Markland. It won’t last but a full day and night, but that should be enough, aye?”

      I glanced over at Shrike for affirmation. He just shrugged and said, “I’m thinkin’ that either we find him in a day or not at all.”

      “Aye.” I then turned away from both of them to bellow, “Bord!”

      Moments later, the dwarven cannon-master came stumping up, his beard braided and tossed over his shoulder. “Ye called, Captain?” he said with a grin. “Looks like ye plan on goin’ ashore.”

      “We do,” I affirmed. “Need ye to mind the ship. Daka an’ Dogar’ll be yer seconds, in case anybody gets out o’ line. Nagra an’ Mocker’ll support ye, too. I don’t think any o’ the crew will give ye trouble, but I have my concerns about some o’ the other captains about.”

      The dwarf snorted. “Anyone ye want me to ‘incidentally’ keep a cannon on?”

      Mary couldn’t hold back a laugh at that, and both Shrike and I smirked.

      “Ye see yon four-master?” I said as I pointed toward Bill’s ship.

      Bord peered off into the night, his keen eyes focusing on the indicated ship. “Aye. Poncy lookin’ thing, ain’t she?”

      That brought a few more snorts of laughter, and I nodded. “Keep watch on her. If she starts to cast off, send a runner for me an’ yell overboard for Ligeia. She’ll take word to Kargad. That be Bloody Bill’s new ship, an’ I ain’t inclined to let him get away from us.”

      “I’ll keep a sharp eye on that one, then.” The dwarf grinned slyly through his beard and scratched a reddened cheek with a stubby-fingered hand. “Ye don’t get two chances at a blackheart like William Markland.”

      “Aye, that’s the truth,” Shrike muttered in agreement. “At least it ain’t likely he’ll flee deeper into Bargest if we end up on his heels.”

      “I would,” I said with a shrug.

      Mary put a hand on my arm. “Aye, we know ye are not like most captains, sir,” she said, laughter in her eyes. “We know ye want to make sure we all know that ye are not like Bloody Bill Markland.”

      “We’re grateful for that,” Shrike muttered and shrugged.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. “Aye, fine. Once we’re done skulkin’ about an’ waylayin’ shit-mongers like yer former Captain, I’m thinkin’ we sail off an’ do some proper raidin’ an’ piracy. Really stir things up in the Admiralty.”

      “I like that idea,” Mary purred, her eyes drifting up to meet mine.

      I grinned and played at mimicking a human by offering my witch an arm. “Shall we?” I asked. She took it, then reached over and pulled Shrike in as well.

      “Aye, me boyos,” she grinned as he gawped. “Let’s go find Bloody Bill Markland.”
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      Night in Tarrant allowed for somewhat easier movement through the streets because the normal crowds were diminished by about half. Shrike took the lead and set a quick pace. The faster we could move without attracting suspicion, the better our chances of cornering Bill in one of his dens.

      The folks out at night were mostly the less reputable sorts. Thugs hung out in alleyways and scoped for victims. Prostitutes flaunted their wares and beckoned to potential clients from doorways and balconies. Occasionally, a mercenary or thug of some sort stood like a guard or bouncer in front of some home or establishment, glowering at anyone who passed.

      Anything could be found for sale here; drugs, sex, food and drink, weapons, and even slaves. Open trade in sentient beings was generally frowned upon in the light of day, but at night, in the back rooms and secret parlors, deals were made, and special packages exchanged hands.

      This was Tarrant, the gem of the free cities.

      We made our way through darkened alleys and switchbacks, heading deep into Lowtown, the lower portion of Tarrant. I hated the rickety lifts, and the bastards who built the stairs leading up through the stone cliff had a total inability to make anything straight or large enough for an orc. This lovely den of iniquity had been founded by humans, the only species crazier than dwarves when it came to working earth and stone.

      I stalked along behind Shrike while Mary followed in my shadow, her eyes gleaming in the dark. Shrike, though, moved from lighted spot to lighted spot, his head moving to and fro as he kept an almost paranoid watch on his surroundings.

      At one junction, some toughs eyed us from the darkness of a side alley. I glowered at them, and they faded back. It was almost disappointing. Tarrant always set me on edge.

      About halfway to the Touch O’ Gold, furtive movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. We were being followed. I wasn’t sure yet by whom, but there were definitely several men trailing us.

      They were spread out, too. One or two behind, at least one on each flank, and maybe even a couple ahead. Were these Bill’s men, come to dissuade us from talking to their boss, or were they something else?

      I nudged Mary, and she spared me a glance and a furtive nod. She’d noticed them, and from the slight shift in Shrike’s posture, he had too. We had two options at this point, either we could go to confront them, or we could let them do whatever it was they planned for us. Personally, I preferred the first option, and since I was the captain.

      With a low whistle, I stopped and turned, then stalked towards the two men I knew had been on our tail. They drew up short, but instead of challenging me, they both drew swords. The few people out and about on the street all withdrew quickly, while four more toughs closed in from different points of the compass.

      Shrike shot me a glance and drew his knives, while Mary just quirked a smile and pushed back her hair. When she dropped her hands, they were in easy reach of her knives.

      Me, I readied my axe. We were in fairly wide quarters, so I’d have no trouble with it, at least for now.

      “One chance to surrender, orc,” one of the attackers said firmly, a nondescript-looking gentleman in dark leathers and a hooded cloak. His outfit and his weapons were too good for the usual riff-raff you’d find on a Tarrant street. Either he was a mercenary under contract with one of the wealthier groups in the town, or he didn’t belong here.

      “Tell us who wants our company, human,” I said by way of answer, “an’ we’ll consider the offer.”

      Another man spat and shifted his stance, while the first raised his hand in a gesture to hold. “You’re a wanted man, Bardak Skullsplitter, and certain interests want you to pay for what you did at Insmere and Jetsam.”

      “You’re Imperials,” Mary said flatly. Both of her knives were out now.

      “It hardly matters,” another of our assailants snarled, but another gesture from their leader stifled his protests.

      “I just thought I’d give you a chance to come peaceably,” the leader said with a shrug. “What say you?”

      “While there is a touch of appeal to yer offer,” I said with a smirk, “I fear I will be needin’ to decline.”

      “So be it,” he said with a nod of his head, and they were upon us.

      Two of the agents came at each of us, trying for a fast takedown. These men were good, too, probably long-term infiltrators and assassins called up by the Admiral’s authority. Maybe if I hadn’t killed an Imperial governor and shelled his town, they wouldn’t be so insistent, but where was the fun in that?

      I didn’t give my own dance partners a chance to get close, fending them off with tight swings of my great axe that kept them at bay. Swords rang on wood and steel as we engaged and backed off, unable to find a way through my wall of axe swings.

      Mary and Shrike both dueled with their pairs, taking advantage of their light loads and quickness to keep the swordsmen at bay. This wasn’t going to be a long fight. The moment Mary brought her evil eye to bear or I started connecting with axe swings, it’d be over swiftly.

      Unless these men had some kind of unseen defenses, and with Admiralty resources, they just might. They might even have a witch of their own, especially as quickly as the news had reached them.

      If so, I’d deal with it all the same. It would just take longer.

      Pushing that thought aside, I kept swinging. So long as I kept my axe moving, the swordsmen couldn’t get close, but they were cagey and tried to separate, forcing me to split my attention and keep my head turning.

      It was an old trick and maybe would have stood a chance at working if I were even a few years younger and less wise to the ways of dirty fighting. Once the two were far enough apart that they couldn’t easily support each other, I charged one with a roar, swatted aside his blade, and plowed my shoulder into him with a satisfying crunch. I carried him up into my run, and my course ended at a stone wall with the poor sod in the middle.

      With another crunch and crack of bones, the Imperial went limp, and I turned to face his partner as the body fell to the streets. To his credit, the second man wasted no time in gawking. He was the group’s leader, after all, and he went in for the kill.

      I barely got out of the way of his sword thrust, parried another swing with the haft of my axe, then pulled away as the bastard attempted to slice one of my hands open by sliding his blade along the wooden haft of my axe. My quick retreat turned into a spinning strike that went low and forced him to jump, but he wasn’t safe. I let the axe’s momentum carry me around into a second swing backed by all my power and the speed of my spin. That caught the man on his descent and threw him across the road, one arm chopped clean off and a deep gash in his chest for his troubles. He hit the cobblestones and lay still in a spreading pool of blood.

      As I spun to my crewmates to aid in their battles, I saw that both of Mary’s assailants lay at her feet, their throats opened. Her evil eye shone in the dim light, and a fierce grin was on her face. Shrike, too, seemed to have had little trouble. One of the men who’d faced the thin pirate was on the ground clutching a gut wound, while the other was in the process of falling away as my first mate yanked one of his long knives from beneath the fellow’s chin.

      “Either o’ ye hurt?” I asked as I walked over to rejoin my witch. She flashed me a look that promised fire in the bed once we had that chance, then shook her head.

      “I’m fine,” Mary said as she cleaned her blades and slid them back into their sheaths.

      “‘Twas close, but I’m good, Captain,” Shrike called as he walked over to the dying man and knelt down. “Ye have anythin’ to ask this blackheart before he shuffles off this mortal coil?”

      “Nothin’ he’ll answer,” I said, shaking my head as I shouldered my axe.

      The man groaned as he tried to get up, but Shrike held him back. “Bastards,” the thug spat out at us. My first mate gave him a quick pat-down and retrieved a pouch which he pocketed. I hadn’t bothered rolling the other bodies. Individuals, I’d found, rarely carry enough gold to be worth the trouble.

      Mary laughed. “I agree but give me a moment.” She sauntered over and squatted down, reaching over to lift the man’s chin gently so that their eyes met. Her evil eye blazed for a moment, and she whispered something I couldn’t hear.

      The injured man answered, his lips barely moving and his voice unintelligible. Then, with a sigh, he fell back and breathed no more. My witch stood and dusted off her hands.

      “Imperials,” she confirmed. “They’ve a witch in town for passing messages, but she wasn’t involved in the ambush. I would suggest we move quickly.”

      “Sounds like a bloody good idea to me,” Shrike muttered.

      “Let’s go,” I agreed as I gestured for Shrike to lead the way.

      From there, Shrike turned us down more alleys and along winding paths that offered us a chance to be the ambushers, should we notice anyone following us. It took a bit longer than I expected, but the tactical advantage justified it. Still, it wasn’t long before we were deep in the shadow of the cliff and close to our destination.

      Shouting ahead of us brought our guide to a halt, and he held up one hand while the other dropped to one of his long knives. I merely shifted my grip on my great axe and repositioned a bit, widening my stance in readiness. Mary drew one of her knives as well and whispered something unintelligible.

      “Fight up ahead,” Shrike warned unnecessarily and started forward again.

      We rounded a corner into a short alley into a courtyard or something in the shadow of the cliff wall. Past the seven or eight men facing off in the dimly lit space was a gilded door with a painted sign of a grinning, wide-eyed man touching a woman’s hand that was half-pink and half-gold.

      I was about to plunge past Shrike and through the gathered crowd when the door of the Touch o’ Gold swung wide, and a lean man with jet black hair and a tidy, well-trimmed beard sauntered out. Behind him and a bit to the right walked a wild-eyed woman with thick, red, curly hair that haloed her pale face like a lion’s mane. Bright green eyes burned as she looked over the patio courtyard.

      Shrike hissed and faded back with a single word, “Bill.”

      That made the woman Cerridwen.

      The pirate captain was dressed all in black silk and adorned with silver and jewels that fairly dripped from his cuffs and neck. Both ears were pierced with ruby-adorned hoops, and a pair of cutlasses rode at his hips, along with a pair of cocked pistols.

      Cerridwen wore a leather halter and a short kilt that left her belly, arms, and legs bare. Like Mary, she was barefoot. Whorls and angles of blue adorned her pale skin and seemed to shift independently of her movement. A pouch was clutched in one slim-fingered hand and a long, rune-carved staff in the other.

      Bill spread his hands magnanimously and spoke. “Gentlemen! Surely we can resolve this dispute in a more civilized manner. Perhaps over a game of cards, or a few drinks?”

      One of the buccaneers that had been in the faceoff stepped forward and glared at Bloody Bill. “Why don’ ye back the hells off, ye whoreson? Our quarrel ain’t with ye.” The man spat and puffed up, anger pouring from him in almost palpable waves.

      Bill shot him dead.

      The body toppled backward as the well-appointed pirate drew his second pistol and held it in a steady grip, aimed at the rest of the men in the courtyard. Neither he nor his witch seemed to have noticed us yet.

      “Any o’ the rest o’ ye want to argue?” Bill snarled. “I ain’t like to tolerate a group o’ scurvy castoffs wantin’ to rumble on me very porch. Next one o’ ye to open his gods-damned gob gets a ball in it, an’ I’ll feed the rest o’ yer souls to me witch here. Now shove off before ye get dragged off!”

      Silence fell over the buccaneers, and they exchanged wide-eyed looks with each other. Without another word, they gathered the body of their fallen associate and drug him off into the darkness. When they disappeared, Bill tucked his flintlocks away, pretty as you please, and looked sidelong at Cerridwen with a faint smile on his lips.

      “The light ain’t gonna burn ya, Captain Bardak Skullsplitter,” Bloody Bill Markland said as he focused his gaze on the dark alley where we stood. “An’ I ain’t going to shoot ye or yer crew.”

      Mary swore suddenly, a whispered curse that probably curdled milk and caused a miscarriage or three. Her hex bags hadn’t worked for some reason, which I knew must have been a blow to my little witch’s ego. Before Shrike or she could stop me, I stepped into the light, axe held casually in my right hand, my grip near the heavy head.

      “Good for ye, Cap’n Bill Markland,” I said with a fierce grin. “Ain’t like I’d stand still for it like yon gobshite.”

      Cerridwen’s eyes narrowed as Mary padded out with me, then Shrike. A soft hiss escaped the lips of the red-haired witch, but she straightened and stood at Bill’s right hand to face the three of us across the rough cobblestones.

      “Mister Shrike,” Bill said with a sigh. “Are ye the only one to escape the noose?”

      I held up a hand to stop my mate’s retort. “I freed him from the dungeon of Ismere.”

      “Is that where you found the little witch?” Cerridwen snapped. “Last I saw, the Commodore wanted her for his collection.” She put a peculiar emphasis on the word ‘saw,’ referring to her talent, I assumed. Had she been keeping an eye on Mary for some reason?

      “Aye,” I said. There was no reason to lie, not yet. “Ye seem marvelously well-informed for folk I ain’t ever met. Do ye ken why we’re here?”

      Bill nodded and smirked through his beard. “Aye, I do.” His eyes lingered on Shrike, and a shadow grew in his bright blue eyes. “Will ye accept my hospitality for you an’ yours, Captain? Flag o’ truce an’ all?”

      I wanted nothing more than to get to the fight, but there was more we could learn across the table than crossing blades.

      “Truce, then,” I said as I switched my axe to my left hand, spat into my right, and offered it to Bloody Bill.

      He stared at it for a moment as if I’d offered him a days-old, gutted fish, then clasped with me in a ritual as old as seafaring. “Truce. An’ that goes for ye, too, Cerri.”

      “I understand hospitality, Bill,” his witch spat.

      “Good.” With that, he turned and led us into the establishment, sweeping ahead of us like he owned the place and, from the reactions of the staff and guests, he probably did.

      Mary and I exchanged looks as we followed Bill into the dark interior. The place was lit by smokey lanterns hung from brass hooks over each round table. Small clumps of people of various species sat around most of these, only barely glancing up at us as they pored over the cards in their hands. Gold and silver glinted in piles near each intent player.

      I stifled a sneeze from the stink of the bittersweet smoke that mingled in the thick air with the acrid smell of the lamp oil. The place was hot, crowded, and the overwhelming odor of the incense, oil, and clientele made my keen nose next to useless, but I still had my eyes and ears. I picked out at least a handful of roughnecks armed with various weapons ranging from cudgels to cutlasses keeping a weather eye on us as we followed Bill and the witch.

      Our host led us into a back room, one of many carved into the cliff side itself. The stone of the walls bore rough chisel marks, but the floor was worn smooth by years of traffic. This was an old structure, possibly even one of the first built during the construction of Tarrant.  It had the look of a hideaway, too, separated from the rest of the establishment.

      A broad desk sat opposite the door, and Bill made for the chair behind it. Coincidentally, or perhaps not, three chairs were pulled up before it. I eyed them then watched the Captain settle into his chair while Cerridwen lurked at his shoulder. Once he sat, so did I, settling my axe across my knees as Mary and Shrike followed suit.

      “So…” Bloody Bill Markland, scourge of the seas, probably the most wanted pirate ever to sail the archipelago, steepled his fingers and leaned forward, elbows on his desk as his eyes locked with mine. “What brings the vaunted Captain Skullsplitter to darken my humble door?” His sea-brogue was gone once more, replaced by something more cultured.

      All the stories said this legendary bastard was low-born like most pirates, press-ganged into service before he rose through the ranks and took his first captaincy in a duel.

      “All quarrel ye an’ my man Shrike might have aside,” I said, keeping my own accent, “ye have somethin’ we want.”

      “Oh?” he asked brightly. “What might that be?”

      Our host carried himself like a man who held all the cards, and he probably thought he did. I didn’t expect overconfidence from Bloody Bill, though. Violence, yes, but not any sort of misplaced over-estimation of his own position.

      Maybe I gave the man too much credit.

      “Ligeia’s comb,” I replied flatly. “She’d like the bloody thing back.”

      Cerridwen’s eyes widened, but Bill betrayed nothing. “That old trinket?” He laughed. “She actually missed it?”

      “Apparently, aye.” I kept my eyes on the man as Mary shifted a little in her chair. She was focused on Cerridwen, and there was a dangerous undercurrent in the air between the two witches. Shrike bristled as well. It wouldn’t take much to send my own crew into violence. “If ye have it, perhaps we can strike a deal.”

      Parley first, blood later. Those were Sturmgar’s words to me in his service, and while they didn’t always work, they certainly had gotten me places an orc wouldn’t necessarily go. If Bill still had the comb, it might be possible to get it back and be gone well before the Commodore or Admiral came into sight of Tarrant.

      Bill’s witch leaned down and whispered in his ear. I caught a few words here and there: Pale Horse, coming, siren, and bitch. Apparently, Mary caught at least a word or two as well, and she started to rise until I dropped a cautioning hand onto her thigh. A deep breath later, she settled back into her chair, one hand placed atop mine.

      Unfortunately, Bill hadn’t missed that exchange. His eyes lit up a bit, we’d given him ammunition to use against us. We locked eyes again, and he smirked.

      “Seems ye lot have attracted some attention, and that gives me a couple of choices.” He broke eye contact and studied the nails on his right hand. “First, I can treat with ye, make a quiet deal, and we all go our merry ways. Or… I can take ye and offer ye up as a peace treaty with Admiral Death.”

      I tensed slightly. This wouldn’t be the worst position I’d been in, but it was far from the best. How many men were between us and the door?

      “Now being as I am a man of hospitality and greed, I am disinclined to take the second option,” Bill continued.

      Cerridwen blinked and stared at him in blank disbelief.

      Me, I almost laughed. This was an interesting turn of events.

      “Now, I reckon that since none o’ ye have snatched up arms and threatened us, that ye be open to palaver.” The pirate leaned back in his chair and looked up at Cerridwen with a smile before his eyes returned to me. “Any gripe o’ Mister Shrike’s notwithstanding, I think that we have somethin’ of a common enemy.”

      I gave a noncommittal grunt and nodded, my eyes narrowed a bit. Commodore, Admiral, or both? Would it be worth it to partner with this man, considering the history some of my crew had with him? These were important questions that I just did not have the time to ponder.

      “What do ye propose, Cap’n?” I asked at last.

      “An alliance,” Bill answered. “Until such time as that…” He waved a hand off in the direction of the sea. “... is dealt with.”

      That left quite an opening for the pirate to turn on us. I glanced from Mary to Shrike. She gave me a faint nod, but he just sat immobile, glaring at his former captain.

      “Answer me this,” Mary spoke up. “How did ye know we were coming?”

      Cerridwen laughed. “The vision is not so easily blocked, Mary Night. Neither ye nor any witch living can evade my eyes.”

      I let out a low growl as Mary tensed, looked my way, and then settled back. Bill’s hands were out of sight below the table, and I readied myself for a fight.

      After a moment, he laughed again, put his hands on the desk, and smiled disarmingly. “So, my erstwhile buccaneers, what’ll it be?”
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      All three of us were silent for a moment before I said, “Ye make a good point, Cap’n Markland, but ye don’t address one o’ my weightiest concerns.”

      “What might that be?” he asked with a curious tilt of his head. Both hands pressed together on the desktop, fingers intertwined. The man was so sure of himself, so absolutely confident that he had us right where he wanted us.

      “If we’re to work together against the Admiralty, then ye need to make things right with my crew. Ye can start with Mister Shrike, here, who ye left to ride the scaffold along with who knows how many other men what served ye loyally.” I allowed myself a bit of internal gloating as the man’s face fell in disbelief. “When he be satisfied, then there’s the matter o’ that comb. Ligeia ain’t regaled us with the whole sordid tale, but I’m thinkin’ ye broke her heart when ye stole it.”

      I leaned forward and continued before Bloody Bill recovered from the shock of my statement. “An’ before ye think the pair o’ ye can call for aid or overpower us, ye might want to recall what ye know o’ me an’ my reputation. I killed four o’ Broward’s mercenaries without breakin’ a sweat, usin’ one o’ them as a flail, then carried the bastard out an’ added his head to my collection.” My eyes bored into his. “Now, ye can satisfy me, or I can drag ye an’ yer witch out o’ here an’ take what I want. Savvy?”

      Bill went silent, and something stirred in the depths of his gaze. His eyes flickered over me, Mary, and Shrike, then lit for a moment on the door behind us before he turned his head and looked up at Cerridwen, a hint of a smile on his face. She nodded slightly, and our host returned his gaze to me as one of his fingers twitched on the table.

      He wanted to challenge me, that much was clear, but at the moment, we had the numbers, and if Bill and his witch knew anything about me, they knew at least a little of what I was capable of. I kept my gaze impassive and waited.

      “Ye sound certain, Captain,” Bill drawled.

      “I am certain,” I said. “My crew is my clan, Bill Markland. I do right by them, an’ they do right by me. As it stands, ye might be able to take the three of us, but what are ye going to do ‘bout me ships waitin’ out there?” I leaned forward and grinned. “An’ what are ye gonna do when Tiny cracks yer Witch’s Promise in two an’ ye’re flounderin’ in the water with the big bastard an’ his mistress?”

      Cerridwen let out a soft hiss. I shifted my gaze to her as she started to do something. Shadows gathered around the witch, and her green eyes turned black.

      Several things happened at once.

      Bill shouted, “Stand down!” At the same time, Mary, moving faster than Shrike and me, bounded to her feet. A blue-white flash blazed from her blue eye, and Cerridwen just froze in place.

      “Aye, ye bitch!” Mary pointed at the tattooed witch. “I’ve mastered the Eye an’ much else besides. Ye won’t find easy prey for yer darkness here.”

      Bill froze for a moment, then carefully lifted his hands in surrender as Shrike and I both bolted to our feet in Mary’s wake. “Parley?” he said quietly.

      I ignored him for a moment and looked at my crew. “Witch-bind her,” I said coldly. “Methinks we need a proper hostage, an’ she’s the one thing Bill won’t leave behind, I wager.”

      Markland’s eyes darkened. “The Admiralty were fools for letting ye go, orc,” he said quietly. “Not even the master o’ The Pale Horse cows ye, I reckon.”

      “Admiral Layne’s just a man,” I growled as I pointed my axe at Bloody Bill. “I’ll be callin’ on him once the Commodore’s settled.”

      He barked a laugh and didn’t move as Mary and Shrike quickly moved to truss the paralyzed Cerridwen. My own witch made sure to bind her fingers properly, gag her, and strap a blindfold over her eyes.

      “What now, Cap’n?” Shrike asked.

      “That’s up to Bloody Bill,” I replied. “Ye want to parley, do ye? Let’s head down to The Hullbreaker an’ finish this. Anyone o’ yer bully boys try to stop us, yer witch gets a second smile, courtesy o’ Shrike, an’ I split yer skull first before I break yer crew.”

      He huffed a sigh and nodded. “Shall I disarm, then?”

      “Nay, Cap’n,” I answered with a snort of derision. “Ye couldn’t stop one of us from killin’ ye, so I don’t think you’ll try.”

      “Unfortunately, ye be right.” Bill sighed. He closed his eyes for a moment and pushed his chair back, then rose. “Ye've got a ship at harbor. Tell ye what, Captain, I’ll walk fore and make sure that none of mine molest us. Perhaps this will prove my good intentions.”

      I shouldered my axe and motioned for him to go, but I made no attempt to hide that my right hand hovered near the butt of one of my pistols. He didn’t miss the veiled threat, sighed again, and took the lead to escort us out of the Touch o’ Gold. Hostile eyes followed our progress as we followed behind the Captain. Mary held Cerridwen’s arm and guided the blindfolded witch with at least a modicum of care while Shrike guarded the rear. None of us really trusted Bloody Bill, and I don’t think we would have been surprised if he sacrificed his witch to save his own skin.

      Much to my surprise, it didn’t happen. We made it out of Bill’s establishment, through the dark and uninviting streets of Tarrant, and boarded The Hullbreaker without incident.

      “Oy, Cap’n!” Daka bellowed from the ship as we reached the gangplank. He and his brother faced us from their posts guarding the ship.

      “What d’ye got, there, Cap’n?” Dogar asked.

      “This here be Bloody Bill Markland an’ his witch Cerridwen,” I called back. “He’s here for a bit o’ palaver, an’ she’s stayin’ with us a bit longer.”

      “Aye, then, come aboard!”

      It was a standard ritual. Watch always challenged anyone coming to the gangplank and formally invited them aboard if they were deemed acceptable. I smiled faintly as Bill gave a mock bow and preceded the rest of us up the gangplank.

      Both the burly orcs loomed over him, but you had to give the man credit, he wasn’t intimidated. Once we all were on deck, Bill turned to me.

      “Ye run a tight ship, Captain. I’m impressed.”

      I snorted. “Did ye think it’d be less ship-shape for being orc-run?”

      “I know better than to think that,” Bill replied. “More than most ye might find in the Admiralty.”

      Pirates did tend to be more accepting of oddities at sea than regular navy or even merchantmen. In general, pirate ships were a sort of violent democracy where the captain could be voted out by a suitable majority of the crew and either put to shore, marooned on an island or at sea, or killed outright.

      A lot depended on how the captain treated his men and how well they were paid in plunder, grog, and action. Bill had a new ship and a new crew, and I bet that none of them knew the truth behind his escape from Commodore Arde and The Indomitable.

      “Let’s take this to the War Room,” I said as I brushed past Markland to lead the motley crew into the aft castle. “Mary, see that Cerridwen’s comfortable and then make an attempt to call Ligeia.”

      “Are ye sure that’s wise, my Captain?” she asked.

      “Nay, but do it anyway,” I answered. “Make sure she knows Bill is here under flag o’ truce, an’ she’s not to kill him. Since she an’ Shrike are the ones with a real grievance, they’re entitled to a say in what comes next.”

      “I find myself concerned that I’ll not be leaving here with all my parts intact,” Bill commented. “Perhaps ye could afford me a bit of assurance, Captain Skullsplitter?”

      “We’re under truce, Bill,” I said, intentionally using the familiar address. “Long as ye comport yerself as a gentleman an’ adhere to the rules o’ parley, you’ll walk out without a scratch. Ye have my word.”

      He frowned and scratched his beard. Treachery followed in Bill’s wake like a loyal dog, and he expected a double-cross. I had his witch though, and there was definitely something between the two. He had wanted to do something when Mary used the evil eye on the surprised Cerridwen, but he held his peace. Even now he was looking for a way out and, seeing none, charged full speed ahead to see what would happen.

      “Fair enough, Bardak,” he replied.

      “Captain Skullsplitter,” Shrike corrected him, earning a glance of surprise from his former commander.

      I smirked to myself. Apparently, Bill still expected a modicum of respect from his old first mate and was genuinely shocked that it was lacking. We passed through the door below the helm and went to the navigation room, my War Room. There was no way I’d sully my own cabin with this meeting.

      There were enough chairs around the table to accommodate the five individuals I expected, and once the three of us were settled, I fixed Bloody Bill with a glare.

      “Before ye have to face yer past, Bill Markland,” I began, “I need ye to tell me true: Do ye still have Ligeia’s comb in yer possession?”

      “Well,” he prevaricated, “yes and no.”

      “What in the hells does that mean?” Shrike snapped, then froze and looked at me, embarrassed at his sudden outburst.

      I waved it off, unsurprised, and waited for Bill to answer.

      Receiving no real acknowledgment from me one way or the other, Markland sighed and answered. “It means that I do not have it on my person, nor is it in my establishment or upon my ship.”

      “Stop with the games,” I said as I slammed my fist down on the table. Both men jumped at the sudden crash and stared at me. “If ye don’t have it, Cap’n, then, like it or not, you are of no use to us. I've got the means to go an’ search out all yer hiding places, but what neither of us has is time. The Indomitable and The Pale Horse are turning our way, an’ they be carryin’ the might o’ the Empire. Hells, man, I killed a bloody governor. D’ye think they’ll rest until I swing from a gallows rope?”

      My eyes narrowed, and I leaned forward to gaze at Bloody Bill. “Do ye really think I won’t forget that I’m a civilized orc for long enough to tear yer grinnin’ head from yer shoulders an’ turn ye into a figurehead for me prow, long as ye last, if ye don’t get straight with me.”

      Bill blinked. He had expected a captain, but he hadn’t expected an orc. Another pirate would have played his games, but I was far from being just another pirate, and my patience was worn so thin you could see through it.

      “Since ye put it that way,” he sniffed, “I’ll tell ye honest, Captain. The comb is safe. It is stashed in one of my hidey holes, but not one that dear Mister Shrike was there to see.”

      I wanted to reach out and tear the smug smile from the man’s face, but I just gritted my teeth and let him continue.

      “I’ll make a deal with ye, Captain to Captain. I’ll lead ye to this bit of treasure in return for my life and the return of my witch. Cerridwen is… dear to me.” He looked down at his hands where they rested on the pinned-down map of the archipelago. “I give ye my word.”

      I nodded, and Bill turned to Shrike. “For what it’s worth, old friend, I am sorry for what I did, but I didn’t have a way out for anyone aside for me.”

      “I ain’t yer friend,” Shrike spat. “Not anymore. Ye set that ship to sailin’ past the horizon when ye left yer crew to rot.”

      Bill sighed and looked back at me. “I trust ye intend to carry on with the unpleasant meeting ye have planned between myself and Ligeia?”

      I nodded. “You would be correct, Bill Markland.”

      “Bloody hells,” he swore. “I don’t know what I did to deserve ye as a tormentor, Captain, but yer a right heartless bastard.”

      The War Room door swung open then for Mary and Ligeia, the siren naked and dripping wet as she usually was when she deigned to come aboard.

      “Thou art the one without a heart, William,” Ligeia said in a quiet, musical voice. “I did nothing to cause ye to leave me, and yet you did and took my treasure with.”

      Bill stared at her silently, his mouth working like he wanted to say something, but the words didn’t come. His eyes, though, were stricken. Had he never expected to see her again, despite having stolen a part of her power?

      I looked between the two of them, and it suddenly dawned on me. Bloody Bill Markland hadn’t just taken Ligeia’s comb and fled, hoping to escape her wrath when she discovered the theft. No, he still loved her, and he wanted her to follow him.

      “Gods below,” the man whispered. “Ye be more beautiful now than ye were when ye cared for me, all those years past.”

      Damn me for a fool. This was a complication we didn’t need.
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      “Stop,” Ligeia said firmly. “I’ll not hear any more of thy honeyed words, thief. I would kill thee but for the hospitality of my Captain and his crew.”

      Bloody Bill froze in place at her words, and his expression darkened. He was silent for a long time, but just as I opened my mouth to address him, he said, “So, ye think us ended?”

      The siren nodded. “Yon witch is thine, is she not?”

      “Aye,” Bill slowly nodded, “but what does that have to do with anything?”

      Ligeia scowled. I glanced at Shrike and Mary and then very deliberately folded my arms across my chest and leaned back. I had seen she-orcs take down war chieftains when incensed enough, and it usually all began with a foolish question like that. All I really needed was for Bill to be alive and talking to guide us where we needed to go. He wasn’t required to have all his limbs.

      “Everything,” the siren hissed. She wasn’t bothering to hide her shark-like teeth. “Ye said ye loved me, pirate, yet ye stole my comb and disappeared while I sought food for us.”

      “Men had found me,” he protested. “I only wished to protect ye, and I had no time to hide it.”

      A hint of fear wafted through my nostrils, and I took a deep, satisfied breath as Ligeia leaned over Bill Markland like she was about to take a bite of him. He cowed back, but it was a credit to his willpower, or maybe his love, that he didn’t drop his hands to his weapons.

      “I do not believe you,” the siren growled and straightened to her full height. “Return that which is mine, and I will spare ye to the mercies of my Captain.”

      Bill swallowed hard and nodded. “I mean to, lass,” he whispered. “The deal is struck, the hostage is taken. I’ll return to me ship an’ we sail with the mornin’ tide. I gave my word to take ye all to where I hid yer comb, and I plan to.”  He searched me out with his eyes, gazing around Ligeia’s slim, taut form. “That is still the deal, Captain?”

      “Aye, Bill Markland,” I replied with a firm nod. “Ye deal straight with us and lead us to the comb, then we all stand against whatever the Admiralty sets to kill us.”

      He looked back up at the siren and smiled disarmingly, his hands spread apart with fingers wide. “See, Ligeia dear? We can work together, get yer comb, an’ then join Captain Bardak’s crusade. Ye could visit me…”

      She hissed again violently and slashed a hand through the air. “No!”

      Bill winced, then she leaned in and whispered something in his ear so softly that even I couldn’t hear it. He blanched and stared at her with wide eyes as she stood.

      “May I leave, my Captain?” she asked as she turned to regard me steadily.

      “Go, lass, with my thanks,” I replied with a thankful nod. Our eyes met, and she blinked a single nictitating membrane before she turned and sauntered out.

      “That went well,” Shrike muttered. “Now, there’s the matter o’ you and me, Bill.”

      Markland turned slowly from where he’d watched Ligeia depart and gazed at Shrike for a long moment. “Aye, Mister Shrike, there is.” Something dark flickered in the Captain’s gaze for a moment, then he smiled and spread his hands magnanimously. “What would ye have of me, old friend, or do ye plan to deny me too?”

      I exchanged looks with Mary. In my view, things were going quite well. Not only had Ligeia not killed the man I suspected was a former lover outright, but she’d accepted my deal with him. She’d also referred to me as her captain, something that sent a warm tingle through me when it was said.

      “I’ll not deny that we were friends once, Bill,” my man replied. “Nor will I deny that I served ye, quite loyally, in fact, as yer first mate.”

      Bill sighed in resignation. “So, then, what d’ye want that’ll make things right between us?”

      Once more, Mary and I exchanged a meaningful glance. Either Bloody Bill was awfully intent on settling his debts, or he was a damned good liar. In either case, the man seemed quite sincere. I didn’t like it. Not only could I not tell whether or not the pirate was lying, but I also wanted to believe him. There was something about the man, he fairly dripped with a feeling of trustworthiness, even though I knew full well what he was. Perhaps this was something about him, or maybe a gift from his witch. Whatever the case, I had to exert my will to take anything Bloody Bill said with a grain of salt.

      “I’m afraid,” Shrike began, looking down at his nimble, long-fingered hands for a long, thoughtful moment, “there ain’t nothin’ that’ll square the betrayal what lies betwixt us, Cap’n Markland. I’ll not ship with ye again, come hell or high water...” He smirked faintly and tapped the side of his prominent nose, “But I will take that double share ye promised me from our last take an’ be done.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at that which earned me a dark look from Bloody Bill before he scowled at his former mate. “Fine, then. We’ll settle the score when we retrieve Ligeia’s comb. Ye have my word on it.”

      By my figuring, Bill’s word wasn’t worth much, despite the aura about him. I expected he’d try to double-cross or trick us when we went to get the siren’s comb. The pirate was definitely afraid of her, so he’d have to have something planned there. He didn’t seem to have any sort of fear for me… but he should. Whatever happened, though, this particular challenge would reflect far more on me than on Bloody Bill. My reputation as a true buccaneer and not a marque-carrying freelancer for the Admiralty was on the line.

      Bill and Shrike spat and clasped hands across the table while Mary and I bore witness. When they settled back, I said, “We’ll take good care o’ yer witch, Bill an’ see her safely back to ye when the deed’s done.”

      “As we agreed,” he affirmed. “Now, unless ye have more talking to do, I should get to my ship and roust my crew.”

      “Aye.” I rose to my feet. “Pleasure doin’ business with ye, Bloody Bill Markland, an’ a pleasure to finally make yer acquaintance.” I offered a hand.

      He looked at it for a moment, then clasped with me. His grip was strong for a human, and we shook as equals. After that, I showed him to the gangplank and saw him off, standing at the rail to watch as the notorious pirate sauntered off along the pier. Shrike and Mary joined me in watching him go.

      “He means to double-cross us,” Shrike observed.

      “I expected as much,” I said with a low growl. “We’ll be ready for whatever he decides to throw at us. Like as not, it won’t be ‘til he’s got his witch back.”

      “Agreed, Captain,” Mary added. “Cerridwen is quite dangerous. Her tradition doesn’t acknowledge many of the limits that the Sisterhood tries to ingrain in its students.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked as I glanced over at her.

      “It means that she walks an even darker path than I do,” my witch replied. “I’ve got fey blood to bolster my hexes and give me the strength to face most any witch. Cerridwen, though, is not just a foreseer, but a deathspeaker and stormsinger as well.”

      I’d heard those names, but they really meant nothing to me. Witch, shaman, and sorcerer were all words that described different kinds of practitioners of magic, and there were sub-classes to go with each. The Sisterhood mostly trained the more benevolent kinds of witches like healers and windcallers. Arde’s coven and their attempted hurricane went against most of what I knew their organization stood for.

      Or at least, what they claimed they stood for.

      “Stormsinger I can guess, knowing about the windcallers,” I mused, “but what do ye mean by deathspeaker?”

      Shrike made a warding gesture and spat before Mary said anything. She laughed and shook her head.

      “Are you familiar with necromancy, Captain?”

      Necromancy. I’d heard the word a few times in my life. It was magic that dealt with spirits and the dead. Tales even said that a powerful practitioner could return corpses to a semblance of life and send them against their enemies. Orcs had stamped out the practice long before I was born after one nameless warchief had enlisted the aid of a necromancer to slay his own people and return them to unlife as an unstoppable, tireless army of the dead.

      “Aye.” I nodded. “Ye say Cerridwen is a necromancer?”

      “She can speak with the dead,” Mary replied. “I cannot say if they would answer her call for succor or not.”

      “Make sure she does not make that call, then.” I shook my head in disgust and wondered suddenly if Bloody Bill Markland’s crew might not be composed of at least a few dead men. “Knowing that now, I’d rather tie her to an anchor and toss her overboard, but we need her to keep our deal with Bill.”

      I reached up and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Shrike, we sail out after The Witch’s Promise. He said with the morning tide, but make sure we’re ready to get underway with a moment’s notice. Hopefully, he doesn’t know that Kargad is out there yet, but he will the moment we’re far enough from port.”

      Shrike straightened. “Aye, Cap’n. Do ye have any other orders?”

      “Nay.” I shook my head. “Methinks I’ll go and look for some rest before morning. Ye should, too. Just pass along the message and get some winks.”

      “Yessir!”

      Once he ran off to carry out my orders, I turned to Mary. “‘Tis not the adventure I’d hoped for, but this will make or break our reputation in the archipelago, maybe even the empire.”

      “I know, my Captain. We shall be ready for anything.” A sly grin spread across her face. “Shall we go below?”

      I knew what that smile meant, and maybe that was what I needed. “Aye, witch, I like how ye think.”

      When we reached my cabin, the door opened on something unexpected. Ligeia paced between my bed and my desk, and when Mary and I entered, she stopped and stared at the both of us, her eyes wide.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed. “I forgot that you…” With both hands, she made a sort of obscene gesture, an extended finger sliding through a circle made with pointer finger and thumb of the other hand.

      I guffawed and shook my head as the siren made to leave, her scaled skin flushing pink. Mary covered her mouth, blushing as she giggled madly.

      “Don’t ye go, lass,” I said before Ligeia slipped away. “Ye were here for a reason, and I wish to hear it.”

      My witch, her shoulders still shaking occasionally, caught Ligeia’s arm in a firm but gentle grasp. “Come and sit, dear songstress,” she purred, guiding the taller woman to my bed and pulling her down upon it.

      The siren didn’t resist, but her shoulders slumped a bit.  I didn’t join the pair on the bed. Instead, I dragged a chair over from my desk and sat down heavily in it so I could clearly regard them. Mary moved to kneel behind Ligeia, her small, strong hands stroking and massaging the siren’s shoulders.

      “I do not know what to say,” our guest spoke after a few moments of the witch’s attention. She had been visibly tense at Mary’s initial touch but quickly relaxed and leaned into it. “I did fall in love once, with the man William Markland. I found him floating, near death, not far from the cove where I once made my home. Tiny was smaller then, perhaps the size of a rowboat. Both of us had eaten well, and something about him…”

      Her voice trailed off for a moment before she found the words to continue. “We brought him to shore, gave him fresh water and food, and he slowly recovered. He told me of the land and life above the waves, while I shared tales of my own life below it. Like ye, Captain, he took no umbrage at my eating of the dead, and he treated me well. He taught me of love, and we lay together many times. On land, in the shallows, wherever the mood took us.” She let out a wistful sigh, her eyes closed.

      I looked past her to Mary, who smiled at me and just nodded.

      Ligeia continued before I could say anything, her eyes still closed. “I came to love him as I said, and I thought he loved me. Perhaps…” She swallowed hard. “Perhaps he still does, but after his betrayal, I could not go back to him. I wanted to tear out his throat and taste the heat of his blood as he died in my arms. Only you two restrained me. I did not want to be the one to break thy word.”

      “Thank ye for that,” I told her and reached out to put one large hand comfortingly on her knee. “Though I’d not have blamed you if ye had.”

      She opened her eyes and gave me a tight-lipped smile. “I do not wish to disappoint ye, Captain.”

      “I am happy with you,” I said with a smile.

      She hadn’t shifted her leg, and I hadn’t taken my hand away. Her skin was cool under my touch and soft for all its scaly texture. Our eyes met, and she returned the smile briefly before looking away. A moment later, she placed one of her hands atop mine.

      Mary softly hummed to herself as she continued to massage and caress Ligeia’s back, either oblivious to or completely ignoring the silent exchange the siren and I shared.

      “Is there anything I can do for ye, lass?” I asked to break the quiet.

      Ligeia’s jaw worked, and she fidgeted a bit. “Aye, Captain,” she said. “There is.” Her eyes dropped to look at where her hand rested atop mine that sat on her leg, just above the knee. “Wouldst thou lay with me and help me forget my time with William Markland?”
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      Mary let out a sudden cackle that startled the siren who pulled her hand away and twisted around to eye the witch. I just closed my eyes for a moment and shook my head.

      “Mary,” I warned, “can you not contain yourself?”

      “‘Tis not that, my Captain,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I just thought that ye could certainly make our dear Ligeia easily forget her former paramour.”

      “Easily?” There was a note of playful challenge in the siren’s question, or at least that’s what I hoped.

      I let my eyes roam over Ligeia’s slim, naked form as my nostrils caught a momentary hint of her excitement. Her body fairly trembled beneath Mary’s hands, now stilled on the siren’s shoulders.

      “I’m more than happy to oblige ye, lass.”

      Her head turned back, and her dark eyes met mine. “There will be no issue between us?” she asked, gesturing to Mary and me.

      “Heaven’s no,” Mary exclaimed. “I’m far from being a jealous soul, especially with as much man as Captain Bardak be.” The witch grinned. “Why don’t the two of ye hash this out further? I’ll see to the discomfort of the prisoner.”

      With that, she slid from the bed and rose to her feet before walking out, casting a wink over her shoulder at the two of us.

      I rolled my eyes and snorted. “Aye, lass, there’ll be no problem. My own folk are not so likely to have only a single mate. Our men and women alike often have a stable of regular companions.”

      “Ah,” Ligeia said softly, then gazed at me with a close-lipped smile as she drew herself up a bit, arching her back to give her small breasts more prominence. “Will ye join me, Captain?”

      “Aye, lass,” I replied as I stood and kicked the chair aside.

      The siren watched me silently as I approached the bed, then reached up and ran her hands over my bare skin, fingers tracing the ridges of muscle that defined my stomach. Her touch was cool and intoxicating, and a strange tingle followed her caress.

      I stood still and watched her, my heartbeat thumping harder in my chest as she looked up at me and blinked her eyes. The sea-woman was strange and beautiful, with her long hair and deep, dark eyes. Her lips parted a little, and her gills flared.

      “I can tell ye want me,” she murmured, soft and deep, her voice lilting slightly.

      I nodded, my voice catching in my throat. “Sing for me,” I told her. “Sing as if you had your comb.”

      Her eyes went wide as I joined her on the bed, and she nodded, opened her mouth, and began a soft, wordless melody that rose into the air and danced and swirled of its own accord. It pulled at my heart and my senses, reminding me of the beauty and terror that I’d witnessed in my long years sailing. Time seemed to slow as I reached out and ran my own thick fingers through her damp hair and smiled down at her.

      The song called to me. I wanted to drown myself in her, sink into the depths without resisting and breath my last with her lips against mine. As I shifted about and settled on the bed, she squirmed into a kneeling position and rose to meet me, her voice trailing off as her lips met mine. Like Mary, Ligeia knew how to kiss me without injuring herself on my tusks.

      My challenge was to return it without spilling my own blood on her vicious teeth.

      The urgings of suicidal ecstasy faded into a torrent of desire. The kiss deepened, and I took the slim body of the siren into my arms. My hands stroked her skin, caressed the oddly silken roughness of her scales.

      Ligeia gasped softly as I lightly brushed a hand across the gill slits in her ribs, and her hands gripped my arms. “Gently,” she whispered.

      “Should I not?” I asked.

      “Please do,” she answered. “They are… very sensitive. Be careful.” Her eyes lifted to mine once more, and she smiled, a more relaxed and fearsome look that exposed the glimmering white of her shark teeth.

      I gave a nod. “Tell me if I hurt ye.”

      A slightly mischievous look spread over her face. “A deal, Captain,” she murmured. “I get to bite you if you do something I do not like.”

      “Sounds fair,” I said with a chuckle, “or ye could just tell me what ye like.” I ran a hand along her side down to her hip and let it rest there for a moment as she gazed into my eyes. She was so thin I could almost put both hands around her waist, but her muscles were as hard beneath those scales as an anchor line.

      “I could,” she said, running a clawed fingertip across my pecs. “Or ye could show me what yon witch of yours likes.”

      “Here, then,” I caught one of her hands and guided it down to where my manhood strained against the cloth of my pantaloons.

      Once again, she let out a gasp as her fingers explored me through the soft cloth. “Bigger than William, thou art, Captain. Much bigger.” Her fingers curled as tight as they could around me, long enough to encompass my girth fully. “May I see?”

      “Aye,” I said with a nod before lying back on my bed, arms folded behind my head to watch her as she began her work.

      With nimble fingers, Ligeia undid my broad belt and the drawstring that held my pants tight around my hips. When she started to drag the cloth down, I arched my back and lifted up enough to let her free my heavy shaft. It sprang to attention at full mast.

      Ligeia let out a hiss of surprise, then took me in her hands, the coolness of her fingers contrasting with the throbbing heat of my own flesh. I let out an involuntary groan of pleasure at that touch. She flashed me a small, knowing smile as my head dropped back into the pillows. As innocent as the siren played, she knew exactly what she was doing.

      I was curious what tack she’d take, so I closed my eyes and gave the carnivorous, murdering songstress the trust she’d given to my crew and me. She wouldn’t hurt me, and even if she did, I was an orc. Our matings and play were considered by many of the other races to be violent conflict.

      How little they knew.

      The siren’s body was a cool presence across my legs as she stretched herself out against me. One of her long-fingered hands slowly stroked up and down along my shaft, tight enough to drag the skin along with it. While she did this, she slowly began to kiss along my thigh to my hip, before nuzzling into the thick, black tangle of tightly curled hair that sprouted around the base of my manhood.

      Her breath tickled lightly, and she hummed softly before I felt the warm, wet touch of her tongue against my skin. I smiled to myself as she began a slow exploration of the veiny length of my member with lips and tongue and fingers before nuzzling softly against my balls.

      “Do you like this?” she asked in a soft, musical voice.

      “I do,” I said huskily, my breath quickening along with my heartbeat. The hint of danger from her teeth combined with the touch of her lips and tongue like the caress of the sea all combined to send a delighted shiver up my spine. How long had Bill lasted when teased like this?

      “Keep it up,” I growled.

      “Hmmm,” she purred, “do you think that Mary would like to join us sometimes?” Ligeia planted a soft, chill kiss on the very tip of my erection before she straightened and straddled my thighs. Even as large as I was, she was leggy and flexible enough to do it easily. Her hands slid up over my belly and rested on my pecs.

      “I believe she would, aye, that or have ye join us.” I chuckled. “My witch is a bit demanding in that regard.”

      The siren laughed musically. “I did witness ye, remember?” she said as she leaned over me, stretching her body along mine to pin my swollen shaft between our bellies. My eyes opened to her face peering down at me. I smiled, and she did too.

      “Touch me, Captain,” the siren whispered.

      I didn’t answer with words. Instead, I moved my hands to her hips and slid them upwards, a light touch over her gills, then around to the front of her chest to caress and squeeze her small, firm breasts with their oh-so-pert nipples.

      That drew another gasp of pleasure from her lips, and her gills flexed. I rubbed my rough-skinned thumbs over the swollen nubs, then lightly pinched them while she squirmed on top of me, teasing me with her entire supple body.

      We continued like this for a few more minutes, teasing and rubbing one another. I kissed or nibbled any bit of her that came within reach of my mouth and kept my hands moving to caress and then tease her scaled skin.

      “I think I am ready,” she said, at last, blinking both sets of her eyelids as she gazed down at me. Her skin was as flushed as I’d ever seen it, and warmer, too.

      She wasn’t the only one. I moved my hands to her hips and guided her to lift up a bit. The siren moved easily and reached down with one clawed, webbed hand to guide me up against her nether folds.

      I let Ligeia take the lead. She had mentioned the size of me compared to her previous lover, so I didn’t want to start off as vigorously as Mary and I had. She was eager, though, pressing down on me firmly until the tip was forced into her. Ligeia let out a whimper as it stretched her wide.

      “Do you want to stop,” I asked as she froze for a moment, going so completely still it was almost startling.

      The siren shook her head and closed her eyes, lowering herself further. Inch by excruciating inch, she took me into her silken tunnel, sometimes pausing for a breath, sometimes a moan, but finally, her hips pressed flush to mine. Once again, she went still and gave me a somewhat dazed look.

      “How, Captain?” she asked. “How does one so small as Mary take all of this?”

      “Ye’d have to ask her, lass,” I rumbled. “Are ye ready?”

      “Aye, my Captain,” she replied, using the witch’s parlance. Then she began to rise and fall on me, her hips rolling a bit as she did.

      Once more, I let my head fall back to let the siren lead. With one hand, I reached up to fondle her breasts while the other rested on one of her slim hips. As she began to move with more certainty, I responded by rolling my hips and arching a bit, rising up to meet her descent.

      Slowly, we both picked up the pace, the sheer intensity of it carrying us to heights of passion that knew no bounds. Mary was like fire, hungry and insatiable, but Ligeia was like water, cool and mysterious, with boundless depths and the ability to adapt to anything… and adapt she did, too. My first climax caught us both by surprise, and I bucked my hips up hard with a roar.

      That carried her over the edge as well, though she was unusually quiet for a songstress. Her body shuddered and trembled atop me then collapsed, hips grinding against mine.

      I wrapped her in my arms as she rested, lifting my head a bit to nuzzle into her salt-smelling hair. “‘Twas good for ye, I hope,” I murmured after a few minutes of quiet.

      Her only answer was a soft moan of assent. I grinned and let my hands wander her back.

      “Shall I treat ye like I treat my witch?” I asked. “Do ye want that?”

      Her head lifted, and she smiled easily. “Aye, my Captain,” she replied softly. “Show me the proper way for a lover to treat his love.”

      I rolled her onto her back and pinned her even as she trapped me with those long, muscular legs. Her eyes were bright and fierce and hungry as she gazed up at me, straining a bit against my large hands as they held her wrists. She was still impaled on my manhood, and like any good orc, I was ready for more.

      This time I took her with wild abandon, drawing out her voice in cries of pleasure as I rutted her. She took the top only the first time when we prepared ourselves for what was to come. The second time, we were face to face while I had my way with her. Next, she was on her hands and knees in proper orc fashion while I sated my own hunger on her lithe, powerful form.

      Her own delight was evident in the moans of pleasure and the soft demands for more and more. For a time, just like my witch, my siren took all that I gave, but in the end, she, too, surrendered.

      Ligeia, though, ended slightly ahead of Mary when she just couldn’t take any more. Her body was reduced to a quivering, mewling mass of bliss after the fifth time.

      It would certainly be a challenge to bed the pair of them, but one I would readily accept.
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      The parley could have gone a lot better, but at least I made it off Bardak’s ship with my head still attached. Once I was out of easy sight of the orc’s watch, I allowed myself to perk up a bit. There was no need to let on to the damned sea-orc that I’d been expecting him for long enough to have sailed before his arrival, had I wished to.

      Cerridwen’s discomfort was secondary to our plan and expected. Hopefully, The Hullbreaker’s crew wouldn’t abuse her too much. I didn’t expect they would, considering Skullsplitter’s reputation and all. The witch Mary, though, was a total wild card in this situation. She had been unexpected, and despite my protestations to the contrary, her hex did blind us to their exact time of arrival.

      Crowds were light around the docks this late, but it was easy to drift along in the direction of my own ship. It was a shame that Cerridwen wouldn’t be warming my bed tonight. I let out a wistful sigh as I walked. Bloody inconvenient, this whole mess.

      A handful of toughs were crowded around an alley and gave me the eye as I approached. They were Blue-bands, stevedores and shoremen who were down on their luck and decided to try their hands at strong-arming drunken sailors and extorting shopkeepers. Sad work, when pirates were almost always looking for able-bodied, lax-moraled recruits.

      One of the group stepped out in front of me as I made to walk by. He was a burly ruffian, probably a head taller than me and nowhere near as pretty. His scarred face twisted in a scowl as he glared down at me and garbled something in a nearly unintelligible voice.

      It probably meant something like, “Your gold or your blood,” or maybe I was a bit too poetic for these lubbers. I just arched one of my eyebrows and fixed the man with a steely gaze.

      “‘Tis not the time nor the place, me hearties,” I said with a thin smile. “Like as not, ye don’t recognize me, an’ that’s a cryin’ shame.” How did these sons of bitches manage to miss the brace of pistols at my belt or the twin cutlasses? Sometimes I honestly believed that living on land made a man stupid.

      One of the other fellows, a smaller man in a vest and breeches with a heavy cudgel in his hands, stepped forward and snarled, “An’ we don’t give a fuck, neither, dandy! Now hand over yer jink before we take it, an’ mind those hand cannons.”

      “Really?” I shook my head and laughed as I drew both pistols as quick as lightning. With a thundering double-boom and a blast of smoke, I blew the big man and another Blue-band behind the clearer-voiced bloke out of their boots. “I’m Bloody-fucking-Bill ye moron!”

      The quick-draw was a skill I’d mastered early in my career as a pirate, and it had served me well despite the laughter of my peers. I was the fastest pirate alive with a flintlock pistol and no slouch with the cutlass, either. The guns dropped back on lanyards as I swept my blades free of their frogs before the two men I shot hit the cobblestones.

      I had to give Mr. Cudgel some credit. He didn’t flinch or back down as two of his bully boys fell in a burst of smoke and thunder. “Get the bastard!” he bellowed and readied his weapon, while the other two charged me with long knives.

      The thugs were clumsy and ill-prepared to deal with an experienced bloodletter, but they had spirit. Perhaps I’d just maim them. As the two rushed in, I spun and slashed, pirouetting like a dancer as my blades flashed out and left a spray of crimson in their wake. Both Blue-Bands fell away with cries of pain as they clutched the stumps of their right hands, the limbs and the knives they held landing somewhere behind me.

      That left Mr. Cudgel. I grinned and pointed both cutlasses at the man as I said, “Perhaps ye may wish to reconsider yer line of work, me hearties.”

      He glanced at the fallen men and grimaced as he studied me with the practiced eye of a street fighter. Four men had fallen in mere moments to only a few hard moves on my part. It wasn’t like Tarrant had much in the way of law enforcement on a good day, which made fights like this a bit more commonplace than in more civilized parts of the world.

      The man weighed his options. His eyes darted from the two wounded men and back to me.

      I winked at him, “Hurry it up, ye lubber. I ain’t got all night to dance with ye.”

      Cudgel swore and threw down his club before raising both his hands. “Quarter,” he grumbled.

      “Done.” I nodded and slung the blood off my cutlasses before replacing them in their frogs. “Easier than dying, aye?”

      “Aye,” the man said before scuttling around me to see to his comrades.

      Smirking to myself, I walked on, my hands going through the motions of reloading my pistols one after another. It was a rote gesture, something else that I’d gotten good at through deliberate practice. The whole “Bloody Bill Markland” persona was just that, a way to strike fear into the hearts of enemy and ally alike.

      I was bloody ready to start over, too, with my new ship and crew, but then Shrike had to go and get himself rescued by none other than the famous captain of The Hullbreaker, the scourge of Milnest, the Orc Captain Bardak Skullsplitter. It was the last damned thing that I needed. I spat in disgust and proceeded on my way, my thoughts growing darker until I came within sight of my ship.

      The Witch’s Promise was a heavy frigate-built galleon. She carried more cannons than the orc’s ship but, likely as not, wouldn’t be able to outrun the damn thing under full sail. It’d be close, though. I’d have to keep the bastard from ramming me, and then there was that damned Dragon Turtle of Ligeia’s. That thing could sink any vessel shy of The Indomitable and could bounce most cannonballs off of his shell.

      At least I’d crippled the siren when I took her comb. It was an inadvertent theft, too. I hadn’t realized I’d had the thing when some of my old crewmates found me. Rather than risk their deaths by waiting for Ligeia to return, I’d gathered my things and made sure I was gone before she and Tiny returned from their hunt.

      It was a decision I truly, deeply regretted… which is what led us to here. She hated me now, but at least she was still alive and unharmed, and that gods-damned orc actually seemed to care for her.

      I snapped at the crewmen guarding the gangplank as I stormed up and in. My men hurried from my path as I rampaged through.

      “Get ready, me hearties!” I roared to the deck crew. “We sail on the morning tide!”

      “Aye aye, captain!” the shout of the crew answered.

      Rather than heading to my cabin, I took one of the doors that led to a curving staircase descending into the bowels of the ship. Muffled shouts came from above, and conversations echoed indistinctly. Lamplight cast flickering shadows as I passed, descending past the two decks worth of cannon to the deck of rowers. In the fore and aft, this deck held the brig and the ship’s stores, although even more goods were held below.

      Timbers creaked, and waves slapped the side of the ship. This deck wasn’t below the waterline, it would have been damn useless for rowers if it was. Still, it was a good place to keep things safe… or hidden.

      I strode past the empty benches and nodded to the two guards that stood outside the entrance to the brig. “She was howlin’ up a storm up ‘til an hour ago, Captain,” one of them reported.

      “Nothing more than that?” I asked.

      The other shook his head. “We even looked in on her. Not sure what in the hells she was trying to do, but with the witchbinders on, it likely ain’t much.”

      I nodded and waved a hand. “Unlock it.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he said as he pulled out a ring of keys. The other guard readied his cutlass and stood back as the first unlocked the door and opened it for me.

      Rather than give the captive a chance to escape, I stepped quickly into the dark room. It was lit only by the dim lamplight filtering through the barred window of the heavy wooden door behind me. I stopped just inside and leaned back against the door as I waited for my eyes to adjust.

      “What brings ye here?” a hoarse, female voice from the darkness asked. Glittering eyes shone as a shape rose, barely visible, across the room.

      “I've got a job for ye, Adra Notch-Ear,” I replied, “an’ it could spell your freedom.”

      The shape hunched forward with a jingling of chains. “What makes ye think that I won’t try to slip your hold as soon as my bonds are off?”

      “I still hold your fetch, shaman. So long as I have him, you are mine.” There was no need for the pirate brogue here.

      I still couldn’t see her face, but I knew what to expect. My witch had managed to trick and steal the fetch of an orc shamaness, holding the spirit bound in a small hoodoo doll that I kept wrapped in silver chains in my quarters. I’d learned to ignore its whispers, but I was ready to be rid of the accursed thing.

      Adra hissed laughter. “So ye say, pirate king,” she said with as much derision in her hoarse voice as she could manage. “Why do ye keep me in iron and silver if ye have nothing to fear from me?”

      There were many reasons I had chosen to keep the shamaness down here and away from most of the crew. She was disconcerting and strange even when she wasn’t talking to the invisible spirits that she claimed surrounded us. It made my skin crawl, and frankly, I didn’t need any hits to the crew’s morale. She’d convince them to eat each other, given half a chance.

      “Because I don’t bloody like you having the run of my ship,” I replied. “Because Cerridwen thinks you’re trouble, even without your fetch.” My hands dropped to rest on my pistols as the shadowy, glittering-eyed figure started to inch closer. “And because I’m not so sure that you aren’t just playing all of us for fools.”

      The she-orc let out a howling cackle of laughter at that, and I almost shot her. I had one of the flintlocks half-drawn before I caught myself and eased it back. “Enough!” I shouted.

      She dropped into a giggling silence after a moment, and her eyes fixated on mine. “What is your task, pirate king?” she hissed.

      I shifted my feet a little and hooked a thumb into my belt with a disarming grin. “Are ye familiar with Bardak Skullsplitter?”

      Adra grew silent.

      “Nothing to say, orc?” I demanded. “I believe ye know the name.”

      “The spirits whisper of the orc who went to sea and who loves her with all his heart.” Her voice had gone strange, taking on a subtle timbre as if there were more than one thing speaking through her. “The breaker of hulls is his ship, and all the winds and tides call out his name as they batter the frail ships that float and fly by their whimsy.”

      “So ye know of him, one way or another.” I reached up and pushed back a stray lock of hair. It was damp. The warm, stifling air in the brig was making me sweat. “Good. The job is simple. I will arrange for you to get about Bardak’s ship. Play to his graces and share with me his secrets. Earn his trust. Then, when the time comes and I give you my word, sabotage him.”

      She hissed again and asked, “You will free Baz?”

      “Aye, Adra Notch-Ear, I will. Ye have my word.” I stepped forward boldly and spat in my right palm before offering to her.

      Those gleaming eyes studied it for a long moment as the spittle slid over my skin and started to drip to the wooden floor. Finally, Adra made up her mind, spat in her hand as well, and we clasped. Her hand was feverishly hot, and her eyes burned as she gazed up at me.

      I must say that she wasn’t terribly unattractive for an orc. Her face had the same strong features as the rest of them, but she had no tusks. Cerridwen told me that the she-orc had ripped them out of her own skull and offered them to the spirits to bind Baz to her. This sacrifice had given her a fetch of prodigious power and influence over the world of spirits. I thought the lack of tusks softened her face and made the woman look more human, despite the forest green of her skin and her shining yellow eyes. Her head was shaved, and her pointed ears stuck out almost perpendicular to her skull, including the notched right ear that gave her that particular epithet. Blankets and ragged cloth wrapped her strongly muscled form, giving her a shapeless, unnatural quality that only added to her disturbing mystique.

      She was the only truly worrisome part of my plan to deal with Skullsplitter and his damned ship. The rest was already in place, and I had contingencies planned. Oh, yes, did I have contingencies.

      “As a token of good faith,” I said, “I’ll let ye out of those bonds.” With that, I reached back and rapped on the door behind me. “Cecil! Unlock the door and bring me the key to the witchbindings. The deal is struck.”

      There was no back talk, no questions, only a firm, “Aye, sir!” before the crewmen moved to open the door of the brig.

      It was good to be the king.
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      In the wee hours of the morning before the tide surged in against the many ships docked at the port of Tarrant, Ligeia slipped over the rail of The Hullbreaker to rendezvous with Sirensong and inform Kargad of everything that had transpired. Mary and I watched her go, then stood by the rail to watch the sun paint the clouds a deep rose.

      “Red sky at morning…” she began.

      “Sailor, take warning,” I finished. “It ain’t the weather we need to watch for, though.”

      The witch smirked at me. “Not with me along, aye. Yon ship, though…” She gestured off in the direction of The Witch’s Promise, which was already bustling with activity.

      “Ye learn anything from Bill’s witch?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she replied with a shake of her head, then leaned back against the railing and regarded me, her forehead furrowed in thought.

      As serious as the moment was, I couldn’t help but admire how the loose, open blouse she wore exposed just enough of the creamy swells of her breasts to draw the eye with unspoken promises. She was a beautiful woman and quite different than Ligeia, who was Mary’s match in her own right. I had the analogy right: Fire and water.

      Perhaps, in my adventures, I’d meet earth and air, too.

      “What?” she asked as her right eyebrow lifted. No one, even me, could put much past Mary Night.

      “Just my mind going walkabout,” I replied with a slight grin before I rolled my neck, turned, and yelled out across the deck. “Oarsmen to their stations! Cast her off an’ make ready to ride the tide!” Then I turned and pointed to a random crew-orc. “Ye, there! Go an’ roust me first mate from whatever hole he be hidin’ in an’ send him my way.”

      “Aye, aye, Cap’n!” the orc shouted back before he rushed off below decks. Apparently, he had some idea where Shrike was, and it wasn’t the first mate’s cabin. Interesting.

      “How’s Nagra?” I wondered when I turned back to Mary. The witch had her back to me, her elbows resting on the ship’s rail while she gazed out past the docked vessels at Bill’s warship.

      The Witch’s Promise was a ship of the line, a galleon, with two decks of cannons, it looked like, and a deck of oars below that. She carried more rigging than The Hullbreaker and was definitely a new ship.

      “Good,” the witch replied absently. “She’s keeping an eye on Cerridwen for now.”

      “Is that safe?” I wondered. Nagra might be talented, but she hadn’t had much experience in the world yet. The girl was barely a year past her coming of age, hadn’t taken a mate, and it was only at her father’s urging that we’d taken her aboard the ship at all. Kargad had been right, though. Nagra was a hard worker, and easily a match for a newly recruited able-bodied. I had no regrets, especially now that her witchy inclination had been brought out.

      “Safe enough,” came the short reply.

      I was silent for a minute, watching my witch thoughtfully. Was she brooding?  I’d heard that witches weren’t exactly normal in the head, but Mary hadn’t shown any real sign of distress in the time I’d known her. Admittedly, it hadn’t really been that long, and our relationship had gone far and fast. Once again, I had no regrets.

      “Somethin’ botherin’ ye, lass?” I asked finally.

      She shook her head, then turned it look at me. Her fingers tapped lightly on the dark wood of the rail. “I have a bad feeling about what’s coming, my Captain. I swear to ye, though, Mary Night will see it through.”

      I put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. That was an interesting oath. “What do ye see, Mary?”

      She gave me a faint smile. “I’ve learned to trust my intuitions. All witches do, else they don’t stay long in this world.”

      “Aye, but what do ye see?”

      “I’m no foreseer.”

      “Tell me anyway,” I rumbled. At this point, I had to know. My witch was actually worried about something and was trying to hide it. I was certain that it wasn’t my displeasure she was afraid of, so what?

      “‘Twas a dream, my Captain. Ships burning in the darkness, while a great, white shape loomed over them all, a ship with a skull at its prow,” she said with a sigh, then reached up and pushed back her thick mane of hair before her mismatched eyes met mine. “Bodies were adrift in the sea, and the waves were red. Storms and thunder, cannons and shouts, and amidst it all, the sound of laughter.”

      I worked my jaw before I impulsively pulled the witch into a tight hug. She went stiff with surprise, then relaxed, stretching her arms around me as she pressed her body against mine.  Her soft cheek rested on my bare chest.

      “Worry dreams,” I suggested. “Even I’ve had ‘em before a raid or battle sometimes. Sometimes even the night before I set foot on shore.” A soft chuckle shook my frame. “Have ye been long at sea, Mary Night?”

      “Long enough.” She tensed again, just a little, but remained nestled in my arms. “Why do ye ask?”

      “She’s a harsh mistress, my witch,” I replied. “Sometimes she likes to test ye, send ye dreams an’ portents that seem to mean one thing but really mean another.”

      “I know this, Captain,” Mary said as she squirmed a little to look up at me.

      I smiled faintly. “An’ I wanted to remind ye. I think Cerridwen’s got ye shaken, somehow. Am I right?”

      The witch blinked, then blushed as she nodded. “Aye, a little. We were friends once before we went to the Sisterhood and our paths diverged. Once, she protected me from those who…” Her voice trailed off, and she just gazed at me with her mismatched eyes.

      So there was a history there, and maybe even a long one. It was hard to know how long a witch had lived based solely on her appearance. They tended to be one of the archetypes, no matter their age: Maiden, Mother, or Crone. Most of the ones I’d ever seen were, in appearance, maidens or crones.

      Mary continued quietly. “Ye can probably guess I didn’t have an easy childhood, but Cerridwen watched over me. She was an apprentice to our town witch, and I was just an orphaned fey-born girl. ‘Twas her mistress that tested me for talent and referred me on to the Sisterhood. Once I left to train with them, we fell out of contact until now.”

      “Ye seemed excited to have her captive, did ye not?” I wondered.

      “Aye, I did.” She nodded. “We rather became rivals when I came into my own as a witch. I was, quite simply, more talented than she was, at least in the areas that made me useful as a ship’s witch, but she’d mastered foresight. I suppose she saw something that turned her against me, and I suppose I cannot truly blame her for that.”

      “Are ye happy here?” I asked.

      Mary let out a soft giggle and nestled against me. “What do ye think, my Captain?”

      We were interrupted at that moment by a soft cough from behind me and turned to see Mister Shrike standing a respectful distance away.

      “Not to interrupt,” he said, “but ye wanted to see me, Cap’n?”

      Mary and I separated, and I walked over to the man. “I need ye to tell me more o’ Bloody Bill Markland. We’re about to sail an’ follow in the bastard’s wake to try to find Ligeia’s comb, an’ then see what treasure we can wrest away after that.” A faint grin spread over my features as I said that. “So the more I know, the more likely we’ll do all that with our hides intact.”

      Shrike smirked and glanced from me to Mary and back. She’d returned to brooding at the rail as the day grew faintly lighter. It wasn’t long now until we’d be casting off and following after The Witch’s Promise. Kargad would be ready, as would the siren and her Dragon Turtle. Anything that went wrong wouldn’t be from lack of preparation on our part.

      “He’s a treacherous son of a bitch, Cap’n,” Shrike asserted. “Deadliest man with pistol an’ cutlass as I’ve ever seen. Ye saw his draw before the Touch o’ Gold, aye?”

      “How could I have missed it? Let me guess,” I opined. “He likes t’ get the drop on his foes, an’ his fightin’ skills reflect it?”

      “Aye,” Shrike said with a nod as he glanced off towards the other pirate’s ship with a scowl. “There are few things he cares about aside from gold, just his witch an’ his power, far as I ken.”

      “Do ye expect he’ll give ye trouble over yer share?”

      “Nay, Cap’n. He’ll keep the deal we made, up until the moment his part’s fulfilled.” Shrike paced slowly back and forth as I stood still on the aft castle by the helm.

      “Then we’ll have to be ready for him,” I stated as I folded my arms across my chest. “Thank ye for these insights, Mister Shrike. Now, I see The Witch’s Promise startin’ to ease her way from the pier, so we need to finish castin’ off and follow. Get the crew movin’ an’ I’ll be on the wheel.”

      “Aye, Cap’n!” Shrike saluted me and darted off to grab the watch officer and finish making the ship ready to sail. Truth be told, it was almost there already after my earlier orders. We’d been standing ready, waiting for Bill to make the first move, and now he had.

      With sails furled and oars stroking, the massive galleon glided ponderously away from the pier and out into the waters. I bellowed the command to cast off, and The Hullbreaker slowly started to ease away from the dock, pushed by the poles of my burly crew.

      Once we had drifted far enough to make room for the oars, I roared out, “Back water!”

      Oars shot out and dug in as my rowers put their backs into it. I guided my ship backward with an eye to the rear and a hand on the wheel until we were through the packed ships crowding the port. Then I started us turning as I shouted, “All ahead!”

      The rowers lifted their oars and changed direction, digging the paddles into the dark water and letting out a “Heave ho!” as the drummer started beating a rhythm. This time, it was slow, almost lackadaisical, and certainly not what any of us were really used to, but we didn’t actually want to overtake and pass The Witch’s Promise.

      Tarrant’s port opened almost straightaway into the sea, and there were always ships riding at anchor a distance from the port. It was among these that Kargad had hidden Sirensong, and his orders were to join in behind us as we sailed after Bloody Bill.

      Once she was far enough out, Bill’s ship began to set its sails to catch the wind and turned slowly to the west. I suspected that he was setting course back towards the Aigon Straits, where the Admiralty had captured and likely scuttled his old ship. What was her name? Oh, yes, The Fallen Angel. More like The Sunken Angel now, I thought as I chuckled to myself.

      “What are ye laughing about, my Captain?” Mary wanted to know. She’d left the rail and slipped over quietly to stand beside me at the helm.

      “Oh, just thinkin’ about Bill’s old ship,” I told her, “an’ how her name needs a change, considerin’ what happened.”

      She returned a puzzled look, and I grumbled softly as I was forced to explain why I’d laughed. It really took the fun out of a joke to have to explain it, but Mary added her own twist to the tale.

      “They captured her with all hands,” she told me, “so it’d be more like The Captive Angel, aye?”

      We both got a laugh at that as behind us, Sirensong separated itself from the other anchored fishermen, traders, and privateers that waited off Tarrant’s port and fell in behind us. Off to port, Tiny’s head broke water for a moment, blew a plume of water into the air, and vanished again. I fancied I saw Ligeia give me a wave from her place on the monster’s shell before both of them were back under the waves. The morning was chilly and the wind bracing, but it was still nothing like the winters of my youth.

      “So what do ye want to do about her?” I asked Mary at last.

      “About Cerridwen? I don’t know,” Mary said with a shrug of her shoulders. She fidgeted as her brow furrowed in thought. “She’s dangerous, but she was my friend, once, so I’m rather loathe to kill her outright.”

      I nodded thoughtfully and looked out over the busy deck. The sails had filled, and we were picking up speed though we weren’t running under full cloth yet. Bill’s ship, though, was already pulling ahead as her sails filled and drove her forward, faster than I had imagined a galleon to be able to sail. Even with all the Hullbreaker’s sails raised, we’d be hard pressed to keep up with her. Shrike hadn’t overestimated what he’d said about Bill’s ship.

      “Can we trust her not to make trouble if we give her run o’ the ship?” I asked before quickly adding, “Under watch, o’ course, by ye or Nagra.”

      Mary frowned and pursed her lips, closed her eyes a moment, and fidgeted her hands together. Finally, she shook her head. “Nay. No more than ye could trust me if I were your hostage.”

      “Fair enough. She stays confined an’ witch-bound ‘til we hand her back to Bloody Bill in exchange for Ligeia’s comb,” I decided, figuring Mary’s word on this was good. It wasn’t like I’d behave very well as a hostage either, so there was that.

      Besides, there was no way I was going to lose my one piece of leverage against Bloody Bill Markland.
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      My sense of direction and internal map confirmed my initial hunch that Bill’s course would lead to the Aigon Straits, a narrow pass between the northwestern-most island of the archipelago, and the northeastern-most tip of Milnian lands. It was a rough passage, with currents and underwater hazards that made navigation difficult at the best of times.

      It was also a favorite route for pirates and privateers fleeing in one direction or another. That made it tightly monitored from afar by the Admiralty and the elven Wavelords alike. Both groups preferred capturing their prey as far into their own territories as possible. I’d used the straits to trap a few ships in my time, too.

      We were a few days out of Tarrant at this point and still a few more days from the straits. This put Bill’s treasure either on the island south of the strait or somewhere on the mainland of Milnest. Either way, we were going to be close enough that the chance of interference was high. At least the wind and weather were good, but that wasn’t going to last forever, not as we headed into autumn.

      I preferred to handle the helm myself, but Mary and Ligeia liked to occupy my nights, though, unfortunately, not both at the same time yet. There was no real need for wind or weatherworking, so my witch had set to a project that kept her and Nagra below decks most of the time, leaving me alone to do my work.

      At the moment, Jimmy Mocker and another female member of the crew, a broad-faced, shaved-headed she-orc by the name of Gol the Clanless, were keeping me company. As the sharpest-eyed member of the crew, Jimmy spent a lot of time in the crow’s nest being our lookout, and at that moment, he had something to report.

      “We’ve picked up a tail past Sirensong, Cap’n,” the lean human reported.

      Gol nodded her agreement. She was second only to Jimmy in the sharpness of her eyes, and usually, whenever one noticed something far distant, they’d call the other to confirm.

      “Of course,” I spat. “Can ye tell who?”

      “They be too far distant, even with the spyglass,” Jimmy replied with a firm shake of his head. “At the speed of yon galleon, though, we’ll be able to mark their colors in a day, day-and-a-half, I figure.”

      “Seems to be several,” Gol added, “but they're still too far to make a clear count.”

      “They’re fast, then,” I mused aloud. “I’ll have Ligeia check them out from below while the pair o’ ye keep a weather eye on them. Good work, both o’ ye.”

      At that speed, they were moving faster than a courier sloop, which concerned me. As far as I knew, the Admiralty didn’t have anything that large that could outrun The Hullbreaker. Could it be pirates, then, or elves?

      However you sliced it, it was trouble, and we needed information on that trouble. At least Ligeia would visit tonight, and I could send her to scout the ships trailing us. Maybe even deal with them if she thought she and Tiny would be able to handle them.

      Jimmy and Gol huddled together, hashing out how they’d divvy up watches to make sure one of them was with every lookout until we could identify the ships.

      I gave them a few minutes before interrupting. “Anything seem odd about The Witch’s Promise?”

      They paused and looked over at me. Gol coughed, and Jimmy rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “Nothin’ we can put our fingers on,” he said hesitantly.

      “But somethin’ don’t seem right, Cap’n,” she added with a sidelong glance at Jimmy.

      “Aye.” He nodded. “She’s got a full crew, about twice our cannons, but we only ever see Bill at the helm.”

      “It’s like he don’t sleep, which is a bit disturbin’, if ye ask me,” Gol observed.

      “Who in the hells knows what his witch might’ve done for the bastard?” I grumbled. At least it was good to know that I wasn’t alone in feeling something was amiss. I’d have to ask Mary if this was something she knew about, and if she did, I’d definitely have to make sure that she knew to tell me about little oddities such as a man not sleeping.

      I wasn’t fancying our chances in a straight-up fight between The Hullbreaker alone against that massive ship of Bill’s, but with two ships, two witches, a siren, and a Dragon Turtle, the odds slipped more than a bit in our favor. When I thought about it, I expected this whole adventure to end in blood, and that suited me just fine. It had been too long since I had a good fight, and a part of me was itching for it.

      “Do ye need us further, Cap’n?” Gol asked.

      “Nay,” I shook my head. “Get about yer business an’ let me know the moment ye can identify those ships.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” they said together, saluted, and made their way off the aft castle deck.

      I took a deep breath of the cold, salty air and grinned to myself. Once we had Ligeia’s comb, I planned to set a course into Milnian territory and raid there for a bit. At the very least it would get us out of Admiral Layne’s eyes for a while, and perhaps we could capture one of those elven warships, fill our coffers, and then head back to the archipelago for a bit of cat and mouse with the Admiralty. I hadn’t discussed this with the crew yet since I wanted a better idea of what was coming before I made a final decision.

      Besides, it’s a poorly kept secret that pirates and privateers didn’t operate in the same way as naval vessels. While a pirate captain wielded a great deal of power over the crew, he or she was nowhere near as absolute as, say, an Admiralty captain. In many ways, I was more of a clan leader for my ships and was responsible for the well-being of the crew and for keeping their bloodlust and greed sated to better our position.

      Maybe I needed to sail to orcish lands and do a bit more recruiting while I challenged the clan elders for the creation of a new clan, Hullbreaker Clan, with me at its head. That would give my little endeavor a bit more force behind it, and while the Erdrath Empire had mostly conquered the orcs, that subjugation was far from complete.

      All the clans needed was a little push in the right direction, a spark of fire to start a revolution. If Blackburn had, indeed, ordered a purge of the ranks and the destruction of the free towns, that would be plenty enough of a spark. Then he would pay after I took out my ire on Admiral Layne and his lapdog, Commodore Arde.

      A musical voice drew me back to the present. “You seem lost in thought, my Captain.” I looked over to smile at Ligeia, a smile she returned, lips pressed together in her usual fashion.

      “Good to see ye, lass,” I said, and it was. Since our first encounter, I had been more aware than ever of the siren’s casual nudity and her lean, almost terrifying beauty. A drying sheen of saltwater sparkled on her skin, and a tiny drop beaded at the very tip of one of her pale nipples. My eyes lingered there for a moment, distracted, before returning to her face. “I've got a bit of a job for ye.”

      “Of course, my Captain,” she said as her head dipped in acquiescence. If she noticed my lusty gaze, she made no indication.

      “The lookouts spotted ships far distant behind Kargad. You're the fastest of us, and wind and current mean a lot less to ye than to us, so I’d like ye to go have a look. If ye think that ye an’ Tiny can discourage ‘em from the chase, do it, but don’t risk yourselves.” I held my gaze on her, my right hand resting on the ship’s wheel as we rose and fell with the motion of the waves.

      She was silent a moment, then nodded. “Of course. Are we certain that ‘tis us they chase?”

      “Jimmy and Gol seem certain,” I replied. “They also say that the ships are unnaturally fast. I could wait for my lookouts to identify them, but I think I’d like ye to have a look.”

      “Thy will be done, my Captain.” Ligeia smiled again. It was passing strange how eager to please she was in the wake of our first meeting. Of course, she wanted her comb, but there was more to it than even that.

      She seemed happy.

      “Thank ye, lass,” I told her.

      “Is there aught else ye need?” she asked, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

      Of course, she wanted to play in the middle of my watch. I heaved a sigh. “Once me watch is done, then aye,” I said with a grin. “Now, though, get yer pretty arse back in the water and tell me what be followin’ me ships.”

      “I shall hold ye to that, Captain,” the siren said playfully. She dipped her head to me, spun, gave a wiggle of her shapely backside, and ran for the rail. It was a quick jump to plant one bare, webbed foot on the top of it before she made a clean, elegant dive overboard, her lovely form disappearing from view.

      No splash came, but I hadn’t really expected one.

      She could swim as fast as a dolphin, maybe faster, and Tiny, for all his size, was able to move several times faster than the fastest ship I’d seen. They’d be out and back in hours, I figured, and maybe she’d still be in this playful mood of hers.

      I swept my gaze over the deck. The crew was experienced enough to keep things ship-shape without my direct attention most of the time. With most of us being orcs, there was a strong sense of camaraderie. Few of the kindred outside of greenskins liked us, after all. The mere fact that I had humans and dwarves as part of my crew, accounting for maybe a fifth of the total numbers, was exceptional, and a tribute to my own rather genial nature.

      The sun tracked its way across the sky, occasionally hiding behind swelling gray clouds that marked an end to summer. Days grew shorter, nights longer, and north sea weather drifted to squalls and unpredictable winds. Experience mattered the most during autumn and winter in this part of the world, especially where we were going. If my plan came to fruition and we struck out into Milnian waters, then there’d be few chances to drop anchor in a civilized port, unless we wanted our heads mounted on elven pikes.

      As the day faded into twilight, Shrike came to relieve me. Normally, I would take the night watch on my ship, on account of my orcish dark vision, but the man had offered when I mentioned a preference for taking the helm during the day. My ulterior motive was basically transparent, as both Mary and Ligeia had been frequenting my cabin in the evening hours.

      I gave my first mate a friendly nod as he took the wheel. “Did Jimmy or Gol tell ye about the tail we picked up?”

      “Aye,” he replied. “Any more news, yet?”

      “Nay. Ligeia’s not yet returned.”

      Shrike nodded thoughtfully. “She’ll head straight to ye, like as not,” he observed. “Any particular orders before ye retire, Cap’n?”

      “Nay,” I told him after thinking for a moment. We were as prepared as we were going to be. Bord had reported on the cannons an hour or so earlier, and we were well stocked with balls and powder. The hull was sound, the crew restless as usual, and there was strangeness afoot.

      All in all, the situation was pretty normal.

      He gave me a nod and a chest-thumping salute, which I returned. That was a little artifact of my time in the navy, and something I liked having the crew do as a sort of symbolic acknowledgment. Little things like that enforced a bit of discipline on an otherwise undisciplined crew.

      When I reached my cabin and Mary wasn’t there, I was a little surprised. She had been obsessing over her project though, and I suspected she was talking with Cerridwen whenever Nagra was in attendance.

      I settled behind my desk and began to pore over some old maps of the region we were headed. Beyond the straits, I mostly had kept The Hullbreaker to open water, pouncing on lone ships or lightly escorted merchantmen when the opportunity presented itself. This time, though, with two vessels, Ligeia and Tiny, we could risk more traveled waters.

      With any luck, we’d be rolling in plunder by year’s end.

      Mary found me doodling on one of the maps with a charcoal-tipped stick when she slipped into the cabin with a small wooden box of food from the galley.

      “Good eve, my Captain,” she said, plunking the crate down on the desk as she pulled a bottle out of it.

      “Hmm, what have we here?” I asked, leaning over to have a look. It was really nothing terribly special, a bit of hard bread, some cheese, and a few dried and salted fish, though my witch had managed to nick some fruit for us to enjoy after the meal.

      “I just thought ye might be hungry,” she replied. “My hexwork’s near done, and,” she held up the bottle, “I’m in a mood to celebrate.”

      I let out a deep laugh as she twisted the cork from the bottle and took a long drink.

      “Good for ye, lass,” I boomed and reached for her.

      Unfortunately, what might have turned into a filling meal and a drunken dessert was interrupted suddenly by the door of my cabin bursting open to reveal a very distraught siren.

      “Captain!” Ligeia exclaimed, “I’ve news of the ships, and ‘tis far, far worse than we feared!”
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      Ligeia closed the door behind herself and rushed to me as I rose while giving Mary a glance that said, “Later.” When the siren hesitated in front of me, I simply gathered her up in my arms and held her to my chest. Her taut body fairly vibrated against mine.

      “Calm, lass,” I said deeply as I stroked her back. “Ye need to tell us what ye saw.”

      Mary joined in after another swig of what smelled like rum and put her arms around both of us as best she could. She still held the bottle, and after a moment, Ligeia snatched it and took a deep drink as well. Her gills fluttered, and she closed her eyes after offering the rum back to the witch.

      Mary took it and lightly kissed the siren’s cheek before pulling away and padding on bare feet over to sit on the edge of my desk, maps rustling beneath her rump.

      “We did not try to stop them, my Captain,” Ligeia said softly. “There were too many.”

      “Many ships?” I wanted to know.

      “Many merfolk,” she answered, “and perhaps four or five ships. I could not get close enough to know for sure without being detected.”

      “Bloody merfolk?” Mary exclaimed. “With ships? What in the hells is going on?”

      I held up a calming hand to the witch and said, “Tell me more o’ this, Ligeia. How long ‘til they catch us, an’ can we even fight them?”

      She nodded and swallowed hard before she spoke “The merfolk likely won’t range too far from the ships, no more than a few miles, perhaps, but they could be upon us soon, as they are faster than I. They will attack your hulls and rudders and anything else in the water.” She took a deep breath and seemed to steady herself. “If you fight them,” she continued, “then realize they cannot stay long in the air, but they are no sturdier than a man or a fish.”

      “This sounds like a bloody mess. Did ye catch anythin’ of the ships, lass?” I asked.

      “Aye!” She nodded vigorously. “One is the ship Tiny and I tried to sink after we first met.”

      Commodore bloody Arde and The Indomitable. Hell’s bells, but this was getting better and better.

      Mary took another drink behind me and swore softly before the bottle clinked on my desk as she sat it down. “Do ye need me to prepare anything special, my Captain?”

      I glanced over at her. “Aye, if ye know somethin’ that’ll keep the buggers from knockin’ holes in the hull, or just somethin’ that’ll kill ‘em. I don’t bloody care.”

      “That, I can do.” My witch flashed me a fierce grin as she slid past Ligeia and me to head for the door.

      “Meet me in the War Room in a bell,” I called after her. “I’m callin’ a ship’s meeting.”

      “Of course, my Captain,” she threw over her shoulder with a wink. “I’ll meet ye anywhere.” Then she was gone.

      I snorted softly before I focused on the siren. “Ye deserve more attention after this, but you've given me news that I need t’ pass t’ my officers, ye ken?”

      “I understand.” Ligeia nodded. “Shall I join this meeting as well?”

      “Aye,” I replied after a moment’s thought. “An’ ye now have a rank, too: Sea Scout.”

      Her face brightened into a broad, toothy grin. “That sounds like something I can do, Captain. Thank ye.”

      “I’ll keep ye busy, lass. I’ve grand plans for the future, I do,” I said with a smirk. “Ye, Mary, and everyone else figures quite highly in them.”

      The siren tossed back her wet hair and clapped her hands together brightly. “That sounds like fun, my Captain,” she exclaimed. “I wish to stay with thee, even after you recover my comb.”

      As if there were ever any doubt. I nodded to her and said, “Ye are quite welcome, my siren.”

      She blinked at the turnabout and blushed faintly, fidgeting a bit against me, my arm still around her.

      I stepped back from her with a sigh. “Time to roust the officers. Go ahead to the War Room an’ I’ll be there soon.”

      “Of course, Captain,” she said with a nod. “I will see you shortly.”

      With that, we parted. I headed to the main deck to gather the officers and set a man at the helm so I could bring in Shrike. The typical crew took one look at my scowling, stormy face and went out of their way to keep from getting my attention.

      It wasn’t much later, although the moon was gleaming behind the clouds and the stars glittered in the gaps, when myself and this ship’s officers, Shrike, Bord, Mary, and now Ligeia, crowded into the War Room of The Hullbreaker. At least with so many of us, the chill in the air from the north sea cold was diminished significantly.

      Bord eyed the rest of us and put both his stubby-fingered hands on the table. They were stained with powder burns and old crisscrossed scars. It was a testament to the dwarf’s skill that he still had all his digits and limbs. He scowled beneath his beard as he looked at me.

      “What the bloody hell, Bardak?” the gunner grumbled. “First, I hear talk that we’ve got ships behind us, an’ now ye want t’have a fookin’ meetin’. I hope ye spill, an’ spill soon.” The dwarf trailed off as I focused my glare on him. Beside me, Ligeia bristled.

      “He means nothin’ of it, lass,” I told her, then gazed around the room. “First off, Ligeia here is now in charge o’ scoutin’ the sea for us. She an’ Tiny went t’pay our tail a visit, an’ we learned somethin’ is comin’ our way.” I paused to let that sink in before continuing. “Arde’s hot on our tail with a small fleet o’ ships an’ maybe somethin’ worse.”

      “Merfolk,” the siren spoke up. “At least as many as this ship has crew.”

      They all went silent at that, though Mary smirked a bit.

      I continued after a moment. “This is a bit of a mixed blessing. The buggers ain’t able to board us, which I think is the good bit. However, they’re going to be doin’ their best to bring us into the water with them, likely by putting holes in the hull.”

      More murmuring went around the table.

      “What I’m looking for,” I added, “are ways to drive them off or kill them before they can do any damage.”

      “I’ve got something,” Mary chimed in.

      “As do I,” Bord added.

      I raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Sounds like we’re off to a good start.” With my arms folded across my broad chest, I swept the room with my gaze.

      Shrike threw up his hands, “I got nothing. On the sea or the land, I can handle damn near anything with my blades. Under the sea… well, that’s a bit outside of my experience.”

      “I could try to find some of their predators,” Ligeia mused. “There are some sharks and other things that prey upon merfolk, my own kind included.”

      “Here I thought ye were descended o’ merfolk,” Bord blurted out.

      “Nay!” she hissed softly. “My sisters and I are of the fey, dwarf, not some misbegotten child of man and shark!”

      “Ligeia,” I soothed, “calm yerself. An’ ye, Bord, I know ye have nothing ‘twixt yer brain an’ yer mouth, but try to think before ye speak.”

      “Aye, aye,” the dwarf grumbled and looked from me to the siren.

      She blinked both sets of eyelids and smiled, her lips pressed together. “I apologize for my anger, Mister Bord.”

      His jaw worked beneath his beard, and he finally stuck out a hand. “An’ I’m sorry for bein’ a horse’s ass. Ain’t like I know much about the things in the sea, save how to kill ‘em.”

      “You did not know better, and that is excusable.” Ligeia gently took my cannon master’s hand and shook it solemnly. “I wish to be friends with all of my Captain’s crew.”

      “Another one claimin’ ye, Cap’n?” Shrike chuckled good-naturedly. “Won’t be long before ye be pulled every which way.”

      “Enough,” I snorted. The discussion had gone from serious to teasing far faster than usual. While it was amusing, it wasn’t conducive to the problem at hand. “Mary an’ Bord, what solutions have ye got in mind for our merfolk problem?”

      The witch looked at the dwarf. “Why don’t ye go first?”

      He nodded and said one word, “Petards.”

      “Petards,” I tasted the word and regarded my cannon master. “Ye mean bombs?”

      “Aye. Ye treat a fuse right an’ the damn thing will burn underwater. Pack anythin’ waterproof with powder, light it, kick it overboard, an’ BOOM!” He slammed his hands on the table for emphasis. “No more fookin’ fishfolk. They’ll come floatin’ belly up.”

      “I see one problem with that,” Mary looked from Bord to Ligeia. “Not all of us will be aboard the ship.”

      “Aye, but my little petards’ll not faze yon big turtle, an’ the lass there should be fine, long as she’s ridin’ him.” His teeth glinted for a moment through the mass of his beard, and his eyes sparkled.

      Ligeia shrugged. “I can also be aboard ship, or far distant from where these things will be.”

      “Fair enough.” I nodded slowly. “So long as ye think ye’ll be safe.”

      “I am more concerned over the safety of you and your people, Captain Bardak,” the siren asserted. “I have survived many things. This will be another.”

      “Of course.” I scowled a little. It was hard to tell the age of fey types, especially considering they often picked an age to hold on to. How old was Ligeia, anyway? I was curious now.

      All eyes turned to Mary. “So, what have ye to offer, lass?” I asked.

      “Trouble,” she teased, then grew serious. “Nagra and I have been working on an enchantment for the ships, something to reinforce the hulls against anything shy of a direct cannon hit. ‘Tis workable, but ‘twill take time, and I fear more than we have.”

      “Why bloody suggest it then?” Bord asked.

      Shrike frowned a bit and just shook his head as Mary snapped, “Because I’m going to do it, and it’s going to work. There’s just a complication, that’s all…”

      “What complication, lass?” I eyed her curiously.

      My witch fidgeted a bit. “Blood, my Captain,” she replied. “A sacrifice of some kind must be made for each ship. One drop for every board in her.”

      Shrike let out a low whistle. “That’s a hell of a complication, Mary,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “How do we even know how many bloody boards make up the ship?”

      I thought for a minute. “Many o’ the crew probably can’t count that high,” I grumbled.

      “Give me a day’s time,” Bord said, “an’ a team o’ ten.”

      All the rest of us turned to look at him. “Are ye serious?” I asked.

      “Aye,” the dwarf said with a firm nod. “Ye may not remember, Cap’n, but I was somethin’ of an engineer an’ a shipbuilder before I joined up with ye.”

      He had, hadn’t he? I’d found the dwarf a prisoner aboard a Milnian vessel we’d captured some two years back. His captors, a mix of humans and elves, had Bord and three other dwarves chained in the hold. They’d signed on with my crew almost immediately and had proven their worth time and again. I thought back to our talk when he and his group hired on.

      Bord was a middle-aged dwarf, it wouldn’t be a stretch for him to be exactly what he claimed, and dwarves were famous for their abilities as builders and engineers. The cannonmaster, though, had a soft spot in his heart for things that went boom. Apparently, that didn’t mean his skills in other areas were lacking.

      “Done,” I told him. “Once we’re done here, gather yer crew and see to it. Report to Mary when yer done.”

      The dwarf grinned widely. “Aye, Cap’n.”

      “We’re going to signal Kargad,” I said. “Likely I’ll need Ligeia t’ swim over an’ fill him in on what’s afoot. The dilemma I’m facin’, though, is how to contact Markland an’ tell him we’re havin’ company for tea.”

      Ligeia hissed softly. I hadn’t expected her to like it.

      “Hm,” Mary mused. “I might have a way to do that since he is familiar with witchy ways.”

      “Good. Once we’re all sorted here, get on that,” I told her. “What do ye all think we should do with the hostage?”

      “That’s a tricky one, ain’t it.” Shrike observed. “Ye don’t want to break yer deal, but havin’ another witch in this fight would be quite the boon.”

      “An’ there ye have my problem,” I said and gestured at Shrike. “I don’t be trustin’ Bloody Bill Markland an’ with good reason.”

      “I hear ye, Cap’n.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Ye ain’t the only one he’s got a deal with, though.”

      Ligeia huffed a sigh and shook her head. “I am uncertain how my feelings run in this, but I suspect we will need to parley with William Markland before too long and trust his word.”

      I really disliked the idea of having to trust Bloody Bill Markland any further than I could fling his ship, and there were limits even to my strength. What choice did we have, though? A small fleet and a company of merfolk were bearing down on us, though if we could slow them, we could reach the straits and the treasure, retrieve the siren’s comb, and then really give the bastards a fight. The seeds of an idea had taken root in my skull, and I needed time for it to sprout.

      “Alright, then,” I announced. “Most o’ ye have marchin’ orders. Shrike, I want ye to stay. There’s business to discuss.”

      Everyone else rose to leave as my first mate nodded, looking at me with a curiously pensive expression on his sharp-featured face. “Aye, Cap’n. I’m at yer disposal.”

      When everyone else had gone, I fixed Bill’s former officer with a penetrating gaze. “How well do ye know the Aigon Straits?”
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      “I reckon ye want to know if I’ve ever navigated the bloody things?” Shrike asked as he drummed the fingers of his right hand on the tabletop, rustling the maps.

      “Aye.” I nodded and leaned back in my own chair, the wood creaking under my weight. “We need any kind of advantage we can manage, considerin’ what’s behind us.”

      “Right,” he muttered and studied the dirty nails of his hands. “Ye guessed right. I’ve run the straits a few times.” A slight smirk tugged at his lips. “What d’ye want to know?”

      I retrieved a rolled-up map from one of the many cubbyholes my maps were tucked into and spread it out on top of the other papers on the table. This particular map was one that I’d gotten from a Milnian vessel, the same one, in fact where I’d taken the head of the elven Wavelord.

      Shrike examined the new map and cocked his head curiously. “Elven map, aye?”

      “Aye.” I gave a nod. “Only map I’ve ever seen o’ the straits. Quite frankly, I avoided that particular approach in favor o’ easier waters, but this is the way Bill’s goin’.”

      “It’s where we were ambushed by The Indomitable, coming back through after anchoring in a little cove here.” He tapped a point on the map a good half-day or so through the pass and on the mainland coast.

      “Ye think that’s where the treasure is?” I asked. That area was sparsely settled, a rough and ragged coastal area prone to storms and monsters. It was one of the frontiers of Milnest and prone to raids by pirates and others. The treasure would have to be well-guarded or hidden indeed, but considering the region, that wouldn’t be hard.

      Shrike indicated an area around the cove. “Somewhere within a day or so o’ the coast, I’d reckon. Lot of area to cover.”

      I nodded. “So we can’t do it without Bill, an’ I’ll wager he ain’t the type to leave a map lyin’ around.”

      “Aye. I mean, he did keep maps an’ such, much like ye in this here room, but if he were to mark an ‘X’ anywhere, likely it’d be through some kind o’ witch’s hex,” he mused. “An’ we’ve got his witch…”

      I scratched idly at my beard. “I rather doubt she could be persuaded t’give it all up in return for freedom…” My voice trailed off then.

      “Damn!” I swore as I brought a fist crashing down on the table.

      “Seems we’re stuck,” Shrike observed.

      “Maybe, aye, unless one o’ us can hatch a brilliant scheme t’ rid us of yon pirate,” I grumbled with a shake of my head. “Well, ye have given me some things t’ think about, Mister Shrike. Like as not, we’ll stick with the original plan whilst expectin’ treachery, since I see no reason t’change anything based on what we now know.”

      He nodded slowly and made a face. “Sorry I couldn’t be of more help, Cap’n.”

      I just waved a dismissive hand and returned my attention to the map. Shrike rose, saluted, then left without another word. Once he was gone, I returned to staring at the maps and charts before me.

      Ignoring the fact that we had Arde on our tail, what could we do to finagle the location of the treasure out of Bloody Bill Markland? If Shrike was right, then Cerridwen was his map or at least his key. They’d been the ones to escape and stay together when the pirate ran from the Admiralty.

      They’d stuck together, too. Most likely, they were lovers or maybe more. I huffed, what in the hells was the witch’s promise, anyway? The lucky bastards to own ships in this day tended to name them after people, places, or concepts dear to them, such as my naming of The Hullbreaker or Kargad’s Sirensong. In my case, it was a practical, orcish name that described what my ship was built to do. In his, it was a reminder, in part, of how we’d captured that ship.

      Bloody Bill sailed on The Witch’s Promise.

      I rose and stomped out. There was only one way to find out what that meant, and that was to ask the witch. Straightaway, I went to Mary’s workroom and knocked. I’d want my own witch with me before I went to talk to the one I had in the brig.

      It was just a moment before Nagra opened the door with Mary lounging in a chair beyond. The central worktable was covered in pots of herbs and other materials, and something simmered in a small crucible that rested over the dim coals in the rooms brazier. The air was filled with a sweet, smoky scent that reminded me of fresh-cut wood.

      The young she-orc’s eyes went wide at my expression, and she backed quickly out of my path. I ignored her and focused my gaze on Mary.

      “We need to talk to Cerridwen,” I said flatly. “I need ye along.”

      One of her pretty eyebrows raised. “I knew ye needed me, my Captain, but to talk to another witch?”

      “Only if said witch gets frisky,” I said with a snort and held out a hand to her. “Havin’ the strongest witch in the Admiralty at my back is quite the bargainin’ chip.”

      Mary rose and took my hand, her slim fingers dwarfed in mine. She smiled almost shyly for a moment, then grinned. “As ye wish, my Captain. Whatever do ye need to talk with yon bitch for? The more I know, the more I may help, aye?”

      “Aye, ye be right, lass,” I paused then pulled Mary in for a passionate kiss, much to Nagra’s embarrassment. The apprentice witch looked away and fidgeted for a moment, but when we came up for air, I caught her watching surreptitiously.

      “Ye can stay, Nagra,” I said. “Perhaps ye might have some insights. Did Mary tell ye aught of what was goin’ on?” The witch probably had confided in her apprentice, but it didn’t hurt to check, and this was witchy business that the girl needed to learn. This could double as a training exercise.

      She nodded wordlessly as she watched me.

      “Good,” I continued. “From talkin’ with Mister Shrike an’ lookin’ over the map I’ve got o’ the straits an’ beyond, we be goin’ to Milnest.”

      Nagra gasped, but whether in excitement or disbelief, I wasn’t entirely sure.

      Mary just smirked faintly and said, “That sounds like it will be exciting, to say the least. Tell me more.”

      “There’s a mainland cove located a couple of days from the straits along the coast,” I explained. “From there, Shrike says that Bill was gone for about three days. If ye figure a day’s travel each way, an’ a half-day to secure the goods, it gives us quite a bit o’ land to cover.”

      Mary nodded as Nagra looked between us. The gears were turning in her head, which was what I hoped for by keeping the trainee witch here. After a moment, she spoke up tentatively, “Why do ye need Cerridwen, then?”

      I turned my gaze on the young she-orc. “Good question, lass.” I tapped the side of my nose. “Think about the name o’ Bloody Bill’s ship an’ then consider he ain’t one for keepin’ maps.”

      “Divining, maybe?” Nagra offered after a moment, her gaze flitting from me to her teacher and back. She didn’t like being the center of attention, but it couldn’t be helped. Seemed like Mary and I both wanted the same thing from her and were determined to keep her on the spot as long as possible.

      “That’s one answer. Might be something to consider if we end up in the general area of one of Bill’s troves without any other information,” Mary spoke up. She reached up and twirled a lock of her long hair around one index finger. “But we have to be.”

      “What do ye think, then, mistress witch?” I asked with a smirk of my own.

      She drew away from me and went to the worktable to check and stir the crucible’s contents. “Divining’s the best bet once we reach those islands, but it won’t help us until then.”

      “That’s a damn shame,” I grumbled. “‘Twould be nice to not have to depend on Bill, but what’s done is done.”

      “Do ye still wish to speak with Cerridwen?” Mary asked after nodding agreement. “I’m happy to accompany ye.”

      I pondered for a moment before nodding. “Can ye do anythin’ to ensure she won’t turn on us if I let her free t’ fight what’s comin’?”

      There was no hesitation. Mary just nodded and said, “Certainly. Ye can blood pact with her, then she’ll be forced to keep her word or lose her powers.”

      That was a useful tidbit of information, but it begged the question. “Have ye got any pacts, Mary?”

      “Hells no.” She snorted in derision. “I prefer being unbeholden, and the one I did have was broken when Arde sent me to Broward.” The witch folded her arms beneath her breasts and gazed at me.

      “What makes ye think Cerridwen will go for a pact?” I asked.

      “Freedom is a big thing for a witch, my Captain. Offer her that and agree to her terms, and there is a good chance she’ll make the pact,” Mary answered. “Even I would be sorely tempted.”

      “Do ye wish to join us, Nagra?” I looked over at Kargad’s daughter.

      She shook her head. “No, Cap’n,” she told me, “but I will if ye tell me to.”

      “I do not see the need, my Captain,” Mary said with a shrug, “but it is your decision.”

      I grunted and waved a hand dismissively at the young orc girl, then turned for the door. Mary followed, and we made our way down into the depths of the ship.

      The Hullbreaker’s brig was located off the rower’s deck and guarded by an orc and a dwarf. Both saluted and opened the way into the cells. I had my own key, so it hardly mattered, but I’d seen escapes on other ships that were the result of lax guardians.

      Cerridwen languished in a small cell, perhaps five by seven feet, with a bunk and a chamberpot. Her hands were wrapped in witchbindings, and a leather gag shot with silver wire was over her mouth. She eyed the pair of us sharply as we walked up to the bars.

      “I need to speak with ye, lass,” I said, “but I want yer word ye won’t try anything.”

      “And I am here to make sure you don’t,” Mary added with a fierce smile. “You already know that I can take you, Cerridwen, so let us keep this peaceable.”

      The captive witch’s eyes narrowed angrily, but she nodded assent and sat back on the narrow bunk. I unlocked the cell, and my witch slipped in past me and undid the gag before she stepped back.

      Cerridwen’s mouth worked for a minute, stretching her jaw before she spoke.

      “What do you need that Cerridwen might provide?” she asked haughtily.

      “Ships pursue us all,” I told her. “Commodore Arde with a small fleet, and an army of the merfolk. I don’t be thinkin’ it fair if I let Bill be disadvantaged by the lack of his witch.

      Her eyes went to Mary as if to confirm what I said, and she gave a nod. “Ligeia confirmed it. A hundred or so merfolk and a small fleet with The Indomitable at the head.”

      Cerridwen spat. “Is Bill aware?”

      “I sent him word,” my witch answered. “My Captain wanted him to know.”

      “Ye are treating us fair,” the other woman said and closed her eyes in resignation. “I suppose ye want a blood pact?”

      I nodded. “Aye, witch. ‘Tis the best way to ensure ye keep yer word.”

      “Fair,” she said. “What are the terms and the limits?”

      I pondered that question for a moment. “Mary, ye need to stop me if I leave anything out, but here it is: Cerridwen of the Sisterhood of Witches, I, Bardak Skullsplitter, offer ye these terms. Until such time as Commodore Arde is defeated along with his fleet and until such time as Ligeia’s comb has been relinquished into her possession, ye will take no action against me or mine, even in defiance of William Markland. If I ask for aid in this time, ye will render it to the best of yer ability. In return, ye get yer freedom from those.” I waved a hand at the witch-bindings. “What say ye?”

      Mary eyed me thoughtfully for a moment before nodding. Her gaze slipped over to Cerridwen while we waited for an answer.

      I’d slipped out of the pirate brogue as I made my offer, which I think surprised the Danaan witch. The bound witch stammered for a moment, then went silent and gathered her thoughts before finally answering.

      “I, Cerridwen Aenfar of the Sisterhood, do accept the terms of the blood pact with Captain Bardak Skullsplitter,” she said and looked up at me expectantly, offering her bound hands in supplication.

      I looked to Mary who produced a small knife and offered it to me, hilt first. Taking it, I made a shallow cut in the meat of my thumb, and as blood welled up, I knelt down and made a similar cut in Cerridwen’s pale flesh. Why I did this, I couldn’t say, but it felt like the right way to go about the process. My own witch gave me a look of approval, then took my hand and Cerridwen’s and pressed the bleeding wounds together.

      “I, Mary Night of the Sisterhood, bear witness to this blood pact. Under the terms, Cerridwen Aenfar shall be stripped of her powers for a year and a day should she violate the pact.” Her voice rang with authority, and a sudden pulse of energy accompanied the sealing of the pact that blinded me for a moment as it set me reeling.

      When my sight returned, Cerridwen, looking dazed, was blinking in the light while Mary removed the witch-bindings.

      “Did ye have to be so rough with it?” the Danaan witch asked, her eyes narrowed. Once her hands were free, she rubbed absently at them, her attention on the little changeling woman.

      Mary grinned in reply. “I thought you might want a reminder of what I am, my old friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      With Cerridwen thus tamed, I called the officers for another meeting, this time with all three witches and a small cask of rum. Running for the treasure and trying to evade Commodore Arde wasn’t the answer. I was tired of running.

      My crew and the strange allied witch all gazed at me expectantly as I deliberately poured myself a drink and tossed it back. This was a dark, sweet rum, distilled far to the south from a sweet sugar cane and spiced with strong notes of cinnamon and clove. I let them wait as I poured myself another cup, then shoved the cask across the table and motioned to it.

      “Grab a cup and drink,” I told them.

      When everyone had, I sat back and addressed them. “I’ve been thinking,” I began, setting aside my affected sea-speak for the moment, “that we happen to be going about this all wrong.”

      Kargad grinned widely. He knew what was coming. The others, even Bord, looked at each other in puzzlement but said nothing.

      “We’ve been running,” I continued and tapped the map on the table, the elven cartography of the Aigon Straits and the land and sea beyond. “We should fight.”

      “Be ye sure, Cap’n?” Shrike asked in disbelief. “Even with The Witch’s Promise, we are outnumbered an’ outgunned.”

      “Yes, I am,” I asserted. “Perhaps we are outnumbered and outgunned, but we aren’t out-thought or outmaneuvered. With the right strategy, we may yet win the day, and I’d damn sure prefer to fight than to keep running like sniveling dogs. Commodore Arde will dog us ‘til he runs us to ground or until the elves decide to run him down. He’s got a force under the waves, but then so do we.” My gaze fell pointedly on Ligeia.

      She smiled thinly and nodded. “Thou art correct, my Captain. I can call allies that can help us against the merfolk.” Now that she had calmed down, the siren was all business. I didn’t like to see her this cold, but it was a necessity if we were going to come through this.

      “They have witches, ye know,” Cerridwen spoke up. “Sisters.”

      “‘Tis not like we have rules against fighting each other, should we find ourselves on different sides,” Mary scoffed. “Though ye give me an idea, old friend. We can discuss it shortly.”

      “So long as you clear anything too strange with me,” I threw in as I caught my witch’s gaze.

      She blushed and nodded. “Of course, my Captain.”

      “So what be yer plan, Bardak?” Bord demanded. “How do ye propose we deal with that gun-laden problem to our behinds?”

      “Ye can think Mister Shrike for putting this thought in my head,” I replied as I slipped back into my brogue. “An’ the elves for leavin’ us this lovely map.” I gestured at the map spread out on the table.

      “Me plan is this…” and I told them.

      Come morning, Jimmy Mocker and Gol the Clanless confirmed what Ligeia reported. A half-dozen ships, including a large, easily recognizable man-o-war, The Indomitable. All these ships were boldly flying Imperial and Admiralty colors, which definitely meant they were on the warpath.

      It was just past dawn, and I was already at the helm, gazing after Bloody Bill’s ship ahead of us. In the distance, the island that formed part of the Aigon Straits was a dark line on the horizon. Kargad had raised a bit more sail and now rode the waves to starboard while Tiny swam along to port, with the siren sitting in her nook in his shell like a fierce queen of the sea.

      Dark shapes flashed in the sea around them, a triangular fin occasionally breaking the surface. The siren had summoned aid, as she’d suggested. Like any sailor, I was respectful of sharks, but I preferred not having the great fish around.

      I was almost surprised when Mary, Nagra, and Cerridwen emerged onto the deck and came up to the helm. There was something noticeably different between Mary and her old friend. My witch hadn’t joined me in bed last night, though Ligeia had, and I wondered what might be going on.

      The Danaan witch was subdued, but Mary was wearing a grin from ear to ear. “Good morning, my Captain,” she said brightly. “The message to Bloody Bill was sent and received. He offers an alliance until such time as his witch is free of her pact and our troubles rest in the fathoms below. Also, with Bord’s advice, we completed the enchantment to The Hullbreaker’s hull.” Not only was she perky, but the woman was waxing poetic. I shot her a scowl, and her expression faltered a bit and became more pensive.

      “Good work, lass,” I told her, suddenly smiling, the magical reinforcement of my ship was even better news than Bloody Bill’s missive. She blinked at my sudden shift, then caught on to my joke and laughed softly. “With your permission, Captain, Cerridwen, Nagra, and I will work the winds and see if we can put more of the sea between us and our pursuers.”

      There was no question. We wanted this fight to take place where we held the advantage, and that meant we needed to reach the straits before the unnaturally fast Admiralty ships did.

      “Do it,” I told the three and gestured towards the mizzenmast. “Yer winds will catch us all?”

      “Of course.” Mary nodded and gestured expansively. “Tiny will still be able to outrace us but not by near as much.”

      Cerridwen raised her head and nodded. “‘Til this is over Captain Bardak,” she said, “we three have bonded as a coven in your service.”

      “Good,” I said simply. “We would be stronger together if ye could convince Bloody Bill to set aside his pride and join with me.”

      She barked a laugh and shook her head. “He bows to no man, Captain. You should know that feeling.”

      I found myself nodding. I did, indeed, know the feeling. It was better to reign over the hells than serve in the heavens. Something about Bill felt even more familiar with that realization. He and I had both come up from lowly sailors to run our own ships. In fact, Bill was every bit the pirate king he pretended to be, as much as men like us had kings.

      Mostly he was just a very successful pirate.

      As the three women moved to prepare their ritual space and begin calling the wind that would carry us faster to our destination, I thought about something Mary said after our first meeting. Commodore Arde had a coven of three aboard his ship which included her. Three was one of the magic numbers of witchery. There were more, but the ones I recalled were three and thirteen. Three was the smallest a coven could be, and thirteen was the largest. Why? I had no idea.

      Had the Commodore managed to replace Mary in his coven? That would explain the speed of our pursuers, especially since each Admiralty vessel carried at least one witch as well.

      I went about getting a signal flashed over to Kargad via mirror, reflecting bursts of light in a code that indicated he should prepare for winds and to raise sail. Out of consideration, I had the same signal directed to The Witch’s Promise. My signalman was surprised indeed when they actually responded to the affirmative.

      Shrike could sleep a little longer. Once the winds were called, we’d reach the straits in about a half-day instead of the full day I had anticipated before my witch made her offer. That would keep our head start of about a day and a half or two days sailing, which might even give us time to recover Bill’s treasure before the Commodore arrived.

      A certain part of me hoped we’d be caught. I wanted to settle things with Sebastian Arde once and for all and send his black soul screaming down into the clutches of the fiends. He’d be another skull for my collection, and if I were very lucky, I’d be able to add The Indomitable to my fleet. If we didn’t have Admiral Layne’s attention beforehand, then we certainly would after.

      “Full sails!” I bellowed out over the deck, the watch officer repeating me to men furthest away. “Prepare for witch-wind!” The crew began to raise the sails to full cloth and lash down anything on the deck that might get blown away.

      The witches began to sing behind me, and I glanced back to see them, evenly spaced, dancing barefoot around the base of the mizzenmast. I’d never managed to get a full coven, even a small one like this, aboard ship. Usually, in fact, I’d had to make do with no witch at all.

      Even in the short time Mary had been part of the crew, I’d gotten spoiled, but having three witches? Well, I’d have to find that third as soon as we had a chance once our coffers were full again. Perhaps Mary knew a possible recruit.

      We’d been running before a fair wind the whole trip thus far, and almost immediately after the three women began to sing, it increased in intensity. The guylines creaked and snapped as the canvas filled. Slowly, but faster than Mary and Nagra working alone, The Hullbreaker accelerated. Sirensong kept pace, and to the fore, The Witch’s Promise did too. Ligeia and Tiny barely seemed to notice, the great Dragon Turtle just swept his clawed flippers a bit faster, surging ahead to keep up with the accelerating ships.

      The wind continued to build as the witches sang their wordless song. At this rate, we’d soon be running before a gale that would capsize or break the masts of lesser ships. The Hullbreaker could handle it, and I expected The Witch’s Promise could, too. Sirensong was my one concern, but Kargad was as knowledgeable of winds and the sea as I.

      Cold began to prickle my skin as the gale leached the heat from my bones. Ahead, though, the dark masses of land grew as we fairly flew across the waves towards them. Tiny and his mistress had gone below, but I could see the wake left by his great, broad back, and I couldn’t help but grin. We must have made quite the sight, our ships with sails taut and crew hanging on for dear life as we rode the waves at a speed rarely seen in anything that floated or sailed.

      The masts creaked and cracked. They could take it but probably not for long. It would be long enough, though. Once we reached the straits, Shrike would take the helm and get us through. My first mate and I had worked out a surprise for the commodore, and messages had flown during the night to set it up.

      Bloody Bill, Kargad, and Ligeia would all stand by, hidden in blind nooks within the straits, or down deep at the bottom in the siren’s case. The Hullbreaker would lay in wait just outside the confines of the cliffs, and we’d ram the first ship to make it out, then board her.

      Tiny would attack the rearmost vessel, while Ligeia would harass the merfolk with the sharks and other sea-beasts she’d gathered.

      Caught between us and beset from all sides, the Imperial ships would fall quickly. All that remained was to get into position without alerting the enemy. I hoped the merfolk wouldn’t scout too far ahead or would be deterred by the siren’s forces enough to let us keep the element of surprise.

      The plan hinged on making the Commodore think that we plunged headlong through the straits, running from him at full speed for Milnian waters. He wouldn’t stop, either. With what we’d done to his ship, he’d be practically frothing at the mouth to catch us and wouldn’t let a little thing like foreign territory or possible war deter him.

      What I looked forward to the most was joining the fight myself. With Shrike at the helm, I’d be free to lead the boarding parties, and I meant to take full advantage of that. My axe was sharpened and ready, my flintlock pistols were primed. It would be glorious, and our victory would strike a blow against the Admiralty that even Justin Layne, sitting in the bowels of his incomplete warship would feel.

      Maybe I’d even add a new skull to my collection. I certainly hoped so.

      Mocker was in the crow’s nest and shouted a barely perceptible land-ho, then turned to squint into the wind through his spyglass. The ship shuddered, her rise and fall picking up as the witches’ gale lashed the sea as well as filled our sails.

      To starboard, Sirensong cut sleekly through the waves. She had a sharper prow and narrower beam than The Hullbreaker and was drawing ahead slowly with the strong winds and full sails. My own ship was gaining on Bloody Bill’s as well, but barely. The power he had in those cannons came at a cost in maneuverability but not straight-line speed, and I didn’t ever want to be on the receiving end of one of those broadsides.

      “Ships are comin’ in fast behind, Captain!” Jimmy shouted down. “Faster than before!”

      So they put their witches to work when they noticed we had. Good. That meant we wouldn’t have to wait nearly as long once our ships were in position.

      “Mister Shrike!” I bellowed. “The helm is yours!”
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      The Aigon Straits were a treacherous, narrow break where what was now the island of Vingar split away from the mainland of Milnest due to some ancient catastrophe. Time and weather had worked the break larger and shaped it over thousands of years to the form it took now.

      Since The Hullbreaker was to pass through the straits and hide, out of line-of-sight, she took the lead and slipped between the sheer, jagged cliffs that rose to either side. The witches had ceased their wind-work so that we could make our way through the treacherous gap at a more sedate pace. Once they were done, I sent Nagra via Ligeia and Tiny over to Sirensong. That way Kargad would have at least a half-trained, talented witch aboard.

      Mister Shrike was at the helm, his face intent as he scanned the yawning passage ahead, and I waited with the boarding party on the deck. As we closed in on the dark strait, Cerridwen came up to me.

      “Captain Bardak,” she asked in her lilting voice, “I seek yer permission to return to Bill Markland so as to aid the fight within the pass. Worry not, I will not break our pact. My power is dear to me, and Bill would not ask me to sacrifice it in the name of betraying you.”

      “But he would betray me, given half a chance, aye?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.

      The witch shrugged and gave me a crooked smile. “How would ye treat another pirate who’d wronged ye?”

      “Fair enough.” I nodded and waved dismissively. “Go then and thank ye for joining yer strength with ours.”

      She blinked and returned a respectful nod before walking away to a clear spot on deck. From one of her pouches, Cerridwen drew a pitch-black feather, swept it through some sort of complicated sign, and whispered words that seemed to twist uncomfortably right at the edge of my hearing. At last, she brought the feather to her lips and kissed it. That gesture made my eyes lose focus for a moment, and by the time I could refocus on the with, a black raven was in her place. It flapped skyward with a raucous caw before launching itself in the direction of The Witch’s Promise.

      “Show off,” Mary muttered beside me. She had slipped up while all eyes were on Bloody Bill’s witch.

      “Can ye do that?” I glanced at her sidelong.

      She just smiled and shrugged. “And more besides. I’ll show you soon enough, my Captain.”

      I grunted and watched the straits loom closer. Overhead, Jimmy Mocker called out that our pursuers hadn’t slowed. That meant the timing would be even tighter. We planned to keep the sails at full until the very last minute, which was fast approaching. Belowdecks, the rowers sat waiting and ready. The crewmen around me were all tense and silent. A fight was coming, and we were ready.

      “Shall I join you, Captain?” my witch asked brightly. She was dressed as she had been at Old Man’s Isle, blouse open to her navel, colorful pants reaching just below her knees, and a bandanna holding her thick hair back from her lovely face. Her mismatched eyes fairly glowed. At her belt rode the long knives she’d used to such effect against the Imperial marines.

      “I’d welcome ye, lass. First, though, Mister Shrike needs to get us all the way through without running us aground on rocks or smashing us against the walls,” I kept my tone light and half-teasing, though both of those particular dangers were quite, quite real.

      The fey girl just laughed. “Don’t you worry, my Captain,” she said with a broad grin. “Cerridwen is not the only witch you know that can fly.”

      I huffed softly. Once this was over, I really needed to sit down and grill Mary over what she was actually capable of. These little hints and snippets didn’t give me near enough to go on if I was going to use her to our strategic advantage properly. It was only a mild complaint, as my witch was more than happy to do everything in her considerable power to take care of me and, by extension, my crew.

      Hopefully, she’d learned her lesson about exhausting herself back at Old Man’s Isle.

      “Drop sails!” Shrike yelled from the helm. “Ready oars!”

      “Here we go,” Dogar muttered. He and his brother Daka stood nearby, weapons at hand, their heavily muscled frames shifting easily as the deck rose and fell beneath our feet.

      Deck crew scurried to bring down the sails, and the drummer below sounded the ready. We drew closer to the straits. At this end, three ships could maybe sail through side-by-side, but the two outside ones would scrape the walls, and the middle one would be pressed tightly in between.

      I was briefly glad that I wasn’t the one at the helm for this. Like any good captain, I could handle any position on my ship though, for obvious reasons, I preferred the wheel. Here, Shrike had the experience of having navigated the rough passage many times, as my own preference had been crossing into Milnian territory about a week further south through open water.

      “Oars in the water,” Shrike called out. “Slow stroke ahead!”

      The drummer started a beat, one-two-one-two, like a ponderous heartbeat. The Hullbreaker slowed, then lurched forward as the oars caught water and the rowers put their broad backs into it.

      “Lookout on point!” my first mate yelled.

      Gol was the lookout at the prow, watching for obvious dangers that the helmsman might not be aware of. The straits did tend to change on occasion. With her orcish ability to see in the darkness, the job would be a good bit easier for her. It was getting on towards evening already, and with the sun so low, the passage would be almost completely dark but for whatever light shone down from overhead and in front of us.

      Slowly, my ship eased its way into the shadowy confines of the narrow strait. It grew dark and cold very rapidly, and as we entered fully, the entire crew on deck let out a collective sigh, as if everyone had been holding their breaths. Everything echoed in here: the creak of timbers, the splash of oars, and the occasional cough.

      Bill let us get several ship lengths ahead, then The Witch’s Promise slid in on our tail. I glanced back at the dim light of his ship’s lantern and the silhouette of the ship’s rigging against the opening of the strait. Looking up, the cliff walls extended perhaps three hundred feet on one side, and only a little less on the other, and the stone looked fractured as if a mighty blow had been struck to separate mainland and island.

      We rowed on.

      The elven map had shown some nooks and crannies in the cliff side that I wanted to use for our ambush. It would be nigh impossible for a ship to turn around in here, and Ligeia’s sharks would harry the merfolk to keep them from performing their scouting.

      It was risky, but I was an orc. Life was risky.

      The strait was almost unnaturally quiet, and the crew subdued. Stroke after stroke we sailed deeper in, the walls growing narrower for a bit, then spreading apart. We passed the first ambush point, a sort of grotto in the cliff side that was almost invisible to ships coming from our direction, and which would afford Kargad a chance to launch a broadside or two into the hindmost of the Commodore’s ships before grappling her.

      The cannon’s roar was our signal to strike. If the lead vessel hadn’t emerged on the Milnian side of the strait, then The Hullbreaker would dive back in, hopefully to take The Indomitable head-on.

      Bill and I pushed onward.

      We reached the second ambush point, where The Witch’s Promise would hide. A bell dinged softly, and the lamplight from the prow receded. Kargad should already be in position. By now, the lead ship of our pursuers should be entering the Aiden Straits, and all that remained was for us to get into position.

      At last, Shrike navigated us through a gentle bend in the passage, a point where the cliffs narrowed down to limit passage to only a single ship. We threaded that needle, turned sharply, and emerged into open water with a clear, night sky above.

      Like any good plan, this was the point where everything went wrong.

      Cannonfire echoed in the distance behind us, the staccato booming of a broadside, followed soon after by another. How fast had the Commodore been pushing his ships through the straits, and how in the hells had they managed not to smash against the walls?

      Worse, perhaps, was the ship riding at anchor about a half-mile from the opening of the passage, a long, low thing of pale wood, with five masts and a sleek, racing profile. She was slimmer than any Erdrathian ship, and I recognized the design.

      Elves.

      “Ship ho!” Mocker called from the crow’s nest, rather unnecessarily.

      “Damn it all,” I swore. “Shrike! Get us aimed for the opening. The elves will take a bit to get underway, especially if they think we be turnin’ around.”

      “Aye, Cap’n!” he began calling out orders for relay to the oarsmen while I caught Mary’s arm and half-carried her to the forecastle.

      Once there, I pointed at the Milnian ship. “Ye remember my story of the Wavelord?”

      “Aye,” she replied with a nod as she gazed off at the near distant ship.

      “Can ye do anything to slow or foul them?”

      A slow, sly smile spread across her face. “Oh, aye, my Captain, but I’ll not be able to join your fight until later.”

      “We don’t need elves interruptin’,” I said firmly. “They might decide t’ join in, or they might sit it out an’ pick off the survivors. I’d prefer not to fight them an’ the Commodore at the same bloody time.”

      “Then let me get to work,” she said brightly as she cracked her knuckles and stalked over to the rail to get a better view.

      The Hullbreaker began to turn ponderously, she was a big girl after all, but Mister Shrike had the wheel locked, the port rowers heaving forward and the starboard ones backing water. The whole maneuver practically spun my ship in place, and we were firmly in position as the prow of a great man o’ war emerged from the darkness of the straits.

      The Indomitable.

      “All ahead!” I bellowed. “Ramming speed!”

      As my ship lurched forward, I risked a look over at the elven vessel. Lights were springing up over it, dancing around and through the rigging. Where they touched the rope, small fires sprang up. Mary was turned to face them, her pale blue eye glowing as she wove her hands like a conductor at an opera.

      Yes, I’d been to one, but that was a different story. Needless to say, I’d actually enjoyed it. Loud music, singing, fighting, and drama. What wasn’t to like?

      We were angled to strike Arde’s flagship right amidships but really wouldn’t have the speed to damage her, and that was a bloody shame.

      Then I paused. We were nose-to-broadside on Commodore Arde’s ship. Maybe not the best attack I’d ever planned, but it was a necessary risk. The witch’s enchantment was about to face its first true test.

      “Get down!” I roared as I grabbed Mary and put myself between her and what I knew was coming.

      In a surreal coincidence, cannonfire echoed from the strait The Indomitable emerged from moments before its own cannons erupted in echoing thunder. The blasts blew parts of my ship’s forecastle into flying shards of wood. The beakhead and the bowsprit blew apart, the line attaching the latter to the foremast snapped free and sprang for the heavens, arcing over the deck. As for the foremast, one of the yards took a solid hit and was blown clean free of the mast while the mast itself took a glancing blow that cracked it about midway up.

      Splinters and shards of wood stung my back as I was thrown from my feet, still covering my witch with my body. Screams and yells of surprised and wounded seamen filled the air.

      Through it all, Mister Shrike and the enchantment held through. The Hullbreaker swept through the cloud of smoke from The Indomitable’s broadside, and her spiked ram crashed into her amidships, momentum and mass rolling the larger ship to starboard. More screams and cries of command, this time from our enemy, rang out.

      I pushed myself up and dragged Mary to her feet. She shook her head to clear her ringing ears and then drew her knives, gazing intently along with me at the ship ahead.

      We’d taken damage, true, but nowhere near as bad as a two-deck broadside to the nose should have been. My witch and I exchanged a smile. The enchantment worked!

      The two vessels were bound together for the moment, mine’s prow was up as the tremendous impact had forced the Commodore’s flagship to sit with her deck tilted about thirty degrees or so to one side. Her weight would slowly carry her back to true, so we would have to act fast to take advantage of the disarray.

      Sparing a glance around at the recovering crew on my deck, I shouted, “Grapple and board!” Then, recklessly, I drew my axe in one hand and a flintlock in the other as I charged up the deck to leap onto the enemy ship. Mary, screaming all sorts of curses, bounded after me, and the surviving members of my boarding party followed.

      “Forward, me hearties!” I roared as I leaped the rail onto the canted deck of The Indomitable. “Blood and glory!”
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      Dozens of screaming orcs, a handful of humans, three dwarves, and a changeling witch charged madly across the brief connection between The Hullbreaker and The Indomitable with me in the lead. Grapples from my ship flew past and caught the rails, the deck, and the rigging. Until those were gone, our ships would hold fast together, which made us both an easy target for the elven warship, unless, of course, Mary had managed to slow their preparations sufficiently.

      I shot the first Imperial to look my way, gripped my axe tightly in both hands, and waded in with a roar of challenge. Likely as not, the Commodore wouldn’t deign to face me in honorable combat. He didn’t even stand on the aft castle at the helm.

      Fights broke out across the deck as Arde’s men and mine engaged. Swords and axes clashed, the air filled with the cacophony of battle. The deck shifted, throwing a few of both sides from their feet as the ship finally righted itself. Then it rocked again as the prow of The Hullbreaker crashed into the broadside of Arde’s flagship for the second time.

      Mary stuck with me as I crashed like a tidal wave into a bunched-up knot of sailors. Not a few skulls were split, guts were spilled, and hacked off limbs went flying. I rode the edge of a battle rage, roaring, fighting, and killing.

      The witch guarded my back with deadly grace. Her knives slashed and stabbed, and her evil eye flashed, immobilizing any of the opposing fighters who tried to get the drop on us. Somehow, we stayed together through the swirling chaos as I stomped yard after hard-fought yard towards the doors leading belowdecks.

      We had to disable the cannons before the Commodore’s cannonmaster could ready a second barrage and blow The Hullbreaker apart at point-blank range despite the enchantment. This was where it got tricky as four men in distinctly different uniforms from the rest of the crew guarded the doors leading below.

      They each wore flintlocks and carried sabers rather than the typical cutlass and dirk issued to regular crew. On the forearm of each was a bracer-style buckler, and they wore light metal armor plates over black coats and trousers, the latter tucked into knee-high boots. Marines, yes, I recognized from the uniforms. These were Layne’s men, probably on loan to waste their lives protecting the Commodore.

      All four drew and fired as we closed in. Mary dropped and rolled forward, going under the pistol shots, while I simply sidestepped and charged. Where she avoided them all, I took but a single shot in the bicep of my left arm. It only stung a bit, but the impact jerked my axe swing off true, which probably saved the man who did it. My axe crashed into the deck, but I recovered and thrust my weapon’s heavy head at my shooter. The blow caught him in the chest and caused him to stumble backward.

      The witch, though, came up right in front of one of the soldiers. Her evil eye flashed, and he froze in place long enough for her to open his throat with a slash of her knives. She casually pushed him aside as blood spurted madly from the severed artery.

      I grimaced as my two dance partners readied their sabers and bucklers to face off against me. The one left on Mary’s side of the fight was holding his own while fighting half-blind to avoid catching her deadly, immobilizing gaze.

      Rather than draw this fight out, I mixed things up a bit. Throwing a feint at the marines before me, I let go of my axe with my right hand so that I could draw and fire my second pistol at my witch’s opponent. This caught everyone by surprise, and the man took the pistol ball in the hip, spun around with a spray of blood, and fell hard to the deck. Mary took immediate advantage, pouncing on him to drive both knives into his chest before he could recover.

      But I wasn’t done. I simply dropped the spent pistol and kept swinging, attacking the two men with my axe like a lumberjack felling trees. One discovered the uselessness of bucklers against great axes as I crashed into him. The small shield might have saved him from a severed hand, but I broke his arm all the same. As he fell back in pain, I used that moment’s distraction to kick his mate in the belly, then spun around to bring the blade of my axe crashing down on his head before he could recover from the pain.

      His head was split in twain, and that left one.

      “Oy! Whoreson!” Mary shouted as she circled around the marine to get his attention, but he was wise to the ways of witches now. He raised his buckler to block his view of her face as he lunged at me, the point of his saber dancing wildly.

      I wasn’t sure if he meant to cut or thrust, but what he did was some combination of both. Whatever it was, it was crude and left me an opening that I took. A powerful swing drove the blade of my axe into the man’s lower back, shattered his spine, and spilled his guts over the deck in a wash of blood. A blow to the face shattered his skull and silenced the screams. Our opposition dead, I simply stepped forward and kicked the doors into the lower levels of the ship open with a single blow.

      “You’re bleeding,” Mary said as we checked for other attackers before heading inside. There was still time before the next volley of cannonfire, the big guns could only be loaded and prepped so fast.

      “Later,” I growled. My arm ached a bit, but it functioned. I’d have to get the ship’s barber to dig the ball out, or maybe my witch could do it.

      Maybe they taught healing in the sisterhood. They probably did, when I thought upon it. I’d heard of healer witches, but that didn’t seem like something Mary did much of. She was more like a murder witch.

      “I’ll take care of it,” she said as we got moving again. “Once we’re back on the ship.”

      “Sister!” a voice called from behind us, “You and your orc will go no further!”

      We whipped around to face a woman in the uniform of an Imperial officer, though the pin at her throat signified her status as ship’s witch. Her auburn hair was matted with the blood that stained her clothes and painted half of her stern, yet strangely lovely face. Her eyes were completely black, and four of my men lay in twisted, awkward positions at her feet.

      Mary let out a soft hiss. “Damn it all,” she said. “I’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this.”

      “Surrender and return with us,” the witch lifted a claw-like hand and beckoned to Mary. “Forsake this.”

      I crouched a bit as I tensed. If this was going to be a magic fight, then I needed to be ready to back up my witch, whatever she planned to do.

      “Thrice no I say,” Mary raised her knives and pointed them at the other Sister. “My contract was broken when Sebastian Arde tried to claim privilege without consent. I have bound service with Bardak Skullsplitter.”

      “Once more, I give you a chance to surrender, Mary Night,” the Imperial witch intoned. “Does your answer stand?”

      “Thrice I told ye,” Mary spat. “Take your surrender and stuff it up your dry, old…”

      Cannons boomed below, and I saw several balls literally rebound from The Hullbreaker’s timbers. Both ships rocked and drifted apart, but the grappling lines held firm. That was one less worry for me, which let me focus entirely on Mary and her opposite number.

      The black-eyed witch snarled and blades of inky blackness sprouted from her fingertips. “Then I’ll just have to bind and take you!” she shrieked and charged forward.

      “Stay back, my Captain!” Mary shouted as she stepped up to meet the other woman’s attack.

      I growled in frustration, there was no way I’d interfere in a duel, unless, of course, Mary was going to lose, but I didn’t expect that to happen. For now, I’d keep the swirling melee on deck away from the pair, but if I needed to intervene, I would.

      Several Imperial crewmen chose that moment to rush me, evidently thinking there was safety in numbers since Mary was otherwise occupied. I dodged one cutlass, knocked another out of the way and killed the wielder of the third with a skull-crushing blow to the forehead. Yanking my axe free, I lopped off the arm of another attacker, kicked his mate in the belly which sent the man flying overboard. These men were nothing but common crew, brave but not much of a challenge.

      Mary, though, had a bit more on her plate.

      Flashing blades and shadowed claws clashed as the pair fought. Hexes flew without regard for collateral damage, paralyzing random bystanders, aging wood to ash and sending fighters across the deck slipping, sliding and falling over themselves as they lost their footing and their weapons.

      I stayed low and out of the way. Having seen Mary in action, I figured it best to keep out of direct line of sight with either woman. Not that that was an easy task, but I kept moving, fighting men that got too close and assisting my own crew with their battles.

      If it weren’t for the shouts and back and forth fighting on the shifting chaos of an unstable deck, the duel between Mary and the black-eyed witch would have kept my attention locked on it. It was nothing like I imagined a witch fight to be like, but then, I’d never seen witches meet in conflict face to face. It had always been hexes and spells flying between ships.

      This particular fight was like watching two skilled swordsmen going at it hammer and tongs. I figured there’d only be one mistake allowed either party, and that would decide the other’s fate.

      The Imperial witch was a larger woman, with a longer reach, but Mary was quicker and more agile. On the level I could perceive, the pair seemed well matched. Magically, though, was a lot harder to tell.

      Mary nicked one of her own arms and drew out blood as the two exchanged a series of blindingly fast attacks and parries. Instead of falling to the deck or scattering in droplets, the crimson arc grew into a weapon that danced along with my witch as she circled and fought. Her opponent was suddenly fighting three blades, two of silver and one of blood, and that turned the tide just enough for my witch.

      Her mismatched eye flashed, and one of her opponent’s onyx orbs exploded in its socket. The witch screamed and flopped backward, holding her face as blood poured from the open socket.

      Mary let out a scream and struck, but instead of using her knives, she spun the arc of her blood through a complex pattern in the air and thrust her blades out at the Imperial witch. The blood reshaped into a spike and shot out to pierce the other witch through the heart before collapsing back into liquid as the woman fell. The body quivered a couple of times and went still.

      Mary turned to me and smiled faintly, blood still dripped from where she’d cut herself, and it wasn’t the only wound she’d suffered. A bleeding bruise marred her forehead above her pale eye, some of her hair was burned away, and the tips of her fingers were blackened.

      “She was the only witch still active aboard, my Captain,” my witch reported. “I was able to pull that much from her mind before she died.”

      I just took the idea of Mary ripping thoughts from a dying woman’s head in stride. “Good. What happened to the others?”

      “Fled when the ambush started. They were both assigned by the Admiral and had no loyalty to Arde.” She took a deep breath. “Ready for more?” A grin spread over my witch’s face, and she bounced a couple of times on her bare toes.

      That was my Mary.

      I smirked, nodded, then got back to business. I lead the way down the stairs beyond the broken doors. Two more of the marines guarded the stairs down to the first of the cannon decks, and they fired on us immediately. Wood splintered, and a lit lantern popped, spilling burning oil down the wall next to the door. They should have waited until we were closer to let fly, but even Layne’s killers could feel fear, and Mary and I painted a very frightening picture, as blood-covered and fast as we were.

      Fire on the ship, though. That was bad. Hopefully, we’d have time to deal with it.

      Mary gave the evil eye to both of them, setting me up for the kills. Two swings of my axe later, and we were pounding down the stairs to emerge at last onto the upper cannon deck. The air was thick with the smell of powder and hazy with smoke. Sweating, shirtless men rushed about, priming the guns on the side facing my ship. We’d barely made it in time.

      “Hold this,” I roared at Mary, handing her my axe without looking. She let out a yip as she took it and the weight almost carried her to the floor.

      I had my eyes on something bigger.

      While the cannon master hadn’t noticed us yet, the closest gun crew to the stairs had. I was on them in a flash, grabbing both by their scalps before slamming their heads together. They both went limp in my hands as blood gushed from their foreheads, so I simply hurled one into the next crew, bowling over both of them as rage and fury took hold. Without pause, I sent my second human projectile hurtling into the gunners, red washing over my vision.

      These bastards had shot up my ship, and they were about to do it again!

      I let out another roar that sent the nearest crew scrambling in fear, grabbed the butt of the closest cannon, and braced my legs. Muscles straining and a growl roiling through my chest, I heaved with all my might and tore the blasted thing from its mountings. With a staggering step, I swept the brass cannon through the deck, taking out crewmen, support beams, and anything else that stood in my way. Men screamed and died, cannons were thrown aside, splintered wood burst through the air, and broken powder casks spilled their shiny, black contents across the floor.

      Chaos and mayhem were left in my wake as I crushed men against the floor and walls, sent them flying out the trap doors, and did serious damage to the internal structure of the deck. Then, with a final roar and heave, I sent my makeshift bludgeon plummeting out through one of the trap doors and into the sea beyond. Now, the whole ship knew we were here, and I’d definitely given the lower gun crew something to think about.

      As I stood there, heaving in a deep breath as I recovered my rational wits, I caught a look of sheer awe and unbridled lust from my witch. Mary was beaming and disheveled, one breast nearly bared by her open top, and once more, every bit of her exposed skin and her clothing was splashed with blood, the ruby dark against her pale flesh.

      “Gods below,” she breathed.

      I was about to reply when one of the men poked his head up the stairs and let out a sudden shriek of surprise. Flames were already lighting the area above the stairs we’d come down.

      “Fire!” Mary yelled at him.

      His eyes went even wider, and he screamed down the stairs. Mere moments later, a stampede of gunnery crew shot up the stairs, saw the licking flames at the egress, and abandoned ship by the most expedient route, the trap doors.

      I briefly wondered how many of Ligeia’s sharks were still with us, and what the merfolk would do to anyone they found in the water. Mary and I looked at the fire creeping down the stairs then at each other. The center beam was sagging where I’d broken out most of the supports during my cannon rampage.

      She started laughing suddenly. “I think we stopped the cannons,” she said between giggles, “but where’s that bastard Arde?”

      “I’m right bloody here, you misbegotten bitch,” a dark, angry voice bellowed as a man came stomping down the burning stairs. He held a long-barreled pistol in one hand and what looked like a short, long-bladed spear in the other. “This is the second time you subhumans have managed to damage my ship, and I’m done with you! Once I’ve killed you both, I’m going to have my way with your corpses and then haul your heads back to Admiral Layne as trophies!”

      Recent times hadn’t been kind to Sebastian Arde. His usually impeccable naval uniform was disheveled, the hat missing. His long, brown hair was pulled back from a high brow in a tight ponytail, though like the rest of the man, it was untidy with stray hairs and unevenly tied. A few buttons on the Commodore’s waistcoat were missing as well, and his garb sported some cuts and burns.

      Perhaps the most unnerving thing was his eyes. They were normally of a hazel color, but as he looked us over, they gleamed a pale, pale blue that was almost white, and they burned with madness. A sheen of sweat glistened on his exposed skin, and a touch of flames flickered along one of his sleeves where it had caught fire unnoticed. Mad with rage, there was no way to reason with man, not that I wanted to, anyway.

      Mary’s evil eye flashed, but Sebastian Arde just grinned. “That doesn’t work on me, girl.” The barrel of his gun came up suddenly. “Think you can hex a pistol ball, witch?”

      I reached for my axe where Mary had dropped it, meaning to charge the mad Commodore and put an end to his babbling before he set off the spilled powder with a misfired shot or something equally bad.

      Arde pulled the trigger and powder flared in the reservoir, but nothing happened, a flash-in-the-pan. Had Mary actually hexed the gun, or was it just dumb luck? Either way, our enemy was about to have an even worse day.

      He tossed the gun aside as I crossed the space between us, fending me off my first swing with his spear. His parry deflecting my axe into the powder-covered floor before he thrust the point at my midsection.

      “Ye be through, Commodore,” I growled as I slipped past the thrust. “Even if ye somehow survive me, the elves will take care o’ ye an’ yer fleet.”

      “Then we’ll all go down to the deep together, greenskin.” Arde laughed as he swung the spear butt at my knee while I wrenched my axe free from the wood. The swing thudded hard into my knee, but I was an orc, and my tree-trunk-like legs just shrugged off the blow.

      I ignored the pain that flared in my bicep and, without a word, began to hammer away at him with my axe. He was a slippery bastard, though, faster than I thought he’d be and bearing the strength of madness. He slid past my blows and somehow managed to evade Mary when she tried to flank him.

      Something was definitely wrong here. Commodore Arde had never been known to be a slouch in a fight, but he was an older human and not packed with muscle like old marines and trained fighters. He wielded that spear with inhuman grace and precision, deflecting or blocking both mine and Mary’s attacks. Something had to be giving him power and skill he simply didn’t have before.

      Not that I would let that stop me from killing this bastard.

      All the while, the flames grew closer. The whole arm of Arde’s coat was on fire, now, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He was too far gone, lost in a battle rage that I understood. I’d seen orcs and some Northmen, riddled with arrows and dead on their feet, be carried by their rage to kill half a dozen men before expiring.

      Sebastian Arde dodged a swing of my axe by a hair’s breadth, then laughed as he thrust that odd spear at my face and forced me back. I took the step, spun around quickly, and brought my broadaxe crashing down towards his exposed head.

      He stopped it.

      Somehow, the mad Commodore got the haft of that spear in the way and blocked my blow. The axe rebounded as he laughed again.

      “Ist that all you have, orc?” Arde demanded as he spun the weapon back into a ready position.

      Mary darted in from his blind side, but he just danced aside as if he knew she was coming. A quick slash drove her to retreat a few steps, and Sebastian came at me again with a rapid series of stabs that forced me to parry and backpedal. My attack should have broken the man’s spear in half and cleaved him from crown to crotch with as much force as I’d put behind it.

      Instead, Commodore Arde blocked it, forced me back, and took the offensive. That could only mean one thing: The odd weapon he used was the source of his strength.

      Could we disarm him? I wasn’t used to having my strongest blows stopped in their tracks by such a slip of a man. I caught Mary’s eye and flicked my eyes right.

      She nodded, shifted her grip on her knives, and circled back around, opposite me. I parried a strike of the spear and swung for Arde’s head to try to regain the offensive while Mary went for his opposite side.

      Sebastian dodged and went for my witch, his spear sweeping into a slash that might have taken her legs out from under her if she hadn’t leaped over it. The whole action threw the Commodore off-balance, one foot shifted a bit, came down in some loose powder, and slipped.

      Both the witch and I saw the opening and went for it. He had been focused on her when it happened. Arde managed to slip her blows despite being unsteady on his feet and drove his spear deep into her thigh.

      Mary let out a cry that sent a spike of rage through me. How dare he hurt my witch!

      How dare he!

      My strength surged. I hadn’t been aware that it had been flagging, but the shot I’d taken, followed by the massive exertion of using a cannon as a weapon, must have taken a toll. Anger that my Mary had been hurt lent me everything I needed. With a roar that shook the ship, I surged at the mad Commodore with my axe swinging. He struggled to block it, but I was a force of nature, a tidal wave of force that would not be denied. My heavy blade splintered the magical spear haft and cleaved the man behind it from crown to navel.

      He fell in a rain of blood and viscera which put out most of the fire on his coat with the warm red flood.

      Most.

      A single tongue of flames touched a pool of dry powder, and it flared up, starting a chain reaction that would lead ultimately to The Indomitable’s powder room. With fire above and powder surrounding us, I took the only option I really had. I scooped up my witch and dove through the closest trap door. There was a moment’s glimpse, as we flew free of the doomed ship, of the starry sky above, then my back hit the water hard enough to knock the wind out of me.

      I released Mary and sank, as orcs do, as a massive burst of flame lit the water above us.
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      The shockwave hit a moment after the bloom of light from the surface. It struck me like a giant’s fist and shoved my sinking body even deeper as it drove some of the precious air from my lungs. The pain was intense, and my vision of the back-lit surface above filled with silhouettes of sinking debris, some headed quickly to the bottom, while most, such as fragments of wood and lighter things, floated.

      Something still burned, too, but I had only one thought in my air-deprived brain: Where was Mary?

      Surely she didn’t sink as fast as I. My arms and legs moved as I tried to force them to struggle for the surface, but they didn’t want to work. They just twitched spastically. This wasn’t good.

      My ears popped. The pressure was growing, and the light above was receding. How deep was the water?

      Mary? Mary!

      Then a face loomed suddenly in my vision, a beautiful, sharp-featured creature with dark eyes and hair that floated about her head like a halo in the water. It was Ligeia, my siren. Was she going to serenade my demise beneath the waves? Or did she come with some final salvation like a shark-toothed angel of the deep?

      The siren grabbed me with surprisingly strong hands, stopping my descent in the depths. She flashed me a wan smile, then kissed me.

      That kiss was like something out of human storybooks, and yes, I’d read a few. Sturmgar insisted that the orcs under his command learn to read, and I found I enjoyed it after the initial frustration wore off.

      I felt an overwhelming sensation of tranquility and love, and a spark of warmth grew where our lips pressed tightly together. Mine parted against hers, and there was the briefest touch of our tongues together, avoiding her razor-sharp teeth.

      My mind cleared, and I found I could breathe.

      Wait. I could breathe water?

      I caught Ligeia’s shoulders, my eyes wide and full of questions. Could I speak like this?

      “I gave you my gift, dear Captain,” she told me, her voice sounding strange beneath the waves and a loving smile on her face. “We can talk later. For now, your people need you.”

      Behind her, Mary swam down towards us, silvery bubbles trailing behind her. “This is wonderful!”

      We were both safe, but Ligeia was right. There was more still to be done. I nodded to them both and focused a moment on the siren. “Thank you,” I said, then released her and stroked awkwardly for the surface.

      My head broke water on a scene of mayhem. What was left of The Indomitable floated, burning from the waterline to the remains of the upper decks. My own ship was backing water away from the ruins, and while she seemed to have taken more damage, she wasn’t sinking or listing, something that sparked further hope in my heart. Mary’s enchantment had certainly done its work, even if it hadn’t rendered my ship invulnerable like I’d secretly hoped.

      What about the boarding party, though? Many of them weren’t the best swimmers, and they’d not seen what was coming. I looked over at Ligeia when she surfaced beside me, followed a moment later by Mary.

      “Can ye search of any o’ my crew that went overboard?” I asked the siren as I struggled to keep my head above water.

      “Many leaped from the ship before it exploded, my Captain,” she spoke over the roar and crackle of flames. “Yours and theirs. I will round up survivors for you and keep my allies focused on pinning down the merfolk.”

      That explained why nothing bad was waiting in the water. There was still a fight going on. Distant cannonfire rang out, punctuating that thought. Hopefully, Bill and Kargad were winning the battle within the straits.

      “Look,” Mary touched my shoulder and pointed.

      I looked in the direction indicated and saw that the elven ship was still sitting a good way off. She was definitely on alert, though. Figures manned the ballistae on her deck and went about their duties with focused efficiency.

      “Are you good to get back to your ship?” Ligeia asked.

      “Aye,” I replied.

      “I am not so sure,” Mary added. “My leg’s still bleeding, I think.”

      “And your arm, Captain,” Ligeia observed.

      “I’m fine,” I growled. “Go an’ see to my crew. I’ll make sure the pair o’ us get to The Hullbreaker.” Then another question popped into my head. “How long does this gift o’ yers last?”

      The siren smiled. “As long as I live,” she replied, then dove, vanishing in a flash with a kick of her legs.

      Mary and I exchanged meaningful glances. Being able to breathe underwater opened up whole new worlds to us. For now, though, we had to get to the ship.

      “How is yer leg, really?” I asked the witch.

      “Sore, but I think I’m good for a short swim,” she replied tiredly.

      “Let’s be off, then.” I caught her in my wounded arm and started kicking powerfully in the direction of my ship, swimming a sort of side-crawl that seemed woefully slow.

      More cannonfire echoed from the depths of the strait, followed by a thunderous explosion. Another ship’s powder had cooked off and sent her screaming to the hells. I just hoped it wasn’t one of mine.

      “This is bloody awkward,” Mary complained but stayed limp in my grasp, cooperating as best as she could while I swam.

      We passed some other floating sailors, both mine and the Imperials. I called out reassurances to my own crew. We’d be awhile recovering them. Hells, I’d probably rescue the enemy sailors as well. Maybe a few of them would be worth a ransom or even make decent recruits. Ligeia, though, might drag down a few, though I figured Tiny was getting his fill back in the strait, especially since the big bastard hadn’t made an appearance out here, yet.

      Maybe he was dining on merfolk.

      I didn’t even need to call up to the deck when we reached The Hullbreaker. Shrike was already starting a rescue effort and had rope ladders in the water, as well as two of our four dinghies. One had been destroyed by the broadside we’d taken, and he held the last in reserve.

      “Arms around my neck, lass,” I told Mary as I clung to one of the rope ladders.

      “Aye, my Captain,” she said with a mischievous chuckle and did as she was told. I felt her wet, bare breasts against my back. Of course, her mostly opened blouse was completely open now.

      Ignoring the distraction and the pain in my arm, I clambered up the ladder. A couple of my crew helped Mary from my back and onto the deck when I paused at the rail, then I slung myself over and stood, once more, on the firm deck of The Hullbreaker.

      From the looks of things, she was in rough shape, but still seaworthy, although there were going to be quite a spate of much-needed repairs when we could manage it. The forecastle was a mess, as was the foremast, and much of the prow was scorched from the explosion of The Indomitable.

      Fortunately, the armored prow and the ram had taken the brunt of any real damage and probably saved us from sinking to the bottom of the sea. We were certainly better off than The Indomitable. The burning hulk was finally starting to go down, her fires going out as the water claimed her.

      I found a barrel and sat down heavily as Mary just stretched out on the deck with her back to the rail and began inspecting her injured thigh. She slit her pants leg with one of her knives and gingerly prodded the wound. It was seeping, and the pale flesh around it was dark with bruising, but overall, it didn’t look too serious to my eyes.

      “Mister Shrike, report,” I said tiredly.

      My first mate saluted and gave a nod. “We ain’t sinkin’ Cap’n, which is probably the best news. Not a single, bloody ball took us below the waterline, although the cabins and stores in the fore are a right mess. Bord figures that only maybe three or four o’ the Commodore’s cannons actually hit us out o’ the full broadside.”

      I nodded and motioned for him to go on when he paused.

      “Some o’ the crew are missin’, there’s a good number injured, but so far we’ve got none dead,” he continued dutifully. “All the men that went with ye jumped ship right before she blew, followin’ a panicked group o’ gunners that came boilin’ up from below screaming about a fire in the powder.”

      “Good. Mary and I were right where it started an’ went out a trap door,” I told him. “Ligeia found us right after an’ set us on our way. She’s lookin’ to help the other survivors.”

      Shrike nodded. “Are ye an’ Mary good?”

      “Good enough. She took a stab to the leg an’ I got shot in the arm. Neither of us is in danger o’ dyin’ any time soon.” I looked over at Mary, where she was still working on her leg. “Aye?”

      “Speak for yourself,” she grumbled, then smirked up at me. “I need to get to my workshop to treat this properly, then I can have a look at your arm. Help me up?”

      “I’ll be along,” I said and offered my right hand. She took it, and I hauled her easily to her feet. One of the nearby crew offered his arm, she took it, and they went off in the direction of the aft castle.

      I turned back to Shrike. “Set the rescue parties to pulling the Imperials out of the drink once they’re done gettin’ our folks back. We may end up with some hostages or recruits out o’ the deal.” My eyes went forlornly to the half-sunk wreckage of Arde’s flagship, and I heaved a sigh. “Maybe Kargad an’ Bill had better luck.”

      Shrike laughed. “Well, ye do have someone who can search the bottom for anythin’ o’ value, aye?”

      This was true. I was pretty sure Ligeia would be more than willing, but first, we needed to recover her comb and at least a part of Bloody Bill’s treasure. There’d also be fallout from killing the Commodore. Once word reached Admiral Layne, there really was no telling what the man would do.

      That thought had to wait, though. I turned my attention to the elven vessel, still riding the waves just outside cannon and ballista range. What in the hells were they planning? We were pretty obviously an easy target, and they were doing all of nothing.

      It made me nervous.

      Suddenly, a shout spread across the deck, and I changed my focus to the mouth of the straits. A ship rowed into the open sea at a languid pace. It was The Witch’s Promise, and she looked none the worse for wear. I couldn’t help but scowl. Of course, Bloody Bill came out of the whole reckoning smelling of roses.

      The man himself perched on the beakhead of the ship and gave me a jaunty wave. “Seems we’ve routed the enemy, Captain!” he yelled over the open water. “As I recall, there’s one more thing to be handled, now.”

      I walked over to the starboard rail and yelled back. “Aye! The rest of our bargain.”

      “Right! Let it not be said that Bloody Bill Markland ain’t a man o’ his word.” He produced something that sparkled in the moonlight from the pocket of his coat. “Where be Ligeia?”

      Apparently, she was within earshot as her voice rang out clearly. “Here, William! What do you want?”

      “Only this.” He grinned, drew back, and hurled the glittering object away from his ship. “Now! Captain Kargad has me old first mate’s shares, an’ our business is done. Fare ye well, Bardak Skullsplitter!”

      Bloody hell.

      Ligeia dove under, a brief ripple heading in the direction of the item’s splash for a moment until she was too deep to see. Sails began to raise on The Witch’s Promise, and the oars dug in, driving the galleon forward until she caught the wind. To the aft, Cerridwen stood at the mizzenmast, and her voice rang out faintly as she called up a wind for her Captain. It picked up quickly as the crew hurried to raise the sails to full cloth.

      Bill wasn’t heading back into the straits, though. If he did that, he’d run into Sirensong. No, the bastard turned his ship towards Milnian territory, despite there being an elven warship right there. He’d never outrun it, but his ship definitely had the advantage of firepower. If I had to hazard a guess, he meant to pick up his treasure before we could search for it.

      Meanwhile, we were stuck picking up our stranded crew and the surviving Imperials. What’s more, the bastard had the comb all along and hadn’t let on. Bill had led us on this chase, then tried to hoodwink me into dealing with the Commodore’s fleet, and set off before I could catch him.

      That’s what he thought. There was no way I was going to stand for that. We still needed that treasure to take our fight to the Admiralty, in addition to making the damned pirate pay for his tricks.

      Maybe I’d even let him live, depending on how long it took to catch up with him.

      Apparently, though, the elves finally decided to do something. Their sails went up, and their ship began to get underway, making a beeline straight towards The Witch’s Promise.

      I swore loudly. “Shrike! Hurry up with gatherin’ our crew an’ start gettin’ the ship in order. I don’t mean to let Bloody Fucking Bill get away with this!”

      “Aye, Cap’n!” he called back, then turned at started yelling at the crew.

      We were behind, sure, but I still had the best witch.
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      The elves and The Witch’s Promise disappeared into the distance not too long before my former first mate’s triumphant return. Mary had seen to my arm, using a long-nosed set of pliers to find and pull the ball out of the muscle before treating the hole with a poultice of pleasant-smelling herbs before she bandaged it up.

      Bord’s idea of petards had been a good one, and between bombs raining into the water and a school of hungry sharks controlled by the siren, not to mention Tiny himself, the merfolk had been routed early in the battle.

      Sirensong came sailing from the mouth of the strait within the hour, preceded by a very satisfied-looking Tiny, with Ligeia, of course, sitting in her nook on his shell. The ship was a bit battered, with some cannon damage and part of the rigging in a tangled mess, but otherwise, she looked to be ship-shape. What cheered me up even more, though, was what came after her.

      Kargad had captured one of the enemy ships, a newer-looking sloop-of-war, ketch rigged with a mainmast and mizzenmast. Like Sirensong, she had a bit of battle damage, but nothing near as bad as my poor Hullbreaker.

      I had been walking the decks while we finished up the rescue operation and had convinced a few of the sailors to jump ship with the Admiralty and join up with me. Mary did some sort of witchy thing with each of them and told me point blank that she’d know if they ever planned to turn on me.

      This brought a chorus of denials, and no little stink of fear, but in the end, we’d added a good fifty or so able-bodied to the crew. Most of them would go to Kargad, especially with the new ship.

      Not much later, in the War Room, I lounged comfortably in my chair while the others chattered back and forth. We waited for Ligeia, and when she finally made her entrance, I asked, “Was that yer comb?”

      “Yes, my Captain,” the siren replied with a vigorous nod. “William kept his word, though in a poor fashion.” She wore a woven satchel of some sort of wet sea-grass at her waist and patted it softly with one hand. “I will strip my power from it as soon as I have time.”

      “After this meeting,” I told her. “We need to get underway, and I’d like you at full power.”

      “Of course,” she said with a smile. “Thy will be done.”

      Then she paused and said, “Also, Captain, I found this.” From her pouch, she drew a long blade on a broken haft. “It seemed odd and important, and its touch is fey.

      That was the blade of the spear Sebastian Arde had fought with. I looked aside at Mary.

      “I want a look at that,” the witch said.

      Ligeia nodded and turned it over. We all sat silent as Mary inspected the thing.

      “‘Tis magical, as I expected, but there’s something…” Her voice trailed up as she flicked the metal with a fingernail and held it up to her ear. A moment later, she dropped the blade, and it clattered to the table as she gazed in horror at it. “Witchblade!”

      “What does that bloody mean?” Bord demanded. “Looks like typical human-crafted shit to me.”

      Mary scowled and focused on the dwarf for a moment. “Aye, it’s human-crafted shit, but the damned thing holds a soul in it. It’s necromancy of the worst sort, and I want nothing to do with it.”

      “No one’s going to make ye wield it, lass,” I said and picked it up. The metal of the blade felt strangely warm, and I fancied I felt a pulse, like a heartbeat when I touched it. “Other than holding a soul, what makes it so bad?”

      She sighed and looked at me askance, then her eyes narrowed, closed, and opened again. “The soul in the blade can fight for the owner. Usually, these souls are those of weapon masters who have grown old and tired, ready to die, but unwilling to pass on. This particular one,” she waved her hand at it, “was not right in the head when he was bound.”

      “That accounts for how crazed Arde seemed, does it not?” I asked.

      “Aye,” she nodded, “something is wrong with it. I’d suggest throwing it back overboard, or at least keeping it under lock and key.”

      “Noted,” I said and dropped the long, leaf-shaped blade with its broken haft back on the table, then looked over the rest of the lot. “We did good, but Bloody Bill managed to put one over on us, and I mean to chase him.”

      Kargad sported bandages on his hands and a scabbed spot where he’d lost the tip of one pointed ear. He flashed a broad grin and nodded vigorously. “Sounds like a plan to me, Cap’n, but Sirensong needs a bit o’ work.”

      “What about The Hullbreaker?” I asked as I gave Bord a pointed look.

      He scowled beneath his beard and replied, “Ye cannot use the foremast for anythin’ but decoration unless we have some way to shore it up an’ replace the missin’ bits. Me crew an’ I can work on her while we’re sailin’, but ye’ll drop behind yer target.”

      “Damn,” I growled. “No one o’ us can outgun The Witch’s Promise, but I think if we can catch her, we can cause Bloody Bill no end of trouble.”

      “I find myself rather fond o’ that idea, Cap’n,” Shrike said. He looked over at Kargad. “Bill said he left me share with ye?”

      “Aye,” Kargad replied, “an’ we gained somethin’ else besides.”

      Mary took the opportunity to lean against my right shoulder and Ligeia my left. I put my arms around them and waited, fixing my friend and co-captain with a rather pointed look.

      “A she-orc, Cap’n,” he replied with a faint blush.

      Kargad blushed...?

      “Do tell,” I said.

      “A shamaness. Tuskless,” he expanded. “She delivered the booty for Shrike, an’ said she was a consolation prize for ye. Apparently, she’d run afoul o’ the black market in Tarrant an’ ended up in Bloody Bill’s possession when her former owner lost her to him in a poker game.”

      “Tuskless…” I mused over the description. Tuskless shamans were usually that way because they’d sacrificed those particular parts of themselves to the spirits in return for power. Why would Bill be willing to give her up?

      “Right, we’ll figure this out later. Did she say anythin’ useful?” I asked.

      “She wanted to speak with ye,” he replied with a shrug. “Apparently knew yer name, at least.”

      “What’s she called?” I asked patiently. Kargad must have taken a blow to the head, or else he was totally smitten by this newcomer.

      Or, a little paranoid part of me suggested, he’s under a spell.

      I glanced sidelong at Mary. Her gaze was fixed on Kargad. Did she have the same suspicions?

      “Adra Notch-Ear,” Kargad answered. “Nagra took a shine to her, too.”

      “Fine, then.” I nodded slowly. “We’ve got to be goin’ within the hour if we’re to stand any chance o’ catchin’ Bill. I reckon the new ship’ll do me. At least it ain’t damaged.”

      “Not for lack o’ trying,” Kargad muttered.

      I ignored him and continued, “Kargad, I’m putting ye in charge o’ gettin’ these boats fixed. Anchor The Hullbreaker and Sirensong south along the coast of the island, in a sheltered cove if ye can. That way if ye need wood, it’ll be easy to get.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he said with a nod, though his face fell a bit. The old bastard wanted to be part of the hunt, too.

      The thing was, I trusted him completely. He was the only member of my crew, save perhaps Mary or Ligeia, that I’d leave my ship in the hands of. I’d make sure he was rewarded on our return.

      “Ligeia, I’ll need you an’ Tiny. Also, Mary, Shrike, an’ I’ll take Adra, too. We’ll see if she’s got any secrets from the idle lips o’ Bloody Bill.” I looked over at Bord. “I want yer apprentice and a good, fast cannon crew. How many guns on that sloop, Kargad?”

      “Eighteen, by my count, Bardak,” he replied. “Powder, shot, an’ anythin’ else ye might need. All top Imperial issue.”

      “Good,” I said and glanced at the cannonmaster.

      “Ye don’t ask for much, do ye?” he asked with a sigh… but then a grin split his bearded face. “Just bring ‘em all back. Not havin’ the full crew will slow down the repairs, but it can’t be helped I guess.”

      I grinned at the dwarf and stood after extricating myself from the siren and the witch. They both rose with me. “Get to it, lads. I’m going to go tap about fifty able-bodied to go with me on this mad scheme.”

      For the next hour, we rushed about in preparation. I gathered sailors to crew the sloop, Bord put together a cannon crew for me, and we said our goodbyes and good lucks.

      Kargad was right. The sloop-of-war he’d captured was damn near just out of the shipyard, with an engraved name reading Wasp. It was a good enough name for me, now, so The Wasp she was. We struck the Imperial colors and set out almost immediately.

      Ligeia and Tiny ranged ahead to scout. Now, with her comb in her possession once more, the siren was at full power, and a firm and true ally and lover.

      The Wasp was a pure sailing vessel and sported no oars, so Mary took a spot at the mainmast, just before the quarterdeck where I stood at the wheel, and went about singing up the wind. With her injured leg, she didn’t dance, but her voice carried clear and wordlessly in the night. Soon, we were riding before a near gale-force blow, the sharp prow of the sloop cutting through the waves.

      At this point, I hadn’t even spared the captain’s cabin much of a look. It had a bed, a desk, and some chairs, and that was as far as my cursory inspection went. I was anxious to get underway, and now that we were, I’d likely want a closer look. It could wait, though. We were several hours behind Bloody Bill and getting deeper into elven territory with each passing bell.

      I was staring intently to the fore, hoping for some sign of our quarry on the dark, distant horizon, when Mister Shrike and a lean she-orc with a clean-shaven head, deep green skin, golden eyes, and a prominent notched ear. I favored her with a nod.

      “Adra Notch-Ear, aye?” I said by way of greeting.

      She gave me a nod. “Yes, Captain.” Then she turned to Shrike and said, “Thank ye, Mister Shrike. I trust all Bill sent was in order?”

      “Aye,” he replied. “Less’n I hoped, but more’n I expected, say.” A grin split his sharp features. “Trick now is to live long enough to enjoy it. Now, Cap’n,” he turned to me and said. “If it won’t trouble ye much, I think I’ll go catch a few winks before I need to relieve ye.”

      “Go ahead,” I told him with a quick salute.

      He returned it in the orcish way and was gone a moment later to leave Adra and me alone at the helm. I had my right hand on the ship’s wheel, and the thumb of my left was hooked into my broad belt to take the stress off my wounded bicep as I regarded her.

      “So,” I began, “have ye anythin’ to say for yerself?”

      She cackled softly and looked up at me. There was an odd cast to her caused by the missing tusks, but she was a good-looking orc, muscular, lean, but with proper curves beneath her cloak, blouse, and pantaloons. Unlike the witches I’d met, she wore boots that were loose and seemed ill-suited to her. A pair of tusks, probably her own, dangled from a leather thong around her neck.

      “I have much to say, splitter of skulls, but have ye time to listen?” Her head cocked like a bird’s as she regarded me with those piercing eyes.

      Shamans of any tradition were always more than a little strange. Being able to see and speak with unseen things lent a strong edge of weirdness to them.

      “We have ‘til we catch Bloody Bill, lass, so talk away,” I told her and turned my gaze out to scan the sea ahead. Had Bill and the elves gotten so far ahead in the few hours we’d had to prepare?

      “Don’t ye worry,” Adra said. “Ye’ll catch them. The wind and water tell me so.”

      I grunted and waited as the shamaness stared out at the water, then peered up at the stars in the clear sky above.

      “What is it ye want, Skullsplitter?” Adra asked suddenly.

      That thought froze me for a moment. What did I want? As an orc, I loved to fight, but I had become a more complex creature than that. Some might even say I’d turned civilized, and they might not even be wrong. I was happy at sea, and I enjoyed the company of my witch and my siren, that rather implied that love could be a motivation for me.

      Additionally, I wanted to protect the free towns and my own kind. Hells, my impulse to protect was fairly pervasive, hence my interference in the attack on Jetsam. I’d have joined that fight even if old Sturmgar hadn’t offered me gold and supplies.

      Then, there was revenge. I’d given my life to the Empire, and they’d tried to have me killed. That had been the catalyst for all of this and for my decision to turn pirate.

      When a shaman asks a question, though, there is generally a reason, and the answer is never the easy one.

      “Freedom,” I replied. “To exist, to roam, to fight, and to love.”
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      “Good, good,” the shamaness cackled as she reached over to put a hand on my arm.

      I almost flinched from the burning heat of her touch, but I quelled that instinct. One never showed fear when faced by one of the spirit-touched. That was a weakness, and they could play with that.

      “What’s yer story?” I asked, then turned my attention back to the fore. “And why did Bill send ye along with Shrike’s shares?”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “An answer for an answer, Skullsplitter,” she said with a grin, the absence of tusks leaving two noticeable gaps in the teeth of her lower jaw. “Which answer would ye prefer?”

      “The second,” I answered after a moment’s consideration.

      “Ah,” she exclaimed as she clapped her hands together. “The Captain is wise as well as strong. Listen close, orc pirate, for ye will not like this answer.”

      I frowned and wondered how my choice was wise if I wouldn’t like the answer, but I kept that thought to myself as she continued.

      “Adra, she was sent… to be a spy…” The she-orc grinned happily. “The bloody man, he has my fetch and thinks it gives him power over me. That is what his witch told him when she trapped my Baz.”

      Her words came as another shock to me. “Why in the hells would ye admit openly that ye were put aboard to spy for Bloody Bill?” I demanded.

      This made no sense at all unless… unless neither Bill nor Cerridwen knew a thing about shamans.

      “The spirits forbid me lies,” Adra said craftily, a smug look on her face. “All I needed to do was make sure ye asked the right question.”

      I burst out laughing. This woman was a cagey one, even when stacked up with Bloody Bill. She’d managed to outmaneuver the pirate king and found herself one of the few orcs at sea that might be willing to help her.

      “What can I do to help ye?” I asked with a grin.

      “A good question,” she said as her voice dropped low. She could still be heard over the howl of Mary’s wind, though, as she continued. “Free my fetch, Skullsplitter. Trade it for Bill Markland’s life when ye have him. If ye have him.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that, but I nodded. “Join my crew, and I will.”

      “Ha! Yes, Bardak Skullsplitter! Give me back my Baz, and I will call the spirits for ye!”

      Adra capered in a circle, then collapsed against me, laughing all the while. I caught her with a wince, the heat of her body noticeable even through her clothes. Several of the crew gave us curious looks before she pulled away, adjusted herself, and coughed nervously, but a sly smile still touched her lips.

      “What shall I tell Bill Markland, Skullsplitter? He needs to know something.”

      “Tell him the truth,” I replied. “He’ll know we are coming anyway, with Cerridwen back.”

      “Will he now?” she asked, then curtseyed. “I will consider that, Captain. Thank you for this… enlightening… chat.” Then she was gone, dancing off to wherever Shrike had bunked her… or so I hoped. Though the sound of her laugh lingered for a long moment behind her.

      I heaved a sigh and tilted my head back to gaze at the heavens. Ever since I made my choice to become a pirate, my life had definitely taken a turn for the strange. A chuckle shook my shoulders and sent a spike of pain through my injured arm. This strangeness? I found that I rather enjoyed it.

      Off to port, maybe a mile or two, was the coast of Milnest. We were paralleling it, following Bill’s expected course to the sheltered cove that Shrike had mentioned. It was a little bit to one side of an extensive river delta that had once been the site of some civilization or ill-fated colony.

      Most of this coast was unpopulated. Except for a few areas, the elves much preferred to make their homes deep inland. Only a few had a liking for the sea and the waves. Of course, a few was enough to crew several hundred fast, maneuverable ships. We could match and overwhelm them at sea, but on land, they were nigh unbeatable.

      They used hit-and-run tactics mostly and took advantage of the terrain and their mobility to terrifying effect. I’d heard tales from men who’d been part of the expeditionary force originally sent by Emperor Blackburn to force a reckoning with the elves.

      That attempt failed miserably. A few survivors made it back to their ships, which were subsequently chased back to Imperial territory and a rendezvous with the full might of the Admiralty. At some invisible border, the elven ships had turned back and vanished, sailing at speeds none of the Erdrath vessels could match.

      The survivors reported an enemy that vanished amongst the trees, only to reappear elsewhere, all the while making uncannily accurate shots with arrows that punched through armor as if it didn’t exist.

      After studying my map further, I concluded that Bloody Bill hid this last trove of his in a place few would dare look. The ruins in the delta were easily within a day of the cove. That had to be where he ran.

      The night wore on. The wind spurred on by Mary’s voice kept us moving as fast as the ship could sail. I made a small adjustment to our course as my inner sense told me we were getting close to where Shrike indicated they’d anchored to wait for the captain.

      Suddenly, off to port, the sea erupted as Tiny burst up from below, let out a bellow, and raised his head with a rapid jerk. A flash of silver leaped up at the apex of the Dragon Turtle’s motion and arced through the air over The Hullbreaker’s railing before the monster sank back beneath the waves. A moment later, Ligeia, her skin sparkling with water, landed in a crouch on the deck below me.

      Several of the men cried out in surprise as the siren stood and stalked smugly to where I stood on the quarterdeck by the ship’s wheel. I returned her smile with one of my own.

      “What news?” I asked.

      “We are only an hour behind The Witch’s Promise,” she replied. “The elves are… dealt with, at least for a day or so, and once they recover, they’ll need to make repairs to their rudder.”

      “What did ye do?” I wondered. Ligeia had her comb back, and I really had no idea what she was truly capable of.

      “I sang to them of love and lust,” she replied with a musical lilt. “A song that boosts the ardor and frees the mind.” A faint blush tinged her skin beneath the sheen of water and sparkling scales as her gills flexed. “They’ll be quite distracted ‘til sometime on the morrow. Oh, and Tiny ate their rudder.”

      I laughed at my siren’s boldness and quick thinking. So, the elves aboard the ship would be out of commission for at least a day, fucking until they were exhausted, and since the dragon turtle had eaten their steering mechanism, they’d likely just give up the chase.

      That was my hope, anyway.

      “Has Bill made it to the cove yet?” I asked next.

      “He has,” she reported. “The witch has set wards against me, and I could do no more than watch from the open sea. They dropped the smaller boats to go to shore and left most of the crew behind. Thy intuition did prove correct, my Captain.”

      Bill seemed like a creature of habit. Treacherous, murderous habit, but habit nonetheless. He knew his treasure was threatened, and as close as we’d been, it wasn’t a stretch to believe he’d make a beeline to protect or retrieve it. We didn’t have the crew to capture his ship, but there was something else we could do.

      “Ligeia, how close can ye get to Bill’s ship?” I wanted to know.

      “Perhaps ten Tiny-lengths or so,” she replied after thinking a moment. The use of her Dragon Turtle companion as a unit of measurement almost made me laugh aloud. It was clever, though.

      “Yer song works on anyone what hears it, though, aye?” I continued with a thoughtful frown.

      “They are warded by the magic that Cerridwen wove while she had access to a part of my soul, my Captain. Were this not so, the entire shipful would be sleeping or fornicating while they waited upon thee.”

      It was only her deadly serious tone kept me from laughing again. The thought of every man and woman on The Witch’s Promise rutting without thought or inhibition sent a wave of mirth through me, but I stifled it back.

      “Ye gave Mary and me your kiss. Could the three of us go ashore and track Bill to his stash without alerting his ship?” I mused. “Or would that be too difficult for ye?”

      She nodded firmly. “We could. ‘Twould not even be a difficult swim from the entry of the cove, around, and onto the shore where they cannot see.”

      “An’ Tiny can splash around to keep their attention on The Wasp here while keepin’ out o’ cannon distance,” I added. “We need to talk to Mary, but she can’t leave her wind hex. I’ll send for Mister Shrike, though.”

      With that, I called the watch officer and had him send a runner below to roust my first mate. He showed up smartly within a few minutes, trailing after the runner who saluted me and hurried back to his regular duties.

      “What do ye need, Cap’n?” Shrike asked as he glanced from the siren to me.

      I summarized what she’d told me, then followed it with, “Ye’ll take command o’ The Wasp until my return, an’ I’m half of a mind to pass her on to ye, once I’m back on The Hullbreaker.”

      He blinked in disbelief. “Cap’n,” the man protested, “ye must have someone that’s been with ye longer that deserves a ship.”

      This kind of modesty was a rather endearing trait in the man, but it was misplaced. He’d deserved his own command for a while now, and while I’d hate the loss of another skilled second-in-command, my act would go a long way towards ensuring his continued loyalty.

      “Ye’ve got the most experience with command in my crew, aside from Kargad,” I told him. “Not sure who I’ll find for a bloody mate, but I’ll figure out somethin’.” A grin crept over my features. “All ye have to do is taunt an’ tease Bloody Bill’s crew while Ligeia, Mary, an’ I creep ashore an’ trail the bastard. I know ye want yer pound o’ flesh, but will ye do this for me?”

      Shrike didn’t hesitate. He nodded vigorously and said, “I won’t disappoint ye, Cap’n. Thank ye.”

      “Good. Helm’s yers, sir,” I half-teased with a wink, saluted, and walked off as soon as his hand was on the wheel. Ligeia padded after me.

      “You have many good crewmen,” she observed.

      “Good crew,” I said, “but not the best officers. I seem to keep promoting them.”

      “Perhaps some just need a chance,” she said, then shrugged. “Or perhaps I am wrong. I know little of these things.”

      The siren might not have known about ship’s ranks and promotions, but she certainly understood people. Unfortunately, it still left me no closer to deciding who to promote to first mate once we returned to The Hullbreaker. I’d decide upon it later.

      Mary kept singing as we walked up, though she did turn questioning eyes my way.

      “We’re close,” I told her, “an’ we’ve got somethin’ of a plan.”

      The witch nodded and cocked her head as her voice grew quieter.

      “With Ligeia’s kiss, we can swim to shore and creep after Bill undetected. We’ve got a fairly good idea where he might be going, too. He’ll expect us because of Cerridwen, but I think the three of us will be able to handle anything that he can throw at us. Ye in?” I met her gaze and smiled broadly. I was firmly confident in this plan, rightly so or not.

      Mary must have agreed, too. Her eyes brightened, and she nodded up at me. I looked over to see Ligeia smile. Soon, we’d have the pirate king’s treasure, and I had another promise to keep. Adra needed her fetch back if she was truly free to join us, and that would add even more mystical might to my little fleet. Three ships, two witches, a siren, and a shaman.

      The only way to go was up.

      I pulled up a crate and perched on it to keep my witch company while she sang. Her voice was much different from the chants my people performed for magic and warfare, and yet, some things were the same.

      Mary’s windwork required her to mimic various sounds of the wind, combining them musically into a wordless song that would attract the attention of elementals or wind spirits, whatever they were. There was a power to her voice when she sang, something that stirred my soul and other, less spiritual parts of me.

      Ligeia joined me and perched rather boldly on my knee. She cocked her head and studied Mary for a few minutes, her eyes shut as she listened. Both of us were surprised when she joined the song, her voice weaving in and out of Mary’s intonations with adept skill. Rather than interfering with the hex, the siren’s song bolstered it, and my witch grew energized as the drain of her magic eased.

      My siren definitely had not been able to do this before she recovered her comb. I was impressed and a little pensive. Ligeia was a powerful creature, able to do many impressive things even with a portion of her abilities lost to her. Now that she had them back, would she remain part of my crew? Would she stay with me?

      So far, I had no reason to question, but at this moment experiencing a hint of the increased range of talents the recovery of her divided soul had given her, I couldn’t help but wonder a bit. I also couldn’t help but realize that I cared for both of these women far more than I cared to admit.

      Hells, I’d fallen in love with them.
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      Tiny and The Wasp blocked the entry to the cove where The Witch’s Promise rode at anchor. I made sure that the sloop was angled broadside towards the galleon, but just outside of cannon range, and just to be sure, we fired a couple of shots to get their attention.

      Sure enough, it worked. A couple of return shots splashed shy of us, then silence, although the men on deck were very attentive. That was when the Dragon Turtle made his appearance, surfacing between the ships and blowing his steaming breath into the cove and over The Witch’s Promise before sinking back into the depths and out of sight.

      I wanted Bill’s crew to be as worried as possible.

      Right after Tiny did his thing, Mary, Ligeia, and I slipped over the rail on the far side of the ship and into the water. The early morning sun was peeking over the distant horizon to the east, painting the sky in rosy colors.

      Once again, red skies in the morning.

      As I expected, without trying to keep afloat, I sank like a stone straight to the bottom. My first breath of water was a bit unnerving as well. The first time I’d already been drowning, but this time, I was fully aware of what I did. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hard to pull the water into my lungs, but I did it. The cold heaviness of it was hard to breathe, but it wasn’t too much to bear.

      There was a moment of discomfort, then my feet hit the silty bottom about twelve fathoms down, and I took a moment to peer around through the dim, murky water. A gentle slope led upwards in the direction of the shore, and seagrass waved in the light current. Nearby, a large grouper eyed me curiously while upward in the distance, a silver-sheened barracuda hung still in the water.

      Ligeia was the first to reach me, swooping down from above with the help her ankle fins and webbed fingers. She arched her body around with a quick kick and settled nearby with a smile, floating effortlessly in the gloom. Mary was next, and she was almost as graceful as the siren in the water. For a moment, I felt amazingly lucky to be in their company, but I only allowed myself that brief time. There was work to do, and little time to do it in.

      “Let’s get on with this,” I told them, my voice strange and hollow in my ears. Ligeia’s magic apparently let us speak, too, though it was almost painful to do so. I steeled myself and started slogging my way along the seabed up the slope. It wasn’t fast going, but it would get us to shore undetected.

      We passed by Tiny first, his immense form half-blocking the entire pass into the cove. One of his large eyes swiveled in its socket to regard us as we made our slow way along. He let out a low rumble of greeting to Ligeia, who darted swiftly over to caress his massive snout.

      Mary shot me a smile, her hair rippling around her head and shoulders like a halo as she undulated through the water. We were lightly equipped for this adventure: I had my axe, Mary her knives, and Ligeia her claws and teeth. I didn’t see the need for powder as it would have gotten wet. Besides, if I wanted a gun, I’d just take it from one of Bill’s men.

      The sea bottom dipped for a bit, and as I made my way down the slope, the silhouette of The Witch’s Promise loomed above us. Her anchor rested on the bottom, maybe thirty or so feet from where we passed. I kept going while Ligeia swam over to investigate it, circled the heavy iron a few times, then darted back. Eventually, the bottom began a steeper rise, and sea bottom vegetation grew heavier.

      Finally, we reached the shallows, and I shifted my stance so that my head stayed below the water’s surface until the last possible moment when we had to slide up the narrow shore and into the woods. We stayed low until we reached the shore with the hope that Bill’s crew would have their full attention on The Wasp. I was certain that the cannon fire had alerted the shore crew and Bill himself, so there might be surprises waiting for us as we tracked him.

      I rather hoped there were.

      We crept from the edge of the water and slipped into the thick undergrowth with me in the lead. No shouts or shots followed, which meant that Tiny and The Wasp had done their jobs perfectly. I was no woodsman, but my skills in hunting and tracking were better than the nonexistent ones of most pirates. Witches, though, also had a general talent with naturalist pursuits, and Mary was probably my equal.

      She walked behind me, her bare feet making no sound on the leaves and her wet clothes bound tight against her skin. I made slightly more noise, just by dint of my size and weight. Ligeia, though, was as much a ghost on land as she was in the water. She flitted from tree to tree like a silent shadow, impressing me with her talent.

      The woods beyond the scrub and bramble-lined shore were old growth, consisting of oaks and evergreens, with a thick canopy that kept scrub from growing on the ground beneath. Birds and squirrels were active in the trees, but it was too cold for insects, which was something I was thankful for.

      It wasn’t long before we found the trail leading from the two beached dinghies. Our prey was moving fast and had abandoned stealth in favor of speed, which made their tracks plain and easy to follow. This made me even more certain that Bill didn’t intend to do anything more than retrieve his booty.

      I picked up the pace a bit but stayed alert. We didn’t want to spring any traps or ambushes that the pirate king might have left in his wake.

      It was a good thing, too. I noticed a point where the group left the beaten path to sidle past a section of the path. I prodded it with my axe and watched the ground collapse into a shallow pit filled with sharpened stakes that I’d almost fallen into.

      “They certainly mean business,” Mary whispered.

      “More come,” Ligeia hissed, just before a musket shot cracked in the quiet of the morning, splintering the bark of a tree near Mary’s head. I pulled her down into the bushes with a curse, and we both scrambled for cover. The siren vanished into the bushes and was gone while I risked raising my head to look for our assailant.

      “Do ye see them?” I asked my witch, who had done the same.

      She shook her head.

      “One shot,” I whispered. That meant there was only one person out there.

      Mary nodded and ducked back under cover with me. I closed my eyes and sampled the air, catching the smell of sweat and powder in the air. That gave me a rough direction, too, and I crept off that way.

      Unfortunately for the sniper, Ligeia got to him first. My witch and I found her crouched over a ravaged corpse beneath a spreading oak tree. She’d killed him so fast he hadn’t had a chance to cry out. Once again, I was glad the siren was on my side.

      “Good job,” I told her as I quickly gathered the man’s musket, powder, and shot before we set off. This time though, we kept more out of sight and followed Bill’s crew’s trail. It wouldn’t do for us to get caught and get slowed down more.

      Not much later, we managed to surprise the next set of ambushers. Four of Bill’s crew, all men and all experienced fighters from their looks and the bared cutlasses they held, waited with their eyes intent on the path. One did notice us as we closed and shouted an alarm, but it was too little, too late. Mary paralyzed a man with a flash of her evil eye while I closed with the group.

      The first swing of my axe broke the guard of another and staggered him, then a kick to the stomach sent him flying back to fetch up against a tree. I dodged a wild slash, cleaved a man’s legs from beneath him, and split his skull in a spray of gore.

      Meanwhile, Mary finished off the paralyzed man with a slash across the throat, and Ligeia spun inside and under the last man’s swing before she lunged up and tore out his throat with her teeth. I pounced on the man I’d stunned, tore his blade from his hands, and pinned him up against a tree with his feet dangling.

      “How many more?” I snarled.

      The man’s eyes bugged out as Mary and Ligeia appeared at my shoulders.

      “Four,” he choked out. “Just four. Right before ye reach the ruins.”

      “Where’s Bill an’ his witch?” I shook him like a rag doll and slammed his back against the tree.

      He wet himself. The sharp stink of urine rose in the forest air. Mary let out a giggle, and Ligeia hissed in disgust.

      “Why do they always do that?” she complained.

      “Fear, I think,” Mary answered.

      I ignored the banter, my eyes burrowing into the man. He still had a knife at his belt, but with my hand around his neck, he was too busy trying to fight off a wrist that he couldn’t get both hands around.

      “Caves,” he gasped. “Sea caves under the ruins is what he told us.”

      “Well,” I told him, “you've been helpful.” Then I proceeded to smash his head into the tree until he went limp before tossing his still-breathing form into the bushes.

      Both the women looked at me questioningly.

      “He gets a chance,” I said as I shouldered my axe, “since he was so cooperative.” Likely, the unconscious pirate wouldn’t wake up until this was all over, even if he woke sooner, I was certain he’d run for the ship instead of heading to warn Bill.

      “Makes sense to me,” Mary commented, then hooked arms with a confused seeming Ligeia. “Shall we move on?”

      The siren nodded, and so we set off again, keeping out of sight of the trail. It wasn’t that much longer before we pulled up short and crouched, hidden in the undergrowth at the edge of a scrubby field that abutted the remains of some outbuildings for what had once been a prominent down or maybe even an ancient fortress. The trail we’d been following was all that was left of a main road that led down to the cove. Its stones, sheltered by the trees, had been long buried, while the ruins themselves topped a cliff overlooking the sea. Wind and storms had weathered the buildings and the streets to a polished gray hue.

      While some of the structures stood as monuments against the passage of time and the ravages of nature, most had lost walls and roofs, and a few were little more than weathered piles of stone.

      The sun was bright overhead. There would be no creeping in the shadows now, not until we crossed the field. This was where I expected the second ambush. Likely Bill’s fighting men were holed up in the rubble to take advantage of the rough terrain. We’d be hard-pressed to close the gap between a well-armed musketeer and us without taking a shot or two.

      “This isn’t good,” Mary peered around. “I see no sign of anyone.”

      “And I smell nothing,” Ligeia added.

      “They be there,” I said quietly. This would be the perfect job for Mocker. He knew all the tricks to unsettle other shooters to get them to pop their heads up so he could find them… but I knew a way, too.

      Not too far into the killing field was a small building, a carriage house maybe, where all four walls had fallen in. It still came up to my knee, and several of the pieces were big enough to give us cover under the right circumstance.

      “I've got an idea,” I told the two. “Stay behind me and watch for the enemy. We’re going to stay low and move fast to that pile o’ rubble.”

      They both nodded silently, then I rose a bit and took off at a low, loping run for the cover of the fallen building. No shots rang out, and we made it to cover without incident. That would have been the perfect lure for an inexperienced marksman which meant one of two things. Either Bill had well-trained sharpshooters waiting for us, or he didn’t have shooters at all.

      I wasn’t about to make any assumptions. We were too close now to lose out because of a well-placed musket ball. I glanced through the rubble and quickly found what I was looking for. There was a large section of the wall that had fallen and remained whole. It was big enough to cover both women and me if they stayed close.

      “Captain,” Ligeia leaned close and whispered, “I could sing for them.”

      I shook my head. “Cerridwen proofed the ship’s crew against ye, did she not?”

      That gave the siren pause, and she nodded. “Aye, but do they expect me this far inland?”

      “They may not,” I replied. “I’d still rather not risk ye getting shot. Now, stay close, an’ if they show themselves, sing away. Mary, give them the eye if ye get the chance. Like as not, they’ll hit us before we reach the ruins proper.”

      With that, I set hands on the fallen section of wall and heaved it up straight. Then, with a grunt of effort, a creak of tendons, and a deep throb from the healing wound in my left bicep, I lifted the heavy section of stone and began advancing across the field, step by step with Mary and Ligeia slipping along in my shadow.

      About at the halfway point of my blind advance, the first shots rang out. Musket balls cracked against the stone to break away bits of it. I grunted from the impacts, but I held steady and kept up the slow advance.

      “After the next volley,” I growled to the women behind me, “we charge. Listen for four shots.”

      “Yes, my Captain,” Mary said with a grin.

      Ligeia nodded and put a hand on my shoulder. I took a few more ponderous steps, more shots rang out, and more stone splintered and cracked. We were a long sprint from cover, but we had until the shooters reloaded.

      “Now!” I yelled and pushed the stone forward before I took off running straight up the middle. Mary went right, and Ligeia went left as if they’d planned this already.

      Perhaps they even had.

      Either way, I hit the ruins where our assailants might be hiding at a dead run, skidded on the stones, and ducked around a corner out of direct line of sight. That took me right into the surprised face of some poor bastard in the middle of reloading his musket.

      I reacted first and drove the butt of my axe into his face, and he fell over, blood streaming from his ruined nose. I followed that up with an overhead chop that split his head in two. The corpse kicked a couple of times and then went still as his blood soaked into the jungle floor.

      From the left, there came a short scream that cut off into a fading gurgle. Ligeia had found one, too, I wagered. I grinned fiercely as I scooped up this man’s musket and a brace of pistols along with more powder and shot. Much better armed, now, I stalked off to search for the rest of the four ambushers.

      Off to the right, my keen ears caught the sound of a quick scuffle and a man’s grunt. Likely Mary had found another. Where was the last? I knew where someone like Mocker would hole up, so I crept towards the center of the ruins where several tall, ruined structures sat.

      Sure enough, I caught a flash of movement on the tallest roof when I peeked my head out from cover. I pulled back quickly, not wanting to catch a musket shot. This fellow was dug in well, behind a short wall that lined the flat roof of one of the more structurally complete of the remaining buildings.

      It wasn’t that much later when Mary and Ligeia caught up with me where I’d settled behind cover to plan the best way to get to the last of Bill’s ambushers. This particular enterprising bastard had gotten up on one of the ruined roofs near the center of the old town and had a pretty clear shot at anything that got close.

      “Want to try singing?” I asked the siren. The man was under too much cover for me to take a clear shot at him.

      The man hadn’t noticed us in our hiding spot, but he was alert, having heard the earlier scuffles as we took down his friends. It wouldn’t be easy to unseat him unless this trick worked.

      “Certainly, my Captain,” she said as a smile stretched across her face, “though the both of you will need to cover thy ears.”

      I nodded, reached up, and plugged my ears with my fingers while Mary did the same. She had a splash of blood trailed across her nose from the musketeer she’d slain.

      Once Ligeia was convinced we couldn’t hear, she began to sing. I could still make it out very faintly, but as quieted and broken up as the song was, there was none of her magic in it. Our enemy, though, was enthralled before he could even try to defend himself. We watched him rise from his hiding place and gaze around in a daze.

      The siren rose from behind cover and stepped out to look up at him as her voice gained focus, and across the distance between her and her prey, their eyes met. She held out her arms, body swaying slowly with the melody, and the man just walked right off the roof.

      It wasn’t far enough to kill him outright, but the pirate was grievously injured. It was a mercy that I took care of his screaming with a pistol shot. Silence filled the ruins as the echo died off.

      “That was rather frightening,” Mary commented. “It’s one thing to know what your song does, Ligeia, and entirely another to see it in action.”

      The siren just shrugged and walked over to prod the corpse with one toe while I reloaded.

      “Time to find Bloody Bill and put an end to this,” I said firmly before whirling to lead the way deeper into the ruins.
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      After a few minutes of searching, we found a rubble-strewn basement beneath one of the larger structures. Behind a broken wall in it, a crumbling passageway descended into darkness.

      “The sea is below,” the siren said. “If you would, my Captain, I would go, seek the seaward entrance to these caves, and bring Tiny and your ship to wait there.”

      That was an extremely clever idea. She could find a way into the caves from the sea and bring reinforcements if necessary. It would certainly leave Bill’s men on The Witch’s Promise confused and worried.

      “Go, lass,” I told her, “but once they’re all in place, come into the caves and find us.”

      “Of course,” she purred with a smile.

      Mary and I watched her go, then faced each other in the dim light filtering through cracks in the stone above. “Are ye ready?” I asked.

      My witch nodded and reached up to pull me down for a kiss. “Aye, my Captain,” she replied softly.

      Without another word, we descended. Both of us could see in the darkness, but after a bit, out of sight of the main entrance, we came across a dim, hooded lantern.

      “Someone marks their way,” Mary whispered.

      “Aye. Be careful, though, there might be something amiss.” I sniffed the air. Bill and his men had passed this way, but the scent was fading. “Though if we don’t hurry, we may meet them coming back.”

      She let out a soft laugh. “Ambush them, then?”

      “Nay,” I said with a shake of my head. “We push on.”

      The way wound ever downward, growing damper by the step. Every now and then, though, a lantern burned. After the second one, Mary paused and took a longer look at it.

      “This one bears a hex sign,” she noted.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Nothing but an early warning,” she replied, her brow furrowed. “Cerridwen knows someone comes, and this tells her how many and how soon.”

      “We expected them to be ready for us,” I observed as I did a quick check of the pistols and muskets I’d acquired. Two long arms and four pistols weren’t a lot, but it would give us a bit of an opening volley once battle was joined. “So long as there’s no trap, we move on.”

      “Aye,” she said pensively as we started moving again, “though I don’t like this.”

      “Rather be back in our bed, aye?” I teased.

      “Aye,” came the quick answer. “Ye intend to break me, my Captain?”

      I just chuckled. Once this was over, I had plans for both Ligeia and Mary, and I expected they’d be quite happy with them.

      From there, we went on in silence, only pausing at side passages and forks to make sure we went in the right way. Our path wound ever downward, until, at last, we made our way through cold, saltwater that rose quickly until we were fully immersed. The waterway went several paces, short enough that someone could easily hold their breath to pass through if they knew to press on in the murky darkness, then finally sloped upwards to emerge into a vast, natural cavern.

      Light bloomed from the far end through a tall crack in the rock wall, and the waves against the stone gave off booming echoes that thrummed through the empty spaces. Stalactites, stalagmites, and fully formed columns created the appearance of a virtual forest of stone, dotted with tide pools and debris. Here and there, a full skeleton rested, each sporting some kind of traumatic injury. Over there, the ribcage was half staved-in, and beside it lay a skull with a round hole punched into the bone over one eye.

      “Are ye certain, witch, that there only be two?” Bill’s voice echoed in the chamber.

      “Aye,” Cerridwen’s quieter reply came. “Two, and they’ll be on us at any moment.”

      “Is everyone ready?” the pirate king asked.

      “Too late, Bill,” I called as Mary and I separated, circling around to where we thought the captain and his group was. “We’re already here.”

      “Damn!” he swore, still out of sight as his voice echoed off the stones. “Ye wouldn’t be willin’ to parley, would ye, Cap’n Bardak?”

      Cerridwen hissed something I couldn’t hear, and several other voices joined in to make some kind of protest. I waited a moment to listen before I answered.

      “I think the time for parley’s long past, Bloody Bill. Ye have too much that I mean to take, now.”

      Mary caught my eye and pointed to herself, then gestured to indicate she meant to try to flank our opponents. I gave her a nod.

      Laughter filled the cavern from Bloody Bill Markland. “Ye think ye hold the advantage, ye green-skinned devil!” he roared. “I've got a dozen men or more, my witch, and plenty of cover from which to introduce yer innards to daylight. I am the pirate king, Bardak Skullsplitter, and don’t ye forget that!”

      “A king that runs at the first sign o’ trouble,” I taunted back. If I could get the bastard angry enough, there might be a way to settle this. It ran a high risk, but it just might work. “Ye ran from the Commodore when he caught yer Fallen Angel, an’ ye ran from me just a few days gone. Ye be Yellow Bill Markland, methinks, an’ I mean to tell the world how ye showed yer arse an’ left yer crew to swing.”

      “Damn you, orc!” he yelled. I could hear Cerridwen trying to calm him down to no avail. “Come out here and fight! I’ll show ye that Bloody Bill’s no coward!”

      “Are ye challenging me, Bill?” I let a hint of laughter creep into my voice. “All yer folk an’ my witch as witnesses?”

      “Yes, yes!” he practically screamed. “A thousand times, yes!”

      His witch swore soundly. “Damn it, Bill Markland! Are ye daft?”

      “I’ll bloody well show this gods-damned orc,” his growl echoed.

      There it was. The rite of challenge was something almost as sacred to pirates as the rite of parley. Well, as sacred as anything was to us. With confidence as to my immediate safety, I shouldered my axe and walked forward through the stone forest to stand in an area that had obviously been cleared.

      Bill hadn’t exaggerated. A dozen of his bully boys stood spread out to either side of him, while Cerridwen was to his right and a little in front. Behind them was the last trove of the pirate king. Several chests were stacked neatly, about, along with a few sea chests, and piles of gold and silver ingots. Loose jewels were scattered on the floor, spilling from one of the chests with a broken lid, and the whole seemed to glow in the cavern’s dim light.

      “Single combat it is,” I said with a decisive nod. “My terms be this: If I win, I take everything. If ye win, ye get my ships, my men, and my witch.”

      “Not like ye’ll keep me,” Mary called from somewhere out in the cavern. She appeared around one of the columns and sauntered up to stand beside me. “I think I shall call this challenge witnessed.”

      “I hope ye know what yer doing, Bill,” Cerridwen said as she drew herself up. “Witnessed.”

      All the crewmen took a shuffling step back and bowed their heads. The Captain’s Challenge was an old ritual of the pirates and privateers, usually used to settle disputes between ships or over loot. Ships captains squared off in a no-holds-barred fight until one of them steps away the victor. Much of the time, these fights only ended at first blood or surrender.

      Bill, though, would be trying to kill me.

      The pair of us faced off as everyone else cleared out. They wanted no part of this.

      “It’s not too late to run, Bill Markland,” I taunted as we faced off.

      His face reddened. “I’ll show ye, Skullsplitter. Ye’ll be the one whose blood is spillin’ this day.”

      Mary and Cerridwen called out in clear voices that echoed through the cavern, “Begin!”

      Bloody Bill went immediately for his flintlocks, and so did I. He drew two and fired while I only shot one, both of us moving to dodge as the pistols spoke.

      Neither of us missed, we just didn’t manage to hit what we aimed at. One pistol ball hit me in my right shoulder, and the other got my left thigh. I staggered and dropped the pistol, spun, and came around with my axe at the ready.

      Bill faced me, blood streaming down the left side of his face from where my shot creased the side of his head. He grinned madly and tossed aside his pistols before he drew his paired cutlasses.

      Our injuries looked bad, but they weren’t likely to slow us down, though I didn’t relish the thought of Mary having to dig out two more pistol balls. Without a moment’s hesitation, I ignored the blood and pain to let out a roar as I charged the man, my axe lifted to cleave him from crown to crotch.

      He shouted in return and rushed to meet me, his blades flashing as he spun aside to slip past my swing. I dodged one blade, but the other drew a line of blood across my belly. The axe struck sparks from the stone, but I recovered quickly and swung a wide strike at Bill’s legs. He just barely managed to leap over the swing, and with a shout, he danced forward, his twin blades whirling madly as he came at me.

      I let momentum carry me around and brought the axe up, reversed my grip, and dropped it down. My swift move knocked Bill’s cutlasses aside, and before he could press forward, I threw him back on the defensive with a hard chop. Metal clanged on metal as I kept swinging, each blow driving him back step-by-step.

      Bill wasn’t going to stand for that. He feinted a step forward, then dove aside as I struck. The axe-head whistled by, just missing the man he rolled past me and came up in a crouch with a wide grin on his face.

      “I haven’t enjoyed a fight like this for many a year, Captain,” he cried. His stance shifted a bit, then he lunged at me with both blades aimed at my middle.

      I swept them aside with the haft of my axe but took a nick to my arm doing so. He had overextended himself with that move, and before he could recover, I released the axe with my right hand and walloped on the side of the head with my fist. Bill staggered away with a cry, his forehead busted open by my blow, and I came at him again relentlessly.

      Cerridwen shouted a warning and started forward only to be intercepted by Mary, and as the witches started yelling at each other, I slammed my axe down on one of Bill’s swords, snapping it in two. For now, I had to ignore everything but the man in front of me.

      Bloody Bill was dangerous, and it wasn’t like he wielded some kind of magical spear either. The man was just that good. He’d be quite an ally if I could ever turn him to my side, but that wasn’t too damn likely, especially now.

      Bill rolled away, leaving his ruined sword behind, and came up still looking dazed from my punch. He kept the blade of his remaining cutlass between the two of us, though, as I circled him. My bullet wounds ached from the exertion, and it would have been easy to let my rage overtake my reason and just pound the man into a quivering mass of bloody meat and broken bones, but I didn’t want to kill him.

      Maybe that wasn’t the safest decision, but I needed the pirate king to live. We were all against the Empire, after all. What did it matter if we had our disagreements as long as, in the end, Bill did more damage to our enemies than to me?

      He feinted left and struck right, but my blow to the head had scrambled his wits a bit so that he telegraphed the move quite badly. I just retreated a step and let him push me back, but suddenly, Bill’s gaze sharpened and he smiled at me. The bastard had been faking!

      He struck at my hands holding the axe, nicked one of my knuckles as I pulled back, then danced forward with a cross-slash and thrust. My guard was open, damn it all, so I did the only thing I could.

      I took it. The slashes cut an ‘X’ in the flesh of my belly, and I turned into the thrust to let it slide along my ribs before I brought my left arm, axe in hand, down and trapped it, then twisted to rip the blade out of Bill’s grasp.

      The pirate’s eyes grew wide as saucers as he realized his mistake, but I had him. I reached out like lightning to grab the front of his coat with my right hand, yanked him in close, and drove my heavy-browed forehead into his face.

      William Markland’s eyes rolled back into his head as blood sprayed from his broken nose, and he dropped in his tracks. With the cutlass still stuck through me, I stood over my fallen enemy and let out a roar that shook the cavern. Then I raised my axe for the killing blow and stared pointedly at the Danaan witch.

      “Give me Baz,” I commanded.

      Both Cerridwen and Mary stared at me in shock, as did the dozen crewmen. Unlike the two witches, though, these stolid men of arms began to back away from me.

      I roared again and shifted my grip to prepare to bring the axe down. That snapped the spell. Bill’s witch produced a pouch on a leather thong and held it out to me in a trembling hand. I lowered my axe lowered as I took it.

      “All of ye be gone,” I told her. “We are done here.”

      “Aye,” Cerridwen knelt down to see to her man. “That we are.”

      A subdued party of pirates gathered their fallen captain, and probably a few pockets full of loose treasure, and made their way back towards the winding ascent.
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      “Are you alright, my Captain?” Ligeia called out through the crack leading to the sea. “Do you need aid?”

      I chuckled and then winced. Mary was gingerly inspecting the injuries Bill had inflicted on me. They were painful and bloody but got nothing vital, and the fact that I was sitting on a chest full of booty was plenty of consolation. The pistol balls, though, still needed to come out.

      “We’re fine,” my witch called out. “You missed all the fun.”

      The siren gasped as she slipped into view from the water flooded at the base of the crack and rushed over to join Mary in doting over my wounds. I sighed, then winced and resolved not to move too much until the wounds were treated.

      Mary shared a quick rundown of the challenge and subsequent fight with Ligeia as she probed my injuries with gentle fingers.

      “I've got an idea,” the siren suggested. “I could sing our Captain to sleep, that you may treat him with more ease.”

      Before Mary could answer, I spoke up. “The Captain is quite fond of this idea. Carry it out, my loves.”

      They both laughed, and Mary reached up and stuck her fingers in her ears as Ligeia knelt at my feet. She reached out to place her hands on my thighs and then began to sing.

      The siren’s voice was painfully beautiful, and it made my heart ache to hear it. She sang of love and loss, of beauty and terror, and this song was for me and me alone. It was all I could do to listen as the power of her voice drew me in, wrapped me up, then pulled me down to drown in the cool, peaceful darkness.

      I woke up in the captain’s cabin of The Wasp with a rather wrung-out witch perched in a chair beside my bed. Nothing hurt. My wounds were all cleanly bandaged with neat wrappings that smelled like clove and cinnamon and some other, more earthy scents. Mary’s eyes were closed, but they blinked open the moment I stirred and shifted in the bed.

      “How did ye get me back here?” was the first question out of my mouth. I’d spent little time in the sloop’s cabin during our pursuit of Bloody Bill, so it was quite unfamiliar. The furniture was all nicely made from some dark-stained wood, but the walls sported no personalization. I could make it home if I needed to, but first, I’d need to replace the too-short bed I lay on. There was a slight twinge in my shoulder and side as I squirmed to a sitting position.

      Mary helped as best she could before she replied. “We’ll start with the point where Ligeia had Tiny break down the wall so we could row a dinghy in to fetch you.”

      I closed my eyes. Of course, the siren had the Dragon Turtle break his way into the cavern. It was a lot easier than carting me all the way up to the surface through the caves and whatever traps or ambushes Cerridwen might have laid for us. It pleased me to no end to hear that Ligeia had done this.

      “The pouch I got from Cerridwen?”

      “Back in Adra’s hands,” Mary said. “She was quite pleased, joined the crew on the spot, then worked with me to get these poultices and bandages on your gigantic arse. Also, before you ask, the hold is loaded with all the booty we pulled out of that cave.”

      “We’re off to a good godsdamned start, then,” I said as a smile crossed my lips. “What about Ligeia?”

      “Off with Tiny. She wanted to make sure the way was clear back to the rest of the ships.” A smirk teased at her lips. “It’s just you and me, my Captain.”

      With my injuries treated and the sleep I’d gotten with Ligeia’s aid, I was feeling much, much better. I took Mary’s teasing smirk as an invitation, and she didn’t protest. We weren’t as vigorous this time as we had been before, but I felt like there was a little something more. Even if we hadn’t confessed any stronger feelings, our actions reflected a new depth.

      Not that I wouldn’t be happy to make the little witch scream.

      Later, we emerged from my cabin into a cool, clear night with the stars sparkling in the sky above. The moon itself was nothing but a sliver that shone a pale light down on us.

      Shrike was on watch at the helm and threw me a salute without calling too much attention to the fact that I was out and about. I returned it gratefully. Tonight was for resting, and we’d be off with the dawn. I’d prefer we saved any celebration until we were reunited with the rest of the ships.

      I took my place at the helm a bit past first light, and The Wasp set off. The trip back to where The Hullbreaker and Sirensong were holed up for repairs took a little less than two days at a much less breakneck pace than when we’d set off after Bloody Bill. Of The Witch’s Promise and the elven warship, we saw no sign. In fact, we might as well had been alone at sea, save for the dark line of Milnest off to the north.

      Once back with the rest of the crew, we were hailed as conquering heroes. The lion’s share of the treasure was loaded aboard my flagship. I’d have to get used to thinking in those terms since I was off to the start of a small fleet.

      The repairs had been completed far faster than Bord anticipated, owing to Mary’s enchantment on the hull and his own skill. The first order of business was to have my witches and the odd shaman work that same magic on all the ships. I had no issue with spirits and hexes, nor, truly, with necromancy, so long as it was on my side and not my enemy’s.

      A couple of nights after our return, we had all gone ashore on the island with a few kegs of rum and a handful of wild pigs to roast. Bonfires roared away on the beach, and I sat on a creaking crate not far back from one of them. With me was Mary, Shrike, Kargad, and Ligeia. Adra was off telling fortunes or something, while Tiny wallowed in the shallows and grunted at anyone who drew near.

      “So, Cap’n,” Kargad broached the subject on everyone’s minds, “what do we do now?”

      “Way I see it,” I replied, “we’ve got options. We can roam these seas for a bit an’ waylay an elven trader or three to fill our coffers, we can go back through the straits, or maybe we could even sail south past the tip o’ this island and seek our fortunes in the archipelago.”

      “Bill is on this side, though,” Shrike put in. “Though likely not for long. He’s still a few more troves to gather, especially since this one was lost.”

      “Aye.” I tapped the side of my nose. “Now, we can race around tryin’ to beat ol’ Bill to his hidey-holes which really worked so bloody well this time.”

      “You did recover my comb, dear Captain,” Ligeia chimed in. “And the strange woman’s… fetch?”

      “Shamaness, and aye, we did. Look at what it cost us, though. ‘Twas probably worth it, and I am pleased, but we’ve got to keep our eyes to the fore, especially if we mean to go against Admiral Layne.”

      I gazed into the flickering depths of the fire as I said that. A showdown with the master of The Pale Horse was coming. That dread ship would be finished before we knew it, and we needed to be ready. To do that, though, we needed gold, and ships, and crew.

      “Here’s what I think,” Mary spoke up at last. She leaned against my right side, her back against the crate and my hip as she sat on the sand, while the siren drifted as far from the fire as she could and still be a part of the conversation. “We should go back to the archipelago and make friends in the free towns, even more than you already have, Captain Bardak. Allies will serve nigh as well as gold for crew and ships, and there are many lost treasures amongst the isles if we have a mind to look.”

      “What do the rest o’ ye think?” I asked as I looked to either side at my two captains and my siren.

      “I am here to follow you,” Ligeia answered. “Where is of no consequence to me.”

      “Who expected that answer?” Shrike said as he raised a hand playfully. “For my part, what Mary says makes a lot of sense. Over here, there are no towns to resupply in or take shore leave or anythin’, not without havin’ elves tryin’ to stick us with arrows. I vote for the archipelago, Bloody Bill and his bloody treasure be damned.”

      That brought a chuckle from the group.

      “Kargad?” I asked, turning my gaze in his direction as I leaned back a bit from the heat of the bonfire.

      He shrugged. “One sea’s as good as another for me, Bardak. Ye gave me a command, and I’ll go with ye wherever the wind blows.”

      “I think I happen to agree with Shrike and Mary,” I said after a quiet moment. “There’s adventure to be had in the islands, still, ships and towns to plunder, and lost treasure to be found.”

      With those words. I reached down and picked up the mug of rum that sat by my foot and lifted it. “To the best crew a captain could want.”

      Everyone rose a vessel of some sort, and Shrike laughed and cheered, “Hear, hear!”

      Tonight, we would celebrate, tomorrow we’d set sail. Adventure waited beyond the horizon, and I meant to find it. As I looked around at my friends and crew, and my lovely women besides, I couldn’t think of a better group to share the future with.
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      “Thank you, Marai, that will be all,” I told the hooded witch that stood before me. “I must ponder this news.”

      “Of course, Admiral,” she replied, a hint of a smile visible on her pale lips.

      Beneath the cloak and hood, Marai Bloddwen of the Sisterhood of Witches was an albino. Her skin was milk white, her eyes red, and her hair near colorless. Aside from that, she had an interesting bone structure. Quite symmetrical, if one were to analyze such things.

      In addition to being my personal witch and adviser, Marai was a foreseer, able to glimpse the future through means that I did not care to question. Whatever her methods, they worked, and that was all that I demanded of my underlings.

      She curtsied and slipped out of my office, taking the odd smell of poppies along with her. I took a moment to sigh and lean back in my large, leather-upholstered chair.

      Marai had given me grave news. Sebastian Arde had fallen to the renegade orcish privateer, his ship was sunk, and the small fleet and the troop of marines I’d entrusted to him, including some of my personal guard and a magical artifact of known power, were lost with him.

      I should have been angry, and I was, yet I felt a small modicum of relief at the news. Arde had become something of a loose cannon under my command. I suspected it was because I had stood up for the man and his methods on far too many occasions.

      Now, perhaps, he would be more tractable. Death, supposedly, stripped away the desires of the body for food and sex and replaced them with far darker and more useful needs, like blood and vengeance. I allowed myself a small smile before I reached for a little black iron bell that rested unobtrusively upon my desk.

      I picked it up and rang it a single time. The chime was surprisingly deep for the size of the little item. Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long. A faint rustling sounded behind me before a voice whispered in my ear, “What dost thou require, my master?”

      “Spare me the melodrama, Lack,” I answered coldly. “I have need of your particular talents in a matter of some urgency.”

      “A matter of life or death?” Lack asked, a faint hint of amusement lurking in his whispering voice.

      “Death and unlife,” I replied, steepling my fingers before me on the desk. “Commodore Sebastian Arde has fallen to the sea-orc, and The Indomitable has become his grave.” I turned my head a bit to study the silver-masked silhouette standing robed in black at my shoulder. “We are not yet done with him.”

      I knew very little about the man or demon that answered to the name of Lack. What I did know was that he was an effective and powerful ally, skilled in the arts of life and death. He asked for little and contributed much, though I refused to allow myself to become dependent upon him.

      “Is he to be bound, or is he to be free?” Lack asked softly.

      What an interesting question. I had one of my own. “Can you lay him to rest either way, should he prove troublesome?”

      “He is already troublesome, master,” the creature hissed, “but yes, I can consign him twice to death.”

      “Let him be free, then,” I decided. “Let him hunt who he wills and spread terror amongst the isles. I will speak with him in time and assure his obedience, but until then, I would like to see what he is capable of.”

      “So you say.” Lack released a dark, liquid chuckle that made my skin crawl.

      “Go,” I commanded. “Seek your task at the mouth of the Aiden Straits on the Milnest side.”

      “So be it,” the creature replied, and with a rustle of robes, he was gone.

      I stared down at the ink blotter that topped my desk for a long moment. Marai and Lack were only two of the powerful allies I had at my disposal, but the Emperor had frowned on the use of such things. The old emperor Dormand had been much less demanding than this usurper. I remembered the old bastard well, right before Blackburn’s uprising.

      When Asmond took the throne, I had been one of the more powerful individuals to acclaim him emperor, and he had rewarded me for my loyalty. I served well, and as time wore on, I ended up with nowhere left to rise. My power was the Admiralty, and the Emperor wielded it through me. But he was growing soft; making peace with our traditional enemies and stripping away our coffers for some unknown purpose. I had never shied from using non-traditional methods to gain and hold power, especially out here in the wildness of the archipelago.

      I hadn’t had a choice.

      Now, the gods-damned emperor Asmond Blackburn wanted me to hobble myself?

      I had just smiled and agreed when he issued the command to cease all use of necromancy and demonology within the bounds of Imperial service in favor of more wholesome and less efficient ways.

      Now, his eye was elsewhere, and his attention wandered away from the western reaches. I had spent a great deal of my influence upon my assignment making sure that all the Emperor’s commands to the Admiralty came through me, and in short order, everyone thought of me as Blackburn’s mouthpiece.

      After that, it was only a small effort to change the words that were given to me to be what I wanted them to be.

      Once the free towns rose up in open revolt, I could crush them with the blessing of the Emperor, annex their resources, and effectively claim the whole of the archipelago as my personal fiefdom, and there was nothing that Asmond Blackburn, sitting on his throne in the capital city of Donofar, could do about it.

      Soon enough, I could gloat openly about my plans and their fruition, but for now, I had to confine the practice to my own offices and speak with only my most trusted associates. This was nothing more than open rebellion against the throne, and I was quite happy with my head where it was.

      Still, I needed to deal with Bardak Skullsplitter sooner rather than later. He had thrice escaped from my minions’ attempts to kill him and cost my effort rather significantly in time and resources. How could an orc, of all things, be able to defy me so? How could he have stood up against Sebastian and his witches, especially when the commodore held the Huntsman’s Spear?

      Likely, the orc wielded it now, too, and that was a cause for concern. I needed him dead, no matter the cost. That was why I had summoned Lack. Perhaps Sebastian could succeed in unlife where he had failed in life.

      A thin smile touched my lips. If he failed, I would certainly enjoy taking a personal part in the final death of the orc pirate. There was just one problem. Until The Pale Horse was complete, I would be unable to do anything to stop the orc directly, and I didn't want to lose more ships to him.

      Of course, if need be, I could focus the might of the Admiralty down upon him, but it likely wouldn’t be enough. No. The best to hope for was to buy some time to complete my ship.

      Then, when I joined the hunt myself, I would spare nothing and no one, and I would send the orc pirate and his memory to the bottom of the deepest sea.

      And, hopefully, that would be enough to avoid the vision Marai had shown me.
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.
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