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      Tabitha Binx, feline Captain of The Black Cat, slipped into the brig section of The Hullbreaker’s hold and leaned against the wall opposite Drammond Screed’s cell.

      “Pirate King,” she purred to me by way of greeting.

      I folded my arms and arched an eyebrow in response. Sure, I was Bardak Skullsplitter, the one and only Orc Pirate of the Archipelago, but was I truly at the point where I could claim old Bloody Bill Markland’s title? I had a fleet, and now I had a fortified town, so maybe I could.

      It was only a day or so after the fight in the town of Insmere with Commodore Sebastian Arde and his ghost ship. Most of my crew were relaxing or seeing to repairs, especially as cooperative as the townies had been since we freed them from their Admiralty tyrant.

      Tabitha had asked after Drammond Screed, and I’d explained what happened, how he’d reacted when he’d unlocked the first lock on the case holding the magical, evil Black Mirror. She had then asked to see him. With no reason to deny her request, I had taken it on myself to escort her down to the pirate’s cell.

      Drammond raised his head to look at both of us with empty eyes. Whatever had happened in the hold of The Golden Bull, it had a profound effect on the man. Since we’d taken him away, he’d said nothing, but he had eaten, drunk, and taken care of other necessaries, just never when anyone was watching.

      It was strangely eerie.

      For Tabitha’s part, she just stared at him for a few minutes, then huffed a sigh and motioned to me as she left. I followed her all the way back out and up to the deck. Once we were in the sunlight, she turned to me and stepped in for a tight hug. I returned it. What was going on in her head, I wondered.

      “I think we should leave him here,” Tabitha said softly. “‘Til we can speak with him. ‘Til he comes back. We may not have been good together, and in truth, I hated him a bit, but no man deserves that. Be there nothing we can do?”

      “Adra believe he’ll get better once his spirit heals,” I replied.

      “What happened when we went down to The Golden Bull, Cap’n?” she asked. “I wanted something, then I was being carried for the surface by Ligeia and Mary. I meant to ask that night we spent together but…” A smile crept over Tabitha’s lips. “It slipped my mind.”

      “I meant to speak with ye about somethin’, too,” I said. “It has to do with what happened.”

      “Aye?”

      “Among the crates in that locked room, we found one that held the scrimshawed and bejeweled skull o’ one o’ yer folk,” I explained. “‘Twas old, and it seemed to house a sleeping spirit. That was the crate ye were ready to fight Mary over.”

      Tabitha closed her eyes and let out another huff of a sigh. “That be how my folk remember the dead. We remove the head, dispose of the body, then remove the hide and flesh from the skull: eyes, brain, everything. After that, a master carver engraves the bone with stories we tell of that person’s life. Gems are mounted in the skull to show rank.” She looked sidelong at me. “Ye say I tried to hurt Mary to get to it?”

      “Aye, but ye didn’t seem yerself, so ye shouldn’t worry, lass,” I told her.

      Her ears went back, and her tail drooped. “If ye be sure, Cap’n.”

      “Aye, Tabitha Binx,” I said with a smile. “Ye an’ Mary be fine.”

      She let out another sigh and leaned against me, a slow, quiet purr starting. I was honestly surprised that she didn’t want to see the skull, but perhaps that was for the best.

      As if in answer to my unspoken question, Tabitha softly said, “I am not yet ready.”

      Whatever that meant. She would tell me in her own time, I reckoned, but for now, I wouldn’t press. Grunting an affirmative, I caught her by surprise and pulled the small, black-furred Ailur woman into a kiss that left her breathless and smiling.

      “Don’t ye forget we be clan, now,” I told her with a grin. “Yer troubles be my troubles.”

      “Aye, aye,” she said with a laugh, broken out of her slipping mood. “I do promise to tell ye, Bardak. I do.” Tabitha drew an ‘X’ between her breasts. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      “No dyin’ on my watch,” I grumbled. “We’ve enough dark business ahead of us.” Of course, I referred to the looming confrontation with Admiral Justin Layne, the undisputed master of the Admiralty in the Archipelago, and his enormous city-ship, The Pale Horse. Everything I’d done since that time in Insmere almost a year gone when the Admiralty had attempted to kill me had been building up to a final battle with Layne himself.

      So far, I’d faced Commodore Arde, the Admiral’s right hand, twice, once as a living man and once as an undead abomination with an army of the drowned. I’d also worked both with and against Bloody Bill Markland, the self-proclaimed Pirate King of the Archipelago, and recovered The Golden Bull, a lost Imperial treasure ship from the bottom of a sea’s eye blue hole after defeating its guardians: a shark-headed octopus beast the size of a fabled kraken and hordes of the fish-folk known as sahagin.

      We had also discovered numerous baby lusca during that expedition, and Ligeia, my siren, took them under her proverbial wing. What she intended to do with the dangerous wee beasties I had no idea, but if it would help against the Admiral, I wasn’t about to stop her.

      Tabitha grinned at me, hooked one of her small hands in the crook of my arm, and we walked up out of the depths of my ship that way. From the brig, we passed through the lowest deck, where the rowers would crouch on their benches and throw their heavy, orcish backs into propelling The Hullbreaker if she was ever becalmed or needed that extra power and maneuverability in combat. Up the stairs from there was the cannon deck, where Bord the Cannonmaster watched over the rows of guns. In addition to storage, both this deck and the lower deck sported the sleeping berths for the crew, as did parts of the forecastle and aftcastle.

      My ship was heavily modified to suit the needs of a mostly orcish crew, and while we enjoyed our carousing, we didn’t really have many amenities that we actually needed.

      It was almost time for the meeting to discuss how we needed to proceed, and the two of us met Mary, my own witch, and Jimmy Mocker, my first mate, shortly after emerging into the light of the setting sun. We exchanged greetings and headed for the dock. Since we’d taken the town, the manor of Insmere inside the fortified keep was mine for the taking, and I meant to meet with my people in comfort, rather than the cramped confines of The Hullbreaker’s War Room.

      It wasn’t long until captains, witches, and first mates gathered in the manor of Insmere keep for a quiet celebration. Sturmgar had worked a trade deal with Gideon Cooper and the tradesmen for manufactured goods in return for food and raw materials. Everyone seemed decidedly pleased with the outcome, and life in the town slowly returned to a semblance of normal.

      “All right, me hearties,” I boomed out over the gathering once we were well along our way to being stuffed with fried fish, cheese, potatoes, and parsnips. There was wine from Winemaker’s Run, as well, and rum to boot. “Listen up.”

      Silence eventually fell, and everyone focused their attention on me.

      “Ye all know we stand against the Admiralty an’ Admiral Layne, which means that sooner or later, we’ll be facing The Pale Horse.”

      Nods and muttering followed that statement. We all knew the path we followed and where it led, but I felt the need to speak.

      “I’ve seen her,” I said. “She ain’t just the largest ship ever built, but there be magic at work.”

      “Like what the witches did with our ships?” Shrike asked. “Be that what ye mean?”

      “Aye,” I replied. “Likely more, since he be having sorcerers and witches and gods know what else at his beck and call. There also be merfolk an’ deep divers, but different than I’ve ever seen.”

      “Like dwarves would ever bloody stop tryin’ to innovate,” Bord grumbled. “Just ‘cause ye ain’t seen it…”

      “Ye’ll like this next bit, Bord,” I interrupted with a grin. “Ye ever heard of a Sea Hammer?”

      “Bloody legend an’ rumor,” he replied. “We used ‘em during the war, but they were all sunk or dismantled after. Dwarves ain’t likely to take to the sea anymore, either.”

      “What if I told ye I had a map to where one rests, an’ it ain’t the bottom o’ the sea?” I asked.

      “I’d curse ye for lyin’, ye daft orc,” he snapped.

      Everyone else watched our exchange in wonder. It occurred to me, then, that only a few of the folks gathered here had ever seen Bord and me go at it like this.

      Better late than never.

      “No lie,” I told him. “Sturmgar Ironhand saw the damned thing with his own eyes on a salvage run in the frozen seas. I mean to see it with my own eyes an’ recover it, if we can.”

      The old dwarf’s eyes lit up with an almost manic glow as he stood and faced me. “If this be true, Bardak Skullsplitter, then ye have my loyalty ‘til I turn to stone myself.”

      I blinked. Legend held that dwarves didn’t die of old age but traveled deep beneath the earth and became stone themselves. Was this actual confirmation of that tale from a dwarf?

      “If ye can fix the damned thing, then I’ll be happy to keep ye around for that long,” I replied.

      Bord snorted a laugh. “Fine, ye green bastard. When do we sail?”

      “That be up to all o’ us,” I replied, and looked around to the others. “Methinks we need to decide how to do this. The frozen sea ain’t a place for every kind o’ ship, and we ain’t got an icebreaker.”

      “The Hullbreaker,” Kargad, old friend and captain of Sirensong, said. “She’s the closest thing we be having.”

      I had that thought, but I didn’t want to force the issue, not with my comrades-in-arms. Many of them were quite attached to their ships.

      “I have no problem with that sort of cold,” Ligeia mused. “I will go and help to find the weak spots in the ice.”

      “Can more than one ship go?” Tabitha asked. “I’d rather not leave my Black Cat so far away, but I’m damned if I don’t want to come along.”

      “You’ll likely need me,” Ember Spark, Tabitha’s own witch, threw in.

      “All of those with gifts and talents of magic should accompany the Captain,” Adra Notch-Ear said suddenly. “As should those who share his bed. The rest can come along, or stay, as they will.” The tuskless orc shamaness’s eyes clouded as she stared off into the middle distance. The back of my neck prickled as my hackles raised.

      “Truth be told,” I said. “I’d be happy if all o’ ye came. There’s no harder group o’ buccaneers I’d rather have at my side in a voyage like this.” I looked around at my comrades, one and all, and caught more than a few smiles, particularly from Mary.

      “What about Rhianne?” my witch asked. She spoke about Arde’s undead witch who we had freed and spared when I killed the bastard the second time.

      “She should come along, methinks,” I said after a moment. “‘Tis easier to watch her, and besides, the more magic we take with us, the better.”

      “But,” Kargad mused, “if we all go, then who defends Insmere?”

      “Tiny is not so good with the cold,” Ligeia interjected. “It will slow him, so he needs best remain. I can set him to guard and to work with anyone else who wishes to stay.”

      Kargad raised a hand. “I’ll be stayin’, I think. Ice an’ dwarven warships don’t interest me so much as makin’ sure our home be safe.”

      “I ain’t built for the cold,” Shrike threw in. “I’ll stay an’ help.”

      Nagra looked between her father Kargad and me, then rubbed her hands together nervously. “Would it hurt, Captain, if I stayed? There should at least be some magic here.”

      I looked to Adra and said, “The lass should stay if she wants.”

      The shamaness turned her eyes on me and gave me a queer look. “Since you mean to take the dead girl, that should suffice.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “Be at ease, Nagra.”

      “Thank ye, Cap’n.” She visibly relaxed at my words.

      This went on for a while until we settled on a plan for who would go and who would stay. The only ship we’d be taking was The Hullbreaker under my command. With me would be Tabitha Binx, Jenny Nettles, Ember Spark, Adra Notch-Ear, Jimmy Mocker, Mary Night, Rhianne Corvis, and most of my regular crew.

      I looked forward to setting out, since I’d been on land too long already. “Alright, then, me hearties,” I said. “We’ll need to strike for Tarrant first to resupply some o’ the rarer goods we be needing. Much as I’d like to set out immediately, I ain’t daft enough to think we don’t deserve a bit o’ rest. I say we take a week whilst the good people o’ the shipyard make repairs on our vessels, then we head out.”

      “Any objections?” I paused for effect as I swept my steely gaze over the gathered pirates.

      There were none.
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      It took time to repair our ships after the climactic battles that led to Insmere, and we could not even consider the dangerous voyage to the north with anything out of place. Things were nearing completion after a week, and the fact it was going so smoothly bothered me. We were only three days from Avion and the monster ship that was The Pale Horse, and yet, the loyal Imperial citizens here turned so easily. Had the Empire fallen so far so fast?

      As we neared final preparations, I found myself in a dark little tavern that sat off the beaten path not far from the Insmere docks. It was a quiet, smoke-filled little dive of a place, lit by oil lamps and a broad fireplace. Several dockworkers and sailors sat around drinking, even though it was fairly early in the day.

      Something had drawn me here. Maybe it was a premonition, or the call of the spirits, or just some strange captain’s intuition. I took a deep drink from the large mug of rum before me, tasting the faint sweetness of the strong drink’s cane sugar base. The other patrons were quiet, barely even exchanging monosyllables as they nursed their own choices of poison.

      None of them seemed to care that an orc sat at a table against the back wall, with one booted foot resting in the chair opposite him.

      Time passed, along with another full mug, until a voice broke me out of my brooding reverie. It spoke Orgik, one of the orcish languages.

      “A strange place to find you, Splitter of Skulls,” Adra Notch-Ear, the tuskless shamaness, pushed my foot from the chair and sat down. She reached over and took my third cup, swigged from it, and passed it back to me. “What bothers you?”

      I took the cup and swallowed down about half of its contents. “This place seems almost too good to be true.” Something about her presence finally allowed me to articulate what had been bothering me for the past few days.

      “Sometimes the spirits give,” she observed sagely, “and sometimes they take away. In your case, they seem most inclined to give.”

      “Why is that, I wonder?” I asked.

      “You would have to ask them,” Adra replied, then leaned forward to place her elbows on the table. She rested her chin on her hands as she regarded me. “You also could have asked the people of this place.”

      “I don’t trust anything that seems so easy,” I said with a shrug. “I feel like I should, but these people seem almost overly happy to see us. I didn’t expect to come in like a liberator, but it seems like that is the position I am now in.”

      She cackled and reached out to pat my hand. “You are that and more, Splitter of Skulls. Others recognize this in you. Why can you not recognize it in yourself?”

      “We’re orcs,” I answered. “What more answer do you need?”

      Adra waved a hand dismissively. “Look around. What suffering do you see here?”

      I scowled and thought about it. When I’d been to Insmere before, there had been a sense of tension in the air that I attributed simply to what and who I was. Lord Broward had been the governor assigned by the Admiralty to the town, which was almost entirely dependent upon trade with other Imperial towns for survival. The people had food, shelter, and clothing, but they were never far from starvation. Even now, most stores were tight though I had quickly opened up the rest of the island, the nobles’ retreat, to farming and hunting. Captain Sloan and Sturmgar Ironhand sailed quickly after negotiations finished, with promises to send traders with needed goods.

      Layne had kept one boot on the townspeople's’ throats while throwing them just enough scraps to keep them from rising up in mutiny.

      How many of the Imperial towns out here were like that? I didn’t expect that the Emperor of Eldrath knew how things were on the frontier. Blackburn wasn’t the kind of man to starve his subjects. His coup was based on the neglectful villainy of old Emperor Corso, and though Eldrath had dove headlong into war with Milnest afterward, the citizens of the Empire were provided for.

      “There was a tension in the air,” I observed with a shake of my head, then lifted my gaze and stared off into the dark and dusty corner of the bar, up in the rafters and over the door. “People went about their lives, but none of them were certain of their next meal or even whether or not the Admiralty will send the next shipment of needed supplies. One word from Layne, and Insmere would be dead inside of a month or two, without outside help.”

      “Yet, the spirit of the folk burns strong, does it not?” Adra said, her dark eyes intent on me.

      I nodded, then took the last drink of my mug, draining the last of the throat-burning liquor. It settled warmly in my belly, and I let out a belch that would have rattled the windows.

      “We need to get back to sea,” I said suddenly. “Every day that we wait means that The Pale Horse is another day closer to sailing.”

      “Hah!” Adra exclaimed. “You are Captain. Why do we still wait?”

      “Partly because of all the repairs we needed, but I also felt the crews needed a rest,” I said, scratching my beard. Something about the shamaness always made me want to explain myself to her. “Hell, Adra, I felt like I needed a rest.”

      That last was hard to admit, but I’d been burning my torch at both ends and probably the middle as well.

      She just nodded and said, “Of course, Splitter of Skulls.”

      “It’s time, now, isn’t it?” I asked after a moment of silence.

      “Only you can answer that question, Captain,” came the reply.

      I took a deep breath and heaved a sigh. It was time to go. I’d been putting it off and enjoying the feeling of having a town of my own, even if part of me didn’t want to believe it. I fished a couple of coins out of my belt pouch and dropped them on the table, then rose and offered a hand to the shamaness before I really thought about it.

      Much to my surprise, she took it, and I helped her to her feet.

      “Good,” Adra said. “I am restless.”

      Repairs on The Hullbreaker had been completed by my own crew of carpenters and refitters, led by Bord the Cannonmaster. He hadn’t had a chance to refit all the guns, yet, but we truly didn’t have the time.

      “Jimmy!” I yelled out across the deck to my first mate, Jimmy Mocker, a foppish dandy of a human pirate who’d been in my crew for several years and proved himself many times over. He hadn’t actually wanted the position, but I’d insisted, and he’d lost that fight.

      “Aye!” The man popped his head over the edge of the Crow’s Nest, and I thought I caught a glimpse of a head of pale blonde hair behind his bare shoulder.

      “At yer convenience, I need the expeditionary crew recalled,” I shouted. “We be sailin’ on the evenin’ tide!”

      “Time, then, is it?” Jimmy asked rhetorically. “I’ll be on it shortly, Cap’n!”

      “See that ye are!” I called back, then added. “I’ll be makin’ an inspection, too, so we better be shipshape!”

      “Bugger ye,” grumbled another voice before my first mate could answer, and Bord came stomping down from the forecastle. The dwarf had gathered his long, thick, white beard into two braids and then tucked it into the broad belt at his waist. His bald head shone in the sunlight. Otherwise, he was wearing a practical outfit of leather and cotton, with his feet tucked into heavy boots. “Ship be in better feckin’ shape than ever, save I’ve not yet got the new cannon I were promised.”

      I waved a hand out at Insmere. “Did ye see a forge capable o’ castin’ all the six-inchers ye asked for?” I groused back. “Ye’ll have yer damned cannon, Bord, soon as we have the time to wait for ‘em.”

      Bord snorted and flashed me a rare grin. “Or ye get me a shoreside forge o’ me own an’ I can make the damned things the way I bloody well want them.”

      “Tell you what, ye ol’ bastard,” I said. “Once we find that ironclad and if ye get her sailin’, I’ll give ye the Admiral’s own workshops once his ass is sittin’ at the bottom o’ the sea.”

      “I’ll remember that.” The dwarf kept right on grinning, and I suddenly knew I was in trouble. He took that as a promise, and the old cannonmaster was a stickler for a word given. Hell, so was I. I’d put him in charge of the workshops and shipyards once we sank The Pale Horse and took Avion, and he’d probably die happy.

      I wiped away my own grin and asked, “All the refits done an’ the witches, too?”

      “Aye.” Bord nodded. “We transferred Drammond to the infirmary in town, too, an’ cleaned up the brig. The dead wench has her own quarters, too, but ye have to share yer cabin with three.” The dwarf let out a chuckle. “I don’t envy ye that, Cap’n.”

      “Ye should,” I said with a smirk but refused to elaborate.

      Overhead, the mast swayed a bit. Jimmy wasn’t on his way down quite yet, but then, if he were up there with Jenny Nettles, Tabitha’s first mate, the way I thought, he’d be a little while, and I wouldn’t make too much trouble for him.

      “Who all be aboard ship?” I asked the dwarf. Adra had slipped off without me noticing, probably to ready herself.

      “The dead one, yer witch, those two up in the nest, an’ full half the crew. All the rest be out there, someplace,” Bord replied as he waggled a hand off towards the town proper. “Now ye probably should know that all the witches an’ the tuskless one have all been workin’ on The Hullbreaker near as much as I have. She bloody well may be able to bounce cannonball off her hull by now, least for a while.”

      I nodded slowly. I’d given them all permission to do everything they could to boost our survivability on this expedition. We’d just have the one ship, and if she sank, we were kind of fucked. Same as if we became stuck in the ice. “Once Mocker extricates himself an’ starts collectin’ folks, let me know. I need to call Ligeia back so that she’ll have some time to say her goodbyes to Tiny.”

      Bord nodded. “Aye, lad. Off with ye.”

      I walked off to the aft and leaned on the rail to gaze down at the glittering waves. The siren could hear the elementals, and with my shamanic abilities, I could send her simple messages. This one was three words, “We are ready.”

      After that, I went below. Mary was in her lab with Rhianne Corvis, the undead witch that we’d liberated from Commodore Arde and Admiral Layne. They’d spent quite a bit of time together over the week, which meant that they’d hopefully work together peaceably during this expedition.

      The older witch had been under some sort of magical compulsion and claimed that she hadn’t betrayed Mary of her own will. I wasn’t so sure, but I think that my beloved little changeling wanted to believe it, despite her bitterness towards Rhianne. If she were hurt by this, though, I’d find a way to permanently send the undead witch back to hell, likely by way of The Huntsman’s Spear.

      They needed to know it was time to prepare, so I tapped on the door of the lab. A moment later, the door swung open on Mary. Rhianne sat on a stool near my witch’s workbench, and they had papers and other materials strewn across almost the entire tabletop.

      A smile lit up Mary’s face, and she pushed her hair back from her mismatched blue and green eyes. “Hello, my Bardak,” she said. “Is it time?”

      “Aye,” I replied with a nod. “On the night tide.”

      “Wonderful!” she exclaimed and clapped her hands together excitedly. “Rhianne and I are ready. We’ve some idea of her limitations and abilities, too. I’ll explain them to you once we are underway.”

      “Good,” I said, then nodded to Rhianna. Her body still bore the death wounds dealt to her by Mary. Since her emancipation, we had worked the ritual of bonding to tie Rhianne Corvis to me in an oath that would strip her powers if she went against me. That had eased my mind quite a bit.

      “Captain,” Rhianne inclined her head back to me. “I look forward to working with you.”

      “Aye, Rhianne, same,” I said, then met Mary’s eyes with mine. I didn’t miss that the undead witch hadn’t mentioned serving or working for, only working with. What exactly did that mean?

      Mary reached up and pulled me down for a kiss. “‘Twill be good to be back at sea, I think.”

      “Aye,” I told her and nodded off in the direction of my quarters. “I’ll be there for a bit. Ligeia should be back soon, then we’ll make ready.”

      “And sail with the tide,” my witch finished. “Good.”
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      I had several maps spread out on my desk when Mary slipped into my quarters without knocking. Well, technically, it was our quarters, with spaces set aside for my witch, Tabitha, and a small nook for Ligeia if she so chose. Mary shared her lab space with Rhianne, and since the undead woman didn’t sleep, she passed the time with reading and other work.

      Anything to distract her from her state, I reckoned.

      “Jimmy told me to let you know that Ligeia and Tiny have returned and are in the harbor,” Mary reported. “Likely, she’ll join us soon.”

      “Aye, likely,” I muttered without looking up. There was scarce little information about the frozen sea of the far north aside from some unreliable maps and roughly recorded guesses at the currents and depths. Much of this was going to be guesswork, based on the dimly recalled reckoning that Sturmgar passed on to me. The old orc had even admitted that he didn’t precisely remember the latitude and longitude of the island.

      She padded over on bare feet and leaned on the desk with a soft rustle of cloth. “I’ve not known you to plot a course, my Captain. What possesses you to do so now?”

      “Lack of familiarity,” I said with an amused snort. “I know the northlands of Erdrath, but the frozen seas? No, I’ve never been there.”

      Mary nodded and scratched her head, then reached out and trailed her fingers over one of the maps. Her evil eye glimmered faintly as she whispered a hex.

      “This one... was scribed by a madman.” She reached over and touched the other. “This one, though. This one was drawn by an explorer with an eye for detail.”

      “So, it is useless, then?” I said with a smirk.

      She laughed softly. “They both get some things right. A coastline, currents, fields of ice... but neither is complete in what it depicts.”

      “Should I combine them, then?” I asked with a scowl. If both maps were accurate to some degree, could I even do that?

      “Nay.” Mary shook her head and smiled at me, her thick, dark hair falling to hide her evil eye. Red highlights popped out in the reflected light for a moment before she looked down. “I believe you know what you must do.”

      I drew away from the maps and leaned back in my chair. For just a moment, I had doubted my abilities, and my witch, my beautiful, terrible Mary Night, set me straight. With the information Sturmgar Ironhand provided me, I should have no trouble following my intuition straight to the hidden ironclad.

      “Well, lass, I am right glad I have ye to remind me that I do not need to depend upon maps an’ charts like a common Cap’n,” I said with a grin of my own.

      My witch let out a laugh. “You will never be a common Captain, dear Bardak.” Both of us looked up as the door to my cabin creaked open.

      “Plans bein’ made an’ I ain’t even here, aye?” Tabitha Binx asked as she slipped in. “Did ye know the siren an’ her pet are swimmin’ circles in the harbor’s middle?”

      Mary and I exchanged glances. “I did not know that,” I admitted.

      The Ailur woman shrugged and flopped backward onto my bed. “I know not the reason, but it almost seems they be havin’ a disagreement.”

      I closed my eyes. That Tiny was an intelligent monster, I had no doubt. Perhaps he didn’t like the plan to leave him behind, but Ligeia would sort him out. I had faith in her.

      “Probably best not to intervene,” Mary gave voice to my thoughts. While I’d come out on top of my fight with a lascu, I didn’t want to follow it up by scrapping with Tiny. He was a friend of a sort and had done right by us for as long as his mistress had followed us.

      “Aye,” I agreed. “Is the crew aboard?”

      “Mostly,” Tabitha replied. “Some few stragglers be heading back, an’ I doubt all of ‘em be quite sober.”

      “They’ll be feelin’ it come mornin’. I’ll put ‘em on a salted ham an’ grog ration to settle their guts an’ heads,” I grumbled then pushed myself heavily up out of the chair. “I’m headin’ up to the wheel. ‘Tis close enough to time, I think.”

      “Methinks I’ll catch a nap,” the Ailur in my bed purred. “Do ye need anyone else to spell ye at the helm?”

      “We could shorten our watches a bit if ye want to rotate in,” I told her. “With ye, Jimmy, an’ Jenny along with me, we can swap to six bell turns.”

      “Good for me,” she said and squirmed onto her side before curling up into a little ball, her tail fluffing around her.

      Mary straightened and followed me out as we left Tabitha to doze away. Outside, the setting sun painted the perpetual clouds in shades of rose, gold, and blue. A good omen, I thought. Glancing over towards my witch, I saw her gazing up at the sky with a faint smile and got the distinct impression that she agreed with me.

      Instead of going straight to the wheel, I went to the aftcastle deck’s railing and leaned on it to gaze out into the harbor. Tiny lurked in about the dead center, his shell above the water like a small, rocky island. Ligeia sat atop his head, and from here, I could hear the faint strains of her lovely voice as she sang to her immense friend.

      In truth, I hated that we had to leave the Dragon Turtle behind. Not only had his sheer presence turned the tide for us in several of our fights, but he was, for lack of a better term, a friend. According to Ligeia, though, the cold of the frozen sea would sap and slow him, making the great creature more of a liability than a help.

      Besides, with him and the ships that I was leaving behind to guard Insmere, the Admiralty would shy off likely, even if Layne let them off his leash. Three more ships would be joining the fortification, too, once Captain Sloan returned from Jetsam with the rest of his little flotilla. My little fleet was growing, but it would take everything we could muster to go against Admiral Layne, the Admiralty, and The Pale Horse.

      I watched Ligeia finish her song, bend down, then slip into the water and disappear. Tiny himself let out a soft bellow and sank beneath the dark surface of the harbor as well. It wasn’t much later that Ligeia clambered up over the rail and padded, naked and dripping, up to the helm where Mary and I were there to meet her.

      “He is unhappy, but he understands,” she announced.

      “Methinks we all are unhappy,” I told her. “Are ye good to sail with us?”

      Ligeia nodded after a long moment’s thought. “I believe so, Captain. If I need to swim, then I can keep up with your ship.” A close-lipped smile crept over her face. She did that because of her mouthful of rows of shark-like teeth.

      “Good,” I said with a nod and a broad grin of my own. All my women, my dear mates, would be on this journey with me. With them and my loyal crew, there was no way I could fail.

      As I turned away to make my way back to the helm, First Mate Jimmy Mocker sauntered up and favored me with an orcish salute. I grinned back at the man and returned it.

      “All the crew is aboard, Cap’n,” he reported. “We be as ready as we can be, methinks.”

      I looked up at the darkening sky and closed my eyes for a moment. The tide was rising, the open sea was calling, and I was ready.

      “Raise the gangplank and cast her off,” I said after a moment. “Mary, do ye want to do the honors?”

      “You aren’t having the oarsmen do it?” she asked, surprised.

      “I want to try somethin’ a bit different. Can ye do fine control o’ yer winds?”

      “Oh, aye,” Mary answered with a smirk. Instead of settling down in the mizzenmast’s shadow, she leaned her back against it and regarded me as she started to sing softly.

      Jimmy hurried off and yelled at the crew. Sails went up, orcs and human crewmen pulled in and stowed the gangplank, and other men undid the lines that held The Hullbreaker against the pier. A soft wind gathered, whispering through the ropes and teasing through the hair of everyone on deck. Elementals murmured in my ears, and I grinned as I reached out to rest a hand on the ship’s wheel.

      My ship slowly drifted free of the dock and began to back out into the harbor. I took a deep breath and reached out with my own powers, but while Mary sang to the spirits of the air, I muttered to the elementals of water. They didn’t disappoint me. Under my murmured commands, the lesser water spirits joined their efforts with those of the air.

      Our passage smoothed out, and The Hullbreaker broke into a pivoting turn to starboard. The deck went quiet but for Mary’s song and my low chanting as slowly, my heavy frigate reached the center of the harbor and spun in place so that her prow pointed out to the egress.

      “Raise sails!” I broke my chant and roared. “The open sea awaits!”

      A great “Hurrah!” went up from the crew, and they set about their duties with an excited fervor.

      As the sailors hauled the lines and filled the masts with cloth, Mary’s voice rose in its wordless song and then, a moment later, Ligeia’s joined it. Cloth snapped taut, and the rigging hummed along with them. I grinned, and The Hullbreaker surged forward, her reinforced timbers creaking under the strain of the witchwind.

      “Batten down the hatches, lads,” I yelled out with a laugh. “We be racing with the wind itself, now!”

      The last gleam of the sun’s light shone above the horizon as we burst out past the barrier lands that protected Insmere’s harbor into the choppy open sea. Overhead, the stars sparkled through the ever-present clouds, and the moon, a waxing crescent, glowed with a pale and sickly light.

      I closed my eyes for a moment to read the winds and current between here and Tarrant, our next stop. We needed to purchase all the supplies we needed for this expedition into the ice. There’d be little chance to forage or resupply in the frozen sea, and though there was little chance of being stuck in the shifting floes with all the magical types I had aboard ship, I intended to take no chances. My crew was my clan, and I’d do everything in my power to give them the best chance of survival that I could.

      A gentle turn and a few adjustments were all it took to slide us into the most advantageous course to the cliffside city of pirates. We were a couple of days away even at this speed, and there were no Imperials in sight. They were all still gathered to guard The Pale Horse, I supposed.

      I felt a bit of satisfaction at that thought. As powerful as Admiral Justin Lane had become and as invincible as his city-sized white ship seemed to be, he still feared me enough to draw the entire fleet back to Avion to stand guard in anticipation of an attack. Who would dare such a thing?

      Me.

      A grin stole over my rough features as I gazed out over the deck and into the distance before us. I would give the Admiral his war, come hell or hurricane. The Archipelago would be free of him and Erdrath both, and the people here would plot a course to their own future as truly free towns.

      For the first time since Tabitha had teasingly called me the Pirate King, I felt like the title fit me. A warm feeling spread out from my heart, and I let out a deep chuckle. It would be a long night, but morning wasn’t so far off, and the future looked bright.
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      We were under full sail, bearing for the free town of Tarrant when four ships suddenly materialized from under cover of magic. The sea had been empty, then, suddenly, we were under attack.

      Cannons boomed, and The Hullbreaker rocked under the impacts of several balls. Chain shot whizzed overhead to tangle in the rigging, but with all the enchantments that Mary Night had woven into her timbers and masts, she held firm.

      “Fire at will!” I bellowed out over the deck as my crew scrambled to adjust to the surprise attack.

      The attacking ships all bore the same pirate flag, a pair of red swords crossed below a skull in profile, with the whole on the typical black field. I didn’t recognize the arms, but pirates were always coming and going in the Archipelago. Very few had more than one ship, which implied that our attacker was someone of wealth.

      I spun the wheel and crashed us up against one of the enemy ships, this one a long, low barque. She’d just unleashed her broadside on us, to little effect, and now it was our turn. Bord’s crew unloaded our starboard guns into the pirate at point-blank range. Smoke billowed up, and crew scrambled to abandon ship as we sailed past.

      Something exploded in the depths of the ship, and she heeled over and yawed, sinking and burning while more survivors headed for the water.

      “Clear the lines!” I roared. The lines and spars of the mainsail were a hopeless tangle from the flying chain shot, which meant that even under a witchwind, we’d not be able to outrun the pirates, and we’d be limited in our ability to maneuver.

      Just not much.

      “Ready oars!” I commanded, and the officer of the watch relayed my wished below.

      “Who are these people?” Mary joined me at the helm, followed by Ember Spark, Tabitha Binx’s witch.

      We had a moment as ships turned and cannoneers reloaded, so I took a look over the other fleet. Aside from the barque, there were a pair of schooners, about half the size of my Hullbreaker, and another long, narrow ship with elegant, curved lines and a mass of triangular sails.

      “That be a damned elven ship,” I snarled. “Since when do those bastards lean pirate?”

      “I hope you aren’t asking me,” Mary said. Her evil eye flared as she wove a hex against a ship that got too close.

      Ember joined her, plucking bits of flame from the very air to cast at the same ship, one of the schooners, as the enemy hurried to reach boarding distance before we reloaded. The ship turned off quickly as her rigging burst into flames, and her expected broadside failed to materialize.

      Whoever these pirates were, they had made quite the mistake in attacking us.

      The worry was how the hell had they remained unseen until we were among them, and how had they known our route? I had to answer these questions, but there was a fight to win first, and we needed to get to Tarrant quickly. There was a long journey ahead, and it was a race against time to see if we could achieve our objective and return with the dwarven Sea Hammer ship before Admiral Justin Layne completed his city-sized vessel, The Pale Horse.

      Now, though, we had to get free of these bloody ambushers. Tiny would have been bloody useful to have around, but we’d only brought the one ship, mine. The Dragon Turtle was back at Insmere along with those of my crew that weren’t on this mission. Ligeia, though…

      The siren dove overboard moments after we were attacked. Hopefully, she was alright and was well on her way to disabling an enemy ship. In the meantime, though…

      “Hard port!” I yelled to the rowers and spun the wheel to the left, bringing our broadside in line with the elven vessel.

      Bord was a sharp-eyed old bastard of a dwarf and the best damn cannonmaster I’d ever worked with. He didn’t need me to call out the shots, which is why I would call out, “Fire at will,” at the beginning of any engagement. The Hullbreaker’s portside cannons opened up, and more than a few struck home on the elegant ship, sending shards of her flying. The captain veered off, and I spun the wheel to bring us back to our heading.

      Overhead, my sailors rushed to cut the chains from the rigging and re-run the lines. “Any more tricks up yer sleeves?” I asked the two witches. Both of them faced the stern now and kept watch on the pirates as we pulled ahead.

      “Wait, I think,” Ember mused.

      “Wait and watch,” Mary added.

      Very faintly, over the distance, I heard the strains of a softly sung melody that tugged on my heartstrings. It called to me, inviting and promising delights beyond even my wildest of dreams. At this distance, though, it could easily be resisted.

      My siren had entered the fray, and she was pulling no punches. I spared a look back and watched men diving into the water from the schooner, lured by Ligeia’s voice away from their posts and the safety of their ship.

      She was terrifying when she did things like this. Death by drowning or in the jaws of a shark were ingrained fears that shook the hearts of most sailors. I’d seen a man on dry land step from a high place and fall to his death at her call. Perhaps, in this, she was being merciful. Unlike times before, the water below the ship did not teem with sharks and other predators.

      The poor bastards would have a hell of a time getting back aboard, though, which left the elven ship.

      Once again, I wondered what had led an elf to turn pirate, especially here in the Archipelago, where they were feared and hated by most due to the war between Erdrath and Milnest. Perhaps I was wrong, though, and it was just another scum from the isles who’d lucked into capturing one of the fast, magical elf-ships used by the Wavelords.

      “Orc!” The voice that rang out across the sea was clear and sharp. “This is not over!”

      I’d heard voices like that before. It was an elf and a female to boot.

      “For now, it be!” I roared back.

      “Aye! But ye have not heard the last of the Crimson Blade!”

      The voice faded as we pulled further away under oar. We wouldn’t pick up much more speed until Ligeia returned, but our opponent wasn’t giving chase. Instead, she guided her ship around and went to the aid of the men in the water. The fourth ship of her little fleet hung back, too. They’d put out the fires in their rigging and doubtless weren’t anxious to engage us again.

      Good for them that we didn’t have the time to waste finishing them off.

      I scowled and glanced up at the rigging where my crew was just about done straightening the sails. We were ready, just as soon as my siren was back aboard.

      That didn’t take long, either. A clawed hand grabbed the top of the railing, and the lithe, naked form of Ligeia swung nimbly aboard. Water dripped from her shining skin and plastered her black hair to her scalp and around her shoulders. She looked up at the helm and caught my eye with a closed-lipped smile and a nod of satisfaction before she hurried over.

      The only ones who hadn’t made an appearance during that fight were Adra and Rhianne. The tuskless shamaness often only joined battles at the last moment, and the merciless sun above, even shrouded by clouds, burned the dead flesh of the undead witch.

      Tabitha Binx, black-furred, feline captain of The Black Cat and adventurer extraordinaire, was down with the deck crew, proving her worth yet again, while Jimmy Mocker, my first mate, and Jenny Nettles, hers, played their own parts.

      Our fight with The Crimson Blade had been a short one, but it had eaten into our resources. We’d need more powder and shot on top of cold-weather gear, oil, food, and water. At least I had a few chests of Imperial gold stashed below, part of The Hullbreaker’s share of the treasure of The Golden Bull, a sunken treasure ship that had been lost before Asmond Blackburn took the throne of Erdrath in a bloody coup.

      We also bore several magical artifacts of unknown power and function, also stolen from the wreck. Without time and resources to research them, they were pretty useless to us, but I knew they were powerful, and that Admiral Layne wanted them, so I kept them close.

      I also kept Mary close, because while the Admiral might have designs upon her for some unknown reason, she, along with Ligeia and Tabitha, also shared my bed. Only rarely did this occur at the same time, which I thought was unfortunate, but each of them was incredible just by themselves.

      The Hullbreaker picked up speed as I adjusted course to make the best use of the winds and currents. Her sails billowed, and her lines snapped taut when the wind filled them.

      “I think you barely need me anymore, my Captain,” Mary teased.

      Ember snorted and shook her head, then took a few steps away as Ligeia joined us. She ended up at the aft rail and gazed back pensively at the enemy ships as they fell further and further behind.

      “I called nothing and took none of the sailors for myself,” my siren reported. “They did as I suspected and went for rescue rather than pursuit.”

      That was an interesting insight. Pirates normally were a bit more freewheeling and would leave a ship behind to catch a fat target. Knowing that, I suspected that this Crimson Blade and her crew were more loyal to each other than to the pursuit of gold. That made her dangerous in a way that a typical pirate could never be.

      “Ye did good,” I told her. “Everybody did yer duties well. Hell, ye did better than that. Keep it up an’ we’ll deal with the Admiral just as easy.”

      Ember snorted. “I rather think that Layne may be a shade more difficult than these strange pirates.”

      “Speaking of strange,” Mary added. “Did my eyes deceive me? Did they just appear from thin air?”

      “I be at a bloody loss to explain that, but aye,” I replied. “‘Tis something that I’ve not seen elves do with their ships before.”

      “Sorcery, maybe?” Ember speculated. She had returned her attention to the group of us as Mary waved her over.

      “Could be some powerful hex, but I sensed no resistance against us when we disabled the one ship,” my witch said. “Perhaps ‘tis elven magic none of us were aware of.”

      “I hope that’s all it be,” I grumbled. I didn’t like not knowing, but now, there was no way of finding out. At least not until we met The Crimson Blade once more, and I had a feeling that we would. An elven pirate plying her trade in the Archipelago was unlikely to be a coincidence.

      “Rhianne might know,” Ember suggested.

      Tabitha, Jenny, and Jimmy all had joined us on the aftcastle deck at this point, and things were getting a bit too bloody crowded for me.

      “Maybe some o’ ye could go ask her,” I said.

      “Right.” Mary let out a sigh. “She talks best with me for some godsdamned reason, so I’ll go have words with her.”

      There was little love lost between the two. Rhianne had sold Mary out to Commodore Arde, but Mary had beaten and killed Rhianne during our first battle aboard The Indomitable. My witch, at least, seemed to accept that the other, her coven leader, was under the influence of the sorcerer Lack when she did those things. I suspected the pair had forgiven each other on some level, but it would take a while before they settled their issues fully.

      The sooner the bloody better, I thought. I’d brought more than enough magic on this journey to hopefully make it easy, but it came at the cost of leaving Insmere woefully under-protected by witches or others.

      Still, all signs pointed to the Admiral being unwilling to move against the Archipelago until his ship was done, and he’d pulled his entire fleet back to protect her. I suspected that word of my success had not only reached the man but that it had shaken him, and he was taking up a defensive posture.

      This pleased me. I wanted Admiral Layne to shake in his boots whenever my name was spoken, because I was Bardak Skullsplitter, the orc pirate of the Archipelago, and I would be the one to end his tyranny.
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      As we drew closer to Tarrant, we saw more and more ships of various sorts, from long, low, wave-cutting vessels to big, wallowing coastal tubs. Trade had picked up in just the past few months, and it did look to me like smugglers were taking advantage of the lack of Imperial presence. Not that I blamed them one bit.

      Everyone with half a grain of sense could see that war was brewing, and I was, at least in part, at the heart of it. Frankly, I was surprised that most of the ships we passed gave us a wave and a cheer from the deck. I couldn’t help but grin.

      “What’re ye lookin’ so smug about, Cap’n?” Jimmy Mocker asked as he sauntered up to the aftcastle deck from below.

      I gestured vaguely off at some of the other ships. “Them,” I said. “They be cheering us.”

      “Mayhap.” He grimaced and put his hands on his hips to stretch, his back arched. “Ye sure ‘tis a good idea to pass through Tarrant? Loose lips an’ all.”

      “‘Tis the only place to acquire some o’ the things on Bord’s bloody list, an’ unless we can get that bloody hulk moving, this whole quest’ll be for naught,” I replied. “I don’t like it, but I don’t see any other bloody choice.”

      “Aye, I understand that.” Jimmy scratched his head and gazed out at the crowded harbor as we sailed in. Tarrant itself rose along the cliff overlooking the bay, businesses and houses spreading from the docks to the cliff base, then up to topside, where the wealthiest villains in the Archipelago dwelled.

      “I can’t say I’ve ever seen this port so damned full,” I observed then yelled to the crew. “Drop sails! Out oars!”

      A few moments later, we began making our way towards an empty pier near the shallow end of the port under the power of mighty orc backs. It wasn’t the best place for us, but it was all there was for now. We would have to move in order to load up unless someone had dredged out around the half-secluded, creaky old dock.

      As I guided The Hullbreaker in, I didn’t notice the keel scraping, so perhaps we’d gotten lucky, and someone in Tarrant had actually done the work of dredging around the piers.

      Sailors rushed to tie us up and lower the gangplank as those of my command crew who weren’t already on deck emerged from below. Mary, as expected, was first, and sported a sour look on her lovely face. She’d been cloistered with Rhianne Corvus this whole time.

      “Well, I’d fair like to complain,” Mary said to me, “but she proved helpful. ‘Twas a glamour that elves have used upon occasion, though a costly one.”

      “How do you mean, costly?” I asked.

      “For something the size of a ship, it requires the willing sacrifice of a man’s or woman’s sight,” she replied. “Though the spell is an enchantment that can be later invoked upon that ship at need.”

      “Like what ye did to reinforce our boards, aye?”

      Mary nodded. “A ship enchantment, my Captain.”

      I grunted. Sometimes I felt there were too many kinds of magic for my liking: fae glamors, hexcraft, sorcery, shamanic spiritualism, and whatever else was out there. I definitely did not like the idea of invisible ships, though.

      “How do we keep from falling into this trap again?” I asked.

      “We’re working on it,” she replied.

      “Right,” I said, then motioned to Tabitha and Ember. Jimmy had gone off to huddle with Jenny Nettles, which brought a faint smirk to my lips.

      Tabitha Binx sauntered over with her red-haired witch, Ember Spark, trailing along in her wake.

      “Have ye told these?” I asked Mary.

      My witch shook her head. “Only you, my captain.”

      “Ah, secrets,” Tabitha purred, then grinned. “Ones we are about to learn, aye?”

      Bord interrupted at that point as he stomped over. “Permission to go ashore, Cap’n? I’ll handle my orders while ye dawdle.”

      “Aye, cannonmaster,” I answered. “Gather Mocker, Nettles, an’ the brothers to go with ye, an’ try not to leave us paupers.”

      The dwarf snorted. “I’ve more an idea o’ the value o’ gold than ye, ye spendthrift.” He turned and bellowed at Jimmy and Jenny, then gathered them and the orc brothers, Daka and Dogar, before heading off into Tarrant.

      The rest of us watched them go, and I folded my arms across my chest and stared out at the city beyond the docks. I wanted to get on with this adventure, but as always, there were things that needed to be done.

      “Right,” I grumbled. “Since Bord’ll be takin’ care o’ the more mechanical an’ explosive supplies we be needin’, ‘tis up to the rest o’ us to see to food, water, an’ cold-weather gear.” My eyes swept over the remaining members of my command before I motioned to them and headed for the gangplank. “Explain what ye learned whilst we walk, Mary, lass.”

      “Aye,” she replied, and as we strode along narrow, cobblestone streets, she continued with what she’d been telling me.

      “Rhianne believes that our enemy’s ships were enchanted with a rather expensive glamour,” my witch said. “Like most works of that nature, it requires a sacrifice in kind and a willing one at that.”

      “What sort o’ sacrifice?” Tabitha demanded.

      “Each ship enchanted requires the willing offer of a person’s sight,” Mary replied. “At least the works we did for our ships required only a touch of blood for each board.”

      Ember let out a long, low whistle, then as we rounded a bend to head away from the docks, we all drew up short. Ligeia had come to meet us, but in a most unexpected way.

      First off, she was clothed. I’d seen her wearing a simple pull-over dress once before, at Winemaker’s Run after we’d liberated it from destruction by Admiralty forces. This time, though, she was much more extravagantly clad in a style that much more fit the curvier shape of Mary Night or Tabitha Binx. The slim siren wore a skirt that barely fell to the middle of her thighs in the front but reached the backs of her calves in the back in a ruffled point. It was some sort of floral brocade in red and gold. The skirt hung low on Ligeia’s hips, suspended from a slim, black leather belt.

      A short blouse of red, tied beneath my siren’s breasts, left her flat, muscular stomach bare and exposed pretty much all her cleavage. Added to that were anklets, wristlets, and an assortment of necklaces in gold and silver.

      It all would have been quite lovely and enticing if it ended there, but my dear siren had taken the whole to a new level. She wore a swashbuckler’s hat upon her head, complete with a peafowl’s sweeping, iridescent feather, black leather gloves, and low, black boots that left her folded leg-fins bared.

      Again, that wouldn’t have been so bad, but somehow, she decided that the whole ensemble required an eyepatch to bring it together, and not just any patch would do. Covering her left eye was an ornate flap of red leather, decorated with a cat’s eye agate surrounded by shards of opal.

      “What in the hells do ye be wearin’, lass?” I interjected.

      Her smile faltered a little. “I wanted to dress like them,” she replied, gesturing with her long-fingered hands to Mary and Tabitha. I supposed I couldn’t blame her for that, as both of those tended towards revealing and ostentatious clothes with plenty of jewelry.

      “An’ ye did quite well,” Tabitha spoke up with a bright smile. “But I think yon Cap’n thinks ye may have carried it a touch far.”

      “Not that it looks bad, mind you,” Mary added.

      “It’s the hat,” Ember broke in at the same time I said, “It’s the patch.”

      Tabitha’s witch and I eyed each other. “The hat is a bit much,” she protested.

      “I like the bloody hat,” I said, “but why wear a bloody eyepatch if ye’ve got both eyes?”

      Tabitha laughed. “I like the patch, I do.”

      Ligeia blinked her one visible eye and looked from one of us to the next. “You are all so confusing,” she said, a hint of exasperation finding its way into her musical voice. “I decided that I wanted to look like a pirate, too.”

      “We do not dress like that,” Mary protested.

      I gave her a sidelong glance. Currently, she was wearing loose black wrap pants tied at the waist and ankles, with a belt hanging low on her hips to carry her customary long knives. A loose white blouse with gathered sleeves was open all the way to her belly button and left next to nothing to the imagination. Otherwise, she wore a hex bag on a leather thong and a few sparse pieces of jewelry. Other than being revealing, her outfit really wasn’t anything that stood out.

      Tabitha, on the other hand, was garbed almost exactly like Ligeia, save she wore pantaloons and folded-top boots. Even the colors were virtually identical.

      “I do,” the Ailur said. “Other than the hat.”

      Ember sighed and rolled her eyes. “Are we done?”

      “Aye.” I waved a hand dismissively and then studied Ligeia for a long moment. “Ye look good, lass, but ye’ve no need to be anything other than yerself. Not for me, nor for anyone.” I met her eyes with mine and rolled my shoulders a bit to stretch them. “Wear what ye like if it makes ye happy.”

      The siren nodded and then made a soft sound of protest as I started walking again and swept her along. After a moment, the rest of them followed, chuckling among themselves.

      As an odd, mismatched cluster, we made our way deeper into the maze of Tarrant’s streets. Our first objective was a supplier, one of the best I knew or at least the most reliable. It cost me, but we’d have The Hullbreaker resupplied with food and drink for a long and uncomfortable voyage, not to mention extra sails and ropes. Bord would handle carpentry, powder, and cannons, as well as whatever he might think he needed for returning the Sea Hammer to working order.

      Tabitha sidled up to me and nudged me in the side. “So, Cap’n, be we doing anything fun in this city o’ vice?”

      I looked down at her and caught her grinning up at me, her eyes bright. “I want to get this voyage underway, Cap’n, but if ye want to take the others about, I’ll finish the resupply an’ come join ye.”

      Her grin widened. “Meet at the Touch o’ Gold?”

      “If ye will,” I suppressed a low growl. The Touch o’ Gold had been Bloody Bill Markland’s hideout when we had last met him in Tarrant, but the bastard sailed off into Milnian waters after I’d beaten him in the caves beneath the old elven ruin. “I know it, an’ I’ll be there once the work is done.”

      Tabitha bounced up and kissed me on the nose. “We shall see ye anon, then,” she gushed then grabbed the other three girls and bounded off. Ember and Mary seemed resigned, even happy with the situation, but Ligeia just looked confused by it.

      I just shook my head and watched them go.

      After finishing my business with the outfitter, I went to see a supplier of expeditionary clothes to outfit the crew for cold. Most of the gear would be a little large, but it could be adjusted aboard ship at need. Sailors were expert tailors in general, a useful skill to have at sea, and even I knew my way around a needle and thread.

      That done, I sought out a blacksmith and armorer. As much as I liked the Huntsman’s Spear and the odd gun-axe I’d taken from Commodore Potts, I was happiest with a greataxe in my hands. I’d discussed several modifications with Bord, but there was only so much he could do aboard ship. While I’d prefer a dwarf-forged axe, I wasn’t that picky, so long as I could find something that wouldn’t shatter the first time that I used it.

      Fortune smiled on me, and I ended up walking out of the blacksmith’s shop with a fair replacement of my old greataxe, along with some armor and a helmet that actually fit me. The armor was a shirt of leather-backed reinforced chainmail that fell all the way to mid-thigh on me and surprisingly fit across my shoulders and chest with little modification.

      The helmet, though, was a work of art. It had to have been an orcish relic smuggled from our lands to the north. That was the only way to explain the fit of it and the style. The heavy thing was forged of steel that carried a black, almost oily luster, and the marks of the maker’s hammer were clearly visible in the metal. Perhaps the most glorious thing about it, though, aside from the fact I could actually wear it, was the thick pair of downward curving horns that protruded from just behind the temples and arced down and around to beside my chin when I wore it.

      I loved it.
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      I sauntered out of the blacksmith’s shop and into the work-a-day traffic of Tarrant. Despite being the biggest trading, smuggling, and privateering hub of the Archipelago, the city on the cliff had its own industry beyond entertainment and supplies. There were numerous makers of textiles, a lumberyard, a cannon-maker, and a shipyard, as well as warehouses and shops that specialized in everything from food to alchemical goods.

      Also, Tarrant sported citizens and visitors of many races aside from humans, from orcs and half-orcs all the way to the occasional Ailur or elf. It was truly a melting pot out here in the isles.

      It was also such that not even I garnered a second glance as I hiked through the streets in the direction of the Touch O’ Gold. I remembered where it was from my last visit to Tarrant when we’d met with Bloody Bill in a back room of that very same establishment. This time, though, I expected an uneventful walk.

      Of course, I was wrong.

      I stepped out of an alley into a narrow, empty street and quickly sidestepped as my combat-honed reflexes kicked in. A heavy cudgel glanced off my left shoulder, and someone cursed their luck before I just spun around and punched the surprised-looking dockyard tough right in the face. Bone crushed, and blood spurted from his broken nose before the man’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped like a stone. Behind him, three more men stood at the other end of the alley with muskets aimed at me.

      That was when I caught the sound of more people arriving. What in the hell? Did I have to get into a fight every bloody time I came to Tarrant? I let out a frustrated snarl and spun back to face the street. That put me out of the line of fire if they had muskets and gave me a moment to see what I was facing.

      While I’d hoped for brawlers and street-fighters, I got flintlock-wielding buccaneers of all stripes. About a dozen all told, with steely eyes and steady hands.

      My axe was still on my back, but I had my pistols and the gun-axe closer to hand. Still, the bastards could probably pull their triggers before I could ready and close, and I lacked a witch to hex their weapons into failing. If I moved fast enough, there was a good chance at least half of them would miss, and more than likely none of the shots would immediately kill me with my armor and orcish toughness.

      I very carefully shifted my stance and waited. “What do ye want, ye bastards?” I growled.

      A cloaked figure stepped out of a doorway behind the menacing line of fighting men. “Word has that you hold many of the treasures of the old Empire upon your ship, Captain,” she said. “Surrender them, and you walk away, along with your companions at the Touch o’ Gold.”

      I gritted my teeth in a snarl, but inwardly, I couldn’t help but grin. These fools didn’t know what they were dealing with if they sought to use Mary, Tabitha, Ember, and Ligeia for leverage. I had to play along, though, if I wanted to know more.

      “How do I know ye speak true?” I asked. “Ye might just be bluffing.”

      “Are you willing to take that chance, orc?” the cloaked woman asked.

      I closed my eyes for a moment and felt the wind stir around me as I called to it. Then, I looked straight at the leader of these ruffians and grinned widely. “Ye know? I believe that I am.”

      “Kill him!” the cloaked figure shouted before she stepped back into the shadows and vanished. The gathered thugs all fired.

      Winds sprang up around me at that instant and carried me straight up about twenty feet into the air. Pistol shots ricocheted from brick and stone, then I dropped straight back down and landed in a crouch. This time, though, I had my greataxe at the ready.

      The closest man died before he could even lower his pistol. I swept his legs out from under him with a swing of my axe, then smashed in his head, sending a wave of blood and brains splashing over the feet of the other nearest thugs. Shouts of surprise went up, and they all went for their close-combat weapons.

      It didn’t save the next two. I split another skull, yanked my axe free, and quite literally disarmed the man beside him. He howled and fell back, clutching the stump of his right arm.

      Unfortunately for him, I couldn’t grant him a quick death as the rest of the ambushers charged in on me and cut off my plan of attack. That was fine, though. My blood sang with the war chants of my people, and I set to my bloody work with vigor. Two more of my assailants fell beneath my axe blows, and suddenly, I was free of them.

      The remaining survivors took to their heels and scattered like rats down the alleys.

      That left me standing over the fallen, and there was still one who could speak. The one-armed man, through stubbornness or sheer willpower, sat with his back against one of the nearby buildings while he carefully wrapped his newly acquired stump tightly with his bandanna.

      I let out a low growl that got his attention, and he swore softly.

      “Well, orc, ye got me,” the bloke said. He was dark-haired, with blue eyes and a surly look on a weathered face. Loss of blood had made him pale, and the quick defeat of his fellows hadn’t done anything to improve his lot.

      “Who was the woman?” I asked as I shouldered my axe. “And did she speak true of the Touch o’ Gold?”

      One-arm leaned his head back against the wall. “I’d tell ye her name if I knew it. Bitch offered good coin to a group of us to waylay ye. I figure her for a witch or some such since she knew exactly when and where ye’d be.” He let out a pained sigh. “As for the Touch o’ Gold, I figure she did. This was only half the toughs she hired, and she had a bloke with her, some other bastard in a cloak. Wore a mask, too.”

      “Damn it all,” I swore, then left the man to his bleeding and took off as fast as my legs would carry me in the direction of the gambling den.

      It was strange that the witch had thrown no hexes at me, though perhaps I’d surprised her. If that was true, the woman was much less a witch than any others I’d faced. The Sisterhood made sure its folk were well-versed in fighting as well as spellwork. Mary was the best example of a combat witch I’d seen, even compared to others like Ember, Cerridwyn, or Rhianne.

      Maybe the leader of these men hadn’t been a witch at all.

      I quickened my pace towards the Touch o’ Gold, and people scurried from my path after taking one look at the sour expression on my face.

      Like any other town, Tarrant did have a guard. It was a factional group, mostly composed of thugs and mercenaries paid by the wealthy in uptown and the guilds in downtown to keep the peace. Of course, keeping the peace meant different things to different factions, so by and large, what passed for laws was enforced sporadically, if at all. About the only thing truly frowned upon was open warfare in the streets and theft from guildsmen and the wealthy.

      If you couldn’t keep your gold by dint of your own sheer cussedness, then you deserved to lose it, or so the less-savory folks of Tarrant said.

      When I reached the courtyard outside the establishment, I ran into several groups of disparate guardsmen, mostly engaged in watching and keeping gawkers back. The Touch o’ Gold was in a complete uproar. Bodies were scattered on the cobbles, with some barely even recognizable as people. Smoke poured from the broken windows and the open door, and the sound of fighting echoed out.

      I readied my axe and kept right on going, growling at any of the surrounding folk who got in my way. There was no thought in my head other than that my girls might be in trouble. Perhaps I should have known better.

      The mercenary guardsmen parted before me, and I plunged across the open courtyard and emerged into the smoke-filled interior of the tavern and gambling den.

      “Oy, Cap’n!” called out a familiar voice as Tabitha Binx waved to me from a broken door into the backroom. “Ye be late to the fun, aye.”

      One by one, the other women emerged, sooty and bloodstained, but with broad, satisfied grins that spoke of victory. People emerged from behind upturned tables and the scorched bar, patrons of the place. Some of them began to rummage around to recover scattered coins and other belongings.

      “I ran into a bit o’ my own,” I said. “Did ye take any prisoners?”

      “Aye,” Mary replied. “Ligeia has their leader. She might not even eat the bastard.”

      As if on cue, the siren, her new clothes untorn and pristine, stalked out of another back hallway, dragging a limp, cloaked figure. She wore a faintly bemused expression on her fine-featured face.

      “I am not hungry,” Ligeia stated simply before she tossed the unconscious man at my feet. “A present, my Captain.”

      “Right,” I growled. “Be alert, lasses. There be another one o’ these folk about, a woman with a cloak an’ mask. I think she is a sorcerer or at least a creature pretending to be such.”

      Mary nodded and moved to the doorway, accompanied by Ember, while Ligeia and Tabitha stayed with me.

      “Are we safe, then?” one of the patrons, a pudgy, well-appointed human man sporting a neatly trimmed beard and a finely tailored coat, called from where he grubbed about on the floor for coin.

      “Safe enough,” I replied with a scowl. “But ye may wish to beat a retreat instead of pickin’ for loose coin.”

      He blanched and nodded, then grunted as he hauled himself to his surprisingly small feet. Together with a few other former patrons, the man scurried for the door under my gaze.

      “And they say pirates are greedy,” I complained with a shake of my head. “This lot stayed behind to scoop up the coins dropped by their comrades during the fight, I’ll wager.”

      “Aye,” Tabitha laughed and set to reloading her flintlocks. “Ye expect trouble, Cap’n Bardak?”

      “A lot depends on the guard an’ the bitch that spent her men on me,” I said with a shrug. Then I bent down and lifted the unconscious man by the front of his coat. His mask was intact but askew, revealing a weak jawline and a thin neck. He wasn’t a heavy fellow, and he flopped like a dead fish in my grasp. “Maybe she’ll be a smart lass an’ cut her losses.”

      “Looks like the guards are staying put,” Mary reported from the doorway. “All the patrons have slipped off, though.”

      “They seem to be waiting,” Ember added, then pursed her lips as she gazed out into the courtyard. With a casual wave of her hand and a whispered hex, the fire-witch quelled the spreading flames within the building.

      I let out a grunt of assent and focused on the captive. “How’d ye put him to sleep, Ligeia?”

      The siren cocked her head, then pointed to a nearby broken chair.

      Tabitha laughed. “Aye, ‘tis what ye think from that. She beaned the bastard with a chair while he was still flappin’ his tongue. Caught everyone by surprise.”

      “I do not like to be threatened, and his speech was annoying,” Ligeia explained. “I had no interest in hearing it all.”

      “Nor did we,” Mary added. “I hexed the guns to misfire, then Ember caused them to explode in the men's hands.”

      “Aye,” Tabitha chortled. “‘Twas brilliant and sent every bloody thing into chaos. About half the bastards were down an’ out before the fight even started. I shot a couple before the bladework started. Then Mary, Ligeia, an’ Ember finished the job.”

      “Ligeia really took them by surprise,” Ember said with a grin.

      “Good job,” I told them, then dropped the captive on a table. “Can ye wake this one up?”

      “I can.” Mary pushed off the doorframe and made her way over to me. She studied the unconscious man for a long moment, then went to stretch out a hand and put it on her head.

      “Someone comes,” Ember reported, interrupting whatever my witch planned to do.

      I held up a hand to stay Mary from continuing. “Hold up, lass. Let us see who be tryin’ to join the party.”

      Ember backed away from the open doorway. “Two people,” she added. “A… gods below, ‘tis--”

      A shadow darkened the doorway, and a familiar voice rang out. “Gods damn it! Bardak-fucking-Skullbreaker! What in the hell have ye done to my place, ye cursed green-skin bastard?”

      Damn.

      Bloody Bill Markland had returned to the Archipelago.
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      William Markland, known far and wide as Bloody Bill, the self-proclaimed Pirate King, stalked into the ruined common room of the Touch o’ Gold like he owned the place, and chances were, he did. Behind him came his witch, Cerridwen Ash, who gazed over the situation with a cool expression on her sharp-featured face.

      Bill himself was dressed rather simply in a loose black tunic and a pair of pantaloons, with folded, knee-high boots. He wore two braces of pistols, a pair of cutlasses, and a stern scowl. His witch, on the other hand, wore a simple tunic dress of green and laced sandals beneath a hooded, green cloak. She bore long knives on her belt that could have been twins to those used by my own witch, Mary.

      “An’ a right pleasure to see ye, as well, Cap’n Markland,” I said snidely. “Seems the folk ye left in charge o’ yer place here didn’t take to vettin’ the clientele an’ allowed some blackheart robbers an’ their bullyboys in to rough up the paying customers. ‘Twas a good thing my crew was here to put a stop to it, else ye might be sufferin’ more of a loss.”

      “Bah,” the man spat as he paused and looked around, hands never straying far from his weapons.

      Bill didn’t trust me, and that was a mutual feeling. Last time we’d been face-to-face, I’d barely managed to beat the man in a one-on-one scrap that had resulted in him losing a significant trove of booty. Finally, he just shook his head and met my gaze.

      “You’re a busy man, Bardak Skullsplitter. Word of you even reached into Milnest, and I wouldn’t be surprised if Emperor Blackburn gets a daily report on his desk about your antics.”

      “What have ye been up to then, Pirate King?” I asked, bristling a little. If Bill wanted a fight, then he’d get one.

      Instead of answering, he looked past me to focus on Ligeia. “You are looking lovely as ever, dear siren. I trust that you have found happiness?”

      We all were taken aback at Bill’s question, but Ligeia answered smoothly. “I am, William Markland. Hast thou?” She drew herself up proudly and focused on him, her dark eyes shining.

      “A bit of contentment,” he replied, “and some modicum of happiness, once my head cleared from the ringing Cap’n Bardak inflicted on me.” A sly grin crept over his bearded face, and once again, he focused his attention on me.

      “Why do ye sail with only the one ship, again, Cap’n?” the pirate king asked, slipping back into patois. “An’ where be the black cat’s little sloop? I expected ye to be goin’ full-force an’ gatherin’ all behind ye to face the Admiralty at last. Especially since ye hold Insmere, now.”

      “Ye be incredible well-informed for a man that’s been away a while,” I observed. “Have Adra’s missives been reaching ye?”

      Bill stiffened a moment and laughed. “Shoulda figured the minx would twist my intent to her own advantage. She told ye all, did she?”

      “Aye,” I replied smugly. “That an’ more. Ye had no idea how to deal with shamans, did ye?”

      His eyes slide sideways to Cerridwyn, and a sour expression crept over his rugged features. “Apparently not,” Bill growled, then he sighed and lifted his hands. “Truce, Bardak.”

      For everything Bloody Bill Markland was, a codebreaker he was not. If he offered truce, it was honest.

      I nodded and shouldered my axe. “Where do ye wish to palaver?”

      “I will deal with the gawkers,” Cerridwyn said to him.

      “Back room, then,” he answered me, then pushed past us to disappear into the room where we’d had our first discussion before we set off to ambush Commodore Arde and The Indomitable in the Aigon Straits.

      Bemused, I followed, and the four women joined me. We took seats in the back room, arranged before a large desk that Bill settled in behind. He sighed and rested both of his hands on the cluttered desktop.

      “I must admit, Bardak, that I really had no desire to face you again.”

      “That feelin’ be mutual, William Markland,” I said. “I be a touch displeased to find ye back in the Archipelago, especially since, once again, we find ourselves in this gamblin’ hall an’ in this office in particular.”

      “Discussing,” he continued my thought, “how best our continued peaceable relationship might best serve us in the future.”

      “Actually,” I countered, “I was considerin’ more how I might knock yer bloody head from its restin’ place atop yer neck an’ walk out o’ here with a major bit o’ trouble avoided. Truth be told, Bill, I’ve bigger fish to fry than even you.”

      “The Admiral and his hell-ship,” Bloody Bill said, unperturbed by my not-so-veiled threat. “Ye ain’t the only sod interested in seein’ an end to that damned thing an’ its skull-faced master.”

      “Fair enough.” I leaned back in my chair, the heavy wood creaking under my weight as I glanced to either side at my girls. Ligeia was stock still and wore a flat, hungry expression on her face, while Tabitha and Ember leaned forward, intent on Bill Markland’s every word. Mary, though, returned my glance with a raised eyebrow. “I’ll hear ye out.”

      “Bloody generous of you.” Bill slipped easily in and out of pirate cant almost at random, ranging from that to the cultured accent of mainland Erdrath. The capital of Jardoon, to be exact. “I have no idea how you plan to take down this menace to the isles, Bardak, but I know that’s what you intend to do. What impresses me more is the fact that I firmly believe you can do it.”

      “What does this mean to me?” I asked, tired of the words and flowery talk.

      “It means, ye big arse, that I want to throw me lot in with ye, an’ more besides,” Bill scowled. “You've got a flotilla of seven ships, aye? Well, I can add a hundred to that. Every damned pirate that sails these seas knows my name, an’ many of ‘em owe me a favor. Ye want a fleet to challenge the Admiralty? I can deliver.”

      That was a complete bolt out of the blue.

      I leaned forward. “Ye serious?”

      “As a bullet to the head,” Bill answered.

      What in the hell was Bloody Bill’s angle on this? I was at a complete loss to understand his motivations. “What do ye get out of this?”

      Bill waved a hand around. “Do ye think ye be the only cove what wants the Archipelago to be free o’ that shit-eatin’ sod an’ his madness, that ye be the only one what cares about the free towns?”

      “Cap’n Bardak ain’t the one who fucked off to Milnest after gettin’ his arse kicked,” Tabitha said suddenly, breaking the spell that held the rest of us.

      I tensed. If a fight was about to start, this was it.

      Instead, Bloody Bill Markland threw back his head and started laughing.

      Would wonders never cease? I looked around at the others, who seemed to be struck silent by the pirate king’s reaction. I leaned forward again.

      “She about has the right of it,” I growled. “An’ where be yer witch, Bill?”

      He started coughing and held up a hand while the other fumbled around in his desk for a bottle. The cork came out, and he choked down a few long swallows and got himself under control.

      “Aye, aye,” Bill rasped. “She be keepin’ the rabble out, Bardak, not anythin’ underhanded. I just wanted our conversation to be private and thought yer ladies might be happier if they were in on it.”

      “Damn right,” Mary said and leaned back with her arms folded beneath her breasts.

      “Peace,” I said and glared across the desk at Bill Markland. “Say I take ye at face value. How do I know that ye won’t try to pull somethin’ like ye did back at the Straits, Bill Markland?”

      His eyes met mine, and he grinned. “Ye don’t, Bardak. I’d give ye my word, but it ain’t like ye’ll take it, will ye?” Then the expression on his face flattened, and he leaned forward. “But can ye tell me, Cap’n, did I actually break my word there in the Aigon Straits?”

      He hadn’t, really, just my expectations. Before he sailed off for our eventual showdown, Bill Markland had returned Ligeia’s comb, paid Shrike his missing shares, and tried to plant a spy in my crew.

      I let out a low growl and shook my head. “No…”

      “Then will ye trust me now?” Bill asked. “Ye beat me once, Bardak Skullsplitter, and in that, ye won my respect, especially since ye left me alive. That, I appreciate. So, I’m askin’ again, Pirate King… Do ye want my help or not?”

      Jaws really did drop at that. Bloody Bill Markland just called me the Pirate King. That was the last thing I needed. I closed my mouth and met Bill’s eyes.

      “Did ye just say what I think ye said?”

      “Aye.” Bill leaned back and steepled his fingers as he regarded me. “I am ready to retire, orc. Someone needs to inherit the mantle, and ye be the best choice I’ve seen in years. I’ll stand behind ye, get ye a force to be reckoned with in yer battle against The Pale Horse, and then disappear. None o’ ye will ever see ol’ Bloody Bill again, once this be done.”

      “So, I take yer word for it?” I asked.

      “Have yer witches question me,” he replied. “Ask the spirits. Trust yer feelings or whatever. I built a reputation for keepin’ my word, good or ill.” With that, a faint smirk crept over his face. “Maybe I just stick to the letter of it, but I do keep it.”

      I scratched my beard and gave sidelong looks to the girls. Ligeia sat still and expressionless. Mary gazed intently at Bill across the table, her brow clenched and a muscle in her jaw jumping. Tabitha leaned back in her chair, head cocked, ears perked as her tail twitched, but I could see that she kept one hand close to her double-barreled flintlock. Ember just sat on her chair, hands between her knees, but keeping a weather eye on Tabitha.

      “What say ye, Bardak?” Bill asked after a moment.

      Bill didn’t lie. Sure, the bastard hadn’t held up what I’d consider the honorable end of our bargain, but he had fulfilled the letter of it. I’d caught up with him, fought him, and won probably the hardest fought victory of my career. If he was back, then he had a reason, and if Bloody Bill Markland were on my side, then I’d be a fool to turn him down.

      “All right, William Markland,” I said. “I’ll happily accept yer help. Let there be peace between us, an’ let’s see about takin’ down that bastard Layne.”

      He let out a laugh and rose to his feet as I did. We both spat in our hands and clasped to seal the deal. Almost immediately, most of the tension went out of the air.

      Aside from Ligeia, that was. She looked from Bill to me with unreadable eyes. If the old pirate caught the exchange, he didn’t let on.

      “It was a dubious pleasure doing business with you,” Captain Markland said with a crooked grin. “When do we do this thing?”

      “We've got a quest to deal with first,” I replied. “Mary’ll send word to Cerridwyn when we be on our way back, and we’ll meet on the way to Avion, aye?”

      Bill’s eyes narrowed as he looked up at me. “I reckon that will give me time to pull together all the fighting ships we’ll need to carry on through the cordon and take the fight to the Admiral.” He started towards the door. “Don’t ye be takin’ too long, Cap’n Bardak Skullsplitter,” Bill threw back over his shoulder, “or one o’ us may start without ye.”

      “I ain’t so sure that’d be a good choice to make,” Tabitha drawled as she rose smoothly to her feet. The other girls stood and faced Markland’s back along with me.

      I crossed my arms and grunted. “If ye think ye can sink The Pale Horse, Bill Markland, ye be more’n welcome to try. Unless ye have some kind o’ secret in yer pocket, though, I’d suggest ye wait for us.”

      He paused in the doorway as the door swung open. “I ain’t sayin’ it’d be me,” Bill said without turning. “I ain’t sayin’ it’d be me.”
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      I led the way back through the streets of Tarrant in brooding silence. The four women flanked me. Once again, I was allies of convenience with Bloody Bill Markland. His help was a shortcut to the fleet I needed to finally take the fight to the Admiralty… if the bastard could actually deliver.

      “What do ye think o’ this?” Tabitha broke the silence. “Bloody Bill retirin’ and all, I mean.”

      “Perhaps a boon,” Mary answered hopefully.

      “To him,” I snorted. “Bloody bastard’s got us right where he wants us.”

      “He might be dealing straight,” Ember suggested.

      “He is,” Ligeia said softly.

      I paused and looked over at the siren. “How do ye know, lass?”

      “I know his lies,” she replied with a shrug. “He spoke of retiring when we were together, though he was not yet the pirate king.”

      “Hrm,” I growled and started walking again. I wasn’t one to discount any thoughts at this point. “Mary, ye did settle things with Cerridwyn, aye?”

      “Oh, aye,” my witch replied. “I’d not really call us friends again, but at least we are at peace with each other.”

      I nodded slowly. Bill’s witch and mine had been friends once, but there’d come some bad blood between them. When we’d sailed with Cerridwyn as a hostage against Markland’s good behavior, she and Mary had buried the proverbial axe. Hopefully, that hadn’t changed too much.

      “There they are!” someone shouted, and suddenly, we were beset by a rush of bruisers from the nearby alleys and tenements.

      This was already growing tiresome,

      We barely had time to make ready before they were upon us. I was in no mood to play, and the girls sensed it. They all had weapons out quick as a flash, and we quickly formed up, more or less back to back.

      My new axe felt good in my hands as I kept it swinging in a tight figure-eight before me, daring my opponents to get too close. To my right, Mary froze two men with her evil eye before they got close, and Tabitha, to my left, drew her pistol and cutlass, covering the men closing in on her.

      Ligeia drew herself up to her full height and bared her talons and shark-like teeth in a fearsome display, while Ember hexed up a double handful of flames.

      Unfortunately, I hadn’t the time to don my new helmet, but the armor fit well, and the weight wasn’t enough to slow me. I swept a quick glance over the men and women surrounding us, street toughs, all. They had the bravery of numbers, but as quickly as we’d cinched up and readied ourselves, we’d given them pause. For the moment, they just circled and tested us for an opening. Each feint and probing attack cost them, though. Mary paralyzed a couple more.

      “Just kill them all!” screeched a familiar voice. It was the woman from my earlier fight. So, she’d gathered another troop of warm bodies and attacked me again. This time, though, she had made a bigger error than just jumping me.

      “Mary, Ligeia,” I said. “Take the woman in the cloak, alive if ye can. Tabitha an’ Ember, let’s clear the bloody street.”

      The girls gave no other response than a quick jump into action. Tabitha emptied her flintlock as I let out a roar and charged the men before me. Ember, though, began hurling handfuls of fire at the massed attackers, setting alight clothes, hair, and flesh with equal abandon.

      Mary and Ligeia charged. The pair of them were frighteningly deadly in hand-to-hand combat but very different in their styles, save for the need to be up close. Thugs froze in their tracks under my witch’s evil eye, then dropped with throats cut or bellies opened. My siren, though, danced and darted among our foes like a barracuda, tearing open frightening wounds with her talons as she did.

      For my part, I struck down every foe that got within my reach. This axe was weighted differently than my old one and had a different head with a larger cutting edge. It didn’t have the end-heavy mass to drive through armor, but in this case, that wasn’t something I needed.

      “Shit! Get away from me!” were the cries that rang out as Mary and Ligeia suddenly appeared next to the leader of this motley horde. “Help!”

      I took the opportunity to cut down a couple more toughs, and the rest wavered. “Not fuckin’ worth it!” someone yelled.

      “Shoulda known!”

      “I’m out!”

      More exclamations to that effect rang out across the field of better, and as quickly as they’d appeared, the survivors beat their retreat. There was no need to give chase, as Ligeia and Mary held the leader captive, pinned helplessly between knives and talons.

      I shouldered my new axe, satisfied with its performance, and strode over to where my girls held the captive. She didn’t even struggle against them, and Mary pulled the woman’s hood back as I approached. She had short, dirty blonde hair, brown eyes, and a pale, lined face. She sneered up at me as I loomed over her.

      “Ye ain’t Imperial, are ye?” I asked.

      “I surrender,” she said flatly as she shook her head. Then, she put her hands up and showed them to me, palms open. She knew the words to say, but unfortunately for her, she wasn’t enough of a student of pirate laws to realize that I had the option of accepting the surrender or not.

      You see, if I accepted her surrender, I’d be honor-bound to treat her well and not interrogate her. I wanted to know why in the hell these people kept attacking me, especially when they were obviously not Imperials. So, I just slashed one hand through the air, to everyone’s surprise.

      “No surrender,” I grunted. “Unless ye tell me what I want to know.”

      The woman’s eyes went wide, and I returned her gaze with a flat stare. My companions exchanged glances while I continued. “Someone be payin’ ye to stand in my way. This be the third time that hired swords have attacked us, an’ I want to know why.” I shifted my grip on the axe and stepped forward.

      “I could sing it out of her,” Ligeia suggested softly, and the woman’s head snapped around to stare fearfully at the siren.

      “Or I could hex her,” Mary opined. “Bind her will and set her to obey you, Captain.”

      “No,” the captive gasped.

      We were still in the middle of one of Tarrant’s cobblestone streets, bodies and blood tossed around in the wake of our fight. Nervous eyes peeked from windows and doorways. One of the mercenary guard companies would investigate soon enough, but for now, we had time. Tabitha held her flintlock on the cloaked woman, her ears pinned back and her tail poofed out to nearly three times its normal diameter.

      Ember drifted among the corpses, quickly rifling through their pockets and pouches like the pirate-witch she was. Mary and Ligeia loomed around the captive as well, knives, claws, and teeth bared.

      “Then tell me what ye be after,” I growled.

      “The treasure of The Golden Bull!” the woman exclaimed. “The Black Mirror, the Skull of Kurle, and anything else you have. You have no right to these things and no will to use them. The master would have them along with your head.”

      I spat. “So ye come at me with nothing capable of challenging me and hoped that providence allowed ye to prevail? Ye cannot even wield magic, lass.”

      Her eyes lifted, and she grinned at me as the whites of her eyes began to fill with blood. “How do you know that this was anything more than a distraction?” With that pronouncement, she simply keeled over, blood running from her eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. A hacking gasp was her last breath.

      If this was the distraction, then…

      “To the ship!” I snapped as I lit into a run.

      Mary and Ligeia followed immediately, with Tabitha Binx and her witch Ember close on our heels. With me in the lead, we pounded through the streets, shoved through citizens, and bowled over a surprised unit of guardsmen as we raced to The Hullbreaker. Ahead, at the docks, smoke rose over the tops of the warehouses and the forest of masts, and gunshots rang out.

      The pier at which my ship was docked looked like a war zone. Jimmy and Jenny, along with the remaining crew, held the ship against an organized assault by at least one and possibly more of the mercenary troops that served as guardsmen for Tarrant. The gangplank was up, and fading fires burned on the deck.

      Fortunately, most of the dead seemed to be our enemy, and they had taken cover behind crates and barrels scattered along the length of the dock. Rather than immediately charging, I crouched behind cover of my own, and the girls joined me without question.

      “Adra be helping,” I told them quietly. I’d noticed a barrier of wind between the ship and the shore, and the fire on the deck was nearly suffocated. Additionally, another robed figure was sprawled among the dead on the pier.

      Surprisingly, the mercenaries continued the assault, though it was down to sporadic exchanges of musket and pistol shots. I closed my eyes for a moment. We needed to get underway. Tarrant’s harbor was deep and didn’t require a favorable tide for shipping. Where was Bord, though?

      “Damn it all,” I grumbled. The dwarf and his crew would be right in the thick of things, which meant either they were in trouble or the old cannonmaster had gotten distracted at the forges. My coin was on the latter.

      “Tabitha, would ye an’ Ember go fetch our cannonmaster from the forges whilst Mary an’ Ligeia help me clear the way to my ship?” I asked.

      “O’ course, Cap’n,” Tabitha purred. “With pleasure.” She motioned to her witch, and the pair of them faded back and vanished into the alleys.

      I glanced at my witch and my siren. “No special plan, aye. We just hit them from behind an’ scatter them. Ready?”

      Mary just nodded, but Ligeia asked, “Why should I not just sing to them?”

      I reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Because we’ve no way to warn the ship as yet, an’ I’d rather not have to wake them.”

      “Oh,” she said and nodded. “I understand. I am ready.”

      I pulled out the helmet I’d picked up at the blacksmith’s and slipped it over my head. A grin pulled at my lips.

      “What the hell is that?” Mary asked suddenly.

      “A helmet,” I replied.

      “I can bloody well see that. It is... something.” She eyed me up and down. “Fierce, but I rather like seeing your face.”

      Well, at least she mostly liked it.

      Mary gave me a playful wink, drew her knives, and the three of us charged the rear of the assembled mercenaries.

      We hit them like a thunderbolt. I swept two men aside and sent them, broken and bleeding, to tumble off the dock and splash into the oily water. Mary darted past me and dropped another fellow, opening his throat and damn near removing his head with a scissoring blow of her knives.

      Ligeia moved up on the witch’s flank, swept her claws across a man’s chest, lifted him from his feet, and hurled him down the dock to crash amongst his comrades, taking several of them from their feet.

      One of the men shouted, “Ware the rear!” and half the mercenaries turned to meet us. At the speed of our rush, they had no time to bring their firearms to bear, and we were quickly locked in more close combat.

      A fellow came at me with a cutlass, but I slid aside, the blade scraping along my new mail before I knocked his head clean off with my axe. Once again, the design of the axe proved its worth. The blade held a sharper edge, too.

      I had no complaints.

      Another man attacked me with a boarding axe, followed by two of his comrades charged in as well, only for all of them to fall under my axe. Once more, when I took down one set of assailants, Mary and Ligeia advanced past to take down the next set. Slowly, we made our bloody advance down the pier towards my ship.

      More gunshots from the ship downed a couple of the attackers, then an older, wiry man with a short beard stood up with his hands in the air.

      “Truce, Captain,” he called out. “We surrender.”

      “Fine,” I growled. “Take yer livin’ an’ yer dead an’ get off this dock. Once my crew is back, we sail. If ye give us any more trouble, I’ll make bloody sure that I revisit it upon ye ‘til I grow bored o’ the screamin’. Ye savvy?”

      “Aye, captain,” the man replied. “I savvy very well.”

      “Good.”

      The three of us stood aside and watched as the mercenaries gathered their survivors and their casualties and retreated from the dock, leaving a crowd of bystanders and gawkers gathered a healthy distance away. Daka and Dogar slid out the gangplank, and Jimmy Mocker was there to meet us when we boarded.

      “Welcome back, Cap’n. Seems we had a bit of an excitin’ time while ye were gone,” he said with a broad grin.

      “So it seems,” I grumbled.

      Someone wanted the artifacts from The Golden Bull, and I wasn’t about to let them go. We’d sail as soon as Bord and his crew, Tabitha, and Ember returned, and I’d keep watch until then.
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      A day out of Tarrant, with The Hullbreaker fully resupplied, we rode a witchwind northward, and I took the opportunity to corner Tabitha Binx with a question that had burned in my mind since the confession of the strange cloaked woman. There was only one skull among the artifacts.

      “What do ye know of the Skull of Kurle, lass?” I asked quietly.

      “‘Tis a name I’ve heard,” she prevaricated, ears saddled.

      I lifted one eyebrow and waited.

      “Ye ain’t going to let me out o’ this, are ye?” She asked after a long silence.

      “Nay, lass,” I replied. “Ye promised to tell me true why ye fell under the spell o’ that thing down in The Golden Bull’s hold.”

      Tabitha let out a soft hiss and drifted over to lean on my desk. I walked around to have a seat in my heavy, oversized chair. She kept her back to me, arms crossed, tail and head down.

      “Kurle was an ancestor o’ mine,” she said at last. “Somethin’ like a great-grandfather a dozen times over an’ a legend among the Ailur. He wasn’t anythin’ like a king or nothing, just a scholar. He pioneered one o’ our traditions o’ magic, an’ taught us the Airipur Ma’irr.”

      “What in the hell be that?” I asked.

      “The business with our skulls that ye’ve heard about,” she said as she twisted around to look at me. “In most cases, ‘tis no more than a celebration of the person’s life, a memorial, but sometimes, it is more.”

      I looked up at the black-furred Ailur and waited expectantly. There was only so much more it could be, and I had my guess about the truth. Adra and I had both sensed a sleeping spirit in the scrimshawed skull, after all.

      Tabitha sighed and closed her eyes. “Sometimes, it can be used to trap and hold the soul of the dead, but in Kurle’s case, it was willing. According to the tales, he remained after he died, serving as an advisor to our kings and their sorcerers. His skull disappeared before my parents were even born.”

      “Reckon it ended up in Imperial hands,” I observed. “At least, ‘til we found it.”

      “Aye.” She reached up and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “An’ I can’t be close to it.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “He wants me, Cap’n,” she replied. “I’ve his blood, an’ he can live again through me.”

      “So, we throw it into the deeps and be done with it,” I growled. “I’m of a mind to do the same with that damned mirror, too. Too many people want those things for me to be happy about keepin’ them on my ship.”

      “Nay, Cap’n,” Tabitha purred softly. “This thing be of value, an’ if ye can settle ‘em, they’ll serve.”

      I scowled and steepled my fingers as I studied her. “Ye know a bit more than ye’ve let on, do ye?”

      She held up her right hand, thumb and forefinger less than an inch apart. “A little, Cap’n, but only legends an’ stories.”

      “Artifacts an’ hoodoo items ain’t exactly somethin’ I studied up much,” I confessed to her, “an’ tales o’ such things never really reached me ‘til recently. Tell me what ye know, lass.”

      “Ha.” She laughed and shook her head. “Tales an’ stories are stock in trade for many o’ my folk, an’ I ain’t so different.”

      With that, she took a deep breath and continued, “Long ago, when the elves first learned their old magics and set to exploring the world beyond their lands, they came across evidence o’ somethin’ older even than them. Ruins an’ artifacts were tucked into dark, out o’ the way places, guarded by strange creatures an’ fearsome traps. But these early explorers, they pushed on, finally reachin’ a temple or vault or some-such. This thing, though, was still bein’ used by somebody.”

      Tabitha pushed off from leaning on my desk and started to pace back and forth in front of me. “Not human, not elf, an’ maybe not even alive, the denizens o’ this place fought tooth an’ nail against the elves, but ye know how the Milnians be when they set their minds to somethin’. They killed every last bloody one o’ the ghouls… or maybe they didn’t, since the corpse eaters still haunt us in the dark places.”

      She met my gaze and flashed me a weak grin before continuing. “Now, the tale goes on to say that the elves went to the top o’ the temple and, in a shuttered chamber, found a sheet o’ volcanic glass, obsidian, that had been shaped and polished into a great mirror. It was magic, too. The first one that touched it vanished without a trace. After that, though, they managed to talk to it.”

      I nodded slowly. The thing had talked to me, and I’d felt the power in it. “The elves took it, didn’t they?”

      “Not accordin’ to this tale, Cap’n.” Tabitha shook her head. “They left it there, sealed the temple, an’ withdrew back to their own lands, leavin’ it be.”

      “Somethin’ that not even elves wanted to deal with.” I scratched my beard. “Where’d ye hear this tale, lass?”

      “My grandma,” she replied. “She loved to tell us kittens tales o’ her travels an’ such. Ghost stories to send us mewing off to hide, too. Though her plan might’ve backfired with me. I wanted to see all the things that she had.”

      “Yer gran’ma was a pirate, aye?” I said.

      “An explorer,” Tabith answered with a broad grin. “So, ye want a tale o’ the skull, now?”

      “Ye ain’t right convinced me to keep the mirror, ye know,” I grumbled. “Bloody thing sounds unsafe, even for me. These artifacts are too old an’ too damned weird. Give me a good axe an’ a flintlock or three.”

      “An’ the wind and water?” she asked pointedly.

      I sighed. “Aye. Spirits I can understand. Dark magic, sorcery, an’ demons not so much.”

      “Maybe ye should talk to Rhianne, Cap’n,” Tabitha suggested. “She might know a bit more o’ that mirror an’ maybe some o’ the other treasure. For my part, I’ll tell ye all I know o’ the skull, an’ maybe ye might want to wake it an’ have a chat. Ol’ Kurle might be able to help ye.”

      “Without trying to steal yer body?” I asked.

      She smirked faintly. “Ye already own me, body an’ soul, Cap’n, an’ I’d not change that. I’ll keep my distance from that particular relic, at least ‘til ye say it be safe.”

      “Probably best,” I observed and leaned back in my chair, the wood creaking under my weight. “I feel like I’m wasting space on things that ain’t going to help me take this fight to Layne, an’ that is just goin’ to bring more trouble down on my head.”

      “Look on the bright side, Cap’n,” Tabitha said. “Ye ain’t going to be spoilin’ for a fight anytime soon.”

      I sighed. She was right, of course. As long as these mysterious groups wanted to fight over the magical items in my hold, I could certainly keep my violent tendencies satisfied.

      Someone tapped on the door, and I yelled, “Enter!”

      “This a private palaver,” Mary asked, poking her head in, “or can anyone join?”

      Tabitha laughed and looked at me as I just waved my hand to beckon my witch in. She sauntered in, hips swaying, with a playful look in her eyes.

      “So, what are the pair of you talking about that’s kept your clothes on, I wonder?”

      “Ye just have the one thing on yer mind, don’t ye, Mary Night?” I asked with a laugh.

      She shrugged and sat down on the foot of my bed. Our bed, really. “I need some time away from Rhianne and the lab,” Mary said, reaching up and massaging her temples. “It’s gotten bloody crowded with her, Ember, and Adra all needing space for their own preparations.”

      “If ye need yer space, I can arrange it.” I rested my hands on the desk and drummed my fingers on the cluttered top.

      Mary shook her head. “Not really, my Captain,” she told me. “I just need to get used to the tight quarters for a time.”

      “It won’t be forever,” Tabitha tossed in. “Only ‘til this quest be done.”

      “That is why I can be patient.” My witch looked up and around the room. “So, what were the two of you discussing?”

      “The mirror,” I answered, “and the skull.”

      “Rhianne told me something of the mirror,” Mary mused, then reached up and scratched her head, ruffling her thick mane of dark hair.

      “I figured she might know a bit,” Tabitha observed, crossing her arms under her breasts as she leaned against my desk.

      “What did she tell ye?” I asked.

      “Layne’s witches know that it does,” she replied. “What it is. ‘Twas Lack who told the Admiral and set him on the course to retrieve it. That dark man is who gave told him how to empower The Pale Horse, too.”

      “What do ye mean by that?” I demanded. As much as I’d seen of the sorcerer Lack, it was probably something horrible, even by orcish standards.

      “Through sacrifice and other rituals, Layne means to bring his ship to life,” Mary said.

      We were silent for a long moment, then Tabitha exclaimed, “He can fuckin’ do that!?”

      “Aye,” Mary replied with a nod. “Though she told me that he needs the mirror for it. Something to do with turning it into the ship’s heart.”

      The sheer spiritual and magical power required by such a monumental undertaking boggled the mind. I’d seen the power that Adra could command, and what I could do wasn’t far behind. The witches were nothing to sneeze at, either, and all of them had only grown stronger while I’d known them.

      “Without the mirror, then, that damned ship can’t sail?” I asked.

      “I do not know,” Mary answered with a shrug. “It could be that the Admiral has a backup plan, should this effort fail. Rhianne didn’t know.”

      “Did she say why he needed ye?” I focused my gaze on her, as did Tabitha.

      Mary looked down at her hands. “Aye,” she said simply.

      “Do we need to drag it out o’ ye, lass?” Tabitha echoed my own thought a moment before I could say it.

      I just nodded and kept my eyes on my witch as she sniffed, wiped a sleeve across her face, and looked up at the both of us. “As a sacrifice to the mirror. My death would bridge the worlds and allow the power within the Black Mirror to enter this world, under Layne’s control, and animate The Pale Horse.”

      “Ye do know that I won’t be lettin’ him do that, aye?” I said firmly as I stood and walked over to the bed to sit down beside her.

      Tabitha slipped over and settled in on the other side, and both of us put our arms around Mary. She closed her mismatched eyes and looked down again.

      “We won’t be lettin’ the bastard do that,” the Ailur woman added.

      “I know,” Mary murmured. “I know. ‘Tis just unsettling to be told that it is my life and my soul that Admiral Layne wanted, and not my skills as a witch.”

      “Arde really fucked it up.” Tabitha laughed suddenly. “He be the one that really set this chain in motion.”

      That was true. Commodore Arde had Mary under his command on The Indomitable. He’d been refused when he demanded captain’s privilege, the service of a witch’s body, and had trumped up a charge of treason against the young witch. This put her in Broward’s dungeon at the same time I came through, thwarted Arde’s and Broward’s plan to assassinate me, and freed all the poor bastards down below Insmere Keep.

      Two of them, Shrike and Mary, joined up with me, which led us to our current predicament. Layne wanted Mary back, especially now that I had the Black Mirror too. I rather doubted he’d spare any effort to retrieve them both now.

      That meant that we’d likely be dogged every nautical mile of our path towards the frozen sea and back. Maybe Bloody Bill would do more than just gather a fighting fleet to aid us. Maybe he’d actually harry the Admiralty forces if they ever sailed from the cordon around The Pale Horse.

      At least we knew now that the city-ship wouldn’t be sailing anytime soon.

      I looked down at Mary, and our gazes met. She smiled slightly and took a deep breath, which drew my eyes down for a moment to roam over the pale, unblemished swells of her half-revealed breasts. My witch wanted for something, and she needed me to attend that need. A smile crept over my lips, and I raised my gaze to see Tabitha grinning on the other side of Mary.

      The Ailur nodded once. She was in, too.

      “Mary,” I said, my voice low and deep.

      “Yes, my Captain?” she asked softly, her breath quickening.

      I answered that question with a kiss, bending down to press my parted lips against hers. Tabitha pressed in against her back, wrapping black-furred arms around Mary’s middle while I caught both of them in my own embrace.

      At least we could distract Mary Night for a bit and perhaps even console her.
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      I hated ships. Despite the call of the wind and water, I preferred having the earth under my feet. There was something about the distance that sailing put between myself and the elementals of the earth that disconcerted me to a slight degree. There was also a lack of other spirits, an imbalance that added to my discomfort.

      The Hullbreaker, like all ships of any real history, had her own spirit, a very fierce, very powerful one at that. I would have to teach the Splitter of Skulls how to talk to her if he had not already.

      My fingers trailed along the smooth, polished wood of the main deck’s railing as I padded a slow circuit around the ship, enjoying the feel of the spray-soaked wood beneath my bare feet. The ship’s spirit murmured away in my ears, happy to have someone to talk to.

      She was worried about what was to come, but it was not a fear of death that The Hullbreaker spoke of. No, she was frightened that her captain sought to replace her. It wasn’t like she was unaware of what went on in the cabins and holds. The spirit was everywhere aboard, and there were no secrets from her.

      Bardak’s quest for the lost dwarven vessel had the noble spirit of the old ship feeling apprehensive. Like the crew and the captain’s bedmates, The Hullbreaker loved the man. She would happily die for him, but she did not want to lose him.

      I did not blame her. There was something about the Splitter of Skulls that inspired those around him. He was an orc with a light that burned bright and hot like a small sun. It warmed, illuminated, and drew in those who desired danger and adventure like moths to a candleflame. Only instead of burning off their fluttering wings, he inspired them to greater heights.

      He needed more training and perhaps less rutting. Even now, he was down below with two of his women while the third swam the seas below us in search of another ally. The great Dragon Turtle with the silly name waited behind us at the stinking town of Insmere with its unhappy soul and twisted spirits. He could handle the cold of the depths, but only for a time. The persistent, freezing bite of the northern sea would sap his strength over time, and he would sink below, never again to rise.

      Ligeia did not want that, so she sought another leviathan to carry her, preferring the water to the cabins of the ship. I took a deep breath and rubbed my aching jaw as I paused near the foredeck of the ship. A sailor brushed by with a muttered, “Pardon, shaman,” and I watched him go.

      He was one of the young orcs, the brothers, Daka, I thought. My mind wandered for a moment, and I felt a warmth grow in my lower belly.

      How long had it been since I’d taken anyone to my bed?

      Too long. I cackled softly and made my way up the stairs to the foredeck. When had the desires of the flesh start to rise in me? It had been a while since I’d even cared to look at another person with a thought to bedding them, but the time I’d been around the Splitter of Skulls was slowly reawakening my desires.

      It frustrated me. I leaned against the railing and closed my eyes as the wind of our passage fluttered through my shoulder-length hair. It was growing fast, which I was glad of. The captain’s women all had luxurious hair.

      I opened my eyes and growled softly. Why did I care about my hair? Did I want Bardak to notice me as more than just a shaman and his teacher? I think I did. He was an impressive specimen of an orcish warrior-chief with wonderful muscles, scars of glory, and intelligent, fierce eyes. There was no arguing that he had a charisma about him, considering that he’d already claimed three lovers of different species.

      I wondered what that meant to me. If the Splitter of Skulls were not interested in orcish women, then any attempt of mine to woo him was doomed to failure, and I did not do well with failure.

      Perhaps I needed to do something astounding, beyond even raising a dead ship from the depths of an eye of the sea. I did not want to give The Hullbreaker voice. That was her captain’s job if he chose… but I could investigate those strange artifacts that had been retrieved from below. Most of them were little more than toys, but the skull and the mirror bore further investigation.

      Of course, I would need to convince the captain that there was a need. He was wary of both objects, and rightly so. They were powerful and not the sort of thing anyone without a great deal of experience should trifle with.

      I did not want to try my skills against them, but I needed to. If the Splitter of Skulls were to win his war, then he would need every weapon at his disposal, and I knew that both these items were weapons.

      “Adra,” a pleasant voice said, and I looked askance to see that the first mate, Jimmy Mocker, a strange, light-hearted man for all the murder in his heart and hands. “What brings ye out this fine day?”

      “A dislike of being belowdecks,” I replied as I returned his smile. He was one of the humans aboard The Hullbreaker that I liked. Most of them, I didn’t understand, but Jimmy had a very orcish outlook, for all that he was something of a dandy.

      He laughed honestly. “I ain’t fond of that myself. Give me the helm, the crow’s nest, or the deck.”

      I nodded to him, then turned my gaze back to the fore of the ship. “When is the captain’s watch?”

      “Sundown,” he replied. “Likely he’ll be up before that, though. Ordered a bath a short time past.” Jimmy paused a moment. “Never thought ye orcs would care so much ‘bout keepin’ clean.”

      “We do not,” I said with a laugh. “He does this for his women, not because he sees a true need for himself. He enjoys pleasing them.”

      “I see.” He nodded thoughtfully. “I reckon there be hot springs and such in yer mountains, aye?”

      “You are full of questions today, Jimmy Mocker,” I observed, then cut him off as he made to apologize. “But that is correct. The Shattered Spine holds many places where the earth bleeds heat, and water flows from some of these wounds to pool, stinking of mineral salts.” My smile broadened into a grin. “Some of the wounds, though, bleed fire, much like the smoking mountains at the heart of some of the islands out here.”

      “I have seen those,” Jimmy said, nodding slowly. He leaned against the rail beside me. “Pretty damn amazin’. Maybe one day I can travel the mainland a bit, visit those hot springs.”

      “You may wish to travel with the Splitter of Skulls or one of the other orcs if you do,” I told him. “Orcish lands are no place for visitors.”

      “Aye, I’ve heard that, but are they not more open, now?” he asked.

      “When I left, the tribes had joined the Blackburn’s Empire,” I replied. “He offered much gold and glory. I have heard that this all grew sour.”

      “The Cap’n said Admiral Layne an’ his Commodores wanted to purge the free towns o’ all orcs an’ non-humans.” He gave me an appraising look and twirled one end of his waxed mustache. “Bloody short-sighted if ye ask me, an’ it roused many peaceful folk to violence.”

      I cackled. “Orcs are violence, Jimmy Mocker. It is what we were born for, and how we live our lives. One battle to another.”

      He tilted his head and gave me a blank look. “Ye an’ the Cap’n both seem a bit less inclined to always take the fightin’ option than that implies.”

      “The captain is a very intelligent orc,” I said. “He has learned to be human while not forgetting where he came from.”

      Jimmy gave a slow nod, then turned and gazed out over the dark, wave-tossed sea ahead. “Lot o’ violence comin’,” he observed after a few minutes.

      “There has been much before, and there will be much after,” I said with a faint shrug. “Violence begets violence unto the end of the world.”

      “Kind of a depressin’ thought,” Jimmy said. “Not that I mind a scrap, but I have hopes this’ll be over, ye ken?”

      “I do,” I replied. Peace was a precious thing, and I had learned enough to appreciate it. These moments of quiet between storms of blood and thunder were a treasure for me. The elementals did not understand, and the dead easily forgot. “Do you believe the Splitter of Skulls wants the war to end? Will he have a place in what comes after?”

      “Aye,” Jimmy answered quickly. “Ask him about the Ironhand one day.”

      “I will, I think,” I said, then lifted my eyes up to the blue sky. The usual cloud cover had broken up into scattered cotton-puffs of gray and white, a rare view out here in the Archipelago.

      For a time, then, we held out positions in silence. I closed my eyes and opened my sense of the umbral world. Air and water elementals abounded, dancing on the witchwind that drove us northwards.

      These witches were so frivolous with their powers. Certainly, they paid a price with their ‘singing up the wind,’ their hexes, and their enchantments, but they could accomplish monumental feats. This attachment to the physical manifestation of power and accomplishment was, I thought, their greatest weakness as well as their greatest strength.

      Exposure to this also limited the Splitter of Skulls. He had power to spare and the ear of the spirits and the elementals. Each battle he fought, each life he took, was his sacrifice to the great ones, the ancestors of the orcs, and the lords of the elementals. These things flocked to the vitality he represented and drank deep of his inadvertent offerings.

      But these sacrifices were ephemeral and fleeting. Soon, the entities that came to his call would demand more, and he would give, still unknowing. Blood and souls and terror would walk in his wake, and he would become the most powerful shaman that our world had ever known.

      I had to teach him further. I could not let this great man, this great orc, fall prey to a destiny of hate and violence, not when he demonstrated a surprising capacity for love.

      Jimmy pushed away from the rail silently and nodded respectfully to me as he went back down to the main deck and his duties. He was a strange, complicated creature. I liked him, and I liked his lover, the first mate of The Black Cat, Jenny Nettles. The entire crew of Bardak’s sailors and commanders had made me feel welcome and set me at my ease, shortly after I’d been gifted to them by William Markland.

      At the ship’s aft, beneath the mizzenmast, the witch Ember Spark sang to the winds. Soon, Mary Night would come to relieve her, and she would be followed by Bardak and the strange, feline woman Tabitha Binx.

      Most of all, I needed to speak with Mary, the first wife of the Splitter of Skulls, by my reckoning. In our traditions, it was her place to invite other women into her mate’s bed and her responsibility to turn away those unworthy, even if the male chose otherwise.

      Did I truly wish to bed my pupil? Yes. It was not uncommon in the traditions of the shaman for the student and teacher to share their bodies. The act was both sacred and carnal, a merger of spirit and flesh that sang with power. If I shared both the Splitter of Skulls’ bed and his confidence, as the other three women did, then I could, perhaps, save him from the fate that awaited him if he continued to walk the road he now trod.

      I could be satisfied as the fourth wife of Bardak Skullsplitter, if only I could save him from what I saw was a bleak future.
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      I glanced back to where Adra spoke quietly in Mary’s ear. Ember still held the witchwind with a soft song while the other two talked. Jenny Nettles had been at the helm, keeping her steady by my last reckoning, and Jimmy Mocker was up in the crow’s nest.

      Tabitha Binx, though, moved among the deck crew, working as hard and as well as any sailor. The captain of The Black Cat wasn’t above performing regular crew duties with the rest of the crew, and she was as good as my own best men.

      I looked up at the darkening sky. It was rare to see the stars through the clouds in the Archipelago, especially as you headed northwards. We were moving fast, too, somewhere between twenty or thirty knots under a constant witchwind. The fact that we could keep a steady, magical gale blowing in the perfect direction was a hell of an advantage. It kept us at a good, steady speed, and the reinforced masts and ship’s rigging could handle twice that over relatively short periods.

      My ability to read the winds and waves gave us another advantage, as well. I could find the currents that led in the way I wanted to go and avoid those that would impede my ship’s movement. With my senses expanded by my initiation into the shamanic mysteries, I could tap into another level and petition the elementals for aid.

      Overhead, myriad sizes of air spirits danced in the witchwind and lent their strength to the directed flow that filled our sails. Encouraging them to help was little more than a minor exertion of my will, and the ship picked up a little more speed. Below us, elementals of the sea frolicked like dolphins in The Hullbreaker’s wake.

      Ligeia still hadn’t returned. She left the ship a day past to seek allies that would have no problems in the freezing waters we hurried towards. If she didn’t return today, then I’d order the ship to slow and damn the consequences. As capable as my siren was, she was still only one creature in the vastness of the sea.

      Ember walked by, stifling a yawn as she flashed me a salute and headed below. The wind dipped for a moment as Mary took over the song, then picked up again with a slight change in timbre and feel. I made a slight adjustment to our course to account for the difference and closed my eyes for a moment.

      I brought up my memory of Sturmgar’s map, rough as it was, and overlaid it upon the chart of the Archipelago and the Erdrath and Milnest coasts that I kept in my head. We were still a good week from the edge of the frozen sea, even at the rapid pace we held under the influence of the magical wind. This would be the longest I’d kept the witches at it, too. At least they showed no sign of faltering so far. Adra and I could take turns, too, if it came to that.

      “There is a better way to do this, Splitter of Skulls,” the tuskless shaman said quietly, her voice carrying easily over the whistling winds.

      “I’d certainly hear it,” I told her, looking askance to where she had come to stand beside me.

      “I think that, with proper appeasement, a greater spirit of the air might be bound to push the ship as commanded,” Adra opined. “Or if we cannot draw in a greater, then the lesser ones who already play in the rigging would suffice.”

      “What sort of appeasement?” I asked. Typically, the pair of us spoke in Orgik whenever we had these conversations. Some concepts of orcish shamanism just didn’t translate so well into Erd or any of the other human tongues I knew.

      “We would have to ask them,” Adra replied with a shrug.

      Of course, we would, I thought. Interactions with spirits were notoriously vague, especially in my case. The elementals seemed to be happy to do what I needed, only not necessarily in the way I thought best. Mostly, they seemed to augment my own prodigious physical abilities or provide additional protection for me.

      Then there was the help they gave me when I fought the lascu. It was evident to me that the elementals liked to have at least a small amount of their particular element available, hence the air and fire combination that allowed me to call down bolts of lightning. Creating something from nothing did not seem to be a gift given to shamans.

      We did, however, have the elemental stones in Mary’s laboratory.

      “We have to do that, then,” I said after a moment’s silence. “If we can bind an air elemental to The Hullbreaker that can take the place of our witches, it would free up our resources.”

      “There is more to it than that,” Adra said, “but you are on the right path, I think.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      She huffed a sigh suddenly. “You and I must speak, Splitter of Skulls, about many things. I would prefer it to be in private, once you are free of your duties.”

      Considering Adra saw my general sporting with Ligeia, Mary, and Tabitha as part of my duties along with my other work aboard ship, she wanted a chance to speak with me truly alone, which drew a sidelong glance at the shamaness from me.

      Adra was a closed book. She stood beside me in a relaxed pose, her hands clasped before her and her face impassive. Her clothes consisted of hides and furs bound together with leather thongs and draped about her muscular form. About her neck was a woven necklace of finely cut leather thongs that held her tusks as a reminder of her sacrifice. They both had been intricately scrimshawed with tribal patterns that likely held some meaning for her.

      Once again, I wondered what the spirits would eventually demand of me. I knew that I barely scratched the surface of the abilities of a full-blown shaman, despite how powerful I seemed to be.  There would always be more to learn.

      “When?” I asked.

      “As soon as you can,” the shamaness replied. “It is important.”

      I nodded and glanced back at Mary. My witch’s eyes were closed, and she swayed gently to and fro while she sang.

      “Watch officer!” I called out over the deck.

      A few moments later, a dwarf, one of Bord’s crew, joined me at the helm. This fellow, named Galban, was one of the only dwarves to take a standard deck watch. The rest of the grumpy bastards preferred to stay below in their workshops with Bord, who was the other one who served a watch.

      “What d’ye need, Cap’n?” he asked in a deep baritone.

      “I need one o’ the helmsmen,” I replied. “Someone willin’ to trade watches with me.”

      “I’ll have a talk with ‘em,” the dwarf replied with an orcish salute before he stomped off down to the main deck and began yelling at sailors.

      I chuckled to myself. This would be a lot easier if Jimmy hadn’t slipped off to play hide the pickle in the crow’s nest with Jenny Nettles. So far, their relationship hadn’t affected the function of the ship, and they did, somehow, manage to keep an alert watch. That was the impressive part.

      Galban didn’t keep me waiting long. He walked up with a lanky, shaven-headed female orc. Gol the Clanless, usually another one of The Hullbreaker’s lookouts, had apprenticed to Jimmy in learning the helm as well.

      “Gol,” I nodded to her. “Ye willin’ to take my watch?”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” she replied. “If ye be willin’ to take my turn in the galley.”

      I snorted laughter and nodded. “I’ll see it done. There be somethin’ I need to attend to, though.”

      She nodded and grinned, then took the ship’s wheel as I moved aside. Adra shot me a nod and walked off down the stairs, then slipped through the door to the cabins. Without saying anything more, I followed.

      Adra led me to the door of my quarters and waited patiently for me to open it for her. I raised an eyebrow at that as I did so, and she padded in ahead of me.

      “I reckon this is a fairly official visit,” I told her as I took a seat behind my desk.

      “Of a sort,” she said and took the chair opposite me.

      We sat in silence for a long moment until she finally broke it with a soft huff. “I need access to the Black Mirror and the scrimshawed skull,” she said finally. “And we need to speak of your Path.”

      I heard the capital letter as she said that and wondered what might be wrong. Surely there was no issue with the way the spirits of all sorts loved to answer my call.

      “Alright,” I said, then rested my hands on my desk with the fingers twined together. “You are my teacher, and I am happy to speak of my Path with you. However, as Captain of this ship, I have problems with giving anyone access to those items.”

      “They could be of use,” she asserted, peering past me into the growing darkness beyond my window. “I need to determine if they will help or harm your cause.”

      “My cause,” I said flatly. “Is it not yours as well?”

      “Insofar as we are bound together, Splitter of Skull.” Her gaze met mine and held it. “I must seek all possible advantages to assist you, or so say the ancestors.”

      “I don’t like it.” My eyes stayed locked with hers, and I didn’t move a muscle except to speak. “If it is to be done, then we do it together.”

      I expected resistance, but Adra simply nodded. “So be it.”

      “That’s it?” I asked.

      “For that question, yes. I will teach you what you need to join me.” Her eyes drifted from mine, not as if she’d lost the implicit challenge, but as if she was content with the result.

      I blinked, unsure in that moment of whether I’d won, then asked, “What of my Path?”

      “You advance quickly, as I expected, but there is…” She paused and took a deep breath. “A complication.”

      The word she used had many meanings in Orgik. It could simply mean something unexpected, or it could mean a path to imminent loss or failure. The context told me nothing, but her expression hinted at the darker definition.

      I scowled and leaned back in my chair. “What complication? The elementals come at my call and do as I bid, the dead hearken to my words and whisper their secrets to me. They have made no demands, nor have they challenged me.”

      “And that,” she replied, “is the complication of which I speak. Never have I seen anyone with such influence over the unseen. Never. Until you.”

      “Why do you think that it is bad?” I demanded.

      “Because they do not come for you.” She reached up and rubbed the bridge of her nose, then at the spots on her jaw where her tusks had been pulled. “They come for the sacrifice you offer unbidden.”

      “What?” I didn’t understand. I’d offered nothing to the elementals or the dead, and yet they did things for me as if I had. Suddenly, I questioned why.

      Adra pointed one of her index fingers at me. “Your sacrifices, Splitter of Skulls. That is why they take to you like a shark to chum.”

      “They like me because I kill?” I asked. “Then why do they not swarm to any orc warrior?”

      “They do,” she said with a slow nod. “It is rare that a warrior becomes a shaman while he still is active upon whatever battlefield calls to him. You are a shaman at war, and the spirits feel that, and they feast upon the energy of conflict.”

      “Even the elementals?”

      Adra nodded. “Indeed. The elementals find it exciting, and they feast upon the energy released. It is not specifically death that they are drawn to, but the swirling chaos of conflict, and you are the center of a typhoon, Splitter of Skulls.”

      “I see no problems, so long as they keep coming,” I observed.

      “That is where you are wrong,” she said firmly. “Without a personal sacrifice, they will never truly obey you. They will do what you want, so long as it pleases them and so long as you feed them, but you must give the spirits something of you to earn their trust.”

      “And if I have their trust, they will obey me?” I wondered.

      Adra nodded and studied me thoughtfully. “What would you give, oh Captain?”

      Many things flashed through my head: an eye, a hand, my tusks, blood. That wasn’t enough, though, and I knew it. I needed more. I needed something that had no limit, that the spirits and elementals would see as what it truly was. At that moment, it came to me, along with the faces of Mary Night, Ligeia, Tabitha Binx, and Adra. My other friends danced through my vision, along with The Hullbreaker and the whole of the Archipelago.

      I had come to realize that there was one thing inside me that had no limit, aside from rage and force of will. As I shared it, it grew even stronger, and it gave me strength beyond even the battle-rage that I wielded.

      “Love,” I said. “That is the only thing I have that has no limit, and I’ll wager that nothing out there in the unseen world has ever been offered it.”

      She sat back in her chair suddenly and blinked in disbelief. “Of course,” the shamaness whispered. “You would give an answer that no other orc would give or even could give.” Adra looked down at her hands, then raised her head and smiled at me, her eyes bright. “So, Splitter of Skulls, if you would offer love to the spirits, would you grant it to this shaman as well?”
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      “You spoke with Mary, did you not?” I asked in Orgik.

      “Of course,” Adra replied. She straightened in the chair and arched her back a little, giving me a smug look. “She is chief among your wives, is she not?”

      “Well, Tabitha might contest that,” I said with a laugh, “but, aye, Mary is the first among equals, I reckon.”

      “First among equals,” Adra mulled over the words, then nodded. “That is an interesting description of your harem of mates, I think.”

      “It is.”

      I scratched my beard and studied the shamaness. Her age was hard to tell, but then orcs tended to remain hale and strong until our forties when the constant stress and beatings that our bodies took began to drag us down. If I had to guess, I suspected Adra was in her thirties, much like I was. She was muscular and bulky if compared to a human woman but delicate and light-framed for an orc, and, I had to admit, quite attractive. There was none of the hard seriousness of Gol the Clanless, nor the innocent, wide-eyed wonder of Nagra Toothbreaker.

      Adra shifted in her chair and smiled faintly. She was aware of my gaze and was perhaps appreciative of it, considering her question.

      “Would you like to see me naked, Splitter of Skulls?”

      I paused as my heartbeat quickened somewhat, then nodded. “Aye, Adra, I’d like that, provided you’re comfortable with it.”

      “There is nothing intrinsically uncomfortable about nakedness,” she observed as she began unlacing the ties of her garb. “And your gaze pleases me, so why would I not want you to look upon my body?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied with a shrug, and let my gaze roam as the shamaness disrobed.

      First was the heavy fur cloak that she customarily wore. With a shrug of her shoulders, she shed it to hang over the back of her chair. Her tunic followed as she pulled it up and off to reveal a cloth wrap that bound her breasts. Crisscrossed scars marked her pale green flesh along with painstakingly rendered tattoos in intricate patterns.

      “Do you want help?” I asked when she began to struggle with the bindings.

      Adra replied with a shake of her head. “This is for me to do and for you to watch, Splitter of Skulls.”

      “You can call me Bardak, you know,” I complained then leaned back in my own chair. There was no keeping the secret of my arousal, as it did a good job of making a tent of my pantaloons.

      She looked at me for a moment, her black hair hanging over her eyes as she smiled. “If you wish.”

      The binding fell away to join her leather tunic on the floor of my cabin, baring a pair of shapely breasts capped by peaks of a significantly darker green that immediately crinkled up and hardened. She took a deep breath, and for a moment, our eyes met.

      “Are you pleased?” Adra asked.

      I nodded and swallowed hard. Had Mary planned this with the shamaness? Or was it entirely a product of Adra’s making. Either way, she seemed happy with my reaction as she rose slowly to her bare feet. Beneath the cloak, tunic, and wrap, all that remained was a breechclout of some kind of fabric, cotton most likely, that was fastened at her waist by a simple rope tie.

      That made for an almost anticlimactic end as Adra undid the knot and just let it all fall away. Her body was as muscular as any female orc’s, with broad shoulders and hips, and healthy, sizeable breasts. She was surprisingly hairless with a pronounced cleft between her legs. The tattoos and scars formed an intricate pattern over her skin, almost like a layer of decorative and potentially spiritual clothing or jewelry.  The only thing she still wore was the necklace that held her tusks.

      Adra slowly turned a circle, allowing my gaze to fall on every inch of her before she faced me, arms at her sides and chin up, bearing a smile on her tuskless face.

      “Now,” she said softly, her eyes sparkling. “I believe it is your turn.”

      Of course, it was. I could barely contain myself as I rose from behind my desk and walked slowly around to a spot of clear floor. My garb, though, was a lot less complicated, consisting of little more than my pantaloons. I didn’t wear boots or armor aboard ship, and I enjoyed the cold wind on my skin.

      When her eyes fell to the prominent tenting in my pants, a smile tugged at her lips, and the skin of her cheeks darkened. Was the mysterious Adra Notch-Ear blushing at the evidence of my desire for her? I grinned and put my hands behind my head to flex my heavy pectorals in a brief moment of vanity. It had the effect I wanted, as she blushed even more.

      Slowly, then, I reached down and undid my belt before pushing my pantaloons down over my narrow hips. The waistband caught on my erection for a moment, drug it down, then it was free, bouncing up hard enough to slap the skin of my lower belly. Adra gasped, and the look in her eyes was one of sheer appreciation.

      “You are quite the orc, Bardak,” she murmured, finally using my name. “Will you show me how you are able to keep your three wives happy?”

      “Do you wish to join them?” I countered. “I suspect that if Mary doesn’t object, neither will the others.”

      “Mary was to speak with Tabitha and come to interrupt if there was any objection, and Ligeia seems to be the least possessive creature I have ever encountered,” she replied. “I would happily become a part of your family, yet I must remain your teacher.”

      “I don’t exactly rule with an iron hand,” I said with a chuckle. Somewhere in there, we had moved closer to each other. Our bodies didn’t touch, though, not yet.

      Adra gave a serious nod. “Then I accept, Splitter of Skulls. Make me yours.”

      That was all I’d waited for. I swept the shamaness up in my arms and bore Adra to my bed, depositing her among the blankets and furs before joining her. Instead of immediately diving in, though, I kept control and slowly ran my hands over her, beginning at her feet and slowly stroking her surprisingly soft skin.

      I kissed the top of each foot, then worked my way slowly up along her legs, calves to knees to thighs, caressing, kissing, and nibbling at her scarred and tattooed skin. The soft gasps and murmured sounds that escaped her lips encouraged me further as I neared the joining of her legs. She parted them easily, a bit overeager, which I could understand from the teasing we’d given each other. Her folds already glistened damply in the faint light.

      When I raised my head, Adra had stretched out on the bed, her hands above her head, and her eyes closed. Her firm, full breasts rose and fell with each rapid breath, and her body trembled under my touch.

      “Are ye sure, lass?” I asked, switching back to my piratical brogue.

      “Please,” she whispered. “It has been far too long for me, and I would have you break my fast.”

      I wet my lips with my tongue and dipped them down between her legs after leaning up to plant a kiss on each hardened nipple. She had a pleasantly musky smell and was definitely ready for me. Her juices fairly flowed, and she cried out in pleasure with the first touch of my tongue between her legs.

      The first climax I gave her didn’t take long at all, and I moved on up, kissing and licking the salt from the skin of her tight belly, then her breasts. Adra moaned and arched beneath me when I captured her breasts in my hands. I tested the waters, then, giving her flesh a rough squeeze before I pinched her swollen nipples. Much like Mary, Adra let out a little cry of pain that trailed into a deep groan of delight. Her hands caught my wrists and held them there as I slid my body up along hers.

      Finally, our lips met. Hers parted beneath mine, and our tongues quickly tangled. My body pinned her, and she squirmed against me, our hot, sweaty skin rubbing enticingly together.

      When the kiss finally broke, Adra murmured, “Take me. Please.”

      That was the closest to begging that I ever wanted to hear the shamaness come. Somehow it just didn’t seem right to me for the confident and deadly Adra Notch-Ear to beg for anything, although there was also a surge of pride in me that I was the one that brought her to that place. Within moments, I was inside her, buried to the hilt as she wrapped her strong legs around my waist.

      The first time was fairly quick for us both. Adra barely held on past me entering her, and her sudden spasms and cries carried me over the edge after only a few thrusts. After that, she held me tight in a clasp stronger than any of the other women in my family, and I realized that I’d forgotten what it was like to be with another orc.

      After that first frantic coupling, Adra and I settled into a rhythm, and we both took each other to completion time after wonderful time. She had elements of all the other girls, and they, of course, had elements of her. In preferences, she was something like Mary and Tabitha, but in sensitivity, she was like Ligeia, and the slightest touch could set her off.

      These four would likely kill me, but I would happily die a warrior’s death.

      Sometime later, we rested between bouts. Adra curled against my side, softly nuzzling my chest as I teased my fingers in her hair.

      Inadvertently, my fingertips found the notch in her ear, and I couldn’t help but ask, “How did you get this?”

      She raised her head a bit and chuckled softly before trailing her own fingers up and over my pecs. “It is not my most interesting tale.”

      “I’d hear all of them, as we have time,” I said, “but tell me this one.”

      “Hah, well,” Adra shifted against me, her damp skin sliding sensually against mine. “Once upon a time, I was a young orc girl of the Warbeak clan of the White Hand tribe. In my twelfth year, as is our custom, I set out on my rite of passage. We are a very spiritual tribe, and our rites are open. I had no idea what I had to do for mine, only that the ancestors would guide me, and if they deemed me worthy, I would return with my life.”

      Brutal rites of passage were part and parcel among the orc tribes of mountain and forest alike. We all learned to fight from an early age, even if our later path might diverge from warfare to spiritual paths, trade, or crafting. My mind wandered a bit as I stroked Adra’s back while she continued.

      “Three days out, I stumbled across a campsite, and an old orc was there waiting for me. He knew my name and everything about me, told me that the spirits had led him to me.” She stretched and squirmed a little against me. “I joined him and listened as he explained to me how the spirit world was adjacent to our material world, and how the elementals and the ancestors of all things dwelled there.”

      That raised a question in my mind that I had to save for the moment. where did the fae come from? Were they a part of the spirit world, or were they from somewhere else? I stayed silent and listened.

      “I knew then that I had found my path, my eyes and ears were opened to the unseen and unheard, and I was ready.  The notch in my ear was the mark I asked for, and the name that the old shaman gave me.” She lifted her head and looked me in the eyes. “I know that it is not much of a tale to one such as you.”

      “But it is,” I said as I let one hand slide down to her firm backside. “It is a tale of you, and so, I will treasure it.”

      “As you treasure the tales of your other wives?” she asked as she gave a teasing wriggle.

      I responded by giving her ass a squeeze. “Aye. I know Mary’s story of how she came to be in the dungeon of Insmere which is how I met her. Tabitha told me of her folk and how she came to leave them to see the world. Then, there is Ligeia, and her story of lost love and hope restored. All these and more, I know, and I am happy to learn this tale of how you got your name.”

      Adra laughed then. “You are a strange orc, Splitter of Skulls,” she said to me. “I am happy to know you and happier still to be among your clan.”

      With those words, she stopped me from answering with a firm and hungry kiss, which led to other pleasant things.
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      It was less hassle than I expected to move Adra into my quarters. There was room to spare on the bed, and she had very few possessions. The shaman and Mary were, as they say, thick as thieves, and Tabitha joined them quickly. The next couple of days were a whirlwind of activity and celebration amongst us, though we were all concerned at the continued absence of Ligeia.

      I was on watch at the helm under a gibbous moon, with Rhianne Corvis, of all people, lurking nearby. The undead witch kept to herself mostly and avoided the light of day. Tonight, though, she was out and about. We were on course and practically flying along with the witchwind, as we hadn’t yet had a chance to put Adra’s idea in motion.

      “You seem pensive, Captain,” Rhianne observed suddenly. “What troubles you?”

      I gave her a sidelong look and a scowl before answering, “Ligeia has yet to return.” It wasn’t easy to admit my concern, especially to a former enemy, but once I had, the words came easier. “I fear she might’ve run into problems.”

      The witch was quiet for a moment. In the darkness, her pale skin fairly glowed, and the burning green fire in her missing eye was much more noticeable. “If you have something of hers, I could work with Ember and Mary to scry her. I am bound to you, after all. It is not like I could act against you or any of those close to you.”

      That was true. While we were in Insmere, Mary and Ember had led us through the bonding ceremony, tying Rhianne to me and my commands by the threat of losing her powers.

      I nodded. “There might be a strand or two of her hair in that bloody hat o’ hers. If ye ask Binx or Adra, they can retrieve it for ye. Then if ye need both o’ them for yer hex, I can hold the wind ‘pon us.”

      “I am happy to help,” Rhianne intoned with a slow nod of her head. She started to move away then paused partway to the stairs. “You and yours did me a great service, Captain Bardak Skullsplitter. I am grateful even for this mockery of life, and I mean to redeem myself through our bonding.”

      “Good for ye, lass,” I said. “Thank ye for that, and for yer aid in returnin’ Arde’s undead to their rest.”

      She hissed softly and smiled crookedly back over her shoulder at me. “Thank you for killing that bastard and freeing me.” That said, Rhianne turned and glided down the stairs to seek Tabitha, I suspected, and I returned my attention to the helm.

      I still had one concern about Rhianne Corvis, and it wasn’t one that Mary shared or at least she hadn’t expressed it to me. That was the question of what hold the creature Lack had over his creations. Was the undead witch a way for the sorcerer to watch us and learn our weaknesses and our secrets?

      Hopefully, she was not, but if she were, then I’d have to deal with her.

      For the next few hours, as the moon made its journey across the cloudy sky and The Hullbreaker sailed on. Rhianne collected Mary and Ember, and it had fallen to me to hold the wind as well as our course. Rather than pick up on Mary’s song, like I’d done before, I focused on the small army of little elementals that danced around the ship in the wake of the witchwind gale.

      Within a few minutes, I convinced them to take the place of the magical wind, dancing and throwing themselves into the sails in sort of race. They weren’t as forceful as the witchwind, but they were able to get us moving faster than an un-augmented wind could carry us. They also didn’t require constant singing.

      Adra was right. If we could bind one of the larger gale elementals, as opposed to the sprites and zephyrs that now pushed my ship along, then we could free up the witches for other tasks.

      “Oy!” Tabitha hollered up the stairs from the main deck. “Permission to approach the helm?”

      “Granted,” I said with a laugh. “What brings ye here, Cap’n Binx?”

      “I am ‘twixt watches,” she replied. “Ye’ve a bloody machine for a crew, Bardak. All these bastards know their job an’ get it done without half the hand-holdin’ I’ve seen in many crews. Even that jackass Mocker, stealin’ off my first mate for canoodling at every opportunity, gets his work done first an’ foremost.” The Ailur woman shook her head. “I swear, though, if he knocks her up, I’m takin’ it out o’ his share.”

      “I ain’t so sure we got an agreement to that effect, Tabitha, but if ye have a mind to renegotiate contracts, I can oblige ye.” I smirked at her playfully.

      She shot me a dark glance, then grinned. “It’s bloody hard to tell if ye be kiddin’, Cap’n,” she grumbled.

      “How do ye know I am?” I asked, keeping a serious face.

      “Because ye don’t always look like a snarly bloody orc,” Tabitha answered. “Usually ye carry a bit o’ lightheartedness about ye, except when ye be tryin’ to pull a gal’s leg.”

      “Well, damn,” I huffed and looked off to the fore. The night was almost done. I could barely detect a pinkening of the eastern horizon as the sun climbed from below. The cloud cover had thickened over the night, too. While I’d been distracted, a storm had brewed, and not a weak one, either.

      I glanced down as Tabitha put a hand on my arm. She smiled up at me. “I’ll keep yer secret, Cap’n.”

      “Good,” I said with a smirk. “I’d hate to have to keelhaul ye for snitchin’.”

      Her grin grew fierce, but there still remained a spark of mischief in her catlike eyes. “Ye might find me hard to keelhaul.”

      I suspected she was right. The little woman was fast, agile, and fierce as any orc. I didn’t want to get on her bad side.

      Further discussion was interrupted as Mary came padding up the stairs with a smile on her face. Tabitha bounded playfully into the witch’s arms, licked her nose, and scooted away before Mary could return the favor.

      “I’ll deal with you later, cat,” my witch threatened with a broad grin before she looked to me. “Good news, my Captain. We not only managed to scry Ligeia, but we were able to speak with her. I’d forgotten how much a coven could accomplish.”

      “What did ye find out?” I demanded.

      “She’s fine, and she made a new friend. Even now they follow in our wake and should catch us before we actually reach the frozen sea,” Mary replied. “I told her of Adra, and she said, and I quote, ‘It is about time that they got together.’”

      “Good,” I sighed. Even the seemingly oblivious siren had picked up on the attraction that had bloomed between the shamaness and me. I didn’t feel any different about any of the others, either, and they all seemed genuinely happy to be part of my family. “So, what is her new companion?”

      In all honesty, I half expected her to show up with a lascu or kraken or some other impossible sea beast.

      “A King Narwhal,” Mary replied. She leaned against the railing between the aftcastle deck and the main deck, her arms folded beneath her ample and barely concealed breasts.

      Tabitha mimicked the little witch on the opposite side, right down to teasing her blouse open a bit more to show off her black-furred cleavage. The pair certainly knew how to tease me, and they knew the price they’d pay for it later… if it really was a price.

      I nodded slowly. A King Narwhal was, like a Dragon Turtle, a lascu, or a kraken, an impossible sea beast, like I’d expected. Why couldn’t she have just gathered a gray whale, or a shark, or something less rare? I supposed it fit with her being a siren. She was a magical creature of the sea, so she was drawn to others more or less like her.

      “How big is it?” I asked. Regular narwhals where perhaps the length of launch or a large dinghy. While I’d heard of greater versions of them, I had never heard any description of the size of the larger King Narwhal.

      Mary thought for a minute. “Minus his horn, about the length of The Hullbreaker. The horn itself is about fifteen feet or so, I’d guess. The mental image was hers, so it might be biased or incorrect.”

      I shook my head. It was doubtful that Ligeia would exaggerate the features of her ally. If anything, she might understate them, as she’d done in Tiny’s case.

      “Like as not, ‘twill be larger than she described,” I said. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      A bell rang the watch change on the main deck, and sailors finished their work and passed it off to their replacements before they headed below to their berths. Tabitha had chosen morning watch at the helm, and Adra emerged from below to join us as I handed off the ship’s wheel to the feline woman.

      The shaman paused and gazed up at the billowing sails and dancing elementals. “Crude,” she observed, “but workable. Are they going to keep us going through my watch?”

      I shrugged and replied in Orgik, “I set no time on their work.”

      “So, as soon as they grow bored, they will dissipate,” she stated with a nod. “Hold before you head below, and we will deal with this.”

      I nodded and looked to Mary and Tabitha for a moment before I focused on Adra. “Show me what I need to do.”

      She motioned me back from the helm, and we sat down facing each other beneath the mizzenmast. Mary padded over and joined us unbidden, drawing a raised eyebrow from Adra.

      “I can lend energy if not work the same spells you can,” she explained, perhaps a touch defensively.

      Adra smiled suddenly and said, “I do not question your power, Mary Night. You just surprised me with your willingness to join us. This is not magic of the sort taught by your Sisterhood.”

      “We should never be unwilling to learn something new,” Mary opined. “If there is a better way to accomplish the same thing, should we not investigate it, at the very least?”

      “Hah!” the shamaness exclaimed. “Very wise of you. Well, then, I will teach, and you both will learn.”

      I nodded and took a deep breath of the cold air to clear my head of the worry that had plagued me since the first day without my siren. It went easily as Adra led Mary and me through an exercise of breathing while drumming her hands on her bare knees in a monotonous, almost hypnotic rhythm.

      Much of a shaman’s power comes from without, from the unseen world, while witches deal with internalized energy. Mary could perceive the unseen, much as Adra and I could, which gave the little witch a small advantage. Under Adra’s guidance, all three of us fell into a light trance.

      “I will lead,” the shamaness said softly. “Bardak, take this rhythm.” With that, she clapped her hands together once, then thrice quickly, then once.

      I lifted my hands and mimicked the clapping a couple of times, until she said, “Good. Now keep it up. Mary, I will need you to sing along with Bardak. No words, just weave your voice with his rhythm.”

      Mary said nothing in answer, only began to sing softly as I held the rhythm.

      “You are both naturals at this,” Adra murmured. “Now, I will call a Gale.”

      She began to chant, weaving her voice in and out of my clapping and Mary’s wordless song. “North wind cold. South wind warm. East wind, West wind, bring the storm. Unseen lord of the winds, I call.”

      In my ears, her voice echoed with power and sang with the roar of the tempest. It was beautiful and terrible, and I wanted to hear more. Mary held her song, and I held my rhythm as the shamaness repeated her summons.

      Finally, something answered her. A gale-force wind sprang up from nowhere and howled over and around The Hullbreaker. The lesser elementals scattered and fled before the presence that loomed over us now, as big as the sky itself and as fierce as a hurricane.

      “Thank you, great Gale!” Adra shouted. Then she looked down at me and motioned to me. Apparently, she meant for me to bargain with the thing for its services.

      I kept up the rhythm as I raised my head to gaze into the lightning blue eyes of the largest elemental I had ever seen. I swallowed hard and steeled myself.

      “Great Gale, accept my offering and bind yourself to my will!” I shouted as I opened my heart to the winds.

      Mary and Adra froze as the elemental poured down on me. Gale force winds roared in my ears and lifted me into the air from the deck. The elemental studied me from all angles, spinning me in the air as it weighed my offering.

      “Never has one of your kind offered something like this,” the creature spoke only to me. “For a year and a day, I will serve. If your offering continues to please me, our agreement can be renewed.”

      “I accept that,” I said firmly. “Will you bind yourself to my ship and gift it with speed and protection?”

      “I will,” the elemental replied. “Prepare thyself.”

      Suddenly, all was still, and I dropped heavily to the deck. Stifling a groan, I straightened and sat up as Mary and Adra stared at me in disbelief.

      “My Captain,” my witch whispered, “what did you do?”

      The breeze began to pick up around us as the sails flapped and filled. My ship began to pick up speed.

      Adra let out a pleased cry and clapped me on the shoulder. “He did it!” she exclaimed, then caught both Mary and me in a surprisingly strong embrace. “He bound the Gale!”
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      The Gale was as good as the witchwind, perhaps better. Once it learned that the sails and masts had limits, the elemental happily restrained itself. I wondered if I could reinforce the masts and structure further, so as to get even more speed from the thing. With the right modifications and permanently bound elementals, I could dispense with the oars altogether.

      Hell, maybe I could even make The Hullbreaker fly.

      Perhaps the best feature of the powerful elemental was that it could control its winds much better than even the finest witchwind. The taut sails creaked and snapped with the force of the spirit’s might, but the deck was free of the howling winds. Speech certainly came much easier.

      It was early morning, the wan light of the sun occasionally broke through the heavy cloud cover to glimmer on the dark sea. It was cold, too. The temperature had been dropping steadily for the past few days as we drove northwards, and much to my frustration, Ligeia and her King Narwhal still had not shown up.

      “Icebergs ho!” Gol the Clanless bellowed down from the crow’s nest, and I perked up to stare out to the fore.

      We were coming up on the outer edges of the frozen sea, then. I checked my inner chart and nodded to myself. We were ahead of schedule, now.

      “Bearing?” I yelled back.

      “Dead ahead!” came the reply. “Adjust two or three degrees starboard!”

      I made the change to our course, then opened my senses to the waters. It would be easier if I could sense the massive, floating chunks of ice rather than having to rely upon a sailor up above.

      Sometime after the first sighting, we passed the iceberg. It was a great, craggy thing, drifting many leagues south of the frozen sea itself. Though melting from being so far south, it was still easily the size of The Pale Horse, and that was only the portion above the water. Clumps of smaller bits of ice thudded against the hull as we kept going.

      “Cap’n!” Gol shouted. “Somethin’ ain’t right about the ice.”

      About that moment, I felt a sudden change in the spiritual energy of the immediate area. A flare of magic darkened my sight, and things launched themselves into the air from the surface of the iceberg, while other creatures swarmed up from below.

      “All hands to fight!” I roared, and the deck crew scrambled. Fortunately for me, I’d taken to wearing my armor with its padded leather undercoat as the air grew colder. I also kept my axe and pistols on me out of habit.

      The Hullbreaker lurched and slowed as I looked up to see the Gale bound and struggling in chains of dark shadow. I’d sensed this kind of power before when a cloaked figure raised The Indomitable and its crew from the dark depths near the Aigon Straits.

      Lack.

      The sorcerer's creatures were long-limbed, lanky things with great, toothy maws, and talons like daggers. Some flapped around and circled the ship on great, leathery wings, while others climbed up the sides of the ship to attack. Sailors rallied to defend the ship and themselves while I unlimbered my axe. With the ship drifting in the suddenly still, cold air, I could join the fight without any real fear of running us into one of the icebergs.

      Two of the flying things dove at me as I released the wheel. Instead of swinging at them, I drew one of my flintlocks and shot one square in the center of its bony chest. The pistol ball threw it back, but it didn’t die. With a shriek of indignation, the creature flapped ponderously back up into the sky while its comrade tried to gut me.

      Talons raked over my chainmail. The things were fast, and I barely avoided serious injury as I backpedaled away. It dodged my counterswipe and rose to join the first of the things.

      On the main deck, crew fought monster, and slowly gave ground in blood and life. Whatever these things were, they didn’t seem to die. Gunshots drove them back, as did concentrated assaults, but nothing I saw seemed to break their pale skin.

      Jimmy Mocker popped out of the forecastle stairway and put a musket ball right in the eye of one of the horrors from the sea. That did nothing but knock it down and piss it off, while he stepped to the side and cleared the way for a charge of sailors. The reinforcements helped, but if we couldn’t hurt these things, we were doomed, no matter how good an account we made of ourselves.

      Water splashed around my feet, and wind howled in my ears as I gathered my power. If weapons wouldn’t hurt these damned demons, then maybe magic could. As I did so,Tabitha Binx suddenly burst out from below and joined the fray, opening her attack with a series of shots from a pair of double-barreled flintlock pistols. Her shots knocked some of the flightless monsters back and gave the sailors a moment to rally.

      Ember was close behind her captain, hands and hair aflame with her magic as she unleashed burning hexes on the attackers. Magical fire did seem to burn the things, and they fell back before the fire-witch’s onslaught.

      She wasn’t alone, either. Mary stalked out, her paired knives sparkling as her evil eye blazed with power. The closest of the demons froze under her gaze right before she launched herself at the thing.

      Next and last was Adra, her eyes closed as she stepped delicately out onto the main deck. Around her, though, a tempest of wind and lightning raged. In a trance, the shamaness walked forward into the fray, brushing monsters from her path with wind and thunderbolts.

      I grinned and turned my attention to the fliers keeping me pinned down. My women had made their entrance, and I couldn’t let them show me up. I was the Captain, after all. I coaxed one of the stronger air elementals to do my bidding, and with a gesture, I brought one of the two fliers crashing down to the deck in front of me.

      With a roar that shook the very timbers of The Hullbreaker, I swung my greataxe, empowered by elemental and spiritual force, in a precise arc that swept the demon’s head clean off its thin shoulders. First kill!

      The second one let out a high-pitched shriek and dove for me, its knife-long talons reaching to slice and tear. I sidestepped and slashed the axe again. This time, I lopped off a wing and sent the monster ass over teakettle to fetch up against the mizzenmast. I took full advantage as the demon tried to reorient itself, bringing my axe down on the thing’s misshapen head and splitting it from crown to sternum. As I yanked my axe free and turned, more of the things clambered over the rail and dove down from the sky.

      “Find Lack,” I called out as I made my way down to the main fracas, adding my own skill and spiritual might to the battle. The tide had turned somewhat, and the crew, along with the witches and shaman, held the ship against the incoming tide of beasts.

      “By the iceberg,” Gol yelled down from the crow’s nest. “In the shadows.”

      The floating mountain was aft and port of us as we drifted, and I began fighting my way towards the closest rail at the lookout’s words.

      Ember, Tabitha, Jimmy Mocker, and Jenny Nettles had grouped up to help drive back the demons from the fallen crew, while Bord’s cannoneers dragged the injured belowdecks. Adra stood in the center of the fight, like the eye of a hurricane, with her elemental and spiritual allies battling against the invading monsters, while Mary danced and spun and slashed her way back and forth across the deck, leaving paralyzed and dying demons in her wake.

      There were always more, though. So long as the sorcerer remained, the things would keep coming.

      I got to the rail and glared out through a momentary break in the battle to see Lack, standing in his little sailboat and watching, and that’s when I realized something else. We were being drawn in. The Hullbreaker’s forward momentum had ceased, and it was drifting inexorably towards the looming iceberg and the waiting sorcerer. The water churned around his boat where something else waited.

      An idea struck me suddenly as Mary appeared at my side. “Ye be most mobile, lass,” I said to her. “Relay a message to Bord for me on the cannon deck, an’ have him prepare a broadside.” The ship was turning slowly as it was pulled in towards the sorcerer and whatever else waited for us.

      It took her just a moment to appraise the situation, and she smirked as she figured out what I wanted. “Aye, Cap’n,” she exclaimed before bounding off. Two demons fell paralyzed in her wake.

      I stepped over and finished one off, while Daka grabbed the other and hurled it overboard. Another demon burst into flame, then its head exploded as a musket shot rang out. Ember stood beside Jimmy, who had taken cover with Adra, Jenny, and Tabitha. Dogar and several of the other orcish crew held the demons back from them by sheer stubborn strength.

      These things were as bad with the swarm tactics as the sahagin, only these demons were far tougher and deadlier. What magic we had seemed to do the trick, though, although there was no chance to rest.

      I cleared a space around me, brought down another flyer with a controlled downward blast of wind, and buried my axe in the thing's chest before whirling it bodily around and sending the corpse into the icy water. When a quick glance showed me that we were almost lined up perpendicular to Lack and his little vessel, I dodged past one of the wingless demons, knocked it off its feet, and rushed to the railing.

      A little further. The Hullbreaker continued its slow, drifting turn.

      There it was.

      “Fire!” I shouted as loud as my orcish lungs could manage. Hopefully, Bord had gotten the message.

      A half-second later, a full port broadside boomed out. The ship rocked with the force of the blasts, and smoke clouded the scene for a moment. When it cleared, the iceberg was in the process of calving off significant chunks of ice, but Lack and his little ship still floated there.  The sorcerer held one hand outstretched, palm towards us, and three cannonballs floated there, suspended by magic.

      The bastard had stopped them. I swore angrily. That should have worked!

      I would have drawn one of my pistols to shoot, but we were out of range, with the ship still spinning. For a moment, I imagined that the sorcerer met my gaze and smiled.

      Lack gestured, and the three cannonballs shifted position in the air, then he set them spinning and made a gesture towards us, like flicking away a gnat. The captured iron balls hurtled back at The Hullbreaker.

      Time seemed to slow. One of the balls shot towards the cannon deck, another for the helm, and the last towards the clump of defenders that included Tabitha and Adra. Two of these were too far away for me to do anything, but the third…

      I gathered my power in an instant and stepped into the cannonball’s path, dropping my axe as I did so. It hung in the air for a moment, then dropped as everything sped up again. One ball rebounded from the ship’s hull, the second shattered the wheel into shards and flew on out to splash into the water, and the third, well, I caught it.

      The skin of my hands sizzled as I took the full brunt of a sorcerously flung cannonball, stopped it dead, then whirled and hurled it right back where it came from. My axe hit the deck beside me headfirst and stuck for a moment before I snatched it up and let out a loud roar of challenge that echoed across the whitecaps.

      Lack, surprise on his pale face for just an instant, reacted too slowly. He got his hands in the way, but the twelve-pound projectile caught him and hurled the sorcerer backward with incredible force. He hit the sailboat’s mast, snapped right through it, and flew off into the water.

      A moment later, the sea exploded beneath the small vessel as it rose from the water, impaled on the immense spiral horn of the largest narwhal I’d ever seen.

      Ligeia had joined the fray. A bit late, but I was happy as hell to see her.

      My siren launched herself from the head of the King Narwhal and dove into the water where Lack had fallen. I turned and grinned at the remaining demons.

      “Who be next?” I snarled.

      A great cheer rose from my crew, and with battle cries on our lips, we charged. Magic and muscle and gunpowder quickly won the day, and we swept the surviving monsters from The Hullbreaker’s deck, bringing down and killing the handful of flyers that continued to harry us.

      All too soon, it was over, and we stood victorious. Mary, Ember, and Adra took over handling and healing the casualties. While we had a lot of injured, only a few had died, and while the ship’s wheel would take a few hours to replace, we did have a spare, and a team of dwarves that could make the fix look easy.

      Meanwhile, Ligeia returned to the ship and rushed to my arms, cold, wet, and all, and I kissed her soundly.

      When we broke, she whispered in my ear, “It was gone, Captain. I could not find a body, nor even the scent of it.”

      Damn.
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      Once the Gale was free of Lack’s bindings, it proceeded to rip apart the iceberg in a rather childish display of power and temper. Most of the able-bodied crew gathered at the rail to watch once we’d anchored to wait for Bord and his crew to replace the wheel. Mary had seen to bandaging my burned hands as well, and I gawked along with the men at the elemental’s rampage.

      “My apologies for taking so long to return,” Ligeia said to me. “I fear that I was a bit picky in my choice of companion for this quest.”

      The King Narwhal floated nearby, a massive, pale, and spotted thing with a horn the protruded about a quarter of its length further. It seemed quite content to just rest while we went about our business.

      “I’ve no complaints, lass,” I told her. “Next time, though, give me some bit o’ warning before ye stay afield for a week.”

      “Of course. I am glad that we arrived when we did, although I hate that we lost that thing.” Ligeia had taken to referring to Lack as an ‘it’ for some inexplicable reason.

      I shrugged. Overall, we had come out pretty well, although I did wonder about Rhianne. Where was she during the fight? I had to know.

      “Come with me,” I said, motioning to Ligeia as I slipped out of the crowd at the rail and made my way to the cabins. The siren followed unquestioningly, but she picked up on my sudden change in mood and stayed silent.

      The undead witch sat alone in Mary’s lab, her eyes fixed on a scroll that she’d unrolled before her. “Before you ask, Captain,” she said without looking up, “I remained hidden here at Mary’s behest. She shielded me from Lack and wanted me to remain out of his sight. I would have preferred to act, but it was, perhaps, safer for everyone if he did not know I was aboard.”

      “Do ye think that he might have figured it out?” I asked.

      She shook her head and shrugged. “I know not.”

      Ligeia studied the witch in silence for a moment, then nodded slowly and backed out as I turned to go.

      “Ye know,” I said, “I will trust ye, eventually.”

      “Better that you don’t,” the undead woman mused.

      I left her at that and headed back on deck. Once there, I paused and looked around. We had come out of that fight remarkably intact, considering everything that had been arrayed against us. We’d also caught the sorcerer by surprise, and I doubted that would happen again. It was a frustrating truth that enemies who survived grew more dangerous, and Lack was potentially more of a threat than the Admiral. At least he was for the moment.

      My siren stuck with me as I checked on the wounded and the others. Mary and Ember were fine, while Tabitha had taken a talon-slash along one arm, but it would heal. Jenny and Jimmy had picked up a few more scars as well, as had Daka and Dogar, but no one was truly bad off.

      I found Adra later on the foredeck. Once the healing was done, she got quickly out of the way and found a little spot to watch from. Ligeia stayed with me, though, which I was happy for.

      Before I could say anything, the siren smiled at the shamaness. “Welcome to the family.”

      Adra laughed and looked from her to me. “As you suggested, Splitter of Skulls, they do make me feel welcome. How may I help?”

      “You’ve saved a few lives, Adra,” I replied in Orgik. “You are entitled to get some rest if you need it.”

      She shrugged and laughed softly. “I have set the hounds loose on the sorcerer. We will find him.”

      “I know,” I said. “I suspect he has gone ahead to prepare another ambush for us, or, if we’re lucky, he’s given up.”

      “Not likely,” Adra spat. “Have you considered my question about the artifacts?”

      “I have,” I said with a nod, “but I want to come along. There is no way that I’d let you face those things alone.”

      “As you wish,” she said. “Could we do it now while your duties are being repaired?”

      It was an odd expression, but considering the state of the helm, I could see how she arrived at it. “I have no objection. Meet me below in the forward brig, and let’s be done with this before we have to sail again.”

      Adra nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Captain.”

      “You mean to do something that you do not wish for me to know?” Ligeia asked.

      “Nay, lass,” I said with a shake of my head. “Adra and I mean to further investigate the mirror and the skull while Tabitha an’ Mary are busy. If ye wish to watch over us, ye can.”

      “Do you think it best to do it without them?” Ligeia asked.

      “Hells,” I grumbled. “Nay, I do not, but Tabitha needs to be safe from the damned skull, an’ I trust not the mirror at all.”

      “Yet you would risk yourself and the self of Adra?” The siren gazed intently at me.

      What in the hell was I thinking? I reached up and scratched my head, then looked from Adra, patiently waiting near the stairs to the main deck, to Ligeia, who stood facing me with her head slightly cocked to the left. I closed my eyes as I scowled. Something wasn’t quite right with me. When I let my thoughts empty out, I felt a vague tugging towards the Black Mirror where it rested belowdecks.

      “Adra,” I said suddenly, sticking to the human tongue for Ligeia’s benefit. “Look within an’ tell me if ye feel a draw to the mirror?”

      The shamaness paused and closed her eyes for a long moment while I waited, then suddenly snapped them open. “You are right! I would never have noticed it, if you hadn’t bid me to look for it.”

      “I understand the calling magics,” Ligeia explained unasked. “I have felt the draw of the mirror since it was brought aboard. It is not something that I have an interest in, and so it means nothing to me.  I thought that you all were aware of this, or I would have brought it up before.”

      “Well, we did know that those things called to some of us,” I mused, “just not that the mirror was so bloody sneaky.”

      “It even lured me, Splitter of Skulls, and I am far more experienced in the realm of the spirit than you, if not near as strong,” Adra said. “I still must investigate it and the skull further though.”

      “Considerin’ the risk?” I asked.

      She nodded and smiled faintly. “Tell the others, if you must, and I will need you to… how do you say?... guard my back.”

      “Can ye do anything about the things’ lure?” I asked, looking at my siren.

      “My song might overwhelm its influence, should it come to that,” she replied. “But I am uncertain what other magics and influence it may have.”

      “We’ll have to risk it, then,” I growled, then leaned over the rail. “Mary!  Tabitha! Can ye come here for a moment?”

      Both of them nodded and then made their way over. Tabitha spoke first, “So, what do ye need, Cap’n?”

      “Adra an’ I mean to further look at the Black Mirror and Kurle’s Skull,” I said flatly. “I did not want to involve either o’ ye, an’ I almost forgot my honor an’ duty to ye.”

      “Glad am I that you remembered,” Mary said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts and scowling slightly.

      “It is not his fault,” the siren spoke up, “nor is it Adra’s. The Black Mirror calls out, and its pull is subtle. It is like the scent that draws one unknowing to the den of a predator. It is like my song.”

      Tabitha blinked and looked between us all. “Bloody hell,” she swore. “Can’ we just dump the damn thing overboard?”

      Mary studied me for a long moment, then looked at the other women before she stepped forward and reached up to pull me down for a kiss. When she broke it, she whispered, “Please do not leave me out, my Captain. If ever I chance losing you, I wish to be at your side to face the danger as well.”

      I sighed. These women knew me well, especially Mary. Of course, she was my first.

      “I swear, Mary Night,” I said. “Now, do ye wish to partake of this folly?”

      She smirked. “I wouldn’t bloody miss it, Cap’n,” the witch said as she dipped into pirate cant.

      Tabitha was silent for a moment, then shook her head. “I think I’ll be sittin’ this one out. Not that I ain’t worried about ye or don’t want to be at yer sides, but I think I’d be a liability should the skull reach for me once again.”

      Mary slipped an arm around the black-furred woman and gave her a loving squeeze. “No one thinks less of you for that, Tabby. It takes courage to admit one’s limits.”

      “Aye,” I said with a nod, then looked off towards the helm, where the work crew toiled. “We should be done with this sooner than later.”

      “Agreed,” Adra nodded.

      “Let’s be off then.” Mary took my arm and tugged me towards the door leading belowdecks. I went easily, and the others followed.

      Not much later, we stood around the chained crate that held the Black Mirror. I remembered the liquid, oily voice that spoke to me when I partially unchained the thing back at the island where Adra had raised the rotting hulk of The Golden Bull treasure ship. The thought drew a soft growl out of me and caused the others to look at me curiously.

      “Rememberin’ this damned thing from the last time we thought to look at it,” I said, then pulled the magical key from my pouch. “Everyone ready?”

      The three all nodded and steeled themselves as I started slowly unlocking the magic chains that bound the mirror and the intelligence that waited within it. A faint whispering began once the first lock was off and grew louder with the second. At the third lock’s removal, the voice came.

      “You are back,” it mused.

      “I am,” I said and glanced at Adra. She gave me a single nod.

      “You are not alone,” the voice continued as I unlocked the fourth chain. “What do you desire?”

      Without answering, I reached and undid the fifth and last lock. A wave of nausea went through me, but I swallowed and forced the feeling down. Adra remained impassive as did Ligeia, but Mary made a sour face and smacked her lips. I switched to a prybar and jammed it beneath the edge of the crate’s lid, jimmying it up with minimal effort.  Once the wood was free, the four of us reached out and lifted it away to reveal a smooth, obsidian surface set in a frame of pitted iron. As described in the manifest, it was a black mirror.

      “What are you?” Adra asked suddenly, and I felt a quiet surge of power from her.

      “It is a trap,” Ligeia spoke before the mirror’s spirit did.

      The oily voice chuckled. It spoke in all our heads, now, I suspected. “How right you are, child of song.” The feel of attention shifted and focused on Adra then. “I am a trap and a gate, spiritcaller. Would you reach within me and see what you might glean?”

      “Perhaps,” she replied. “What use are you?”

      I smirked faintly to myself. This was the tuskless shaman’s element. To her, the mirror was nothing more than a bodiless spirit inhabiting an object, and really, that was all the thing truly was. When I thought of it that way, it became a bit less fearsome. Not a thing to be underestimated, maybe, but certainly less intimidating than it had been.

      There was a feeling of mental pressure, though, a whispered undertone that wanted me to place my hand on the flat surface and claim the thing as my own. The others had to feel it too.

      “I am a gate to the invisible world,” the mirror replied. “A processor and a jailer of souls. Misfortune surrounds me, and not even death will free one who claims me, though they will wield power unrivaled.”

      “Why in the hells would Layne want this thing?” Mary exclaimed.

      “Power,” Adra replied. “I have heard enough, Splitter of Skulls. Cover it up once more, and seal it away. We must keep it from the hands that seek it.”

      “I can win your war,” the mirror hissed as I lifted the lid of the crate from the floor and set it back into place. “I can tell you secrets that will gain you the world.”

      I hammered the nails back home, one after one, without speaking. Once the top was in place, Mary and Ligeia helped me replace the chains and lock them, one by one, without a word. We ignored the continued entreaties of the thing until it trailed off into whispers and then silence.

      “It is right, you know,” Adra said. “That relic could win your war with ease, Splitter of Skulls.”

      “Sometimes,” I said, “the way a battle is fought is more important than the victory itself.”

      “Hah!” the shamaness exclaimed. “Well said!”

      “Aye,” Mary grumbled and scowled. “Do any of the rest of you feel as if you need a bath to wash away the touch of that thing?”

      “You cannot bathe your mind,” Ligeia observed.

      “I can think of things to do to help me forget,” the little witch asserted. “What next?”

      “The skull, I think,” I said.

      Adra nodded and focused on the skull, where it sat in a box in a locked cabinet. “Be wary. I must wake it up.”

      We all nodded, and I said, “Go ahead.”

      The shamaness whispered and began a slow, shuffling dance, swaying back and forth as she clapped out a regular rhythm that sounded much like a heartbeat. We all felt, rather than heard, the spirit in the skull stir and examine us. Then, as quick as it appeared, it returned to quiescence.

      Adra stopped and clapped her hands together, then turned back to the rest of us and shrugged. “It will respond only to Tabitha, or so it says. ‘I will speak to my blood, or not at all.’”

      “Then we leave it up to her,” I said. “I ain’t about to make that choice for anyone.”
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      Either the dwarves had worked quickly, or we’d been down in the hold longer than I’d expected, but the new wheel was in place when the four of us emerged onto the deck. The sky above was even darker than it had been, and I could feel a storm brewing.

      Ligeia gave me a kiss and smiled with her lips pressed together, “I am proud of you, my Captain,” she said with a wink of her second eyelid.

      “For what, I know not,” I murmured and returned the smile.

      “You know.” She laughed softly. “I will be beside your ship with the King Narwhal.”

      “Go, lass. Even cold as it is, I know ye prefer the water, but if ye need warmin’...” My voice trailed off, but I knew she caught my meaning.

      “Perhaps every evening,” the siren purred. Then, in a flash, she hopped up onto the rail and dove smoothly overboard into the frigid water. The great, pale shape of the giant narwhal dove under as well after an explosive exhalation of air and water from its blowhole.

      “You two are so cute together,” Mary observed. “Not as cute as you and me but pretty damned cute.”

      Adra gave us a puzzled look, then shook her head. “I am going to rest.” Without another word, she drifted off in the direction of my cabin.

      Mary and I headed over to where Tabitha Binx sat on the stairs leading up to the aftcastle deck.

      “How’d it go?” she asked, looking up at us.

      “Well enough, I reckon,” I said.

      “The skull wouldn’t talk to us,” Mary added.

      “What about the mirror, then?” Tabitha asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothin’ I’d use, even against Layne.”

      Mary drifted over and sat beside the feline woman on the stairs. Tabitha flicked an ear, and her tail twitched as she studied me. “That bad, aye?”

      “If I’m to truly win an’ prove myself the better man, I can’t resort to that bastard’s methods, can I?” I grumbled. Some part of me did want to claim the mirror, but I couldn’t. There was no way that I’d stoop to that sort of thing.

      Not unless I must to free the Archipelago.

      Even then, though, I wouldn’t do it lightly.

      Mary and Tabitha both stared at me when I opened my eyes. “So, what about the skull?” the Ailur woman asked. “Just sat silent, did it?”

      “Actually,” Mary answered diplomatically, “Adra said that it told her something before it went quiet again.”

      “What did it say?” Tabitha asked. Curious as any cat. “Surely, she told ye.”

      “I will speak with my blood,” I quoted, “or not at all.”

      “Godsdamn it,” Tabitha swore. “It’ll only speak with me, won’t it?”

      “Looks that way,” I said with a shrug, “but ye ain’t to feel like it is somethin’ ye have to do. I’ll throw the damned thing overboard, no matter how bloody valuable it is.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned tiredly against Mary. “Aye, Cap’n,” Tabitha said with a twitch of her tail. “But what if ‘tis somethin’ I need to do?”

      “Then, I reckon I won’t be able to stop ye, will I?” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and scowling.

      Mary looked up at me and stifled a giggle, then Tabitha did the same.

      “What?” I demanded crossly.

      “Ye look pompous as a commodore.” The feline grinned broadly.

      “An admiral, I’d say,” Mary added.

      “Oh, aye!”

      “Laugh it up,” I said, “after ye move aside. I need to get this tub goin’ again.”

      We were still becalmed mostly, except for a faint, freezing zephyr that teased through the rigging and tickled my skin. Up above the ship, though, the Gale waited, looming like a thunderhead. The women scooted apart to make room for me to stomp up the stairs and take my place at the helm.

      “All hands!” I roared. “Up anchor an’ raise sails! We be on the hunt once more!”

      The crew set to their tasks with a gusto that belied the battle we’d just fought. Pride surged in my heart as I watched, and I grinned fiercely as I cast my will up to the elemental.

      “You ready?”

      “Yes,” was all the answer it gave.

      Once the anchor was raised and the sails were up, I raised one arm, then dropped it to point ahead. The Gale gathered itself, then poured itself into our sails, filling them and setting the rigging to humming in mere moments. The Hullbreaker fairly leaped ahead, nearly sending the deck crew and the two women on the stairs sprawling as she accelerated from a near standstill to her maximum speed in a span of minutes.

      The masts and spars creaked as the ship plunged towards the distant ice, her ramming prow cutting through the waves like a razor-sharp axe. The new wheel felt a bit rough under my burned hands, but it was more than good enough. Like my beloved ship, it was perfect.

      Tabitha and Mary bade me good-bye and headed below after a short while, and I let my mind drift while I opened my senses to the water and wind. We were close to the frozen fields of the northern sea and likely would start having to break our way through in a couple more days. Between the ram and the King Narwhal, though, I suspected we’d have little problem reaching the ice-locked isle that Sturmgar had written of.

      I wondered what the dwarven ship would be like. Was she big or small? Could I walk her halls without squeezing? I’d have to ask Bord about that. There was no way I could captain a ship that I couldn’t easily move about in. I wasn’t even sure how much repair the vessel would need, though our hold was full of what Bord thought might be useful in getting the Sea Hammer sailing again, or was it steaming?

      I mulled over that for a bit as the sun set and the moon rose. The world grew dark as the faint light above the clouds diffused to almost nothing before it reached the water. The burgeoning storm fell behind us, which pleased me. I had no real desire to pilot us through a full-fledged north sea storm at the speeds the elemental carried us.

      Once again, I wondered how feasible it would be to make The Hullbreaker fly and not just lift a bit like I’d done once before. The idea both excited me and made me nervous. It was something to try when we weren’t in a race against time and weather to save the free towns from Admiral Layne and The Pale Horse.

      A shadow drifted up to me and paused.

      “What d’ye need, Rhianne?” I asked.

      “Why do you suspect I need anything, Captain?” the undead witch asked. The green flame that burned in her one empty eye-socket illuminated half of her face in an eerie light.

      “Because why else would ye be out o’ the lab an’ walkin’ the deck?” I countered. “Ain’t like ye made much effort to know me or any o’ the crew outside o’ Mary an’ Ember.”

      “I really do not mean any of you harm,” she said, turning her face away. “I just find it painful to associate with the living.”

      “Aside from other witches.” I continued to watch her, my eyes hooded a bit by my heavy brow.

      “Aye,” she sighed, “aside from other witches.” Rhianne turned her gaze back to me once more. “Did you awaken the Black Mirror?”

      I saw no point in lying. “Aye, we did. ‘Twas one of the less useful things I’ve ever done in my life.”

      “Really?” The undead witch gave a faint snort of amusement. “An ancient artifact of untold power and you consider awakening it one of the less useful things you’ve ever done? Amazing.”

      “Some things come with too high a price,” I explained. “Given my choice, I’d shatter the damned thing and scatter the shards across the world in the deepest spots I can find.”

      “Not even you can break it, I fear,” she said softly.

      “I suspected as much,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll just keep it locked away, ‘til the idiots that want it manage to aggravate me enough to give it to them.”

      “That is an unusual philosophy,” Rhianne observed.

      I let out a chuckle. “Ye ain’t familiar with orcish gift-givin’ are ye?”

      “I’m afraid not. My education has been sorely lacking in that respect.” There was both a note of sarcasm and a significant touch of curiosity in her voice.

      “If someone’s annoyed one o’ us about somethin’ long enough, we might be inclined to give it over to them,” I explained. “Though they might not survive the impact if ye ken my meaning.”

      She was silent for a long moment, then a soft laugh broke past her lips, and her shoulders shook as it grew. I grinned, then chuckled along with the strange, undead woman that shared my deck, until she finally lapsed back into quiet.

      “Oh, my,” she murmured. “I definitely see why Mary Night finds you so fascinating, Captain Skullsplitter. You are far more complex than I expected.”

      “Ye didn’t figure that from the fact I managed to kill Commodore Arde twice?” I wanted to know.

      Rhianne shook her head. “No, actually. I took you for a brute. Yet you spared me, took my witchbond, then somehow convinced Mary to accept me into a coven with her and Ember Spark.”

      She arched the brow above her greenflame eye. “In addition, you somehow managed to capture an Imperial town, then turn it to your cause just by being you. The free towns seem to look up to and respect you, and your crew is loyal to a fault.” The witch looked down for a moment, then turned to face me. “Now, I’ve seen your power as a shaman, a warrior, and a leader, and I have to admit that I’ve come to respect you. If any man, or any orc, could lay low Admiral Layne, it’s you.”

      It was my turn to be silent for a while as I mulled over her words. Finally, I simply said, “Thank ye, lass.”

      “You have a hard sea to sail, Captain,” Rhianne said. “I do not expect your victory to be easy, only that should you hold true to your course, you will triumph.”

      “Be ye a foreseer, lass?” I asked, giving her a sidelong look.

      “Nay, Captain. Just a witch who can see the writing upon the wall. For Lack to attack you directly means that the Admiral has exerted his command and forced the sorcerer to take action that he otherwise would not.” She smiled then, the glow of her burning eye turning the expression into a sinister grimace. “Layne fears you now, more than anything. He will do anything to stop you. Especially since you hold the two keys to his ultimate success.”

      Mary and the Black Mirror. Somehow, Layne and his witches and sorcerers could use the two to imbue life in The Pale Horse. That was a terror that I would not allow to happen, no matter what. I would protect my little witch with my last breath and beyond. If I had to come back as a demon-ridden shade at the helm of a ship of the dead, then I would.

      But first, I would use the mirror.

      That thought sent a shiver down my spine, and I fought back a growl. Was the thing still influencing my thoughts? It was hard to say, really. I would do anything to protect Mary, Ligeia, Tabitha, and Adra. They were my strength and my weakness and the only things that would cause me to forsake my honor. I wouldn’t sacrifice anyone else that trusted me, but I would give myself, and I knew from my shamanic teachings that self-sacrifice brought the strongest results.

      Hopefully, though, it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Your thoughts have taken a dark turn, Captain,” Rhianne observed, breaking the spell of my brooding thoughts.

      “Aye, lass,” I admitted. Once again, there was no denying the truth of the matter. “Confident I might be, but wars be not won with just that.”

      “Wise, too,” she said with a faint smirk.

      I snorted. “If only that were true. Were I truly wise, I doubt this would be my path.”

      “If it were not you, Bardak Skullsplitter,” the witch purred, “then who would it be?”

      I had no answer to that. Layne and the Admiralty had worked their will on the Archipelago for years, intimidating the free towns while not actually hurting them. It was profitable to let them be mostly.

      In that time, though, no one had ever thought to turn the tide against the Imperials. It had taken a serious change of circumstance even for me to start down my current path. Perhaps the witch was right, and this was my only path to walk.  I wasn’t a firm believer in the concept of destiny or fate, no orc really was. We looked to the spirits and the ancestors for advice and guidance that showed us where we needed to go, what our path would be.

      I went from warrior to sailor to captain to pirate to shaman, all in the span of maybe twenty years, but it wasn’t until now that I understood how the changes I’d gone through had been guided. A faint grin tugged at my lips, and I chuckled softly. Even the ancestors wanted me to be the greatest pirate in the Archipelago, and I wasn’t about to fight their will on that one.

      For a while after that, Rhianne and I stood in silence as the night passed by. I held our course while the Gale drove us at breakneck speed towards the frozen sea. In the cold wastes, my destiny, OUR destiny, waited in the form of an ancient dwarven ironclad, and I couldn’t wait to reach it.
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      “Fine,” I exclaimed. “I’ll bloody do it, long as ye promise to do everything ye can if it all goes tits up.”

      “Come on, Tabitha,” Mary said. “Do you really think we’d leave you swinging?”

      I stuck my tongue out at the witch in a moment of petulance. “It ain’t yer soul on the line.”

      “Ye don’t have to do it,” Bardak threw in. “We don’t be needin’ the help of a long-dead wizard, no matter what ye might think.”

      “There’s more than that to it.” I leaned against the Captain’s desk and resisted the urge to sweep all his charts and whatnot onto the floor with my tail. Instead, it curled around my hip and dangled, the end twitching to and fro as the only real sign of my agitation.

      I’d come to the decision that I’d speak with Kurle’s Skull and see why the damned thing would only speak with the old cat’s own bloodline. The idea of blanking out like I had during the expedition into the sea’s eye actually frightened me, but I wasn’t about to be seen as a coward.

      “What, then?” Mary asked.

      I twitched my left ear as Bardak shuffled something on the desk behind me. His chair creaked as he leaned forward.

      “To say true,” I replied, “I want to.”

      “Ye know that none of us would consider less o’ ye if ye walked away from this, aye?” he asserted.

      “Ye say that,” I murmured, looking down for a moment before I twisted my head to look back over my shoulder at the big orc. “I just think that I’d consider less o’ me.”

      He pressed his lips together, then unconsciously licked along the base of his tusks. At that moment, I knew he understood. Bardak nodded and looked over at Mary. The witch shrugged and made a sour face.

      “I don’t like it,” she said.

      “But I need to do it,” I explained.

      “We get that, lass,” the Captain said. “Ye might need the answers. Hell, we might all need them, but that don’t make us any less concerned for yer safety. As ye said, ‘tis yer soul on the line.”

      “Fft,” I said and grinned. “I’ll wager the old git won’t hurt me. I do be somethin’ like his fifteen times removed great-grandaughter or somethin’.”

      “I’m not so certain,” Mary snorted and shook her head, “but I think we’re plenty willing to hedge your bets.”

      “I ain’t above that,” I told her.

      Adra sat silently on the bed, her head tilted as she listened to the exchange. “I can keep her spirit safe.”

      My head snapped around to look at the shamaness along with Mary and Bardak. “Do tell,” I said.

      “This be somethin’ I should learn, too, aye?” Bardak asked as he drummed his thick fingertips on the cluttered desktop.

      “It is easy,” Adra said with a nod of her head. “I will spiritwalk with her to see her ancestor.”

      “I should go with ye, then,” he said.

      The shamaness shook her head. “No, Splitter of Skulls. You and Mary Night must guard our bodies and keep safe the ship. The ice and the darkness are close now.”

      “I know.” Bardak nodded. “Do ye think this will take long?”

      Adra looked over at me. “That depends on the Black Cat and the Dweller in the Skull.”

      I held back a snipe. The shamaness gave strange, descriptive names to most things. There was no reason at all to be spiteful about it, especially since Adra offered to help me, and I was convinced she could easily do as she said.

      Mary and the Captain exchanged meaningful looks, then he stood. “Do ye go to it, or should I bring it here?”

      “Here, I think,” Adra spoke before I could answer. “The Black Mirror might interfere, and I do not wish to face it as well as the Dweller.”

      “I’ll get the damned thing myself, then,” he said. “Mary, would ye add what protections ye can?”

      “Of course, my Captain,” the witch purred and turned to us as Bardak strode out.

      There was no turning back now. I pushed off the desk and looked about. “Where do ye want me, Adra?”

      The she-orc patted the bed beside her. “Come and sit. I will guide you through the spiritwalk when the Splitter of Skulls returns.”

      “Right,” I muttered and padded over to settle down on the pile of furs and pillows that we all shared with the Captain. A nervous purr vibrated in my chest.

      “What can I do?” Mary paced the room, while her eyes roamed the grisly trophies and knick-nacks that Bardak had claimed during his career.

      “The hex bags that you made for us should suffice,” Adra replied in an odd, sing-song voice. Beside me, she had begun to sway slowly. “Otherwise, Mary Night, whatever you think would be best.”

      Mary nodded and walked over to one of the elven skulls that sat on a shelf opposite the bed. She reached up, put a hand upon it, and her evil eye glowed softly while she whispered a quiet hex into the hole where the elf’s ear had been. A soft aura surrounded the thing for a moment, and as her eye lost its gleam, a tiny fire sprang up in the matching socket on the skull.

      “I will watch,” she said.

      “Good,” I stated firmly.

      We drifted into silence, save for Adra, who swayed as she sang a soft song in a language I didn’t know. When Bardak returned bearing the scrimshawed skull, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The thing’s ‘eyes’ focused on me, and I felt a pressure in my skull and chest for a moment. Then the shamaness reached out, and the Captain placed the Skull of Kurle in her hands.

      “Thank you, Splitter of Skulls,” Adra said softly. “Go and see to your ship. Like as not, we will hit the ice before this is done.”

      He blinked, and then his eyes lost focus for a moment. “Damn,” he swore afterward. “I didn’t realize we were so close. Good fortune to ye both.”

      They both hurried out, then, leaving me in Adra’s hopefully capable clutches. I opened my mouth to ask a question, but the shamaness shook her head and continued her soft chant.

      I felt a lethargy sweep over me, a supernatural drowsiness that dragged my eyelids down with a leaden grip that I couldn’t resist. When I finally gave in, the last thing I felt was my body collapsing back on the bed beside Adra’s.

      There was darkness, then sudden disorientation. Startled, I opened my eyes and found myself standing, naked as the day I was born, beside a similarly unclad Adra. She still had the necklace with her tusks around her neck, and there was a faint, shimmering rainbow aura around her.

      Overhead, the ceiling was the color of aged bone, an arched in a dome from edge to edge. Intricate carvings that I couldn’t quite make out decorated every inch of the place.

      “Hello,” a strange, purring voice exclaimed, “and welcome!”

      A tall, tawny furred Ailur man stood suddenly before us. He had an almost leonine look around him, with a dark mane of thick hair through which his pointed ears poked. Large, slitted green eyes swept over us, and a smile danced over his lips.  Otherwise, he was clad in a simple kilt of white cloth belted with linked plates of gold. Around his neck was a collar of gold, lapis, and ruby that fairly shone with power. Adra took a deliberate step back and left me facing him.

      “Kurle, I reckon?” I said, lifting my chin in a little act of defiance.

      “At your service, grand-daughter,” he said brightly, then bowed deeply. “And a spiritcaller! Do you fear me so much?” Those green eyes grew liquid and sad as he looked upon me again.

      I shook my head. “Strange circumstance,” I replied. “When we found ye, the call fair took me out o’ my head. My family wanted to make sure I’d be safe when I came to speak with ye.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “I dreamed of a whisper in the darkness and a lovely voice that called to me. I reached out for it, then it fled. If I caused you and yours any distress, then I sincerely apologize. It had been so very long…”

      “I will leave,” Adra said, “if you will promise safe passage to your descendant.”

      “Of course! Of course!” he exclaimed. “I really can’t keep her here, and I’m bound to serve my bloodline otherwise. If she wishes to leave me, then all she needs to do is say so!”

      “Your word, then,” the shamaness said firmly.

      “Consider it given,” Kurle said with a smile. “I am so glad to be able to talk to someone again.”

      Adra turned to me and rested her hands on my shoulders. “If you need me, Black Cat, I will be here.”  Our eyes met, and I impulsively leaned in to kiss her. She met it and returned it happily, then when we parted, her body just faded away into mist and was gone.

      “So,” I said then as I turned to Kurle, “why am I bloody naked?”

      “Ah.” He finally seemed suddenly to notice and waved a hand dismissively. “That is because we are in the realm of spirit, grand-daughter. Only things with spiritual weight are capable of making the transition.”

      “So, ye enchanted yer clothes, then?” I asked.

      He laughed and shook his head, then pointed up to some of the faintly visible inscriptions. “Oh, no. That bit of spellwork there describes what I was wearing when I lay at rest, and that there how I looked when I was young. It’s a shameless bit of vanity, I admit, but I hope it’s not disappointing.”

      I looked him over and squirmed a little, trying to keep from being too self-conscious. My fur did help, though it didn’t quite manage to cover everything.

      “Not at all,” I admitted. Kurle was an attractive specimen of my folk, and my mind did wander a bit before I mentally kicked myself. He was my ancestor, after all, and besides, I was most definitely taken.

      Kurle swept a hand over the empty room, and a comfortable set of chairs and couches sprang into being. “Would you share your name?”

      “Tabitha,” I said with a nod. “Tabitha Binx.”

      He nodded and smiled wistfully. “I wish I could have known my descendants better, but I rather lost track when the Erdrathians stole my skull.” Then, with a smile, he gestured to the seating. “Care to join me?”

      I nodded and drifted over to sit as primly as I could. There would definitely be a conversation with Adra about clothes in the spirit world or wherever this was. At least Kurle didn’t seem to either notice or care.

      He joined me, sitting on the couch opposite. “So, Tabitha Binx,” the spirit of my ancestor said warmly, “how may I help you?”

      “Well, if ye’ve the time, then I can explain,” I said slowly.

      “Dear child,” Kurle laughed. “I’ve nothing but time.”

      I nodded, took a deep breath, and settled in to tell the tawny Ailur everything that I knew about Bardak’s crusade against the Admiralty, about Justin Layne, and about Lack and The Pale Horse.

      When I finally lapsed into silence, he only looked at me with an unreadable expression in his brilliant eyes. For a moment, I worried that I’d said the wrong thing, or too much, but then he nodded, smiled, and said, “I can help. At the very least, I can tell you something about what I think you are facing.”

      “Methinks we’ll take what we can get,” I said.

      “Of course,” he said. “First things first, though, I am bound to serve anyone of my bloodline, and anyone who can compel me through my skull. I want to assure you that there is no hidden price or danger to asking me for information. Unfortunately, there is little more that I can do aside from serving as an encyclopedia of esoterica.”

      “That’d be fine, grandfather,” I said, not really knowing what else to tell him.

      He nodded and shifted on his couch. “Very well, then. We will begin with the sorcerer. He sounds much like a being I faced more than once during my years, but I could scarce imagine him surviving this long, so perhaps a disciple?” Kurle rubbed his chin and frowned, then answered his own question. “Maybe, or maybe not.”

      “How could we kill the bastard?” I wanted to know.

      “The eternal question,” he observed. “Without seeing him in action, I can only speculate. However, overwhelming force, both physical and spiritual, are generally proof against even the most powerful mage. I suspect you know that, though.”

      “Aye,” I grumbled with a frown. “‘Tis not something new. Though if ye say he can be killed, that does give me heart.”

      “All things die,” he said philosophically. “Some are just harder to kill than others. Now, the Admiral and his ship are a fascinating case. You said that the entirety of The Pale Horse bore runes of enchantment?”

      “That be what Bardak told me,” I replied.

      “And he needs a special soul and the Black Mirror to complete his plan?”

      “Aye.” I flicked an ear and studied him.

      “The Black Mirror is an artifact that I heard tales of, even in my time. It is incredibly old with immeasurable power. To me, it sounds as if the Admiral wants to use the mirror and the sacrifice to bring life to his ship.” Kurse pursed his lips thoughtfully and stared off into space.

      “Is that even possible?” I demanded.

      “Oh, yes. There are many ways to imbue life into the inanimate, but the use of a sacrificial soul and a demonic artifact is one of the easiest and most reliable,” he replied with a nod. “A sorcerer like this Lack would likely focus on that method to the exclusion of all others. However, we cannot be sure that your enemy doesn’t have a back-up plan.”

      “If I had invested so much into the greatest warship the world has ever known, I’d certainly not have all my eggs in the one basket, so to speak,” Kurle continued. “I suggest being ready for anything.”
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      “So that be the tale,” Tabitha finished telling me of her adventurous spiritwalk under Adra’s watchful eyes.

      Just a few months past, I’d have found the story unbelievable, but with what I’d seen and done of late, I just took the whole tale of an ancient spirit of knowledge in stride. The information Kurle had passed on through his descendant was helpful, too, if more than a bit concerning. We were likely going to face a living ship commanded by Admiral Layne, whether we kept him from retrieving Mary and the Mirror or not.

      It would just be weaker.

      That made our quest all the more desperate. We’d hit the ice while Tabitha was under. It still wasn’t fully solid yet, so The Hullbreaker hadn’t lost much speed. Her ramming prow held strong so far on the thinner ice, but it thickened by the hour. The air was frigid enough that even I had donned my warmer clothes.

      Behind us, the King Narwhal swam along with Ligeia, naked as always and seemingly untouched by the cold as she perched on his broad back. I looked up at the gray sky above.

      “Mixed blessings, I guess,” I said. “Will Kurse be talkin’ to the rest of us, now?”

      “He seems willing,” Tabitha replied. “The witches want some time with him, too. I suspect he be lonely, an’ now that he’s roused, well, ‘tis hard to get him to shut up.”

      I chuckled at that. “Ye can’t blame a bloke for wantin’ to chat up the ladies after a long period o’ celibacy, can ye?”

      She smirked and shook her head. “Not at all, but ye do remember he’s my bloody ancestor, right? The thought strikes me as right disturbin’.”

      “Aye, I see yer point, there, but methinks Mary can keep her head, even should Ember an’ Rhianne lose theirs, an’ with Adra watchin’ over the whole, I doubt there’ll be any trouble.” Besides, I thought, what could the old spirit do without a body?

      Jimmy Mocker came sauntering up from the main deck. I watched him make his way nimbly through the bustling crew as they went about their duties. The man was a good first mate, despite his foppish, womanizing ways, and he’d make a good captain when I found him a ship. Would Jenny move from The Black Cat at that point, I wondered.

      “Ye standin’ all the watches today, Cap’n?” he wanted to know.

      “I want to be at the helm when we hit the thicker ice,” I replied. “Ain’t that I don’t trust anyone else to do it, but The Hullbreaker’s my baby. I want to know how she’ll handle icebreakin’ duties, especially with the Gale pushin’ her on.”

      “Oh, I ain’t pinin’ for standin’ a watch,” Jimmy protested. “Ye ain’t gotta explain it to me.”

      I snorted, and Tabitha let out a snort. “So where be ye keepin’ my first mate?” she demanded, a mischievous tone to her voice.

      “I ain’t keepin’ her from her duties,” he protested, lifting his hands as if to ward off the black-furred feline woman. “I swear it upon my life.”

      “Ye just be keepin’ her busy in the crow’s nest,” I muttered.

      Both of them looked sharply at me, and I shrugged. “Ye expect me to protect the honor that ye don’t have, Jimmy?”

      “I’ve a pirate’s honor, Cap’n,” he proclaimed as he put a hand over his heart.

      Tabitha laughed and shook her head. “That’ll be enough o’ that, Jimmy Mocker. Jenny be her own person, ‘tis true, but I’ll still be needin’ her as first mate on The Black Cat once this all be done with.”

      “I understand, Cap’n Binx,” Jimmy said seriously. “Life seems to have reminded us that it ain’t all about guns an’ booty.”

      “As interestin’ as this is,” I broke in, “we’ve about three days o’ breakin’ ice once we hit the deep fields, then we should be in sight o’ the island. Things’ll get more difficult by nightfall, I’m reckoning. Maybe sooner. I’ll be needin’ crew watchin’ for breaches in the hull, so go ahead an’ put together three rotatin’ watches for the lower decks.”

      “What if we get locked in?” Tabitha asked.

      “Then we walk it,” I replied. “I ain’t sailed this far to fail.”

      She nodded slowly. Everyone knew how important it was for us to find the ironclad and get it moving again. That was my biggest worry, though, that Bord, for all his bluster, wouldn’t be able to get the old ship steaming. We’d be in a bad place if that were the case.

      I looked off into the uncertain distance. The slush and broken chunks of the frozen sea thickened as we sailed on. At least the Gale had been cooperative in reducing the power of its winds at my command. I didn’t want the hull to rip apart from a full-speed collision with an unyielding bit of ice.

      As the day wore on, we reached a point where the ram prow began to grate and grind as it broke the path ahead. Our progress slowed, but we kept going. Thicker ridges of ice came into view until we seemed to be making our way through a white land of hills and craggy outcrops while the grind and squeal of breaking ice rattled our nerves and more than often, The Hullbreaker would roll and yaw a bit as she hit a bit of the everpresent ice.

      Ligeia and the King Narwhal took to diving down below the fields, then breaking through thin spots ahead to signal us. The monstrous whale was well suited to breaking through the ice from below, and my siren instinctively knew how to help.

      And so, time passed. One day, two, then on the third day, from the crow’s nest came the call of, “Land ho!”

      A dark shape rose on the horizon, fully iced in, but obviously a large island, crowned by snow-capped evergreens and dominated by a tall cliff that the rest of the island rose up from the frozen sea to meet. I thought back to Sturmgar’s description. The Sea Hammer would be in a sea cave accessible from the cliff. This had to be it.

      Finally, as the sun dipped in a shallow journey below the horizon, we reached the island, or at least as close to it as we could come. The thickness of the ice reached a point where even The Hullbreaker’s ram couldn’t shatter it.

      As I walked down from the aftcastle deck, I called out to Jimmy Mocker. “I’ll be takin’ a scouting crew to suss out where the ironclad hides. Ye have command while we’re gone.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he said with a chest-pounding salute.

      Within an hour, a group of us clambered down a rope ladder to the frozen surface and gathered a short distance from my ship. The night was dark, but brilliant green, blue, and rose colors danced in the sky, shimmering and shifting like waves.

      “That is beautiful,” Mary said in a hushed voice, staring up at the dancing lights.

      She, a dwarf named Caldern, Daka, Dogar, and Tabitha Binx were all I had for a scouting group. Ligeia and the giant narwhal were to keep the ice around my ship mostly broken up so that we could get underway again, if necessary. Ember would help with her fire hexes, should the need arise.

      We all stared at the spectacle. I’d heard sailor’s stories of the dancing lights over the seas of the far north but had never seen them before, myself. They were impressive as all hell, rivaling some of the magic I’d seen lately. For a moment, all our troubles seemed far away.

      Finally, I shook my head and broke the spell of the lights. “All right, ye lot. Let’s move.”

      Suiting action to words, I started off over the ice, and my people followed. For about a half-hour we marched over the rough surface. It wasn’t nearly so slick as I’d feared, but it was sharp. Fortunately, all of us, even my normally barefoot witch, had good, warm boots with thick soles.

      The island itself spread off to the north and west as we approached. It would be another half-hour or so to reach one of the lower portions, where we could climb up to the forested land that composed most of the thing. That wasn’t our interest, though. We headed straight for the base of the cliff and began to follow it north around the edge of the island. Here, the dwarf took the lead, searching for any tell-tale signs of his people’s construction.

      We found the entrance to the sea-cave surprisingly quickly. It was half-blocked with ice that rose up almost twice my height, and the dark space beyond blended well with the cliff’s edge, rendering the whole almost invisible to the sea approach. Only by exploring on foot, over the ice, were we able to discover the opening so easily.

      Of course, knowing it was there also provided us with a bit of an advantage over casual explorers.

      “All right,” I said. “This is it. I want to see this damned thing before we head back to the ship and start bringing the work crew over. Any o’ ye want to come with me?”

      A chorus of assents followed, and we started the relatively difficult task of climbing over the ice. It was old and jagged, but not fragile in the least, and resisted our efforts to drive in pitons for a rope line. Eventually, though, we persevered, and one by one, we clambered over the frozen seawall into the sea cave proper.

      It led us deep into the island beneath the cliffs, curving from west to north abruptly, and then opened out into a frozen vista. Trapped in the ice was a ship roughly the same length as The Hullbreaker, but about half-again as wide. It had no masts, only a pair of tall, round stacks mounted to either side of a massive, armored shell that protected the main deck. A wheelhouse, similarly armored, squatted atop the main shell about amidships. Like my ship, the ironclad possessed a sharp ramming prow, with what looked to be cannons mounted to either side. Trap doors lined the armored deck.

      “I’ll be damned,” I muttered. “The old bastard was on to something.”

      “That isn’t nearly as pretty as I thought it’d be,” Mary observed.

      “Who the feck cares about pretty?” Caldern grumbled. “I just want to see if the bloody thing works.”

      “There’ll be time for that,” I said. “It exists. Now we have to figure the best way to get the work teams over, then the rest of us will need to explore the bloody island t’see if there be anythin’ useful here, like food an’ fresh water.”

      The dwarf pointed past the ironclad. “There, Cap’n. She be chained to a stone wharf, an’ I think I can make out some stairs an’ such leadin’ up. Yer friend said the place was abandoned, aye?”

      “Aye,” I replied. “Least he didn’t say they found anyone, but then, they were looters an’ pirates.”

      Caldern spat. “Aye, true, an’ there doesn’t seem to be signs o’ life about.”

      “I could investigate,” Mary offered. “I seem to be the one best suited for moving fast over here.”

      I grunted. She was right, even if I didn’t care for the idea. A good captain, though, must use every advantage he’s got. “Do it, lass, but don’t go out o’ sight. We’ve no idea if anythin’ might o’ denned up in that hulk.”

      “Aye, my Captain,” the witch said with a teasing grin before she bounded off, practically gliding over the smooth ice of the underground cove.

      The rest of the scouting team watched with me as my eyes followed her progress to the ship, then past it and up onto the nearly invisible pier. She drifted around a bit, then scampered up what had to have been the stairs Caldern mentioned.

      About halfway up, Mary paused and then turned and started back down again, moving a bit more carefully. Once she reached the bottom, she backtracked most of her course and returned to where we waited in short order.

      “There are stairs,” she reported, “but they’re blocked. Everything is bloody well blended into the background and the walls, and there’s some kind of residue of cloth or netting around the ship.”

      “Camouflage nets, I’ll wager,” the dwarf said. “Here be what I think, Cap’n. We see if we can get The Hullbreaker closer, then set a team to breakin’ the ice at the cave mouth, while another team works to clear the stairs. We should be able to open both ways quick as ye like an’ get to work on yon vessel.”

      I could tell that Caldern was practically champing at the bit to get his hands into the guts of the ironclad, and likely all the rest of the dwarves would be the same. Of course, if anyone could get the thing moving again, it’d be Bord and his crew. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take them too long. With any luck, it’d take longer to unload their gear than it would for them to get the old ship going again.

      Of course, that was assuming our luck didn’t go bad.

      And, of course, that’s when a clear, sardonic voice rang out through the cave.

      “Bardak Skullsplitter, I suspected I’d find you here. No ship, little crew, and no siren to save the day.”

      We all spun to face the cave’s mouth, and there, standing atop the seawall of ice, was a cloaked figure. He was half coated in ice, and his dark robes were tattered, but we all recognized him immediately.

      “Lack,” I snarled. With one hand I picked my helmet from my pack and shoved it onto my head while I reached for my axe with the other.
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      The rest of my company armed up as we faced the sorcerer. He stood, legs apart, atop the ice barrier that separated us from the outside and freedom. His eyes burned with green fire as the world outside dipped further into darkness.

      “What do ye want, Lack?” I demanded as I tensed and shifted my grip on the haft of my axe. I wished I’d brought the Huntsman’s Spear, as effective as it had proven against more magical enemies.

      Something like a heat shimmer surrounded the black-robed man, and he didn’t quite stand upon the ice so much as hover over it.

      “I made that little boat with my own hands,” Lack said, and his quiet voice carried across the distance. “Enchanted her and protected her for longer years than any of you have been alive. You destroyed her with less thought than you’d give to swatting a fly.” His eyes blazed up. “I will take from you your ship, orc pirate. Your crew and everything you love will be destroyed. But you… you, I will spare and leave stranded here among the ancient memories and the frozen wastes.”

      “Enough!” I roared. “Let us fight, then, ye blackheart, an’ see if yer words mean more than the air with which ye spoke them!” With those words, I shifted to a one-handed grip of the axe as I drew and fired one of my flintlocks.

      The rest of the crew took that as their cue. Mary’s evil eye blazed up in golden light, while Daka, Dogar, Tabitha, and Caldern all drew firearms of their own and blasted away. Some sparks flew from the heat shimmer as Lack raised his arms, and several of the flying demons from before soared in from above.

      In the aftermath of that first volley, I could barely make out the echoing boom of cannons and cracks of distant gunfire. The tactic was sound, too. Keep the group of us here, while the sorcerer’s demons swarmed the ship.

      Big mistake. The Hullbreaker was still under the protection of some of my best people. Still, I wanted to make short work of the demons and the sorcerer both, so I charged in right behind the bullets, making an elementally assisted leap right into Lack’s pale, grinning face.

      The overhead blow from my greataxe would have split him from stem to stern, so to speak, but I hadn’t counted on how close the other demons were or how fast the things could fly. One of them intercepted me in mid-air, and we flew off to the side, crashing in a struggling tangle into the ice. It cracked and creaked beneath our weight but held as we began to slide towards the cavern wall.

      My mail shirt did a good job against the monster’s talons, and I abandoned my greataxe for the moment to grasp the demon’s head and slam my own helmeted noggin into its toothy, grinning face. We both were surprised when the heavy metal brow of my new helm broke the thing’s nose, shattered half its teeth, and sent it flying off me.

      Maybe that helm really was an orcish relic that I’d gotten on the cheap.

      So much the better.

      I rolled to my feet and came up with my axe while the bleeding demon struggled to recover. As I sheathed my blade in elemental ice, I threw all my strength behind it. I cleaved my opponent’s head clean off, grabbed one of its arms as it fell, and hurled the corpse into another one of the flyers. Both of them crashed in a tangle of arms and legs and flopping wings.

      Meanwhile, Mary held the line with Daka and Dogar, while Caldern and Tabitha fired and reloaded as rapidly as they could. With my witch’s hexes enhancing the pistol balls, they did hurt the demons… when they hit. Against the diving and darting flying monsters, even Jimmy Mocker would have been hard-pressed to bring one down.

      Still, it kept them busy.

      Lack seemed to not be paying any mind to me. The sorcerer drew a wand of some polished, black wood and was in the middle of some sort of magical working. I could feel the power he drew up, and my exposed skin went up in goosebumps.

      So, I could fight the demons or try to interrupt whatever the damned sorcerer was doing. It was barely a choice. My elemental attendants sprang to my will, and with the wind at my back and aiding my hands, I reached the half-blocked entrance to the sea cave and swung my empowered axe not at Lack, but at the ice.

      Wind and elemental water blasted into the sudden cracks. Lack looked down at me, and his burning eyes went wide. I roared up him, and then the ice exploded.  Once again, the sorcerer was thrown up and away, but this time, one of his demons was there to catch him.

      As the ice crashed out of the passage, I turned my gaze up, drew a second pistol, and fired. The elementals came to my call once more, and instead of a lead ball launching at the flying target, the air mingled with the spark of powder, and a bolt of lightning blasted from the barrel of my gun to strike the demon. Electricity coursed over both it and Lack, and they fell as I tossed aside the slagged flintlock.

      I definitely needed to figure out how to channel the skyfire without destroying whatever weapon I held, but still, it did what I needed to do, even it wasn’t nearly as exact or precise as I might want.

      Lack and his rescuer crashed hard to the ice not far from me. The sorcerer rose to face me, but the demon didn’t move.

      “You will die,” Lack spat, lifting his wand.

      “Not by yer hand,” I roared as I charged and swung as hard as I could, meaning to split the man in two across the middle, but he dropped the arm holding the wand and parried the blow with the slender looking wand.

      It stopped my axe cold, and water blasted past the black-clad man as the elemental sheath of ice around the blade melted and fell violently away.

      “What was that you were saying?” Lack hissed at me, lips pulled back in a grin that would have terrified a lesser man.

      More shots and curses and war cries sounded from my crew, then Tabitha let out a howl of victory as two more demons fell. I could only spare the glance as Lack knocked my axe aside and shifted his grip on the wand. He came at me like a knife fighter, then, and I barely dodged. The bastard was good.

      I dropped an elbow at his head, and he slipped aside but stayed close, slashing his unusual weapon across my mail-clad middle. Sparks flew, and I felt the heat of the impact. Bringing a knee up, I barely put enough space between us for me to drop the greataxe and draw Pott’s gun-axe.

      Lack chuckled as he saw it. “Do you think that will save you?”

      I grinned back. “It doesn’t have to save me, sorcerer, just kill you.”

      He snarled and came at me with an intricate series of slashes and stabs. It was a lot like fighting Bloody Bill in a way. I stayed sharp, though. That particular fight had been an eye-opener, and since then, I’d take the opportunity to practice more with Jimmy and Mary in how to deal with fast and precise opponents.

      I dodged and parried but couldn’t help taking a few slashes of the energized wand across my armor. The blows didn’t seem to do much, but my strength flagged a little each time Lack hit me, and he only grew more vital. The demons kept my allies away and occupied, so this was my fight. There was no way I was going to let this bastard spawn of whatever unfortunate hell he came from stopping me.

      Layne would fall, and I would free the Archipelago.

      Rage swelled in my heart. I hadn’t needed it nearly so much as I had before I began my journey down the path of shamanism, but it was still there, and it flared up like a bonfire as I stoked it with all the thoughts of what this man, this monster, had put me and mine through.

      I wanted him dead.

      “What?” Lack demanded in surprise as I stepped in and caught his arm mid-blow.

      “This,” I growled and headbutted him. His head rocked back, but the barrier held around him. It burned my hand, too, but I ignored it.

      Lifting the gun-axe, I hammered it down again and again against the heat shimmer that protected the sorcerer. Sparks flew as he struggled while I rained down blow after blow. How long would the damned thing hold?

      How strong did I have to be?

      Lack stared in disbelief as I hung onto him, flinging his body around as I struck at it with the gun-axe. Somehow, he held onto the wand through all of this. Despite it all, none of my blows managed to break his defenses, so I changed my focus. Even with the red rage clouding my thoughts, I knew that wand was the source of at least part of my problem, and it didn’t have an aura protecting it.

      I took the sorcerer bodily down to the ice and pinned his wrist while he struck at me with his other arm. The gun-axe rose and fell on the wand, and a detonation of magic threw us apart. I sailed through the air, landed heavily on my back, and rolled back to my feet. The gun-axe had come through better than I’d expected. It was scorched and discolored, but the powder hadn’t cooked off nor had the blade melted.

      Lack staggered to his feet, grimacing at me from about ten feet away as he clutched the bleeding remains of his right hand to his chest. Demons screeched and disengaged from my crew to swoop towards their injured master.

      I narrowed my eyes. The heat shimmer was gone, so I raised the weapon and pulled the trigger. Pott’s gun-axe boomed and kicked in my hand. The shot took Lack dead center in his broad, pale forehead, punched a smoking hole in, and blew the contents of his skull over the ice behind him. As his body toppled over, the green flames in his eyes faded and went out. The flying creatures let out a last, mournful cry, then vanished in bursts of sulfurous flame.

      I took a staggering step towards my friends, saw that they were little worse for wear, then turned and rushed to the cavern entrance. The shots from The Hullbreaker had ceased, but I wanted to see with my own eyes.

      On my way, I scooped up my greataxe, and a few moments later, I stood in the hole the elementals had blown in the packed ice that once blocked the way. Off in the distance, The Hullbreaker looked fine. Some smoke wisped up from the hull and into the freezing air, but nothing that looked like major damage. The King Narwal was visible as it broke through the ice near the ship, then dove back under.

      I turned back to the others and raised my axe in tired triumph. Lack had come closer than anyone or anything since Bloody Bill, and if it hadn’t been for my armor, I’d have been in much worse shape.

      Mary and Tabitha reached me first, and the witch set to caring for my burned hand. The skin was blistered in an intricate series of coiling patterns that spiraled over the flesh of my palm and fingers.

      “Damned demons kept us from helping,” Dogar rumbled while the two women fussed over me.

      “I saw,” I told him. “Ye all did good. I liked how ye blocked for the shooters an’ let them work their magic. Good tactic, that. ‘Twas a good show, an’ likely kept Lack’s pets from makin’ things all the worse for me.”

      With my free hand, I tugged off the heavy helmet and grinned at the two orcs. Caldern held a position off to the side, musket at the ready while he studied the fallen form of Lack the sorcerer.

      “I can hardly believe he’s dead,” Mary commented when she noticed me looking off in that direction as well.

      “Pistol ball to the forehead’s pretty final,” Tabitha observed. “But if ye want, we can take off his head, too. Maybe burn the corpse.”

      I chuckled, then frowned as a thought hit me. “Ye might be on the right path, lass,” I said. “We’ve got the bloody corpse, so we might as well make damned sure he won’t rise again. If the Admiral’s got another pet sorcerer half as talented, they could likely bring this bastard back.”

      “I don’t think any of us want a repeat of the Commodore’s return,” Mary said. She finished bandaging my hand. It didn’t really hurt, only stung a bit.

      “Right, then. Tabitha, take Caldern and Daka back t’ The Hullbreaker and send Ember our way,” I said with a roll of my neck and a quick flex of my shoulders. The blow to my back ached as well, but it would fade.

      Pain always faded, even if seemed to not go away as quickly anymore.

      “Aye, Cap’n,” Tabitha beamed and saluted, then gathered the two and set off while Mary, Dogar, and I fell on Lack’s corpse and began preparing it for burning.

      The first thing to go, by my own hand, was the bastard’s head.
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      I carried Lack’s remains up to the shore and laid him out on the icy stone. Then, when Ember returned, accompanied by Tabitha and Rhianne, the three witches set to searching his corpse for other magical devices. Aside from the broken wand, he wore a simple amulet with a silver plate inscribed with what looked to be a series of names, but in a language that none of us knew. In a sheath at his belt, he carried a ritual knife, an athame that burned Mary’s fingers when she went to retrieve it.

      Cursing, she turned to Ember and Rhianne, “Can either of you get that?”

      Ember tried, after wrapping her hand in her cloak, but got the same burn. It was Rhianne, who, being undead, apparently bypassed the safeguards on the thing, and tucked it away in a coffer that the women had brought.

      I stood by and watched with Tabitha while she reported. “Jimmy be workin’ with Adra and Ligeia to move The Hullbreaker closer. Seems the ice ain’t too hard for the King Narwhal to break through, an’ Ligeia says the pair o’ them can keep a space open for us, so we don’t get frozen in.”

      “Good,” I said. “Maybe they can find out how deep the ice goes in here, too.” I had a fear that the cavern might be shallow enough to have frozen solid, and without the narwhal, we’d have to resort to Ember’s fire, unless the dwarven ship had some clever device to help. I suspected it did as I had no reason to think that this island had ever been free of its icy prison.

      “We’re done,” Mary called. “He had a bit less than we expected, but it might have been lost with his boat.”

      “I’m not too broken up about that,” Ember commented. She’d been sucking on her fingers ever since they’d been burned by the athame. Apparently, fire witches weren’t used to being burned. Perhaps it was mostly from surprise since I’d seen her carry white-hot coals without so much as flinching.

      Tabitha and I came over then. Rhianne looked to me and smiled faintly. “You did well, Captain. I am much impressed.”

      “I told you so,” Mary asserted. “There’s not much that can stop our Captain.”

      “He has become even more impressive than he was when he fought the Commodore,” the undead witch admitted. Then she bowed her head to me and took a step back from the corpse and the head.

      “Ember, if ye will,” I said and indicated the head. “Start there.”

      We all stood back from the red-haired witch as she made a few hand-passes over Lack’s decapitated skull. Her own evil eye burned with orange fire and the head combusted, snapping and crackling as the flesh blackened and curled quickly. The eyes hissed and collapsed as they boiled in their sockets. Quicker than I expected, the head of the sorcerer was reduced to ash, and then the fire witch turned her attention to the rest of the body.

      While it burned, Rhianne stared at the ash that remained of Lack’s head. I hadn’t wanted the accursed thing as a trophy even, knowing what I now knew about the Ailur and their ability to trap a being’s soul in a scrimshawed skull.

      “What is that?” the undead witch wondered. Without waiting for an answer, she knelt down and retrieved a gemstone from the ash, a black opal with a star sparkling beneath its glossy surface. Everyone but Ember turned their gaze to the gem. It was a perfect sphere with a six-pointed star and seemed to shine where it rested in Rhianne’s pale palm.

      “Something else to investigate, I reckon,” Mary said. “Mayhap it could be his soul or just something he kept inside his head.”

      Rhianne gave the young witch a sharp look, then shook her head at Mary’s smirk. “You may not be far off.” She lifted the gem up between her thumb and forefinger, then studying it. “It seems to have something of a life of its own.”

      I gave her a sidelong look as she continued to bicker with Mary. The odd pair certainly seemed to be getting along much better now than before. Hopefully, this would only continue.

      A distant grinding and cracking of ice heralded the approach of The Hullbreaker this time preceded by Ligeia and the King Narwhal. Apparently, the ice in the cavern was still bottomed by water and large enough for the immense whale and my ship to enter and break up the ice.

      Bord had his team in the longboat dinghy almost as soon as there was a relatively clear path to the Sea Hammer and barely acknowledged me as they rushed to ancient ship. Jimmy and Adra put The Hullbreaker up to the pier beside the dwarven craft, and the men threw down lines to Tabitha and me. We secured them, a gangplank was dropped, and the long wait was over.

      “So,” Jimmy said as I stepped off the plank onto the main deck. “Sounds like ye had as excitin’ a day as we did.”

      I clapped him heavily on the shoulder and almost sent the thin man to his knees. “At least ye kept my ship in one piece, ye pirate.”

      He straightened and winced, rubbing his shoulder. “I take my responsibilities seriously, Cap’n,” he protested, then grinned broadly. “We had the critters all tied up, but they kept our heads down unfortunately. Still, Adra an’ Ember helped keep ‘em at bay, plus Bord an’ his boys overcharged some o’ their muskets and were able to knock a few of the bastards out o’ the sky. Damn dwarves even managed to get the deck guns going, including that four-barreled abomination.”

      “Right glad I am that ye all came through,” I said honestly. It really did make me happy that my crew had not only survived but had done well.

      Rhianne and Mary collected Adra and Ember and vanished belowdecks, headed to the lab, I suspected. I stretched and suddenly felt aching spots across my torso where Lack’s wand had struck me. While it hadn’t broken my mail, it had certainly bruised the skin and muscle beneath.

      “Set a port watch, first mate,” I said to Jimmy. “We all need to get some rest, then I’ll see about gettin’ a report out o’ Bord.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he answered. “Hopefully, that hulk’ll be the answer to our dilemma.”

      “I hope so, too,” I said. “Else I’m sailin’ to Jetsam and plantin’ a boot in Sturmgar’s ass.”

      Jimmy laughed and slapped his leg. “I’ll pay to see that, Cap’n.”

      “An’ I’ll pay for doin’ it,” I threw in with a guffaw of my own.

      As I turned to head belowdecks myself, a freezing cold, wet body crashed into me, and I was suddenly wrapped in the arms and legs of a siren as she kissed me. I caught and held her, returning the kiss until she finally broke it.

      “I wanted to join thy fray, Captain, but the ship was sorely beset,” Ligeia said breathlessly.

      I looked sidelong at Mocker, where he’d walked away to assemble the watch. “Did my first mate understate the attackers?”

      “A bit,” she replied. “I kept much of the waterborne force at bay with King’s help but couldn’t make our way to the cave.”

      “It’s alright, lass,” I told her. “And damn me if you ain’t freezin’. Care to join me for a hot bath?”

      “I think I would like that, my Captain,” she answered. “The chill bothers me not, but the warmth is comforting and pleasant and the company more so.”

      “I can certainly agree with that,” I told her.

      Not long after, the pair of us were up to our chins in hot water tempered by salts meant to soothe the aches and pains of battle. Ligeia had told me that they’d not harm her gills, so I had added a liberal dose to the steaming water. The elemental stones were one of the greatest boons I had about The Hullbreaker, all else notwithstanding.

      “So the whale’s name is King, aye?” I broke the comfortable silence.

      “Of course,” she replied. “It is what he is, a king of his kind.”

      “Just as Tiny was tiny when ye found him?”

      She laughed softly. “True, he was. Little and fierce. He almost took one of my fingers off.”

      I just shook my head. “So, what is the water like beneath the ice?”

      “The ice extends perhaps three fathoms and the thickest,” Ligeia said, staring off into the distance. “King can break it, but he’ll need to go before The Hullbreaker, else she might run aground on some of the stronger, thicker sections.”

      That made sense. I didn’t like it, but if the ice were too thick when the ram hit it, the whole ship would just ride up and get stuck, unable to generate enough force to break through, the Gale’s efforts notwithstanding.

      I closed my eyes and leaned my head back on the edge of the tub, opening my senses. The great elemental still roamed the sky nearby, waiting for either my call or Adra’s. The air and the island itself swarmed with spirits, with elementals dancing on the cold winds, and the land crowded with the dead. I’d investigate that further once Adra was free.

      “Ye busy?” Tabitha called through the cracked-open door.

      “We are just getting warm,” Ligeia answered first. “We have not gone beyond that yet.”

      “I ain’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed, but I certainly mean to join ye,” the feline said as she slipped in and started shucking her clothes.

      The bath got a little more crowded after that but pleasantly so. We all were tired, and the water and salts did as they were meant to. The pain I felt from the bruises and from overexertion faded, and so too did the pain in my hands. That was a bit unexpected, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      “So, what be the plan?” Tabitha asked finally. “Any guess at how long we’ll be in this strange port?”

      “I’ll be speakin’ to Bord tomorrow,” I answered. “He’s the one best to tell if the ironclad can even be made shipshape.”

      “Aye,” she muttered. “Be a right shame if this were a wild goose chase.”

      “I do not believe it was,” Ligeia spoke up. “There is something about this place that makes it feel important. Great works began and ended here.”

      “There be lots of spirits,” I added. “I ain’t looked too closely at them, but they practically crowd the land above.”

      “Makes ye wonder, don’t it?” Tabitha purred. “How some island in the middle of bloody nowhere, surrounded by ice, could play host to so many lost souls.”

      “Maybe ye need to ask yer grandpa,” I teased. “He’s like to have an answer.”

      “Same with yer shaman,” she retorted, “or the undead witch.”

      “An’ I mean to question them in considerable depth,” I said.

      Tabitha giggled, and Ligeia sighed.

      “Considerable depth,” the feline continued. “Ye mean to pump them for information, then? Maybe twist arms or pull hair?”

      “Rope,” Ligeia offered, “and lots of it.”

      “Ye too, siren?” I demanded.

      She shrugged and put on a demure smile. I wasn’t buying it.

      “All o’ ye have been puttin’ yer heads together when I ain’t about, have ye not?”

      “That would be telling, dear Captain,” Tabitha said with a smile. “Ye’d be better off just lying back and enjoying whatever happens next.”

      “An’ what might that be?” I grumbled. “I ain’t a man for surprises, ye know.”

      “And yet,” Ligeia said, “you continue to surprise us at every turn.”

      “Ye’ve considerable depth, Bardak,” Tabitha mewed. “An’ length, an’ girth…” Then she trailed off into giggles. “I’m sorry, ye two. I just cannot be serious now. We’ve won a major victory, aye?”

      “Aye,” I said, somewhat glad of the change of subject, but still curious about what could and still might happen.

      “The greatest fight is still to come,” Ligeia mused. She was never one to shy away from mood-killing statements, yet it was part of who she was, and she made them in all innocence. “I believe that we will win.”

      That was new. “I’m glad ye have faith, lass,” I said.

      “Faith,” she said softly. “Yes. I have that. I believe in you, Captain. I believe in Tabitha and Mary and Adra, and all the crew surrounding you. Strangely, I also believe in William Markland. He is a different man, I think.”

      “I hope ye be right,” I said. “We are putting a lot o’ faith in that man and his word.”

      “‘Twill be fine,” Tabitha said, then reached over and gently caught one of Ligeia’s hands before leaning in and kissing each of its fingers, right in front of my face.  Then the black-furred woman squirmed over and straddled my thighs, her arms on my shoulders and her rather ample breasts in my face. “But I’m thinkin’ there be somethin’ we can do right now to lay this day to rest.”

      “The others will be here soon,” Ligeia commented as she leaned in against my side, stretching her long body out. “So, we may wish to prepare for them, or at least, take our turns.”

      I liked where this was going.
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      “She ain’t rusted through,” Bord reported as I stepped onto the narrow exterior deck of the ironclad. It was more of a walkway surrounding the armored shell protecting the cannons and crew. Now that I got a closer look at her, I took note that she was smaller than I first thought, maybe the size of The Wasp, about two-thirds the length of my own Hullbreaker, but wider and with a squatly intimidating presence.

      “That’s good, aye?” I asked.

      “Aye,” he said with a nod. “She ain’t even got thin spots in her hull that we can tell. Yer siren’s been right helpful in doin’ the underwater inspections for us, too.” Bord sighed and hooked his leather-gauntleted thumbs into his broad belt. “In fact, we be thinkin’ she’ll be good to test out in about three days. If she holds pressure, then we’ll be able to sail the day after. Gettin’ back to the Archipelago will be the real test, but if she doesn’t explode runnin’ flat out, she won’t ever.”

      “Can ye speed up that timetable?” I looked past the dwarf and into the armored shell. Hammers rang on metal, and distant voices chattered and cursed.

      “I’ve already trimmed the fat, Cap’n,” Bord replied. “We be havin’ to replace bits that did rust, an’ none o’ the flexible lines survived the cold, so we have to replace them too. Each o’ these ships was one of a kind, and the helpful bastards that locked her away here decided ‘twould be best if they burned the engineerin’ manuals for her.”

      “She have a name?” I asked, suddenly curious.

      “Aye,” Bord replied. “Ye’ll likely think it a bit uninspirin’, but I like it: The Echo.”

      “The Echo,” I tried the name and nodded. “Ain’t bad. Could mean lots o’ things, too.”

      “It could, aye.” The cannonmaster shifted his feet and glanced back through the hatch at a sudden, surprised yell and more cursing.

      “Ye have all the supplies ye need?” I asked. Bord had taken charge of the shopping for whatever we might need to get this ship going again, and he’d loaded The Hullbreaker down with parts, oils, and other things.

      He nodded. “So far, so good. Once we get everything checked, ready, an’ oiled up, if ye can get the witches to bring over and rig in the elemental stones, that’d be good.”

      “They’ll be enough?” I asked.

      “Should be,” Bord replied. “If they ain’t, then we need to find another way to feed the furnace an’ the boilers, else The Echo stays right bloody here.”

      There might be other ways, I thought, but I’d want to speak with Adra and Ember specifically about them. Could we bind elementals to the ship? Fire would power the furnace, and water would keep the boilers filled. It might work if the stones did not or if they were too slow.

      “Let me know soon as ye be ready to test it,” I told the dwarf. “I’ll be takin’ a small crew to check out the rest o’ the island over the next few days.”

      “Unless they had a plan for escape,” Bord said, “like as not ye’ll find what’s left o’ the crew.”

      “How many does she need?” I asked.

      “She’s fifteen traps per side, with two crew for each gun, plus four to six engineers, an’ a helm crew o’ four that rotates through six-hour watches.  Add a captain an’ first mate to that, and ye have forty-two at a minimum. She’ll berth sixty, though.”

      I nodded slowly. That was less than half the crew I had on The Hullbreaker. “How cramped is she?”

      Bord cackled and gestured to me. “Ye’d have to duck yer head goin’ in,” he said, “but didn’t ye know dwarves like our space if we can manage it? Orcs, humans, or dwarves could work the cannons an’ sleep in the berths with no trouble, the helm, too. Ye’d want a dwarven crew on the engines, though. They be more than a little tight, even for us.”

      With that, the old dwarf turned and stomped inside. I knew he expected me to follow, so I did, and he took me on a quick tour of The Echo. In some ways, she was elegant in her simplicity. The armored shell was reinforced and slightly flexible to easily distribute the force of impacts and explosions. As I expected, her guns were complicated. I suspected they topped out around eight pounds, but they used shot like Bord had cast for his experimental cannon and were breech-loaders.

      “Seems ye didn’t come up with a wholly original idea, did ye?” I teased.

      Bord snorted and glared up at me, though his eyes twinkled brightly. “The four-barreled design be mine, but the breech-loading an’ pointed shot be an old dwarven secret, aye. These should even make holes in witch-wood if ye charge ‘em enough.”

      I knew that enough force could overcome magical protections, which was how we’d managed to win a few fights. “Ye have enough powder, then?”

      “That be one thing we loaded up on, back at Tarrant,” Bord said with a broad grin. “I’ve had me boys riggin’ charge sacks all the way here, so we have pre-measured an’ pre-packed powder to speed up our firing.”

      “Do ye mean to move yer whole crew over to The Echo when we leave?” I asked thoughtfully. Bord had fully trained all the men and orcs aboard The Hullbreaker in his innovative techniques for loading and firing her cannons, and we’d done well because of it.

      He looked up at me with that twinkle in his eye again. “Do ye mean to take command o’ her yerself?” he said to turn the question around on me.

      “Ye caught me, old dwarf,” I grunted. “If this ship is half what everyone thinks she is, then she is the one that’ll carry me to face Admiral Layne. Much as I hate to abandon her, The Hullbreaker will be under Jimmy’s command when we sail to the fight an’ ye’ll be my first mate aboard this ironclad.”

      Bord's jaw worked beneath his beard as he chewed over my words.

      Then I continued. “But, until we get back to Insmere, she’s yers to captain. Then, once this fight is done, I’ll hand her back to ye, if ye want. I figure a dwarf captain of a dwarf ship sounds like the right bloody way to go, aye?”

      “Ye have made an old dwarf very happy,” the cannonmaster said after a long moment of sniffling and eye-rubbing. “‘Twill be my honor, Cap’n, to sail in yer service with me own ship!”

      I awkwardly patted him on the shoulder. “And ye honor me,” I said. “Now, will ye show me about?”

      “O’ course, Cap’n,” Bord said, then clapped his hands together. “Follow me.”

      The dwarf led me into the darkness of the armored hull, starting with the cannon deck. Each gun sat at its own trap, with shells and sealed barrels of what I assumed was powder set neatly aside for use. Only a couple of the cannonmaster’s team were at work there, checking the guns and tending the emplacements. They continued to bustle about their business as we passed through. It was a cannon deck like any other, just better protected, with reinforced beams supporting the armored walls.

      I had to duck beneath a beam or two between each pair of cannons until we reached the short stairs up to the wheelhouse. It was separated from the cannons by a heavy bulkhead door that would hopefully serve to block out at least some of the deafening roar the cannons would make in that confined space.

      The wheelhouse was, of course, dominated by a large, ornate ship’s wheel of wood and brass that stood front and center to a set of slitted viewports that allowed the pilot to see the course ahead passably, if not well. Bord showed me how these could be raised and lowered via a mechanical control to allow more visibility at the cost of protection. Next to the wheel, a lever made of steel and brass rose up from the floor. Two circular contraptions rested in a housing in front of the wheel, in easy view of the helmsman.

      I pointed to those things and gave the dwarf a curious look.

      Bord grinned and tapped one. “This be yer speed, Cap’n, in knots, while this,” he tapped the other one, “shows ye the pressure o’ the boilers. We’ve one o’ these down below, but it’ll serve as a warnin’ should yon dial go beyond this line and into the red.”

      Bord indicated the different components as he described them, and I nodded slowly. Apparently, the boilers could explode if their pressure was too high. This was a duty of the engineers below to maintain, but by having that information available to the man at the wheel, it put extra eyes on a possibly dangerous situation.

      “Useful,” I acknowledged. The whole place was stuffy, even in the cold, and it wouldn’t be very pleasing to travel long distances. “What about some way o’ gettin’ the air to move in here?”

      “For long journeys,” Bord said, “ye’d just open her up. All the traps, the shutters here, an’ the various other portals. She’d have good airflow, then. But when ye go into combat, well, that’s when ye have to deal with bad air. Now, there be a way to purge the ship between each broadside, but I’ve not found it yet.”

      “Keep looking,” I told him.

      “O’ course, Cap’n,” he replied with a grin. “Now, let me show ye what gets her goin’.”

      He led me down into the depths of the ship, passing through the berths, which included a half-sized cabin for the captain, and bunks for the crew. I followed without comment until we descended another staircase into the engine room proper. Here, the rest of the dwarves worked on the still heart of The Echo.

      I just stared about while Bord prattled on about the steam engine that the dwarves used to propel and power their ironclads. In laymen’s terms, the furnace heated the water in the boilers and used that to drive a series of pistons that applied power to a crankshaft and gears, which, in turn, caused an underwater set of angled blades to spin and push the ship forward.

      Frankly, I would have preferred a magical explanation, but I suffered through the mechanics of it and probably even learned a little. This ship would definitely be best captained by the cannonmaster once we dealt with Layne and The Pale Horse once and for all.

      “So, what be wrong with it?” I asked at one point when Bord paused for a breath.

      “Worn gears, damaged pipes, an’ a few other things,” he said, then pointed roughly in the direction of the wheelhouse. “Seems the throttle up there ain’t actually connected where it needs to be. Anyone what didn’t know better an’ just tried to fire her up would have one hell of a boiler explosion beneath ‘em right quick.”

      “Intentional?” I wondered.

      “Oh, definitely!” Bord chortled. “Right clever trap, there. Got me started lookin’ for others, too.” Then he leaned in and murmured, “An’ as great a help as Ligeia’s been, I need to get me own eyes on the hull an’ the screws before we steam her out o’ here.”

      “That’s why ye had me spring for the deep-dive suits, aye?”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he answered. “Still think we can get her goin’ in three days, provided ye magical types can power up the furnace. Fresh water’d be nice, but we can make do with salt if we need to.”

      “The water stone can do that,” I said. It’d still be a sacrifice to lose the best source of freshwater I had on The Hullbreaker, but I wasn’t planning to let Bord keep it or the fire stone once this was done. We’d find another way to keep The Echo steaming. That term sat strangely on my tongue. I wanted to keep calling it sailing, but that wasn’t what this ship did. It steamed.

      Bord finished his exposition about the engine room and led me back upstairs and out. The Echo felt cramped to me, even though I knew she wasn’t. It wasn’t a problem, but I suspected she’d be uncomfortable to operate in combat, with all the hatches battened down. For travel, though, I could see how opening all the ports and doors would air her out. It was a solid design, as I expected from Bord’s folk after hearing all his tales.

      I left him to it and went to collect a little team of my own. Sitting idle wasn’t for me, and there was an island to be explored. There wasn’t much else to do for the three days it would take the cannonmaster to be satisfied the ironclad wouldn’t sink or explode on us, and I was happy to give him that time. Too much rode on the success of this venture, and on the legendary power of the Sea Hammer.

      Hopefully, The Pale Horse still sat in wet dock, unable to sail. Unfortunately, the idea that Layne and his almost unlimited resources didn’t have a contingency plan to get the city-ship moving was nothing more than a pipe dream. That ship would sail, one way or another, and even without magic, it was powerful enough to destroy any fleet that came against it.

      Any fleet but mine, I hoped.
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      Five of us ascended the stairs up from the pier. There was me, Mary Night, Jimmy Mocker, Tabitha Binx, and Jenny Nettles. It certainly wasn’t my usual shore crew, but who was I to complain? When I’d asked for volunteers, I’d expected Mary and Tabitha, but then Jimmy and Jenny had proclaimed their desire to explore.

      I left Gol in charge of The Hullbreaker, and we made our way up through a winding passage and emerged at the top of the cliff from a cleverly concealed stone portal. All around us were evergreens and similar cold-weather plants. Snow crunched beneath our boots as we fanned out and began to make our way down along the steep rise.

      Jimmy occasionally paused and squatted down to inspect something or other on the ground or in the sparse foliage. With his sharpshooting and a few other habits that I’d noticed, I often suspected the man had been a hunter before he went to sea.

      “I doubt anythin’ really lives here,” he said, dusting his hands off on his coat. “At least I don’t see sign o’ anythin’ larger than a seagull.” With both hands on his hips, he arched his back and winced.

      “Any sign o’ fresh water?” I asked.

      “There ought to be,” he replied, “but the trees ain’t much more than scrub, an’ very determined scrub at that. Soil’s little better’n crumbled rock.”

      “Oy!” Jenny called from nearby. “Think I might’ve found somethin’.”

      “What have ye got?” Tabitha asked as we all marched over, shuffling through the crystalline snow and ice that covered the ground.

      “This,” Tabitha’s first mate had moved some debris away from a large stone and revealed some deeply carved, runic writing that seemed to be organized in three rows.

      Mary ran her fingers over the stone after removing one of her gloves. “These must be names,” she opined. “I recognize the letters as being Uondark, but I never learned to read it.”

      Uondark was one of the dwarven languages, I knew that much. It was as uncommon in the world as dwarves had become.

      “The sailors may have settled near here, ye think?” Jimmy asked.

      “I’d wager this be a tombstone,” I suggested. “Ain’t like much could live here without supplies.”

      “True.” Jenny slipped off around a tree to explore more, and Tabitha followed.

      Jimmy and I squatted down and moved fallen limbs and needles away from the carved stone’s base while Mary stood and watched. Her eyes were distant. I could open myself to the spirits, but some sense warned me about it. Something watched us from all around, but that was all it did. I suspected Mary felt it, but I didn’t think any of the others did.

      It wasn’t long before we discovered that the earth before the stone had been turned long ago, then frozen before it fully settled.

      “Do ye think…?” Jimmy started to ask.

      “I expect so,” I replied and stood with a creaking of my knees. “Another time, I might be inclined to dig it up, but this ain’t it.”

      “I do not believe it would be a good idea, my Captain.” Mary slid up next to me and hugged one of my arms. “This is a place of sorrow and regret.”

      “Aye an’ spirits waitin’,” I added. “Ones I ain’t inclined to rile up.”

      “Maybe we collect the others and head back down, then?” Jimmy suggested. He kept looking back at the stone as we moved away in the direction that Tabitha and Jenny had gone.

      Mary stuck close to me, while I let Mocker take the lead. He moved nimbly over the rocks and through the trees, following chattering voices that seemed strangely out of place on this desolate isle.

      All the while, the temptation to look beyond the boundaries of this world enticed me. I wondered what good this power was if I didn’t use it, but could I settle this place? Did it even need to be settled?

      We broke cover and emerged near what could only be an old settlement. Jenny and Tabitha drifted among the ruins. The sense of unquiet dead was less here, much less. There were still presences that wandered about, occasionally setting my hackles on edge.

      “Methinks we found the last o’ the dwarves, Cap’n,” Tabitha called out from behind one of the small, stone huts. They were of a color and shape to blend into the island, likely invisible from the sea approach if anyone could even make a sea approach.

      The rest of us crowded to the doorway of the building and peered inside.  Resting on a stone table that sat against one wall was the mummified, frozen corpse of a dwarf. He was clad in tarnished armor and wore a helm adorned in gold and gems.

      “Lord or cap’n, do ye think?” Jimmy asked.

      “Do ye think he’d mind if we took his hat?” Jenny spoke up.

      “Either lord or cap’n,” I rumbled. “An’ we ain’t takin’ his hat. The ironclad’s enough. This place be cursed an’ haunted above, but the cave is free.”

      Tabitha folded her arms and flicked her tail. “At least we might have an idea what happened here, aye?”

      “We do,” Mary said distantly, and I gave her a sidelong glance. The changeling witch’s eyes stared off into the middle distance, unfocused. “They hid the ship away at the cost of their own lives. One by one, the soldiers fell and were buried in the shadow of the big stone. At long last, only the thane remained. He laid the last of his men to rest, then chose this place to die.” My witch looked over at the corpse and then back at the rest of us, her evil eye glimmered faintly in the shadows of the hut. “We have made the right decision in coming here.”

      “None o’ them rest easy,” I said, finally casting my gaze across the veil to see the silent, gathered dwarves. There were enough quiet spirits around us to make up the full complement of The Echo’s crew. Looking them over, I settled my eyes on the shape of the thane, his spirit gazing at me with dark, empty eyes from beneath his golden crown.

      “What binds ye?” I asked suddenly.

      Jimmy and Jenny inched backward a bit but mostly held their ground. Tabitha stepped boldly up beside me and took on of my hands. Mary took the other.

      Without a word, the ancient dwarf pointed off and down towards the ship. A faint whisper ran through the ghostly throng.

      “Echo.”

      “Echo.”

      “Echo.”

      “‘Tis the ship that binds them here,” Mary murmured. “When it leaves--”

      “They’ll all be free,” I finished.

      “Soon ain’t soon enough,” Jenny muttered. “Where in the hell are they? I can’t see ‘em.” She and Jimmy both glared around wide-eyed. Enemies they could see were no problem, but this was pushing their limits.

      “Right,” I said firmly as I blinked my gaze back to the real world. “Let’s head back beneath. There be nothing here for us.”

      “Aye,” Tabitha muttered and spun on her heel, gathering both Jimmy and Jenny as she swept out. I was left with Mary for a long moment as we gazed at the body and its shining helmet.

      “This is one of the thin places,” my witch said softly. “The whole island. I suspect that is why the dead do not rest quietly.”

      “Aye,” I said and reached out to gently take Mary’s arm. “‘Tis why we’ll not stay longer than is needed.”

      She nodded at me and came along easily. We rejoined the others, and all hiked silently back. The light mood that had begun our expedition slowly returned, the further away we got from the village until it seemed as if anyone but Mary and I remembered exactly what happened.

      Once more, we stopped by the stone, and I rested a hand on the surface of the thing. Unlike the rest of the island, it was oddly free of frost and warm to the touch. Suddenly, I knew.

      “Hold up,” I told the others. “That was a bloody test down there. We didn’t take the crown, an’ we left everything in peace. If I’m right, they want to reward us.”

      “What in the hells are ye talkin’ about, Cap’n?” Jimmy demanded. “Who did what with a crown?”

      I just held up my hand for silence. “Mary,” I asked, “can ye feel it?”

      My witch walked over and placed a hand on the stone beside mine. Her eye glimmered, and she looked up at me in surprise. “Aye, my Captain. I can.”

      Tabitha looked at me, then spread out her arms and ushered Jimmy and Jenny back. They all trusted me, that was for certain, but the feline and Mary actually understood a bit more of what went on with me, and how the shaman’s path had affected my thinking and helped me grow. The gut feelings and sense of direction that I’d always had grew stronger as I learned, all I had to do was listen.

      I squatted down with a grunt and curled my fingers under the edge of the rock.

      “What are ye doin’?” Jimmy exclaimed.

      Without answering, I closed my eyes and shifted my grip on the stone until I had it firmly help. It was big, larger than I was, and heavier, but it held a touch of life of its own. I reached out to the elementals of earth and felt strength pour into my limbs. With a sudden roar, I surged to my feet, bringing the stone with me and raising it above my head like a conqueror. Then I cast it aside. The stone crashed heavily to the frozen earth, cracking it and sinking a few inches in.

      That wasn’t what drew our attention, though. In the hollow beneath the rune-carved stone rested the dwarven treasures. Instead of defiling the body of the thane, we’d passed up the crown out of a sense of respect and no small amount of trepidation. The ghosts had witnessed that act and respected us for it. With my sensitivity, they had guided me back to the stone and hinted that I should move it.

      This was no trove of gold and jewels, though. A large chest or trunk of black iron sat in the recess, ice and dirt crusting its dingy surface. Whatever rested in there was what the dwarves truly wanted to keep hidden. They’d given it to me, to us, or at least that was what I felt.

      I reached down, grabbed onto one of the handles, and hauled the heavy thing from its resting place. With a grunt, I dropped it on the ground opposite where I’d put the stone.

      “So, what’s this, then?” Mary smiled faintly.

      “A gift,” I replied, “to speed us on our way.” With that, I took the magical key from its chain around my neck and unlocked the chest.

      Nestled neatly within were an assortment of dwarven weapons and a silver coffer. The weapons were short rifles with heavy barrels and weighted stocks. Short, heavy blades were affixed beneath the barrels.

      “Those are bloody nice,” Jimmy muttered, unable to stop himself from reaching down to grab one. I didn’t bother stopping him as he drew a rifle from the chest and hefted it. “A bit heavier than I’d like, especially with the blades, an’ I’d like to test the accuracy.”

      “Really?” Jenny turned and gave him a disbelieving look. “Ye’d question a musket as fine as that?”

      “Enough,” Tabitha snapped. “We bring it all, aye, Cap’n?”

      I nodded and grinned. It was interesting to see the little feline take charge and to see her cow Jimmy and Jenny both. Mary picked out the coffer and ran a hand over it.

      “This is the real prize, my friends,” she said quietly.

      “Is it now?” I asked with a tilt of my head.

      “Aye.” The little changeling witch smiled and carefully drew the thing open. “This is what fuels the ironclad.”

      Nestled neatly in individual compartments within the coffer sat a pair of softly glowing, perfect spheres, one blue and one red. Unlike the rough-worked stones that we had, these were perfect. They were elemental jewels worked by the hands of a master of the arts. Such things were legendary in both their rarity and their power.

      “Are those what I think they are?” Tabitha breathed.

      “Aye, lass,” I replied with no small bit of reverence in my voice. “So long as ye think they be elemental jewels, one water, one fire.” So saying, I reached out and gently plucked the fire stone from its home. At that moment, I held an inferno in the palm of my hand. This was the purest essence of elemental fire, distilled down and contained in a gemstone perhaps twice the size of a man’s eye. Opening my senses just a crack, I suddenly gained an insight into the interactions of the elements that I hadn’t realized had eluded me.

      So long as I held a representation of each element, I could work with them all. I laughed suddenly, long and loud, as the epiphany hit. Then I replaced the stone in the coffer.

      My friends and family all stared at me as if I was barmy, but I just shook my head as Mary shut the coffer.

      “I realized somethin’ that I’ve been doin’ wrong,” I explained. “Ye shall see, soon enough.” Then I reached down and hefted the trunk up onto one of my broad shoulders. “Lead on an’ make sure I be havin’ clear footing, me hearties. I’ll wager Jimmy’d try to kill me if I dumped these on the ice an’ broke a few of ‘em.”

      “After I got done cryin’, I would,” Mocker said. “Don’t even be jokin’ about that, Cap’n.”
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      “What’s this?” Bord asked when Mary handed him the silver coffer we’d taken from the iron box.

      “Everything else ye need to get this tub steaming,” I told him.

      The old dwarf’s eyes went wide when he opened it. “Well, I’ll be damned,” he breathed. “We found a place for mountin’ elemental stones in the boilers an’ in the furnace, but I hardly imagined ye’d find the perfect ones.”

      “They were something of a gift,” Mary offered.

      “We’ve more to show ye, too,” I said.

      “Fine,” Bord grumbled, “but if ye keep showin’ me things, I’ll not get The Echo underway before summer.”

      “This won’t take long,” I said and led him to where we’d dropped the iron chest.

      “Weapons box?” Bord asked.

      “Good guess,” Jimmy sat atop the thing, grinning ear to ear. He slid off and opened it with a flourish.

      “Bloody hell!” the cannonmaster exclaimed the moment his eyes lit on the contents. “Heavy carbines with weighted stocks and axe blades for close work. Lemme guess.” His eyes narrowed as he looked up at me. “Another gift?”

      “In a manner o’ speakin’,” I said with a shrug. “Don’t ye worry, though. We didn’t despoil the dead.”

      “They told this green bastard where to find this shit,” Jimmy exclaimed. “Can ye believe it?”

      “I can believe lots o’ things where Bardak be concerned, lad,” Bord said, “includin’ a few things ye might consider impossible.”

      “Ain’t sure impossible’s a word where it comes to the captain,” Tabitha mused. “So, with regards to these weapons, there be anythin’ special we need to do with ‘em?”

      “They use powder like anythin’ else,” Bord pulled one out of the box and went over it carefully. “Measure o’ powder, likely twice as much as ye’d put in a standard musket, then a heavier ball. There might be a few in the thing’s false bottom, but likely I’ll have to set one o’ my men to casting a few.”

      “False bottom?” We all asked simultaneously.

      “Did ye think we’d stash weapons without bullets?” the cannonmaster grumbled, offended. “Usually, crates like this be havin’ a false bottom where ye’d put bullets, tools, and most anythin’ else.”

      “Right,” I grumbled. “Unload her, then, an’ we’ll see if there’s anything to this ‘false bottom’ story.”

      Bord crossed his arms and stood offside to watch after giving a snort of derision. “Ye’ll see,” he muttered

      And see we did. Once the guns were unloaded, Tabitha tapped around inside the chest and then opened it the rest of the way up. As the cannonmaster had said, there were about two-hundred oversized musket balls stashed underneath the false bottom, along with two boxes of extremely well-preserved paper cartridges and some metallic circles.

      “What do these do?” I asked, holding one out to the smith.

      Bord took it without answering, grinned, and then quickly primed one of the carbines. Instead of dropping powder in the striker pan, though, he tapped the metal circle in. Lifting the gun to his shoulder, he fired off a shot out over the water. The boom of it was louder and deeper than anything I’d heard short of a chasing cannon.

      “Percussion cap,” the dwarf told me. “Replaces powder in the pan that could get wet or misfire when ye shoot. What’s more, these cartridges are treated to be resistant to water.  They ain’t gonna survive a dunking, but ye’ll be able to shoot pretty reliably in the rain.”

      “I like that,” Jimmy exclaimed with a low whistle.

      “Alright, then,” I said after a moment. “Back to work. There look to be ten o’ these carbines. Give half of ‘em to Bord’s crew, and any o’ ye what wants one can have it. I ain’t about to change my loadout.”

      “As for the jewels,” my gaze focused on Bord, “once The Echo be ready, call me an’ put those things in their places.

      “Works for me.” Bord slapped his hands on his leather work-apron. “Call if ye need me.” Then with that, the dwarf stomped off and disappeared once more into the bowels of the ironclad.

      “Ain’t much left to explore,” Tabitha complained.

      “Aye, but like as not, we should take time to prepare an’ practice,” I observed, then stretched and rolled my neck. There was an odd feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I wasn’t afraid. Fear had been beaten out of me as a young orc during my training and throughout many raids and combats.

      Now, though, we were building up to the big one. Whatever came next would be the culmination of everything that I’d done in the past months and the years before. Of course, I had good people to stand beside me and march ahead into the unknown once the fight with Layne was done.

      I reached up and scratched my head with a vaguely sheepish look as I realized folks stood staring at me while my mind wandered. “Well,” I mock-growled, “off with ye, ye slackers.”

      Jimmy and Jenny shared a look, saluted me in the orcish tradition, and headed off towards The Hullbreaker, where it rode at dock. Tabitha and Mary each took one of my arms and we walked down towards the end of the dock. As we passed the gangplank, Adra joined our little party, and we walked on.

      Ligeia and the King Narwhal had been busy. Most of the expanse of water in the cavern had been broken into chunks, then broken even more so that there was little more than a slushy skin of ice over the dark water. They were out beyond the island somewhere, searching for food for the immense whale. He was an interesting addition to our party, though not quite so personable, I thought, as Tiny.

      Perhaps I just hadn’t had the time to get to know him. The entrance he’d first made, impaling and destroying Lack’s little boat on his spiraling horn certainly had been memorable, though.

      “Can you believe that we’re almost done?” Mary asked as she perched on a stone piling. Fortunately for all of us, the cave held the wind at bay, which trapped a little bit of warmth in here and allowed us a bit more freedom of movement while the dwarves did their work.

      “You may not wish to count the task so close to completed,” Adra warned. “There is still much ahead.”

      I nodded agreement to the shamaness. There was a lot ahead of us, and there was, unfortunately, a great deal that could go wrong. “So long as Bloody Bill holds up his end o’ things, we should be okay, I think.”

      “I ain’t so sure he’ll be there when ye return,” Tabitha said with a faint hiss to her voice, “or else he’ll be waitin’ to ambush us.”

      “I don’t think so,” I mused. “I am of a mind to give him the benefit o’ the doubt.”

      “So you say,” Adra murmured, then gazed off and upwards. “The dead are quiet now.”

      “We settled them a bit, an’ we be doin’ what it takes to let them rest,” I explained. “They seem bound to yon ship, and yet they want to see it gone.”

      “An’ we passed their test, thanks to Bardak here,” Tabitha chortled. “He be the most honorable right pirate I’ve ever had the pleasure to know.”

      “We all have known him, I believe,” Adra said with a faint smile.

      “Are there complaints, then?” Mary asked teasingly.

      A smile tugged lightly at my lips as the women bantered, and I couldn’t help but feel a degree of warm pride, along with no small amount of love for them. It was flattering that such amazing people such as they had thrown their lots in with mine and then gone a few steps further.

      I let my mind wander over our first meetings. Mary had been in the dungeon in Insmere, witch-bound and awaiting a traitor’s death when I freed her. We’d lost ourselves in passion after a battle with Imperial marines outside of Jetsam, and that act drew Ligeia to us.

      The siren had joined us initially to get revenge upon her once-lover, Bloody Bill Markland, though had reluctantly agreed to work with him when the need arose in our fight against Commodore Sebastian Arde, master of The Indomitable.

      Adra had been a strange sort of gift from Markland, one that he’d intended as a spy, but his lack of understanding of spiritwalkers had provided us with a skilled and powerful ally. Eventually, she too joined my growing harem, but not before the Ailur pirate, Tabitha Binx.

      Tabitha came to find me and saved my green ass from being shot in a bar brawl in a dive in the town of Caber. She’d wanted a piece of a treasure ship that had sunk during a storm a number of years back. In her possession were the keys to finding the thing, and we’d gone and proved successful against those odds, and against both the Admiralty and the resurrected Commodore Arde.

      “Ye okay?” Tabitha asked, nudging me with a hip.

      “What?” I blinked out of my reverie and found all three of the women looking at me with curious eyes and pensive expression.

      “Copper for your thoughts,” Mary offered.

      “I was just rememberin’ how we all met, one after the other after the other,” I explained. “‘Twas nice to just enjoy the memories.”

      Adra laughed and poked me in the side with a fingertip. “Just be careful to leave the memories when you are done, Splitter of Skulls. You could become trapped in them, should you choose.”

      “How can I choose t’be trapped in my own bloody memory?” I demanded. As much as I cared for the she-orc shaman, her strange ways often confused me, and the shaman training she’d given me didn’t always help to make her easier to understand.

      “When the memory becomes all that there is,” Adra replied.

      “I’d not worry about it,” Tabitha said with a laugh. “Ye sort of went all moonchild there for a bit, an’ we stopped talking to stare at ye.”

      “How long did ye do that?” I grumbled.

      “Not long before Adra decided to poke you in the ribs,” Mary answered, then grinned for a moment before looking out over the dark water. Already, the daylight was fading into the darkness of the short northern night. “Do you think Ligeia will be around this night?”

      “I do not care to question her comings and goings,” I replied with my own cryptic answer. “She’s there when we need her or when she needs us, and I’d rather not be the one to try to tie her down. I suspect that is part of why there be bad blood ‘twixt her and Bill, aside from him leavin’ her.”

      “Either of those would be enough to turn me against a man,” Mary said.

      “And yet you are bound to this orc before us,” Adra mused. “Why is that, I wonder?”

      “Because he’s bloody worth it,” my witch asserted. “Bardak, my Captain, is the best man I’ve ever met, and,” she smirked broadly, “the first to leave me begging for a rest.”

      I sighed and reached up to rub the bridge of my nose. Here we go.

      Tabitha laughed aloud and spun in place. “I’ll agree that he be the best man I’ve ever met, but atop that an’ the wonderful tumbles we’ve had, he simply makes me happy.”

      “That is my position,” Adra added. “The Splitter of Skulls fulfills a need in me that I did not know that I had, and I celebrate him for that.”

      This whole conversation had turned from flattering to flatteringly embarrassing. I really didn’t need to hear these things, though I couldn’t help but be pleased by them.

      “For my part,” I said slowly, “I find that each o’ you fills a hole in me that I’d never before noticed. It be a strange thing, to me, but when all o’ ye, Ligeia too, are with me, I feel like I can do anything.”

      I nodded. “That be why, when we go to war with the Admiral an’ face The Pale Horse, that I want all o’ ye at my side.”

      Out in the underground lagoon, an explosion of water heralded the arrival of the King Narwhal, and not long after, Ligeia slid up onto the dock and paused, looking around at the half-serious expressions on all our faces.

      “Is there something wrong?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Nay, lass, only promise me something.”

      The siren cocked her head to the side and looked up at me. She was the tallest of the women but still not quite as tall as I was. “Of course.”

      “I need all of ye beside me when we go against Layne. Will ye be at our side?”

      Ligeia gave me a toothy grin at that. “I would not miss it for anything, my Captain,” she told me, calling me that particular endearment much the same as Mary often did. The siren was a little bit of a mimic, especially when it was fun.

      “Good,” I said and drew all of them into an embrace. There was no way I could lose, not with all of them at my side.
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      Almost exactly three days after they started refitting the ancient ironclad, Bord knocked on the door of my cabin, and when I yelled for him to enter, he stuck his bearded head in with a broad, toothy smile.

      “I’ve somethin’ ye have to see, Cap’n,” the dwarf said.

      All things considered, I had a pretty good guess as to what it might be, but I let him lead me out onto The Hullbreaker’s main deck. Adjacent to my ship at the pier sat the squat, blocky form of The Echo, and white smoke pulsed from her stacks in time with a low pulsing sound.

      “So, she works, aye?” I mused. “Guess I don’t have to maroon ye, after all, dwarf.”

      “Feh,” Bord spat. “I can take any five o’ ye greenskins, orc. Yer ship’d be mine afore ye could say Cap’n Bord.”

      “Well, Cap’n Bord,” I addressed him, “show me how to pilot her?”

      The old dwarf beamed happily and stomped off. I trailed after while the available crew of my ship watched in hope and amazement. We’d seen the cannonmaster work wonders but never anything quite like this. That ship was what could possibly win us this war, and it worked.

      The shutters on the windows were open in the wheelhouse, but one thing I noticed was just how hot it was inside the ironclad. Some sort of hidden system circulated the air, but she still was a furnace.

      “Ye know how to steer a ship,” Bord said, “so I ain’t teachin’ ye how to suck eggs.” With that, he pointed to the lever beside the wheel. “Push it forward, ye head fore. Aft is aft. She’ll sail in reverse if ye need her to.”

      I reached for the lever, but he stopped me with one gauntleted hand and pointed to a sort of empty bell that dangled at the end of a rope or cable or something. “Take that down an’ put it to yer mouth, then tell the crew to cast off.”

      “Ye be a madman, Bord,” I complained, but I did what he told me, and was surprised to hear my voice carry across the ship. Heavy-booted dwarves hurried to do as they were told, and soon, The Echo drifted clear of the stone pier.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Notch her up one mark,” Bord said, “an’ steer for the open sea.”

      “We ain’t going to get caught in the ice?” I wanted to know.

      “That’ll be less of a problem than I thought,” he replied. “Now go ahead. ‘Tis easier to show than to tell.”

      I grunted and pushed the lever forward until I felt a click. The Echo began to make a louder, pulsing noise as it accelerated slowly. At just this first notch, as Bord called it, she pulled smoothly away from the pier as if under oar by a strong crew of hardy orcs.

      “How many o’ these notches?” I asked as I set the ship’s nose towards the half-iced entrance of the cave.

      “Seven,” he replied. “Five forward an’ two back.”

      As we closed on the exit, Bord pulled down the speaking bell and said, “Set the ram, boys, an’ ready the vents!”

      I gave him a curious look, and he grinned back. “Notch ‘er up.”

      Bord hadn’t ever steered me wrong. Besides, if we wrecked, he and his boys would be on the bottom with me, and I could breathe underwater. I notched the throttle up, and the ironclad picked up speed. At the bow, a low grinding sound started up, and I gave the dwarf a startled look.

      “Ye’ll see,” he said enigmatically.

      I turned my gaze out to fore. I couldn’t see much because of the way the ship was armored, but I could tell we were heading to run aground on the building ice at the entry of the underground cove.

      When we hit, the ship shuddered and slowed, but she kept moving, which I hadn’t expected. The grinding rumble picked up, and shards and chunks of ice flew up and around, erupting from the packed ice ahead of us.

      “What in the hells?” I exclaimed. The ship rocked and surged as it plowed through the ice.

      “The ram prow ain’t just a showy way o’ punchin’ holes in other ships, Cap’n,” Bord finally explained. “‘Tis a modified mining borer, powered by the ship’s boilers. The blades’ll grind through ice an’ rock an’ plated hulls, at yer need.”

      I laughed out loud. Some of the terms Bord used were a bit outside of my understanding, but I did know what he meant by grinding blades. The Echo was purely a machine of war. Unlike most sailing ships that could carry cargo and passengers, the ironclad was intended to do one thing: Destroy other ships.

      Bord took the ship through its paces by having me steam her around the island. The third, fourth, and fifth notches were meant for moving at speed, which wasn’t actually possible so long as we were grinding through iced-over waters. Still, it only took a couple of hours to make the circuit, after which he had me back the ship into her berth at the pier.

      I only banged into the heavy stone structure twice, so I was fairly proud of myself when we were done.

      “Do ye know the course back?” I asked Bord.

      “Not like ye do,” he replied. “I’d need maps an’ a plot, I fear.”

      I nodded slowly. My first thought had been to have the ironclad break the ice ahead of The Hullbreaker, but to do that, I’d need to pilot her. “I’ll get us back to open sea,” I said after a bit of deliberation. “After that, she’s yours ‘til we reach Insmere.”

      Bord nodded. “That makes the most sense, Cap’n. I reckon ye’ll steam her into battle against Layne?”

      “Aye,” I said. “Like as not, she’s the only thing that can get close to The Pale Horse without getting sunk. Ye gave me some ideas with the ram, too.”

      “Probably ones I’ll end up regrettin’,” Bord grimaced. “But ye can explain them later.”

      “I shall,” I said. “Let me roust the rest o’ the crew an’ put Mocker in charge ‘til we get out of the ice. Ye an’ yer crew ready to sail?”

      “Ready an’ anxious,” Bord told me. “We’ll be waitin’.”

      I gave the old dwarf a salute and strode off back to The Hullbreaker.

      “Jimmy!” I bellowed across the deck, and soon enough, the thin, foppish figure of my first mate hurried up.

      “What d’ye need, Cap’n?” he asked brightly.

      “If ye ain’t guessed,” I told him, “‘tis time to go.”

      “An’ not a bloody moment too soon.” He grinned. “Everyone was gettin’ a might stirred up seein’ ye cuttin’ the ice in that damned ironclad.”

      “I can’t think of a reason to wait longer,” I said. “Ye’ve command o’ The Hullbreaker ‘til we’re out of the ice. Ligeia will scout an’ help with clearing, but I mean to plow a course straight to clear seas.”

      “As ye will, Cap’n,” Jimmy smiled and gave me a salute. “Any o’ the ladies goin’ with ye?”

      “To be honest, Jimmy,” I told him. “I ain’t asked ‘em yet.”

      “Ye might want to be about it, then,” he said. “Don’t let me keep ye.”

      I nodded and went in search of my wives first. Ligeia and Mary both waited in my cabin. My little witch was packed and waiting. I didn’t even need to ask if she wanted to travel aboard The Echo.

      “Of course, I will do my part,” my siren said with a smile when I asked if she’d scout ahead. “How far do you wish for me to go before I return and report?”

      “If ye don’t mind goin’ all the way to the edge o’ the ice, I’d appreciate it,” I said. “An’ once this is over, I’ll let ye drag me about the seas to show me all the things ye want.”

      “I shall hold you to that, my Captain,” she said with a smile and a twinkle in her dark eyes.

      “You might be in trouble,” Mary informed me.

      “Perhaps,” I conceded, then shrugged. “Let me speak with the others.”

      Tabitha was happy to join Mary and me aboard The Echo, but Adra declined. “I prefer wood under my feet, water on my skin, and wind in my hair, Splitter of Skulls,” the shamaness told me. “Besides, someone should tend the Gale.”

      “Right,” I said, “and thank you.”

      Within an hour, The Hullbreaker was ready to cast off, and I was back on The Echo with Mary and Tabitha. The broken ice hadn’t even had a chance to harden when I eased the ironclad out into the underground cove and aimed her prow towards the exit.

      When we were clear, The Hullbreaker followed, some sails raised while Adra directed the Gale at Jimmy’s behest. I felt a little bit of regret that I wasn’t aboard my own loyal ship, but I needed to master the ironclad before I piloted her in the upcoming fight.

      Ligeia and the King Narwhal were out of sight early on our first day out. Since they could dive below the ice, and the whale swam faster than the ironclad or The Hullbreaker could manage, I’d expected this. It didn’t make me worry any less. My siren seemed overconfident to the point of arrogance when she was in the water, no matter what she faced.

      Perhaps it wasn’t a misplaced sentiment. I had never seen her injured in any of our fights where she’d been below the surface with Tiny or directing an army of sharks and carnivorous fish against the merfolk legions of the Admiralty.

      Hell, she’d even made friends of the baby lascu that we’d found nesting in the hulk of The Golden Bull.

      With The Echo in the lead, we broke our way through the ice of the frozen sea. The sound of it wormed its way into my head, though, until I practically dreamed of cracking ice and the constant grinding of the powerful blades hidden in the ram prow of the ironclad. It was quite a feeling for me to be in command of a ship of the line that had little purpose besides destruction.

      It wasn’t the kind of ship an orc would build. We preferred a bit more agility at the expense of armor. The ironclad handled poorly compared to even the largest sailing ship I’d ever helmed. The Echo turned slowly, as if her rudder were undersized for her weight, and sat a lot lower in the water than I preferred, although her pumps were the best I’d ever seen. Despite the water she took on when the waves were high, she didn’t sink, and she barely rolled.

      The feats of shipbuilding that had gone into the ships the dwarves called Sea Hammers fairly boggled the mind. I had time to consider this over the trip southward, and it begged a question that I took the opportunity to put to Bord.

      “What happened to the rest of the Sea Hammers?”

      “Sunk, blown up, or scuttled after the war,” the cannonmaster replied.

      “Why?” I gazed out through the slitted shutters. The wind was particularly bracing today, and it was more comfortable to run shuttered and battened than to deal with things icing up in the wheelhouse.

      “Because we decided ‘twas best dwarves removed ourselves from the sea,” Bord said. “I’m sure ye can imagine the damage on o’ these things could do, aye? Then consider that we built a weapon that we couldn’t stop unless we could get inside it.”

      I paused and glanced down at the old dwarf. He sat in shadow upon a bolted-down stool near the bulkhead door leading into the cannon deck. “These things can’t hurt each other?”

      “Nay, lad,” he replied. We were alone in the wheelhouse, with Mary and Tabitha both sleeping down in the berths below. “We put so much armor on ‘em that the cannons we loaded ‘em with couldn’t punch through. Thing is, the shockwaves an’ the sound could drive a bloke barmy, rupture his ears, or even kill him outright.”

      “Imagine a pair o’ ironclads fightin’ until their crews were both dead or mad. They’d stay afloat, then, driftin’ until somebody boarded ‘em. Then ye’d have some mad bastard pirate steamin’ around the Archipelago like he owned the place.” The dwarf chuckled and looked slyly over at me. “An’ if it was an orc? Then the crazy whoreson would be unstoppable.”

      I eyed the cannonmaster with a faint scowl that lightened as he started to laugh again. “How could ye stop one o’ these things from the outside?”

      “Burnin’ oil,” he replied. “A big enough powder bomb or magic.”

      “Anyone ever enchant one?” I asked curiously. That would make this nut even harder to crack, but did I want to do that?

      Bord shrugged. “Why bother?” he asked in return. “Witches’ charms ain’t so good against metal, an’ if ye ain’t noticed, Mary’s real careful movin’ about. The iron an’ steel can hurt her, but she’s toughin’ it out for ye. I wouldn’t count on magic bein’ able to do much to help or even hurt The Echo.”

      I closed my eyes. That was something I hadn’t considered. Mary’s sensitivity to iron and steel was easy to forget, especially considering the fighting knives she wielded. Even I had forgotten, and she hadn’t made an issue about it.

      Still, I hated the idea of hurting my loyal little changeling witch, even by accident. I also didn’t want to acknowledge her weakness. She was doing a very orcish thing by putting herself into a situation that sorely tested her.

      Once again, Mary was out to make me proud.
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      The return trip from the frozen island took about a day less than the voyage there. With The Echo opening the way and Ligeia with her immense friend out ahead of us scouting to warn us of trouble, this voyage was almost relaxing.

      Perhaps it helped that the threat of attack from Lack and his demonic minions no longer hung over our heads or perhaps there was something more. No fanfare or even a spiritual ripple followed our departure from the forgotten little crag of land where the crew of the ironclad hid her away and then quietly passed into memory.

      I reckoned that it didn’t matter so much in the long run. If the dead were truly laid to rest when the ironclad departed, then it was best that they moved on quietly.

      Once we broke free of the fields of ice and into the open sea, I made good my word and returned to captain The Hullbreaker. Bord dropped back a bit as we sailed on. As sort of a test, I urged the Gale to full force and set my ship to practically flying over the waves with the dwarven warship in hot pursuit.

      It was impressive to see. The Echo kept pace with us under full sail, steaming along with some pouring from her stacks as if she were just out for a relaxing cruise.

      “She’s certainly amazing,” Mary commented idly. The witch had taken to spending a bit more of her time with me at the helm, and I’d started teaching her a bit about piloting a ship. Whether she was truly interested or not, she certainly did a good job of pretending, which I appreciated.

      “Aye,” I said, “though a bit cramped and hot for me.”

      “You like the cold, do you not?” she wondered

      “I like being outside,” I corrected. “The cold doesn’t bother me.”

      “Fair enough,” she said with a grin then leaned on the railing and watched we while I made a couple of minor adjustments to our course. The ship picked up a little speed as she slid into the current I’d sensed.

      “I notice ye’ve taken to wearing a bit more,” I teased.

      She shrugged and smirked back at me. “Unlike you, the cold does bother me a little. It doesn’t hurt me, really, but I do find it somewhat uncomfortable in the extremes.”

      “Why did ye want to stay aboard the ironclad if it was going to hurt ye?” I asked bluntly.

      “Figured that out, did you?” she countered. “I wanted to be by your side, my Captain. Do I need more of a reason than that?”

      “Ye do not need to risk yerself, Mary Night,” I met her gaze and gave what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “Knowin’ ye wish to be there, though it causes ye pain, be more than enough.”

      “It is not enough for me,” she said firmly. “I am not so fragile that the iron does more than make me slightly ill. To pure fae, it burns.”

      “Would ye risk it, then?”

      “Perhaps,” she replied, “but only for ye.”

      “Ye really have naught to prove to me,” I said with a snort and shake of my head. “I’d like to think we’ve come this far and this long on a bit more than just lust.”

      Mary let out a laugh at that. “You have to admit that it was a good start, though.”

      “How could I forget it?” I asked with a grin.

      “Especially considering that I occasionally remind you, I’d say ‘not easily,’” she replied. We were silent for a minute before she continued. “I do not want to lose you, my Captain, and like it or not, I am something of the worrying kind.”

      Mary had been betrayed and left behind many times in her past before she met up with me, so I did think that I understood. “Perhaps one day I shall prove to ye that yer fear is unfounded, but ‘til that day, I’ll do the best I can to reassure ye.”

      “I know, dear Bardak,” she said, and her eyes met mine. “I suspect I’ll always know where I stand with you.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Ye’ll always be the first o’ my wives, an’ the one with the most pull. ‘Tis why the others defer to ye, at least a bit.”

      Mary smiled softly and shook her head. “I’m unsure that I want that kind of power.”

      “Want or no, ye seem to have it,” I observed. “Did ye not help to set me up with the others?”

      “I suppose that I did, at that,” she said, her eyes bright. “Ligeia, then Tabitha and lastly Adra. I had something of a hand in all of them, did I not?”

      “Ye’d be the one to know,” I replied. “An’ I’d hear the stories, one day.”

      “You’ve already heard them, my Captain,” she told me. “It isn’t like you happen to be a hard sell to any woman who gets to know you.”

      “Ye think?” I asked.

      Mary tapped the side of her temple with a forefinger. “I know, my love,” she said firmly. “I know.”

      I nodded, feeling a pleasant warmth spreading out from the center of my chest. “Good. Now come over here an’ take the wheel, lass. See if ye can use those witch-senses to feel out that current we happen to be in.”

      “Very well,” she said pensively then took the wheel firmly in her hands as I stepped aside. It was easily taller than she was, and probably several times as heavy, but she happened to be a lot stronger than she looked.

      It was my turn, then, to lean on the rail and watch her while she struggled to adapt her own magical senses to feel out what came naturally to me with my particular talent.

      I gave her about an hour to work on it, watching the little witch grimace and furrow her brow while she clutched onto the massive ship’s wheel. Then, right before I was about to ask her about it, her eyes suddenly lit up.

      “I’ve got it!” Mary exclaimed. “It runs roughly southward, and we’re sitting right in the middle of it, more or less.”

      “Aye, good,” I told her, then watched her adjust the wheel a few degrees as the current shifted. “That was bloody fast, Mary. Ye have a talent yerself, I think.”

      “Perhaps,” she said with a laugh, “but how do you know I didn’t cheat and use a hex?”

      “Perhaps,” I countered, “that was what I wanted ye to do.”

      “Did you?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I wanted ye to use yer own talent to figure out the current, not emulate what I could do.”

      “I finally figured that out and thought I was being clever.” Mary chuckled and stuck her tongue out at me playfully. “You really do try to make the people around you think instead of just mindlessly following orders.”

      “That was how old Sturmgar taught me,” I admitted. “He chose men for command based on how we could adapt an’ reason under pressure. Now, I wasn’t tryin’ to test ye, here, lass. I wanted to see what ye’d come up with to solve this challenge.”

      “So, you did mean to test me?” Mary smirked.

      I chuckled and scratched at my beard, then grinned back at her. “I suppose ye be correct in that, but it was never my intention to vex ye.”

      “Dear Captain,” she said, “if you think that a test of my magic would vex me, then you barely know me at all.”

      I looked her over and shrugged. “Ye passed, either way.”

      “I did,” Mary preened. “So, what next?”

      “How are ye with giving orders?” I wanted to know. At this point, I purposefully wiped my face clean of expression to hopefully make my intent harder for her to read. My witch was good with people, and likely she’d be looking for clues of my intent. This wasn’t the easiest challenge I’d ever faced. Like most orcs, I was fairly straightforward and easy to read, and I likely had tells that Mary would recognize. Still, I had to try, and so I affected a stony gaze as I watched the young witch, now holding the ship steady.

      “A bit out of practice,” she replied as she gazed off at the distant horizon. “What are you doing, Captain? Grooming me for command?”

      That was exactly what I was doing.

      “Aye, lass. I might, one day, have a ship for ye if ye’d like.”

      “If so, I want something small and fast, like The Black Cat,” Mary mused. “And I want to enchant the hell out of it.”

      “What do ye think of the idea of a flying ship?” I asked suddenly.

      “A flying ship?” my witch exclaimed. “Bardak, love, is there a visionary hiding behind that craggy countenance?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe?”

      She laughed lightly. “I felt what you did when you were testing your spiritual muscles. For a moment, you coaxed the elementals of the air to lift The Hullbreaker in the water. Did Adra say anything about it?”

      “Nay,” I replied with a shake of my head. “She likely knows and likely saw no point in speaking with me about it. Perhaps she even expected it.” I tilted my head back to look up at the sky. “I want to do this, Mary. Once we’ve settled the score with Admiral Layne, I want ye, yer coven, an’ anyone else barmy enough to hear me out.”

      “I can predict a few responses, I expect,” Mary said lightly. “I’m in, most definitely. I suspect Ember will practically explode with excitement, though Rhianne will caution temperance. Adra will affect some mysterious air, but she’ll go along with you, naysaying all the way while helping, nonetheless. The rest of your wives will go along with you, too, even if Ligeia doesn’t understand the excitement, she will support whatever you wish. Tabitha, though, will be as excited about the idea as I am and want to captain the result, no matter what.” Mary cocked her head for a moment, then hauled on the wheel to adjust our course.

      I opened my own senses and realized that the current we rode turned a bit, angling more directly south. My witch had picked up on it while talking to me and made the proper adjustment with only a little bit of effort. She was a talented woman, my Mary. I wondered, briefly, if she had any real limits, or if there were only skills that she’d not mastered yet.

      We continued our small talk as the watch wore on. Other people drifted by, including Tabitha and Ember, and we spoke for a bit. Out of curiosity, I broached the subject of a flying ship to the both of them, curious to see what their response might be.

      “Aye!” Tabitha practically cheered, startling some of the deck crew who may or may not have been drowsing. “I’d happily sign on that as crew or command!”

      “Could it be done?” Ember wondered. “I have seen orbs of cloth lift from the ground under the application of heated air but never with a load much larger than a small rowboat.”

      “I think it can,” I said.

      “He’s even done a bit of testing,” Mary added.

      “All right,” the fire witch said. “You cannot just say that without an explanation.”

      “Fine, fine,” I grumbled as all three women looked at me. They all stayed quiet while I recounted my experiment during our quest for The Golden Bull, and how I’d coaxed the air elementals to lift my ship just a bit while she sailed under the force of a witchwind. Ember and Tabitha had been aboard The Black Cat at the time and hadn’t noticed what happened, but Mary corroborated my story, and they all started chattering about the possibilities a flying ship could offer.

      They also raised some rather important and interesting questions, like how high the theoretical ship could fly or how large it could be. It would most likely be lifted and propelled magically, but could it use lifting bags filled with hot air? Or simply rely on air elementals carrying it along on powerful winds?

      Overall, the conversation was a light-hearted one, which was something that we all needed after the tension and pressure of recent days. Around us and down on the deck, the sailors went about their work, while behind us, the dwarven ironclad steamed inexorably in our wake.

      The future was unwritten, save for one thing. We were bound headlong into the final confrontation with the Death’s Head himself, Admiral Justin Layne, master of the Imperial Admiralty, and his immense, city-sized warship, The Pale Horse. Just for now, though, we were able to put that out of our heads, mostly, and just enjoy the closeness of the moment.

      Quite suddenly, the King Narwhal burst from the sea beside us, and Ligeia leaped from atop the monster’s head, somersaulted in midair, and landed in a clear space on the deck.

      “Captain!” she called out. “Ships await nigh a day ahead. ‘Tis William Markland with the promised fleet.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” I said with a broad grin. “The bastard did it.” Despite an outward show of confidence, I couldn’t help but nurse a niggling doubt that the pirate king would try to double-cross me.

      Old habits died hard.
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      “Sails ho!” Gol the Clanless called down from the crow’s nest.

      “Here we go,” I said. “Take the helm, Jimmy.”

      He nodded and stepped up as I walked down to the main deck and paced to the foredeck, mounting the stairs and taking a spot at the watchpoint that sat at the base of the bowsprit. A small field of sails danced on the distant horizon, and our course would take us straight to them.

      “That’s a lot o’ bloody ships,” Tabitha said from behind me.

      “Aye,” was all I said. My gaze swept from one end of the waiting fleet to the other. It was still too far to make out classes or colors, but as fast as we were moving, my keen eyes would be able to pick out the necessary details within the hour.

      Others gathered on the deck, Tabitha, Mary, and Ligeia among them. Behind us, on the main deck, my full complement of fighting crew stood ready should this turn into a fight. Off to port, the pale back of the King Narwhal broke the surface as the creature exhaled in a blast of spray, took in a breath, and sank back under.

      To starboard, the long, low form of The Echo steamed along with white smoke puffing from her stacks. The ironclad looked so serene. Her armored shell hid much of the activity within from prying eyes, but I knew that each and every gun on her was manned and ready.

      Ahead, we drew closer. By my memory, we’d be about three days out of Tarrant, and I’d hoped we could make this meeting closer to that particular free town. Bloody Bill needed to assert his dominance, I supposed. A little part of me was disappointed that this meeting was under truce. How much havoc could we wreak among the assembled ships with just the ironclad, I wondered.

      They’d seen us, too. Bill had fanned the many ships out across our possible return course, and as we drew closer, they started to raise sails and maneuver into a tighter formation.

      “How many do ye count?” I asked.

      “Fifty-seven,” Mary replied. “A bit shy of the promised hundred.”

      “A bit more’n I expected,” I admitted. “Not so many pirates would throw in on a suicide mission against Layne.”

      “I am surprised William even came,” Ligeia mused quietly. “What does he get out of this?”

      “His retirement an’ me out of his business,” I answered. “We only gained one of his troves, an’ accordin’ to Shrike, there’s at least four more scattered through the Archipelago.”

      “Ah, wealth,” the siren sighed and slid closer to me, putting an arm around my waist and resting her head on my shoulder. “Thou wouldst not leave me, wouldst thou?” She’d slipped into the archaic mode of speech that she occasionally used when she was agitated, or to add gravity to her words.

      “Nay, lass,” I replied. “We all be here for the long haul.”

      It was as if the siren set off something of a chain reaction. My other wives all crowded around me, and I put my arms around them as we watched Bloody Bill’s fleet grow closer. Soon I could see that all of them flew the flag of truce in addition to their colors, and I even recognized more than a few of them.

      There was The Witch’s Promise, Bill’s flagship, riding at the forefront of the others. Nearest to it was the elven ship that had attacked us from beneath a magical cloak. The Crimson Blade was the name I assumed for her, and I scowled at the sight. Other ships caught my eye: The McCullum sisters’ Brave, Von Kolter’s Hellmaw, Peter Wry’s Sparrow.

      It was practically a who’s who of pirates that were arrayed before us. “Run up the flag o’ truce,” I called out to the deck crew without turning. If any of the ships before us changed their posture, I had no desire to be caught by surprise. The presence of the elven ship was an unpleasant surprise, and I hoped that it didn’t signify trouble.

      I kept scanning the ships of the fleet and picked out a couple of surprises. There was Edison Sloan’s Fearless, the former Imperial officer who I’d spared and freed, and floating close to him was a twin-hulled monstrosity that I’d not seen before. I did recognize the colors, though, that was the old orc I’d once served under, Sturmgar Ironhand.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” I muttered.

      “What?” Mary was the first to ask.

      “Seems Sturmgar’s got another ship,” I said. “An’ looks like we’ve at least a few friends in that field o’ masts.”

      “We certainly don’t need enemies,” Tabitha observed.

      “Tell me that a stand against that fleet wouldn’t be a glorious send off to the afterlife,” I said with a chuckle. “Not that I’m ready to shuffle off just yet.”

      “Eyes on the prize,” Mary told me and reached up to tap between my eyes with a forefinger. “We aren’t here to fight them.”

      “I know, I know,” I groused. “I hope this be enough.”

      There was no telling how many ships Layne had in addition to The Pale Horse. I’d never seen the full massing of the Admiralty fleet in the Archipelago. It was powerful, but usually just sent out little groups of three to five vessels, depending on the mission.

      As we closed with the fleet, I signaled The Echo to hang back, and Ligeia dove overboard to rendezvous with the King Narwhal and keep him in reserve. Perhaps this would keep everyone honest. Adra exerted her influence over the Gale, and we glided up next to The Witch’s Promise. Grapnels were set to secure the two ships together, and a gangplank was laid.

      I looked across the gap to see Bloody Bill Markland, grinning from ear to ear, waiting for me. Beside him stood a tall, wolfish-looking elven woman with pale blonde hair and hungry blue eyes. She wore tight leathers, and a pair of sabers rode at her hips along with a brace of elegant, elven pistols. Cerridwyn stood with the pirate king, as did several others that I recognized.

      “Permission to board, Cap’n?” I called across the gap. It was a time-honored formality and an acknowledgment of truce and hospitality.

      “Granted,” Bill said magnanimously.

      Mary and Tabitha joined me as I set foot on the plank and crossed over to what I once would have considered enemy territory. The Witch’s Promise was a nice ship. She was significantly larger than my Hullbreaker, with the guns and crew of a fully outfitted man-o-war. If anything, the damned ship was even more impressive from the main deck than she looked from a distance.

      Captain William Markland stepped up and bowed with a playful flourish. “Welcome aboard Captain,” he said. “I trust ye know most of my other guests.”

      I looked over the gathered captains. Edison Sloan and Sturmgar Ironhand stood among them, rubbing shoulders with the McCullum sisters, Alex and Kelly, Helmut Von Kolter, Peter Wry, and no small number of other notorious freebooter captains.

      “I know as many o’ them as they know of me,” I said, but my eyes lingered on the elf.

      She returned my gaze with hard eyes. “Wavelord Kieran Stannmos,” she offered flatly. “Of The Coral Spear.”

      “Ye know all o’ us,” I said to Bill with a nod. “As ye can see, I managed to fill my end o’ the bargain.”

      He looked past me and out to where the ironclad sat among the dark waves. “I see. She don’t look like much. Are ye sure she can do what ye said?”

      “Oh, aye,” I said with a grin. “An’ more. I’d wager she could sink this lot all by her lonesome.”

      “Really?” One of his eyebrows shot upward.

      I just nodded. “I have Sturmgar to thank for the information that led me to her.”

      The old orc nodded and grinned at me. “I trust you will take me on a tour, as time permits.”

      “Of course,” I said and turned back to Bill. “Speakin’ o’ time, be there any news o’ The Pale Horse?”

      “Next to none,” he replied. “She squats, covered in scaffolds and guarded by the whole of the Admiralty fleet, off the coast of Avion.”

      “Soon,” Cerridwyn said softly. “Layne does not even try to guard against foreseeing. ‘Tis as if he wants us to know when he sails.”

      “Likely he does,” Mary said with a snort. “He wants us to be afraid.”

      “Then time is crucial,” I took a deep breath. “Ye’ve gathered a fleet but smaller than I expected.”

      Bill’s expression darkened. “More wait at Tarrant, Jetsam, and Insmere, I assure you. We will pick them up as we sail southward.”

      I nodded slowly. “Pardon my skepticism, then. Why did ye bring, what, half of ‘em here?”

      “Aye, about half,” he replied. “I wanted to meet with ye before we reached the islands proper.”

      “In front o’ all o’ these?” It was my turn to raise an eyebrow in disbelief. Bill was not the man to conduct business with onlookers.

      “Some of us came to keep ye honest,” Sturmgar called out.

      “Others because we were curious,” Von Kolter added.

      “We did not believe you’d return, actually,” Alex noted.

      “Much as we hoped,” Kelly finished.

      Wry just stood with his arms crossed, watching the interplay between us. I could count on a few of the captains here as allies, and they likely had brought more than a single ship. These were the lords and ladies of piracy in the Archipelago, after all.

      “Here I be,” I said as I held my hands out to my sides and gave a shrug. “With a Sea Hammer besides. So, let’s be hearin’ yer business, Bill Markland.”

      He scowled and looked askance at the other captains. There was some loyalty there, between him and a few of them. Wry and Kolter, maybe, but Kieran was a wild card. She obviously wasn’t too fond of me, either.

      “As ye wish,” he said at last. “Most of us be here under the promise of somethin’ or other we might want. Ye an’ I have our pact, but the rest want a place where they can gather. A town ruled by the pirate’s code, so to speak.”

      Not every ship operated fully under what was called the pirate’s code, which boiled down to the fact that each ship was a democracy, with the captains elected by the crew, who would obey so long as they held confidence in their leader. A suitable challenge could upset an existing captain, especially if he didn’t have the votes his opponent held.

      “So, what precisely do ye want?” I asked slowly.

      “Avion,” Von Colter spoke up. “Once the Admiralty is gone, we want to elect one of the captains participating in this madness to govern the town under the code.”

      “Is that all?” I said with a smirk. “I got no designs on the place.”

      “We also mean to vote on whether or not to make ye King,” Wry added.

      There it was. Bill had proclaimed me the Pirate King, but that only carried as much weight as his word. None of the other pirates would go against the cagey bastard while he held the title, self-proclaimed or not, but I didn’t have nearly so much influence.

      Yet.

      If I could win the day against the Admiralty and his city-ship, then I’d have the support of the pirates and buccaneers gathered here. I also had my own town, along with allies among the free towns. There was always a risk, but I saw no reason to back down from this particular condition.

      “Alright then,” I said, “but after we put Layne on the bottom o’ the sea an’ send his fleet cryin’ back to the mainland.”

      “I find those terms acceptable,” Bill smiled faintly and turned to the other captains. “What say ye?”

      One by one, the gathered captains all assented with nods or ayes. All save the dour elf. She looked me over and scowled. “You would trust an orc to lead such an expedition?”

      “Aye,” Bill broke in before I could say anything. “I do, lass. This cagey bastard managed to one-up me, an’ I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

      She spat. “Of course, he defeated you, human. I, for one, am not willing to acclaim this green-skinned reaver anything.”

      “Too bad you’re outvoted then,” Von Kolter snarled. “Now, fall in or be gone.”

      Kieran bristled and gazed defiantly into my eyes. “Prove your worthiness to lead this, orc, and I will.” She ignored the Hellmaw’s captain completely.

      “What do ye propose?” I asked impassively. Both Mary and Tabitha bristled at my sides but held their peace, for now.

      “Bloody fucking hell!” Bill exclaimed suddenly, whirling on the elf so fast that she took a step back and reached for one of her guns. “Shut yer hole, Wavelord. ‘Tis my command ye be challenging, now, an’ I figure ye’ve no real leg to stand on since Bardak escaped ye on the way to Tarrant just a few weeks past.”

      “Aye,” she snarled, regaining her composure. “He fled like a whipped dog before me.”

      “I didn’t have time to bloody well sink ye, lass,” I said blandly. “I had a place to be an’ things to do that didn’t involve playin’ yer game.”

      Kieran let out a hiss as Bill stared her down. I let a smirk play over my face as I watched. Some part of me took a bit of satisfaction in the idea that Bill was right there to defend me, despite our previous differences. Thing is, I didn’t need it.

      I held up my right hand. “Hold up, Cap’n Markland,” I said. “I’d hear what the elf proposes. If she needs proof that I’m the cap’n for this fight, I’ll happily give it to her.”
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      “A duel,” the elf snapped. “Defeat me, and I’ll submit to your leadership.”

      “Are ye amenable, Bardak?” Bill asked.

      “Aye,” I said. “What be the conditions?”

      Kieran’s pale blue eyes shone with the light of conviction. She had no doubt that she could win a fight between us. “Surrender or disarmament,” the elf asserted. “Right now.”

      I nodded as she drew her sabers, and Bill and the other captains cleared quickly out of the way. There was no point in waiting.

      As the elf strode towards me with murder in her eyes, I called upon the Gale, and with a wave of my hand, blew her across the deck and out into the water, her swords flying.

      “Satisfied, I reckon?” I asked Bill as Kieran splashed into the sea about ten yards off The Witch’s Promise’ starboard rail.

      Everyone there stared at me in gape-jawed amazement.

      “Good,” I continued. “We ain’t got time for this. Fish her out an’ set her on her ship. If she joins us, fine. If not, well, good riddance.” Then I nodded to Bill and gave a chest-pounding salute. “We sail, me hearties! We’ll collect the rest o’ the fleet an’ rally at Insmere. After that, our next stop is the Admiral’s doorstep.”

      A cheer went up as I turned and strode back across the plank to The Hullbreaker. Tabitha and Mary followed in my wake, laughing happily. For my own part, I wasn’t sure if I’d handled Kieran properly. I truly had no time for her shit, and defeating her so swiftly and decisively would certainly resonate with both her and the other captains.

      I rather doubted any of them save Bill would try to stand directly against me, now, if it ever came to that. I’d just have to worry about knives and gunshots from the shadows. Good thing I had a loyal crew surrounding me.

      My sailors reeled in the gangplank and cast off the grapnels while Bill’s crew did the same on their side. I looked back to see Bill and Sturmgar grinning at me while Cerridwyn looked on with hooded eyes. The other captains were making their way to the dinghies and longboats that would carry them back to their respective ships.

      “Once we are free,” I called out. “Raise the sails. Jimmy!  Make a course for Tarrant.”

      “Aye, Cap’n!” my first mate called from the helm. Adra, sitting in the shadow of the mizzenmast behind him, lifted her gaze and set the Gale to blowing. Behind us, the ironclad began accelerating as we did, and the King Narwhal, with Ligeia crouched on his back, breached and dove under in a crash of spray.

      The Hullbreaker gathered speed as we sailed past the other ships of Bill’s mismatched fleet. Pirates gathered on the decks to wave us on and cheer. We weren’t the only ones who saw the benefit in a free Archipelago, though it struck me that no small number of the ne’er-do-wells cheering us on relished the idea of doing what they willed far more than they did the idea of freedom for all.

      Once we dealt with the Admiralty, we’d have to face the Empire. Would Blackburn be more inclined to deal with the free towns fairly as potential trading partners and allies, or would he choose to direct his forces to finish what Layne had started?

      That was a question for another day. Right now, we had to deal with the Admiral himself, and find proof of his quiet rebellion against the crown. I stood against the port rail and waited until the whale broke the surface once again to breathe and waved to my siren. I wanted to meet with my wives and Jimmy.

      When Ligeia waved back and the King Narwhal angled to intercept the ship, I turned and headed for the doors leading below. “Set a watch, Jimmy. We need t’ discuss a few things.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” he said with a nod and watched me disappear within.

      Instead of my office, I went to the War Room, spread out a chart of Avion and the surrounding seas, and waited. Mary, Tabitha, Adra, and Ligeia joined me shortly, followed by Jimmy.

      “Anyone else ye need?” he asked from the doorway.

      “Ember an’ Rhianne,” I said. “Tabitha can fill Jenny in, but I want to get ye all considerin’ what’s coming.”

      He nodded and disappeared back into the hallway for a bit while we chatted pleasantries and waited. Mary and Tabitha paid the most attention to the map, sneaking looks at it every now and then.

      Once Jimmy returned with the fire-witch and the undead one, I rose slowly to my feet. “As ye all should know by now, Bill Markland did indeed gather a fleet to help us fight the Admiralty fleet.”

      I placed a crow’s skull on the map just off the southern coast of Avion. “Now, this is The Pale Horse, an’ it be our ultimate target. What I don’t know is how many ships Layne has protectin’ her.” I looked over at Ligeia. “I need ye to make all haste down there and have a look at the lay o’ things. If ye could, pass on a message to Kargad an’ Shrike that we be on the way, too.”

      My siren nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

      “Good,” I said. “We’ll have another o’ these meetings when we reach Insmere, but I’m thinkin’ the sooner we all be thinkin’ about this, the better.”

      “You mean to depend on magic, do you not?” Rhianne asked.

      I focused my gaze on her and gave a slow nod. “A bit, aye,” I admitted. “I ain’t worried about the fleet surroundin’ Layne’s ship, really. I don’t think we be havin’ near enough ships to sink the damn thing. It’s far too big, has too many guns, an’ I’ll wager it happens to be more enchanted than anythin’ in these isles.”

      “You would not be far off the mark in thinking so,” the undead witch observed. “Though it sounds as if you have an idea.”

      “I do, and I wanted to see what ye all thought of it,” I said, “but first things first. Jimmy, ye’ll captain The Hullbreaker for this scrap. Adra will stay with ye and work the Gale since only she an’ I can.”

      The she-orc nodded slowly, and her eyes focused on me. I could tell she didn’t like the idea so far, but I had to plow ahead.

      “Tabitha, do ye want to captain The Black Cat or join me in my mad plan?”

      “Tell ye what,” she replied. “Let’s hear the rest o’ yer plan, an’ then I’ll decide.”

      “Fair enough,” I said with a laugh. “We’ll bring half our fleet around one side o’ Avion, an’ the rest around the other. Once the Imperials are engaged, The Echo steams straight up the middle and rams into The Pale Horse. If I am right, this’ll open up a hole in her that I can take a small crew through. Now, I wager she’s a bit softer inside than out.”

      “What makes ye think ye can breach her hull?” Tabitha asked.

      “The ironclad’s ram is akin to a drill,” I said. “I’m bettin’ it can tear through the enchanted hull as easily as it can the steel hull o’ another ironclad.”

      “Ye might be on to somethin’,” Mary rubbed her chin and made a face.

      “‘Tis a hard choice ye give me, Cap’n,” Tabitha purred and leaned back.

      “Aye, I know,” I shrugged and looked down at the map while I continued, “With Mary, Ember, and Rhianne, I suspect we can make short work o’ any crew an’ guards betwixt us an’ ol’ Death’s Head. Without knowin’ her decks’ layout, though, we might not be able to find him fast.”

      “I can help there,” Rhianne said softly. “I’ve been to his office in the bowels of the ship. Once we’re in and I have my bearings, I can lead you there.”

      “Better an’ better.” I grinned and turned to Ligeia. “A lot hinges on ye, lass. As well as scoutin’ for us, I need ye to gather Tiny an’ the King, collect all those young lascu ye befriended, an’ deal decisively with the merfolk as well as helpin’ sink ships.”

      My siren grinned then. “I shall sing for them, too,” she said.

      “Aye. We’ll pass a warnin’ among the rest o’ the fleet about ye. Hopefully, they’ve enough wax to stop up every bloody ear aboard the ships.”

      “That’s a bold plan, Cap’n,” Jimmy said. “An’ I think we all like it, but is there any way we can back ye up once ye manage to get inside The Pale Horse?”

      “Just refrain from sinkin’ her ‘til we make it out,” I said to him. “Though in truth, I ain’t sure ye can hurt her. So, I’d most appreciate that ye keep my Hullbreaker in one piece.”

      He nodded and laughed, although it seemed a little strained. The foppish man took his duties as first mate seriously, and while he’d commanded my ship before, it was never under a full combat situation.

      “Don’t ye fret, lad,” I assured him. “I have faith in ye.”

      “Thank ye, Cap’n,” he said with a slow nod of his head.

      “I suppose you need me to join your assault crew, Captain Bardak?” Ember asked.

      “Aye, if Tabitha be willin’ to loan ye out,” I replied.

      “Tabitha will bloody well go along, too, an’ drag her witch with her,” the Ailur woman said firmly. “This seems like the adventure of a bloody lifetime, it does. So much as it pains me, I’ll leave Jenny to captain The Black Cat.”

      “Glad to have ye aboard, lass,” I said with a smirk.

      Tabitha just grinned back at me.

      “Are you certain this is the time, Splitter of Skulls?” Adra asked. “Are you sure of your course?”

      I furrowed my brow and looked at the shamaness thoughtfully. “I don’t see that I've got a choice, Adra,” I said after a long pause. “We must stop Layne before he sails, else there will be death aplenty. My fight, our fight, has long gone beyond revenge for the slight Commodore Arde an’ Lord Broward dealt me. Y’see, I can forgive a man tryin’ to kill me, even if ‘tis stabbin’ me in my back. What I ain’t willin’ to forgive is the slaughter o’ folks that might be different in their beliefs, the color o’ their skin, or whether or not their ears be pointed or round.”

      “What of the elves?” She looked at me sharply.

      “My fight there was for an honest reason,” I answered, leaning forward. “Gold an’ spoils. I had somethin’ to prove, an’ I had a letter o’ marque to harry their shippin’. But,” I raised a finger to point at the low ceiling, “I never attacked one o’ their towns or sought to kill ‘em just because o’ what they were. Hells, I don’t even hate the snotty, pointy-eared buggers, war or not. Mostly just seems we be standin’ on opposite sides.”

      “You are a strange man, Splitter of Skulls,” Adra asserted, a faint smile on her tuskless face. “And you are very much an orc and a pirate.”

      I smirked again and give her a single nod, then looked around the room at the others. “Methinks I shall take that as a compliment.”

      Adra cackled and leaned back in her chair. “Do you want me to call for more allies? The siren takes the creatures of the sea, and I call to the elementals of wind and wave?”

      More magic in this fight could turn the tide. I expected resistance from the Sisterhood witches and any other sorcerers that Admiral Layne might employ.

      “Aye,” I said. “Bring everything to bear that ye can. I expect this to be the fiercest fight we’ve had yet.”

      “Likely,” Rhianne finally spoke, her voice dry and sardonic. “I will cite what I know of the forces arrayed against you if you will.”

      We all looked at her. “‘Twould be helpful to know,” I observed with a faint frown.

      “I apologize for adding my voice late in the conversation, but I was curious as to what tactics you would all propose in facing the Admiral,” she said contritely. “My experience is also a bit limited since I served and died under Commodore Arde. However, I can say this: Layne has very few of the Sisterhood in his trust. You’ll face Marai Bloddwenn and whatever coven she’s managed to scrape together since Mary’s rebellion and my death. However, while only a few witches will be aboard The Pale Horse, there will likely be as many sorcerers, necromancers, and loyal soldiers surrounding him as he can manage to entice aboard.”

      “Or control,” Mary murmured.

      “Indeed,” Rhianne said with a nod. “Lack was skilled at subverting the will and mind, although Marai makes him look like a rank amateur.”

      Ember let out a low whistle. “I’d forgotten that was one of her specialties. Do you think it’s possible that she may be the one in control?”

      The undead witch shook her head. “Oh, no. Layne rules his roost with an iron hand. He seems immune to anything that could control the mind or sway the soul. There was even some talk that he was a monster in human guise.”

      “I’d not be surprised by that,” I mused. “The sheer scope of his ambition is impressive.”

      “Not to mention his age,” Mary threw in. “How long has he been Admiral?”

      “Nigh on forty years,” Rhianne said. “Some of the men say that he does not die because he is Death. I think that happens to be the image he’s created for himself. Hence The Pale Horse.”

      “Man, Death, or demon,” I said firmly, “his tyranny ends.”
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      More ships waited outside the port of Tarrant and raised sails to join us as we passed. Pirate and town flags flew from every mast. If there was one unfortunate issue with the growing fleet, it was that many of the ships weren’t reinforced to withstand the stresses of witchwinds or other sorts of enhanced propulsion.

      So, we slowed. The idea strained my patience, but I wanted this to be a show of force and solidarity as much as it was a gathering of ships to fight the Admiralty. If there was a good side to our reduced speed, it was that Ligeia and the King Narwhal would be able to fully scout the enemy, gather her undersea forces, and return to report before we even reached Insmere.

      Signals passed between the ships via strong lungs, mirror flashes, and flags. I had the growing fleet gather so that the ironclad steamed along, hidden from casual view behind a forest of masts and sails. Likely it wouldn’t matter, but if we could keep The Echo an unknown, the more likely it would be to surprise and demoralize the Admiral’s navy.

      I looked out over the various sizes and classes of ships that spread out behind and beside The Hullbreaker and rubbed my chin through my beard. Likely there were Imperial spies among them. Perhaps there were even saboteurs.

      They weren’t my problem. I had the crew I trusted on The Hullbreaker and The Echo. Once we reached Insmere, I’d gather the rest of my inner circle, and we’d pass on a basic strategy to the other captains.

      It all boiled down to every ship in the fleet being a distraction so that we could get to The Pale Horse aboard the ironclad. I had no plans to tell the other captains that. They all wanted to strike a blow against the tyranny that the Admiralty of the Archipelago had imposed as Layne consolidated his power. They would strike it, too. I had no doubt that every ship following me was spoiling for a fight with the unwanted Imperials.

      What I didn’t like was the demand for Avion as a sort of free haven for pirates, but it seemed a fair enough price to pay. If the free towns could accept it, then I’d allow the buccaneer captains that concession. Of course, I expected they’d loot everything and burn the place to the ground before fighting over the ashes, but that wasn’t my problem. I had Insmere, along with trade agreements guaranteed by both Caber and Jetsam. Tarrant was problematical, though, considering that it was mostly a power struggle between guilds, merchants, and would-be pirate kings like Bloody Bill.

      I wondered what I thought of the idea of taking Markland’s title, especially since he was the one bestowing it. My wives thought of it as a victory, but I wasn’t so certain. The orcish part of me sneered and told me that it wasn’t mine if I didn’t take it, and I was inclined to agree.

      Besides, did I really want to be king over these motley brigands of the sea? That was another question I’d have to answer, and soon.

      “Broodin’ again, ain’t ye?” Tabitha Binx had slunk quietly up to the helm while I was lost in thought.

      “Mayhap a bit,” I said with a snort and a shake of my head. “Second thoughts about this ‘Pirate King’ thing. Part o’ me is pleased as punch, but another part tells me that it ain’t nothing but a symbolic gesture on the part of a man who gave himself the bloody title since he’s the wealthiest bastard of all the buccaneers.”

      She studied me for a long moment with her luminous eyes. “Ye know that words mean nothing, aye? Ye happen to be several times the man Bill Markland is, an’ everyone o’ yer crew would follow ye into hell itself. He just buys or intimidates his way through the world.”

      Tabitha shook her head. “Perhaps he really did feel for Ligeia, or perhaps ‘twas all a show. I cannot truly say. I do think he loves the witch, though, but how much o’ that be because she helped him gain his wealth?”

      “I think that the whole proposal about Avion is for show,” I mused. “Reckon we’ll see though.”

      “Aye.” She smirked a bit. “So, have ye time to answer a question for me, an’ speak plain?”

      I gave the small, black-furred feline woman a sidelong look. She gazed back with her eyes intent and a serious expression on her face. “Ask away,” I replied.

      “Why do ye want some of us inside with ye, and some outside?” Tabitha said, watching me.

      “Because each one o’ ye has talents best employed differently,” I replied. “Ye, Mary, Rhianne, an’ Ember work well together, and yer particular skills lend themselves to workin’ in close quarters with me. What’s more, the witches an’ I can deal with any sorts of magical an’ spiritual threats as well. Adra is best in the open with access to her elements an’ the freedom to call up big things that would be a problem inside a ship, even a ship as large as The Pale Horse.”

      Tabitha nodded slowly as I continued, “Ligeia, too, is better off with the freedom of the seas. She can also disable crews an’ ships with just her voice. Takin’ her inside with us would be doin’ her a serious disservice.”

      “That makes sense,” the Ailur said thoughtfully. “From my own observations, methinks I’d do much the same, though I do wonder why ye don’t want to bring any other close fighters.”

      “I’m expectin’ the inside o’ that ship to be tight goin’. Even big as she is, there’ll be bottlenecks an’ switchbacks a-plenty where one warrior could hold off hundreds,” I explained. “We need to move fast an’ hit hard, an’ I needed those who could do just that.”

      She grinned, and her tail gave a twitch. I knew something was coming.

      “Do ye want to add Ember to yer collection o’ bedmates?” Tabitha asked, still grinning.

      I sighed and leaned a bit on the wheel. “Two questions, then.”

      “Aye?”

      “First, are ye serious?” I asked, “And second, is she interested?”

      The feline paused and reached up to scratch at one of her ears. Her tail twitched back and forth, and she smiled brightly up at me. “Well, mostly, aye,” she answered. “An’ I ain’t really broached the subject to her, but she’s asked me now an’ again about ye.”

      “Hrm,” I grunted and gazed off over the deck, ignoring the movement of the deck crew as they went about their duties. The Gale shadowed the fleet, biding its time for when we might need it, happy to receive any sacrifice of blood or power we sent its way.

      I mulled over Tabitha’s words, and then let my thoughts drift to Ember Spark. She was another Sisterhood witch, like my own Mary, with red hair and bright green eyes that blazed with emerald fire when she used her hexes. Unlike Mary, whose powers ran to the more subtle arts and supported her skill with paired knives, Ember depended upon the use of her magic to burn and frighten. There was nothing subtle about the fire-witch, but she did exhibit a kind of soft-spoken shyness, somehow fading into the background during conversations and action, yet always present, and very dangerous. She’d make quite an addition to my harem of wives, but I’d truly seen no sign on her part that there might be a touch of interest in her blazing heart.

      “If she wishes to speak with me about it,” I said at last. “Tell her to approach me when all this be said an’ done. I ain’t about to curse our chances with any talk o’ not returnin’.”

      “Fair enough,” Tabitha said.

      I bent down, and she pushed up on her tiptoes so we could kiss before she sauntered off. The girl had quite a distracting backside, tail an’ all. She vanished quickly from sight, and I returned my attention to the job at hand. Jetsam was our next stop, then the final leg to Insmere.

      If my understanding were correct, Ligeia would meet us in the waters near Jetsam. She had an uncanny ability to find my ship in all the endless miles of open water without magic. Perhaps it was much like how a drop of blood in the sea could draw sharks from miles away.

      “You have come far,” Adra said from the shadows of the mizzenmast.

      That caught me by surprise. I hadn’t even known the shamaness was back there. She must have caught my discomfiture as she let out a cackle and drifted up to stand to my left.

      “How long have you been watching?” I asked in Orgik.

      “Long enough, Splitter of Skulls. You have a gift for placing your weapons where they need to be.”

      Another cryptic comment, but I suspected I understood this one. “You mean my choice of crew for the assault within The Pale Horse?”

      “Indeed. While I would not be useless at your side, you are correct. My powers are much greater when I stand in the elements,” she replied. “So, too, are yours.”

      “I won’t leave this stage up to anyone else,” I said firmly.

      “I expected as much,” she said. “Too much rides upon it for you to consign the assault to proxy.”

      “Aye.” There really wasn’t much else to say, the shamaness was just stating how I felt about the upcoming battle. I didn’t want to leave the attack on the interior of Layne’s city-ship to anyone aside from me. Call it pride or whatever, but I had started this, and I was going to see the end of it.

      “Good,” Adra asserted. “Too many signs and portents point to the confluence of the Splitter of Skulls and Death. Your showdown must happen, else there will be no winner and all of those who follow you will lose.”

      I snorted. That was the one part of shamanic traditions that I might never fully grasp, despite having a good, basic understanding of the magic. “When are you going to teach me of omens and how to make cryptic statements?”

      She paused for a moment, then let out another cackle of laughter and slapped me on the shoulder hard enough to sting. “Irreverent orc!” Adra exclaimed. “Have you no respect for tradition?”

      “None, whatsoever,” I replied with a grin.

      “Fah,” she mock-grumbled. “You will face the wrath of the spirits!”

      “Fine with me,” I retorted.

      “Is there anything you fear, Splitter of Skulls?” Adra demanded suddenly enough to give me pause.

      There was a deeper level to the question that wasn’t readily apparent. The Orgik word that she used for fear had levels of meaning that other languages I knew didn’t truly convey. That particular word carried a different weight than the one for fear that meant cowardice on the battlefield. It indicated a deeper, more personal kind of dread that even the bravest orc might feel.

      “I fear losing,” I replied slowly. “My wives, my ship, my family…”

      “Ah,” she said. “There it is. You have the fears of a leader and not a soldier. It will make you fight all the harder, and never, ever back down.” A sly grin crept over her face, and her eyes sparkled. “You will be a great orc, Splitter of Skulls.”

      I gave her a sidelong glance and smirked, then grinned and said, “You say that as if I am not one already.”

      “Do I?” Adra asked. “Or is it because I suspect that you have not yet reached the pinnacle of your potential?”

      “Either way,” I said, “I am no longer young and full of fire, shaman. My joints and muscles ache, and I grow slower.” This was a painful confession, but it had to be made.

      “Such is the curse of the candle that burns twice as bright,” she murmured.

      “Aye,” I said. “It burns half as long.”

      The shamaness reached out and put a hand on my arm, and her palm burned with almost unnatural heat. “Trust your witch, Splitter of Skulls. She will guide you, and the spirits will show what you must do.”

      I looked away and stared out to the fore of the ship. That was definitely something to think about. Mary had said that she wished me a long life, but could she actually help me achieve it? There were powers in the world that could extend a man’s life, but they always came with a price. Now that both Adra and Mary mentioned it, perhaps there was another way.

      Once we won the day, I could turn my mind to that.
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      The Old Man’s Isle and its neighbors grew on the horizon as the pirate fleet sailed on. Even from here, I could see the cluster of ships waiting just past the protected cove. Unlike the ships of Tarrant, though, these were a more rag-tag bunch. Fishing vessels vied for space with wallowing merchantmen, and here and there, an old galley or schooner rode at anchor. Every ship flew the colors of a free town.

      These weren’t pirates. These were the people of the Archipelago rising up to make their choice and defend their homes. Sturmgar had come with Bloody Bill to meet us in the waters south, but he’d put the word out. I recognized ships from Potter and Caber as well as Jetsam, along with some of the other free towns and merchant holds that dotted the island chain.

      Seeing this kind of outpouring of support warmed my heart in a way that the pirates did not, and I grinned to myself. Bloody Bill Markland wouldn’t have had a turnout like this by himself.

      I had no intention of stopping until we got to Insmere, so we sailed by to let the new ships fall in with the fleet, and they did. They virtually doubled our number.

      Now with more ships than I had expected, including a large number of what I’d consider non-combatants or prey, we sailed on. I did set my eyes on the new additions to see how they were armed and was surprised to see an assortment of cannons, chaser guns, and even ballista among the deck-mounted weapons of the free towns’ ships. Certainly, many of these brave souls were on their way to a good death in battle, which I could respect. Hell, I think they all even knew it.

      They made their choices, and I wasn’t about to argue, though I wanted the heavier, better-armed ships in the vanguard of the assault. All of the smaller, irregular vessels would just add to the chaos and tie up whatever forces the Admiral had arrayed.

      Ahead, the immense shape of the King Narwal breached and crashed down, throwing up waves that even caused The Hullbreaker to rock beneath me. Perhaps Ligeia would have some good news.

      The sea monster went under again as shouts of alarm raised from nearby ships. I chuckled. These sheltered townsfolk and fishermen who’d tossed their lot in with us were about to learn a great deal about the pirate’s life, and about the power of the Admiralty.

      I truly hoped they survived it.

      Rather than her usual playful and flashy entrance, Ligeia just quietly slipped over the side of my ship and practically slunk up to greet me at the helm. “I apologize, Captain,” she began. “There are too many ships about for my comfort.”

      “I’ll not make ye stay, lass,” I told her, “but what news?”

      “Perhaps fifty or so ships ride at anchor nearby The Pale Horse,” she reported. “More, though, are harbored nearby at the island. I did not take a count, but the defensive posture seems more focused upon the port itself, and not the warship.”

      “He’ll know what we be capable of,” I mused. “Though perhaps not everything. Did ye stop by Insmere?”

      “I did,” she said with a nod. “Tiny is fine but grumpy and spoiling for a fight. Everyone else is readying themselves. The rest of Captain Sloan’s ships await there, along with Sirensong, The Wasp, and The Black Cat. There also is another person whom you might know that seeks you.”

      Someone looking for me? I went over various names in my head and asked, “Is Drammond well?”

      Ligeia laughed and shrugged. “I did not ask after him, but he was on deck with your friend Kargad.”

      “Don’t keep me in suspense, then, lass,” I said. “Who do ye speak of?”

      She met my gaze. “A one-handed man named Potts.”

      My jaw dropped. Commodore Maximillian Potts had commanded the ship we’d stolen old Eustace Brill from. I’d dueled the man, chopped off his hand, and kicked him into the sea through the window of his cabin. Either he was back for revenge, or he sought something more, but I suspected the latter.

      “Did he say what he wanted?” I asked.

      Ligeia shook her head. “He did not seem angry if that helps.”

      “Mayhap,” I muttered, then reached up and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Far too many threads seemed to be coming together. “Anythin’ else?”

      “Kargad wanted you to know that he tires of waiting, and if you are not there soon, he will sink The Pale Horse himself. Shrike will help,” she said, her head tilted slightly. “They are glad to know that you are still alive, especially since shares of The Golden Bull have not yet been divided.”

      “Nice to know where their priorities lie,” I snorted. “Once we reach Insmere, I need to call a meeting o’ cap’ns. Sturmgar ain’t going to like it, but since he called up all the reserve, he can take command of it. I’ve too bloody much to do to hand-hold them.”

      Ligeia just regarded me and waited a moment, then stepped up close and pressed her wet, naked form against mine before kissing me firmly and drawing away. “What do you need me to do?”

      I took a deep breath and rolled my neck, then closed my eyes and huffed it out. “Return to Insmere and tell them to make ready. Let them know what’s coming. We’ll discuss our strategy once I’m in port at the cap’n’s meeting. At this speed, we’re like to be pulling in two days hence, and I’d like to set out for Avion two days after. Tell Kargad to have everything in place t’get The Hullbreaker resupplied.”

      The siren smiled. “Of course.” She lifted her eyes to mine and leaned close, “In those two days, my Captain, I have needs I should like for you to attend.”

      I nodded slowly. “And I’d like very much to attend them,” I murmured back. “See ye in Insmere.”

      “You will.” She spun and darted to the rail, stepped to the top of it, and sprang from the ship into the dark, wave-tossed sea.

      “Yer a lucky man, Cap’n,” Jimmy Mocker said from the bottom of the stairs that led to the main deck.

      “Ye think?” I asked and motioned him closer.

      “Aye, I do,” he sauntered up the stairs and walked over. “In all seriousness, Cap’n, what do ye think o’ this fleet we find ourselves with?”

      “In truth, Jimmy,” I said thoughtfully. “I ain’t so sure. There seems to be a bit of an upsurge in things that could go wrong, by my thinking.”

      “I see yer point, I do,” he said. “Unless we be careful, we’ll get in each other’s way.”

      That was one of the many logistical issues I saw in this plan, but there was little time left to alter it, and besides, I could come up with a strategy to employ all of these tubs in our assault on the Admiralty. There were still a few days left until we’d engage the enemy.

      Plenty of time.

      “What did Ligeia report?” Jimmy asked, snapping my mind back to the present.

      “That the men waiting in Insmere be ready, and all is quiet at Avion,” I replied. “Seems the Admiral has set the greater share of his fleet to guarding the town an’ the shipyards instead o’ The Pale Horse. I ain’t precisely sure why he’d do such a thing since he has to know we be coming.”

      “He might just be planning to call them in once he knows we’ve reached Insmere,” Jimmy suggested. “That’d be plenty of time to set up a defensive line, aye?”

      I gave a slow nod. “Or he could keep ships in reserve to lure us in range o’ the shore emplacements an’ the fort. We cannot assume the Admiral’s as barmy as Arde. Hell, I rather suspect that he’s waited all this time to make us come to him.”

      “That’d be damned cagey,” he mused. “Ye think the man’s that far ahead?”

      “I cannot in good conscience deny it,” I answered, then looked sidelong at my first mate. “But if we be expectin’ some trick or other, then we don’t have to fall in it.”

      “I trust yer judgment Cap’n,” he said with a shrug. “Ye still intend to pilot yon ironclad?”

      “Oh, aye,” I grinned. “An’ ye’ll be cap’n o’ The Hullbreaker. Try to keep ‘er in one piece.”

      “Ye know I’ll do my best,” Jimmy said nervously, “but this is the kind o’ fight where I ain’t about to make any promises.”

      “Well,” I shrugged, “if ye owe me a ship, afterward, so be it.”

      “Are ye kidding me?” he demanded. “If I lose yer ship, where do ye think I can get one? Besides, like as not, there’ll be none o’ the rest of us around.”

      “Yer like to be right, there, Jimmy, my lad,” I said and grinned at him. “But I trust ye to make good.”

      “Ye don’t ask much, do ye, Cap’n?” he complained.

      “Only what I believe reasonable,” I observed. “Ye should do fine, barring an ill shift in the winds o’ fortune.”

      “Hardly reassurin’,” Jimmy muttered.

      “At least ye don’t have to hold this horde together,” I said with a chuckle and shake of my head. “Full half o’ these bastards I expect to run or turn traitor. A third I’m expectin’ to end up feedin’ the fishes, an’ the rest might even turn out useful.”

      “Any o’ them I should trust?” He asked after a moment’s silence.

      “Kargad, Shrike, Jenny,” I replied. “They’ll cap’n the rest o’ our ships. Ye can trust Ligeia to get the job done, but she will likely be busy with whatever Layne’s got down below.”

      “I meant of the pirate captains,” he said.

      “I was gettin’ to them,” I continued. “Sturmgar an’ the McCullums, mostly. I’d take Bloody Bill with a handful o’ salt, but he’ll keep his word straight to the letter. Sloan’s like to be a good choice since I was plannin’ to recruit him into my fleet.” Then I shrugged. “As for Von Kolter, Wry, and the rest? If ye expect a backstabbin’, ye won’t get caught by surprise.”

      “Noted,” Jimmy sighed. “I think I’m gonna be needin’ one o’ yer pep talks, Cap’n.”

      I reached over and clapped the foppish fellow on the shoulder hard enough to nearly send him to the deck. He groaned and winced as I said, “I have faith in ye, Jimmy Mocker, else I’d not leave my Hullbreaker in yer hands. Think about that.”

      “Well, there goes my shootin’ arm,” he groaned and rubbed his shoulder, rotating that arm with a grimace. After a moment of that, he grinned up at me with a bit of his old fire. “Reckon I’ll have to be a cap’n now. Ain’t like those bastards need to do anythin’ but give orders.”

      I roared with laughter. “Good man,” I boomed out as he joined me. The deck crew paused for a moment to stare at the pair of us until Daka started yelling for them to get back to work.

      Our mirth subsided after a bit, and we just stood at the helm in bemused silence. I held our course with one hand on the massive wheel. Two more days and we’d be in Insmere, then not much longer after that, we’d sail against the Admiralty.

      I looked out over the, well, horde of ships that sailed along with us. My mind drifted back through the years to the battles I’d fought before taking to the sea. There was something familiar about the idea of sailing at the head of a large, motley fleet. It was somewhat akin to racing along at the head of a group of howling orcs. A bit of warmth spread out from my heart, and I smiled at the conjunction of images.

      Perhaps this would be fun, after all.

      I did have to remember that not everyone in my little horde of ships was an orc, and there were far too many chieftains for my liking. I’d already bested two of them, so maybe I could challenge the rest, one by one, for command of their crews. It would certainly guarantee that they wouldn’t disobey me.

      Or it might not. Humans were backstabbing creatures, prone to rebellions and generally recalcitrant unless bribed or coerced. Very few cottoned to the idea of fighting just for its own sake. If I were going to pull this mess together, I’d have to think like one of them and couch everything in terms of honoring the pirates’ code. Bloody Bill’s backing would go a long way towards keeping things together, but most of it would be up to me.

      At least I wouldn’t have to sell the idea of driving the Admiralty out of the Archipelago, but some of these cowards might panic and run at the first sight of The Pale Horse, especially if she was free of her shackles and sailing.
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      “I trust you have some good news to give me,” I said in a low, rasping voice as Marai Bloddwenn, the leader of my witches’ coven, slipped into my office. Oil lamps guttered in the light air movement generated by the opening and closing of the well-oiled door.

      “That depends upon your definition of ‘good news,’” she said, a faint smirk playing over her pale lips.

      “‘Good’ would be that Lack has recovered both the Black Mirror and Mary Night and is returning post-haste,” I said flatly. She met my gaze for a moment, then quickly looked away.

      “In that case then,” she demurred, “no. I do not have good news to give you.”

      I let out a low hiss of frustration. “What then?”

      “Lack has not only failed, Admiral, but has gotten himself killed in the trying. That particular avenue is closed to us forevermore, it seems.” Marai drifted around the side of my desk to kneel delicately at my side.

      “You are pleased with this development, I suspect,” I murmured with a scowl, reaching over with an idle hand to stroke her hair like one would a favored dog. The witch was a more pliant creature than Lack, though, I feared, less powerful. She certainly did not possess the insubordinate streak of the sorcerer and was content with whatever scraps of power I allowed. “You will take command of Lack’s Circle.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I already have, Admiral,” she purred. “They were broken up about his loss but perfectly willing to continue with his work. Currently, the ranking sorcerer is called Graven.”

      “Graven,” I rolled the name over my tongue. “Those creatures so like their affectations.”

      “Indeed,” Marai whispered.

      “There is nothing for it, then,” I said with a resigned sigh. “We must move forward. If the demon of the mirror is not to be the force that animates my ship, then I will become Death and take its place.”

      “Are you certain?” Marai asked, placing a warm hand familiarly upon my thigh.

      I looked down at it then turned my cold gaze on her. She frequently offered herself to me, as under the terms of Captain’s Privilege, but I never accepted. Desires of the body and entanglements of the heart were something I shunned, and they had proved to be the downfall of Commodore Arde, formerly my right hand. For now, I would allow her the touch, but she already knew that it did not elicit the response she so desired.

      “I am always certain,” I answered at last. “It is those who surround me who frequently suffer from indecision and failure.” Perhaps my words held a hint of the bitterness I felt. Lack had promised much, delivered some, but in the end, he had failed me, just as Arde and that damnable Commodore Potts.

      That one had been a recent arrival at Avion, carrying news of the Empire and orders from the Usurper himself. Lack had broken the man’s will, or so he said, so I entrusted the retrieval of The Golden Bull’s location to him.

      Again, failure. The Orc Pirate and his misfits intercepted Pott’s ship, Titan, boarded her, and stole the old sailor Brill from beneath the man’s very nose, before killing him in the process. Would that I could create soulless automatons to carry out my will as an extension of my own hands. In theory, that was what the backup plan for my ship was.

      I would become her heart, soul, and mind, able to direct her as I would my own lean flesh. Supposedly, this would create a weaker construct than binding the damnable mirror into her, but I had my suspicions Lack was making a play to empower himself even further.

      On some level, I did approve of his death, as it allowed me to fill his position with a less willful individual, one who would carry out my orders to the best of her ability without countermanding or questioning me.

      Except when it came to this ritual.

      “How long will it take to prepare the ritual?” I asked.

      “Everything is in readiness,” Marai replied, her eyes darkening a bit. “We can begin at your leisure.”

      “Good, then,” I stood. “There is no reason to delay the inevitable.”

      Her hand fell away, and she stood, her shoulders slumped a bit in resignation. Poor, sad, little creature. Not even her magic could sate the desires of her loins. She desired me and the power I represented, but I would never fall to her wiles.

      “Shall I send word to the ships?” she asked.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “When the ritual is complete, Admiral, everything and everyone within a mile dies, and their souls empower the subject,” she explained. “That is why Lack wanted the mirror, to rip the demon from it as the fuel for The Pale Horse’s strength.”

      I reached over and patted her shoulder with a sly grin and said, “My dear, riding at anchor around us are close to five-thousand souls. Fifty warships, each sporting a crew of nearly one hundred. That does not take into account the merfolk below, certainly within the mile radius of the consuming fire. Perhaps they are a thousand, perhaps two, but their numbers will only add to my ship’s strength.” I dropped my voice into a whisper. “Besides, Lack told me something that you did not.”

      Marai’s eyes were wide in some combination of shock and terror as she stared at me. Had she not considered that I placed those men there intentionally? Those ships were filled with the least competent and most morally bankrupt sailors and commanders I had in my employ. Barely better than pirates, in fact.

      “What did he tell you?” the witch asked weakly.

      “That the master of the ship could seize mastery of any slain in the ritual,” I answered, pleased at her reaction. “Every damned one of those ships out there will be a ghost ship, Marai, under my control.”

      Marai nodded slowly and closed her eyes for a moment to gather herself. “Then let us proceed, Admiral. Time grows short, and the Orc Pirate was reported passing the port of Jetsam just a day ago.

      “That close?” I mused. “How long did you wait before giving me the news of Lack’s demise and the proximity of my foe?”

      “Only long enough to verify the truth of the reports, sir, no longer.”

      “For your sake, witch, I hope that is true.” I drew myself up to my full height and gestured towards the door. “Now, let us delay no longer. Show me to the ritual chamber, then call the coven and the circle to do their duty.”

      “Yes, Admiral,” Marai said, her voice low and resigned.

      The sound of the normally confident and assertive witch being so cowed by my plan pleased me rather inordinately. My plan frightened her, perhaps, or the thought of the power I would wield did. Either way, I knew that she would not betray me.

      I was inwardly elated at the prospect of what was to come, but there was some part of me that was nervous, too. This was a big step into the unknown for me. Magic had always been something just out of my reach. I craved the power, studied the texts, and practiced the words and gestures in private, where my secret would not be discovered.

      To the world at large, I was a scholar of the occult. A theoreticist, unwilling or unable to make the step to practical magic. While my lack of talent for the arcane arts was something I was embarrassed to admit, I was quite knowledgeable about the practices and rituals of witches, sorcerers, demonologists, and necromancers. It was this fascination with the world that was denied me that led me to the crypt where the demon-sorcerer Lack slumbered. Armed with his name, magically engraved bullets, and an imbued blade, I confronted and bound the creature to my service.

      Namebinding, you see, did not require a talent. As Lack brought in other practitioners, and the Sisterhood sent me witches via Imperial assignment, I carefully researched, named, and bound all of them that I saw value in. Hence, my assuredness that Marai Bloddwenn, not her real name, would not ultimately betray me. She literally was incapable of doing so.

      We arrived in the ritual chamber that had been built into the approximate center of The Pale Horse’s decks, equidistant from stem and stern, port and starboard, deck and keel. The room itself was an octagon, situated so that it effectively was two decks high, and heavily reinforced.

      A metal frame, sort of a table, rested in the exact center of the room, placed atop a symbol that had been inlaid in silver into the wood of the floor. Everything here had been placed and built to exacting specifications, under the sharp eyes of Lack and Marai. From this room, silver wires ran to every other deck and device aboard. As the mystical heart of the massive ship, the chamber was connected to the lights, the cannons, and the very helm.

      It was a wonder, and part of the reason for the time and cost-overruns that had plagued the construction of the thing.

      The witch led me to the frame, tilted it up, and motioned for me to take my place upon it. It was meant to hold a man, or a Mirror, depending on what method was needed.

      “Do I need to disrobe?” I wondered.

      “Only if you wish to,” Marai replied with a faint smile. “I certainly would not object.”

      I did not wish to and silently leaned back against the cold frame while she strapped me carefully into the apparatus. She took a step back, drew a silver, gold-chased bell from within her cloak, and rang it.

      The note that pealed out was both clear, yet strangely muddy to my ear, as if it echoed on multiple planes of existence, a little sharp on some, perfect on others, and a little flat on others still. From the entry door, the other two witches of Marai’s coven slipped in, followed by Lack’s circle. All of them took their places, surrounding me where I was restrained.

      Marai raised her head and gazed sadly at me. “Admiral, from now until I ring the bell again, you will need to not speak. Is this acceptable?”

      “Of course,” I brushed off her concern and leaned my head back. “Proceed.”

      “So be it,” she said, but I thought I heard “On your head, be it.”

      However, I had my part to play. Other than some vague hintings, Lack had told me very little about what to expect during the ritual, so I watched with scholarly curiosity as the group began their parts.

      There was a great deal of symbolism to the performance. Each of the ritualists anointed me with their blood, offering their lives to me. No sacrifice was required until the very end, when the spell itself would claim the lives of the unprotected and unwitting souls who waited and went about their business, unaware of what was about to happen.

      Each of the participants chanted almost continually, their voices weaving in and out of each other, creating a low, hypnotic drone. The general effect created around me a sort of sphere of sound that I could not hear beyond, nor could I make out the words being spoken.

      Marai, as leader of the ritual, sang in a clear voice that rose above the droning of the chants. Still, I couldn’t understand the words, but they seemed to be calling out, inviting, imbuing.

      Around me, the symbols carved painstakingly into every board and timber of The Pale Horse began to shine like moonlight, glimmering faintly along with the silver wires and the circle in which I sat. I fancied a voice whispering along in response to the song.

      Suddenly, pain wrenched through me, arching my back and sending me into convulsions bad enough that the metal frame rattled beneath me. Somehow, though, my mind remained detached, as if I were witnessing the violent actions of my body from a step outside of it.

      Above me, hundreds, maybe thousands of silver wires gathered up a life of their own, crawling over the ceiling of the room to writhe like snakes above my head as I thrashed in my bonds.

      Then everything grew still and silent, even the thrashing of my body ceased as Marai rang her little bell once more and gazed at me. Tears trickled from her eyes now, spoiling the look of the kohl that ringed them. In a clear voice she asked, “Admiral Justin Layne, do you accept?”

      For a moment, I paused. It was as if a veil had been drawn over my mind. What was it that I had to accept? What was I? Who was I?

      Then, clarity, and I responded in a whispery rasp, “I do.”

      Sound returned as the wires plunged down into my body like myriad tiny needles. The pain was excruciating, and I screamed, unable to help myself as the silver wires implanted themselves in my body, stretching along my nerves and veins, fusing with my spine and my brain, and joining me, body and soul, with the great ship.

      Then, after an eternity, it was over. I was no longer in the rack. Instead, I hung suspended above it and held aloft by the wires embedded in my body. I looked down at Marai and through every chamber and hold of The Pale Horse. My sight and hearing encompassed the whole of the ship, and I could see around it, all the way to the horizon in every direction. It was beautiful, terrible, and excruciating.

      “It is done,” Marai said and rang her bell a third time.

      This time the sound tolled like a funeral bell, and magic swept out from the heart of the ship, leaving me and the ritualists the only things living for a mile in every direction.

      There was a fearsome silence, then the cacophony of thousands of screams rushed inward as the damned souls of the sailors, the merfolk, and myriad small beasts of the sea crashed in on me.

      My last thought before I was overwhelmed in the glory of it was, “To think, I hesitated…”
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      We sailed into the Insmere harbor to cheers and cries of welcome. How things had changed. When I set foot onto the dock all those months ago, it had been to derision and an armed escort. In the aftermath of my fight with the undead Commodore Sebastian Arde, I’d learned that Broward and his successor had ruled the place with an iron fist. The folk were happy to be rid of them and quickly threw their allegiance behind me.

      Everyone gawped, of course, at the strange silhouette of the ironclad where it sat in the bay. Bord and I had agreed that it was probably best for the dwarves not to tie up at one of the piers. Instead, I’d oversee supplying her myself, with Ligeia in the water with some of her new friends, the young lascu. That would discourage most attempts at spying and sabotage, while the alert dwarves aboard her would take care of anything or anyone that slipped through the cracks.

      For the moment, though, thoughts of sabotage and infiltration were lost in the backslapping and embraces of reunion as the crews met on the pier. I’d barely made it four steps off the gangplank when Kargad caught me in a bone-crushing hug.

      “Welcome back, Cap’n!” he bellowed. “Ye just couldn’t stand the idea o’ me an’ Shrike sinkin’ The Pale Horse without ye.”

      I grinned and caught him back, and for a moment, we strained against each other in a good-natured test of strength. Tendons creaked, and a series of pops ran down my spine before I took the upper hand and broke the clasp.

      “If ye think ye can do it, laggard, ye be welcome to try.”

      The other big orc snorted and shook his head. “Maybe with The Hullbreaker an’ yon whatever-it-is.”

      Mary slipped by, heading for land, followed by a heavily cloaked and shrouded Rhianne Corvis.

      “We are headin’ to the keep,” Tabitha called to me. “See ye soon?”

      “Once I collect everyone what needs to be at this meetin’, aye,” I answered.

      Ember tagged along with her captain, as did Jenny, while Jimmy Mocker and Adra formed up on me. Bloody Bill, Von Kolter, Peter Wry, and Keiran Stannmos gathered, along with Sturmgar Ironhand and the other pirate captains. The elf’s eyes shot daggers at me. Hopefully, she’d stay in line during this operation, and we could settle our issues afterward. Too much depended on everyone pulling together.

      “I’ll be speakin’ for the assembled fleet o’ the free towns,” the old orc said to me. “Figured ye’d prefer that.”

      “Aye,” I said with a glance at the growing crowd of buccaneers. “I reckon I’ll have my hands full ridin’ herd on that lot.”

      “Whores an’ gold.” Sturmgar chuckled and swept past me, heading after the groups already making their way towards the keep while the native townsfolk watched in nervous curiosity.

      Ligeia, dressed in her pirate garb, even though her hair dripped with saltwater, joined me, and I finally got us all moving. Interestingly, my entourage was almost as sizeable as the Pirate King’s. If he noticed, though, it didn’t seem to gall him. He was chatting away with Cerridwyn and Wry as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Behind us, Edison Sloan, the last to dock, hurried to catch up with us, and instead of pausing to pay respects to Bloody Bill, passed by and slowed to give me a sly salute. I nodded to him and returned it.

      “Good to see ye, Cap’n,” I said.

      “Good to be here,” he exclaimed breathlessly. “Thank you for the opportunity, Captain Bardak. Even my crews seem happier now that they’re no longer under the Admiralty yoke, and I’ve seen how the mood of the town has changed.”

      “The Death’s Head is subtle and terrible in his manipulations,” Adra said cryptically. “All have suffered, and some more than others.”

      “True.” Sloan nodded as if he knew what she spoke of. Perhaps he did, and I was the thick one. I did have my suspicions, though.

      It felt like a parade as we made our way through the narrow, cobblestone streets to Insmere Keep and assembled in the audience hall. Someone had arranged three chairs on the raised dais at the far end of the room, and the array of pirates and others spread out through the chairs and benches that filled the rest of it.

      Bill, Sturmgar, and I took the seats at the head.

      “Ye prepared, Skullsplitter?” the Pirate King asked. He had ceded the central chair to me, a rather telling acknowledgment that this was my show.

      “As I’ll ever be,” I replied, and he chuckled.

      “Right,” he said then stood and drew a pistol. He fired a shot into the rafters that quickly silenced the boisterous talk that filled the air. “Okay, ye scurvy lot. Most o’ ye know why yer here, but I’ll reiterate for those that ain’t quick in the head if ye get my drift: Bardak Skullsplitter, Cap’n of The Hullbreaker has a plan to end the tyranny o’ Admiral Layne over the Archipelago. Now, I think ‘tis a good one, an’ I’m happy to throw my ship an’ guns behind it. Many o’ ye came along on my say-so, so I figured I’d confirm for ye before the whole damn lot what I said then. I may not like this damned orc pirate, but he’s a skilled an’ cagey bastard whom I think can pull this barmy shit off.”

      Bloody Bill paused and scanned the silent crowd with hooded eyes. He still held his empty pistol in one hand. “Now, any o’ ye disrespectin’ the Cap’n won’t just have to answer to him, they’ll have to answer to me. I don’t think any o’ ye want that.”

      A quiet murmur swept through the gathered throng as Bill stepped back and sat down. “All yours,” he said with a crooked smile.

      I rose and stayed silent for a moment before speaking. “Ye all know me, from Bloody Bill’s introduction, if not before, so I’ll skip that part so we can dive right into the meat.”

      “For too long, now, the Admiralty has been the strong arm o’ the Empire in the Archipelago, especially since the war with Milnest.” Kieran met my gaze and scowled but said nothing. “Admiral Justin Layne, though, has overstepped himself. He’s set himself up as the tyrant o’ the isles, an’ he means to crush all o’ us, pirate, free town, an’ merchant alike unless we swear our fealty to him.”

      I paused to let that sink in, and a bit more muttering made its rounds through the crowd. “South o’ Insmere, at the far point of the Isle of Avion, is the Admiralty fort an’ shipyards. Layne’s new ship, The Pale Horse, awaits there. Is she ready to sail? I know not, but I do know that she happens to be a fleet all to herself. I’ve seen her.”

      More muttering and nervous shifting went through the room, and I stayed silent until it settled down again, then continued. “She’s a deep-water craft an’ bigger than anythin’. Hundreds o’ cannons, likely thousands o’ crew. One broadside could easily send even Cap’n Markland’s ship to the bottom o’ the sea in pieces.”

      “How do you mean to fight that, then?” someone asked.

      “I mean to board her, find the Admiral, an’ kill him,” I replied. That silenced everyone. All eyes focused on the barmy orc that stood on the dais between Sturmgar Ironhand and Bloody Bill Markland. I allowed a small grin to tease over my face. “My coven o’ witches, Tabitha Binx, and I will enter The Pale Horse through a breach in the lower hull and fight our way to where Layne is holed up.”

      “Hell, Cap’n,” someone else called out, “how do ye mean to breach her hull?”

      “I think most o’ ye say that odd ship that followed mine an’ moved without sail or oar, aye? She’s a dwarven ironclad, an’ with enough of a distraction holding the eyes an’ guns o’ The Pale Horse an’ her guardians, she can make the breach.” I spread my arms and shrugged. “But I can’t get her close enough without the largest naval assault the Archipelago’s ever seen.”

      “That’s ye lads,” Bill spoke up.

      “Aye,” I said. “Now before ye go askin’ what’s in it for ye, I’ve heard tell that some smart sons-of-bitches approached Bloody Bill here with a thought to create a town ruled by pirates. Ye want Avion, an’ I’m willing to hand it to ye on a bloody platter o’ fire an’ powder smoke.”

      I leaned forward and glared at each and every one there. “So, I’m askin’, do ye bastards stand up an’ follow me to glory? Or do ye slink off to yer holes and profit from the blood an’ sweat o’ yer betters? Be ye pirates, or be ye cowards?”

      “Before ye answer, lads,” Sturmgar boomed out, silencing the sudden swell of conversation with his powerful voice. “Let me tell ye that there be fisherfolk and merchants out there willin’ to fight an’ die for this, an’ if ye pull craven, then I’ll make sure yer name finds its way to every port o’ call ye might seek out among the free towns. So, I’d consider choosin’ yer words carefully.”

      I nodded to Bill and Sturmgar, then crossed my arms and looked imperiously out over the crowd as conversations bloomed.

      “I’m in,” Kieran Stannmos called out in a clear voice as she stood and faced me. “The Coral Spear stands ready.”

      I met the elven woman’s gaze thoughtfully and gave her a respectful incline of my head. She returned it with a faint smirk and a nod of her own.

      “Why the hell not?” Von Kolter bellowed. “Hellmaw stands ready.”

      With that, the dam opened, and one by one, the assembled pirate captains threw their lot in with my crazy plan and asserted the readiness of their ships. Occasionally, they spoke over or interrupted each other, but the proceedings remained unusually peaceful. The pirates’ code in action, I supposed.

      When things finally settled, I picked up the figurative gavel once more and laid out my plan.

      “Unless the tide had turned,” I said, “most o’ Layne’s forces are mustered at the shipyard an’ the fort of Avion, about five miles from where The Pale Horse floats. My inclination is that he’s expectin’ us to focus on him an’ ignore the land.”

      I shook my head. “I ain’t of a mind to do that. The siren, Ligeia, will see to a fog that’ll block the view an’ sing to the assembled ships of the Admiralty. I’d like some volunteers to take the fort, and some others to board or disable the ships while they be under her spell.”

      Several captains raised their hands, and I nodded. “See me after this.” I turned to the others. “Now, for the rest o’ ye, we’ll want to draw off any ships protectin’ The Pale Horse to clear the way for a charge straight at her. This’ll be the most dangerous part o’ the plan, I reckon, so I’m takin’ my folks: Jimmy Mocker on The Hullbreaker, me on The Echo, Shrike an’ The Wasp, Kargad on’ Sirensong, an’ Jenny Nettles on The Black Cat. If anyone else be interested in joinin’ the spearhead, speak now.”

      “Me,” Bloody Bill volunteered, catching me completely by surprise.

      Then Kieran spoke up, and I had to work hard to keep my jaw from dropping all the way to the floor. “I want in on this, too.”

      “That’s two.” I nodded to each of the captains who’d just volunteered. “The rest o’ ye will engage the ships protectin’ Layne’s vessel to try an’ sink ‘em or draw ‘em off. I’m expectin’ half o’ the fleet to go around Avion on the west an’ the other half around the east. We’ll hit the bastards from both sides. I ain’t expectin’ to surprise ‘em, but with any fortune, The Pale Horse won’t be ready to sail. She’s been sittin’ at anchor these past months while workmen attend her.”

      I glanced over at Sturmgar, then Bill, and looked out at the gathered captains. “However, I ain’t gonna assume that Layne isn’t trying to rope us in on a full assault o’ his ship, so he can tear us apart with ease. Splittin’ up an’ staying spread out will give us the best chance to survive an’ win this. That be it for me. Any questions?”

      Peter Wry raised his hand.

      “Aye?” I said, acknowledging him.

      “What about capturin’ ships?” he wanted to know. “We allowed to board, or do ye just want us to sink or disable everythin’ we can?”

      “Do whatever ye do best,” I said after a moment’s thought.

      Peter nodded and leaned back in his chair. I could see his jaw working as he mulled over his options.

      I gave the assembled group a few more minutes, but no other hands went up. Most of them, in fact, had started to huddle together and discuss their options. Bill leaned back and stretched out languidly in his chair as he watched the room with hooded eyes and a vaguely amused expression.

      Sturmgar met my eyes when I looked his way and smiled reassuringly. “I’ll organize the free town’s ships,” he said quietly. “Don’t ye worry none, lad.”

      “I ain’t,” I said to him. “Ye, I trust.”

      He chuckled, and I turned back to the room at large. “All right, ye lot, set to. We sail in the mornin’ o’ the day after tomorrow. If ye ain’t ready to go, ye don’t get a share o’ the spoils, so off with ye.”
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      It was after the meeting that Commodore Potts caught up with me. He marched straight up as the other pirates filed out and fixed me with a steely gaze. I hardly recognized him. Not a lot of time had passed, but the heavyset man had lost a fair bit of his once-soft edges. He was still bearded and broad-shouldered, with clear eyes and a steel cap where his right hand had been.

      “Commodore,” I said, acknowledging him. “I hope ye realize that I be right glad ye survived our fight.”

      “As am I, son,” he said with a snort of laughter.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “I blacked out when I hit the water,” he explained. “Next thing I know, I’m being dragged out of the surf by a couple of Imperials on this nice little island outside the shipping lanes. They patched me up and showed me where, lo and behold, the remains of my galleon had been dragged up on the shore. A couple of my flotilla had survived the attack and followed at a safe distance, and we were rescued in short order. Quite a series of coincidences, though I can’t say I was happy that much of my ship was rendered down for parts.”

      “My apologies,” I said, not feeling the least bit sorry. “It seems as if my ships took a bit of damage in that fight an’ needed some repair work. Lumber an’ fittin’s were a bit short, an’ we had a nigh-sunk galleon laying around.”

      Potts snorted again. “Spoils of war and all that. I’d have done the same to you, and we both know it. Thing is, I ended up on the losing side of that.”

      I just nodded and waited. The man had a point, and I wished he’d get to it.

      “You mean to attack Avion and turn it over to the pirates?” he asked.

      “That be the nature o’ our agreement,” I said with a nod.

      “What about the non-combatants living there?” The commodore tucked the thumb of his remaining hand in his belt and regarded me.

      “If I ask Ligeia, she’ll allow no harm to come to them if that be what ye are askin’.”

      Potts nodded slowly. “Admiral Layne has gone rogue. I partook in his operation to attempt recovery of that damned treasure ship in hopes of gaining more information to take back to the Emperor about the man’s operations here in the Archipelago. I have seen his insane attempt at a floating dreadnought with my own eyes, and if not for certain familial traits, I would have fallen under the spell of his man, Lack.”

      He shook his head slowly before he continued. “What I would like to propose is an alliance of convenience, Captain. I am, it seems, without a ship. Give me one and assign me part of the effort to take the fort, and provided no civilians are grossly threatened, I’ll stand down, return to the Emperor, and recommend pardons for every bastard privateer and fisherman with delusions of grandeur that partakes in this insanity.”

      I pointed towards a familiar face. “Ye recognize Edison Sloan?”

      “Oh, aye,” he replied. “Promising young captain there. Changed sides?”

      “Aye, after I spared an’ saved his life. Seems the Admiral’s madness isn’t the best kept secret in the isles.” I shrugged. “He’s got two ships under his command. Tell him I want him helpin’ with the fort, an’ that ye will be takin’ command o’ one o’ his ships.”

      “You believe he’ll go along with that?” Potts asked.

      “If I tell him to, aye,” I replied.

      The commodore nodded slowly and turned to me and inclined his head before giving me a formal, Imperial salute. “We have a deal then? I understand that this is customary.” With that, he spat into his left hand and held it out to me.

      “Aye, we do,” I replied, clasping hands with him. “Though I be thinkin’ a pardon might not be for me. The rest’ll tell ye yea or nay depending, once this fightin’ be done.”

      “Understood. Well met, Captain. I hope to see you again afterward.”

      I grinned back at Potts. “Ye will, one way or another.”

      He nodded pensively and stalked off to speak with Sloan. I reached up to rub the bridge of my nose, then left to go about my business. There was a lot to do, and precious little time left to do it in.

      The rest of that day and night was a blur of preparation and organization. I think I talked myself hoarse answering questions and giving orders to the largest group of infants I’d ever had the displeasure of babysitting. By the time I retired on the night before we sailed, I was ready to leave fully two-thirds of my so-called allies behind and take my chances.

      Pragmatism won out, though. I needed this entire force, despite the aggravation they provided me. At least I was able to take comfort with my wives and forget, at least for a little while, the yammering of the captains and their quartermasters forgotten.

      In the early morning hours, I formally passed off the captaincy of The Hullbreaker to Jimmy Mocker, then rowed out to where the silent ironclad sat in the harbor. Mary, Ember, Rhianne, and Tabitha were with me. I’d weighed the possibility of bringing Daka and Dogar but decided against it. They were the best with the cannon crew short of Bord and his dwarves who’d be steaming with me on the ironclad.

      Adra would be aboard Sirensong, working her magic, while Nagra, Kargad’s daughter, would be on The Wasp. The two of them would be filling a major role, as there was little witchiness left, with me taking most of them on the mission into The Pale Horse. Ligeia, though, would be underwater with Tiny and the King Narwhal, who seemed more or less content to stay with the siren. I’d seen no sign of the lascu, but since they weren’t the monstrosities that their mother had been, perhaps they already lurked below.

      No townsfolk or errant sailors had disappeared near the water’s edge, at least.

      Everyone’s nerves were on edge at this point, and I witnessed a few fistfights the night before. For my part, I was a bit over-eager, perhaps. I was ready for this to be over with, whether I won or went out in a blaze of glory in battle against a terrible foe.

      Soon, everything would be decided.

      “Alright, Bord,” I said. “Signal Jimmy on The Hullbreaker. ‘Tis time.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” the old dwarf grumbled and stomped off out of the wheelhouse. Mary and Tabitha both watched him go as I turned my attention to the open shutters.

      “Less than two days,” I said, “and we’ll finally see the end o’ this.”

      “Do ye think The Pale Horse be ready to sail?” Tabitha asked.

      “Like as not,” I replied. “I ain’t even sure killin’ Lack set Ol’ Layne back any. If anything, the bastard probably means to trap us.”

      “But we are expecting trouble, so at least it won’t come as a surprise,” Mary observed, then smiled. “Our strategy is strong, our fleet is large. Perhaps ‘tis we who will surprise the Admiral, instead of the other way around.”

      “That’s the hope, at least,” I said.

      Bord poked his head in. “Signal sent, Cap’n. Boilers at pressure. The crew stands ready for yer orders.”

      I reached over and wrapped my fingers around the lever that controlled the ironclad’s speed. “Raise the anchor, cannonmaster, an’ let’s be off.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” the dwarf said and pulled down the speaking bell. “Raise the anchor,” he commanded.

      Moments later, a mechanical clanking reverberated through the hull for a few minutes, then stopped with a heavy, echoing thud. “Anchor’s up, Cap’n.”

      I nodded and eased the lever forward until it settled into the first notch. A low pulsing began as the engines started to chug along faster. Slowly, The Echo began to gather speed, and I turned the wheel to angle us out towards the open sea.

      “Keep lookouts posted,” I commanded. “I want to know what the other ships are doing.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” Bord answered.

      That was the problem with this armored hulk. It traded field of view for protection and raw speed, despite a loss of maneuverability at the upper notches of the throttle. If we survived this fight, I meant to speak with Bord about ways to improve that. Perhaps a larger rudder would help. With the gold from the treasure ship and further salvage from the wrecks we’d sunk, money certainly wouldn’t be nearly the problem it had been.

      We steamed out into the open sea and turned south. The large island of Avion loomed just over the horizon, but she’d take a full day to sail around, even under full steam. Once again, the slowest ship in the fleet set our pace. The rendezvous with Admiral Justin Layne would wait a couple of days, unfortunately.

      Meanwhile, we’d all stew in our own juices for a while. The Echo lacked a few amenities I’d have liked, such as my luxurious cabin on The Hullbreaker and the baths. I let out a sigh. At least the open shutters admitted enough of a breeze to provide some relief from the heat generated by the furnace below in the bowels of the ship.

      “I have to say,” Tabitha said, leaning on the unshielded opening to peer out at the sea ahead. “Havin’ the wheelhouse at this spot on the ship kinda makes more sense to me than puttin’ it all the way to the back.”

      “That has to do with how the mechanics o’ the rudder works, ye know,” I commented.

      “Aye, an’ the prow be most likely to take cannonfire when ye charge at a ship broadside,” she mused. “But with the bloody armor this thing be havin’, it ain’t like most cannons will do more’n ring yer bells.”

      “That makes me wonder how bloody loud it gets in here when the balls start bouncin’,” I said, eyeing the six-inch thick plates of the shutters.

      “Methinks quite,” Bord chortled as he stepped into the wheelhouse.

      “‘Tis funny,” Mary opined. “I rather like being inside and out of the wind. The warmth is nice, too.”

      “Ye won’t like it so much when we be buttoned up, lass,” the cannonmaster said. “She gets a might ripe, an’ if anyone’s been diggin’ into the beans, well…”

      My witch laughed softly. “I see your point.”

      I snorted and shook my head after glancing back at the two of them, then peered out to the front. The pale shape of the King Narwhal breached and blew and went under, then Tiny followed in his example, only with a hissing roar.

      At least the two monsters seemed to be getting along. I sighed and scowled. I’d forgotten to ask Ligeia about the lascu, and there’d likely be no time for a discussion as we plunged ahead. The ships would be heading straight into combat as soon as we rounded Avion and approached the fort and shipyard. Most of us would be hitting The Pale Horse and her escort from the front and rear while the siren, Edison Sloan, and Commodore Potts would command the expeditionary force slated to take the landside emplacements and disable the reinforcements.

      We’d planned our courses and speeds as precisely as possible. The slower ships made for the shortest path around the island while I spearheaded the run around the longer side. We’d arrive close to the same time if all went well, and I didn’t want to think about what might happen if it didn’t, or if the weather turned foul on us.

      Adra and I were convinced we’d reach our goal under the typical cloud cover that plagued the Archipelago and limited agriculture across the islands. To satisfy myself, I refocused my gaze to peer across the barrier and into the world of spirits.

      Elementals of air and water coursed along with us. Life teemed in the nearby seas, a small army of bright-burning spots coursing after the larger, vital forms of Tiny, King, and Ligeia. High above, the clouds scudded along, following the path of the winds wherever it carried them. There was no sign of a growing tempest, though we might encounter some rain as we ran close to the island.

      That was satisfactory.

      “Where be Ember?” I asked once I’d returned my sight to the material world.

      “Down below,” Bord answered before Tabitha could. “The lass seems fascinated by the furnace, an’ she actually had some suggestions for enhancin’ it, so I figured I’d let her be. Never figured that ye’d set me so at ease with witches that I’d let one fuck with my engines.”

      I chuckled. At the moment, I was only the captain because the dwarf and I had an arrangement. This was to be his ship, and he was determined to remind me of that.

      It was fine by me. I much preferred my Hullbreaker even to this marvel.
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      The sounds of the ironclad were distinctive over the distances involved. Sound carried far further underwater than the surface dwellers truly understood. I think that my Bardak did, though, as I’d explained more than a few times how I could find his ship in the open sea.

      Both Tiny and King were far better at tracking and hearing down here than even I was. We were about a mile off the coast of Avion, staying low but for occasional forays to the surface for both of them to take their needed breaths.

      Further out to sea, I heard the creaking and stirring of the distant ships that guarded The Pale Horse, but there was something wrong. A faint scent in the water reached me, putrid and vile like the aftermath of a red tide, where everything for miles floated dead in the water devoid of anything that could support life.

      If anything, this was worse, and both of my friends were intelligent enough to be concerned. The young lascu that trailed along with us, though, were of a different breed. At this age, they were near mindless and easy enough to control. Like frenzied sharks, they devoured anything in their paths. I meant to set them on the merfolk guarding the ships out there, but a kind of warning sense held me back.

      Suddenly, they were upon us, and I had barely sensed them. Merfolk surged up from the lower depths and charged me. Tiny twisted and blocked most of them, but a few darted around his vast shell and continued their focused drive, spears grasped in their taloned hands as shark-toothed mouths gaped.

      They were fast, but I was as nimble underwater as they were, and perhaps more so. I also had more friends.

      The school of lascu, sensing a meal, jetted in. They were as large as the merfolk and much, much fiercer. As my protectors, they swarmed over the attacking seafolk before the enemy could get near enough to use their spears. It was over in moments, blood and gobbets of flesh filled the water around us, along with a sweet, heady smell of blood.

      It made me hungry. I had forgone my appetite for certain delicacies to prove to myself that I was worthy of the people that I loved. While I knew they would accept me, I still had no desire for them to witness me when I fed.

      This was too much, though. I kicked off Tiny’s back and joined the fight as more merfolk swam to deal with us. I met one square on, dodged around her spear, and caught her, tearing out her throat with my teeth as I opened her belly with my claws. Her flesh was so sweet after I had denied myself for so long. For a moment, I lost myself in bliss, and that nearly cost me my life.

      Fortunately, one of my lascu children intercepted the angry merman bearing down on my, wrapped him in its tentacles, and snapped off his head. The sudden thrashing broke me from my reverie, and I released the body to dart off and fight and kill and feed.

      Tiny and King thrashed and snapped at the tiny attackers, but they were hampered by the relative shallows, especially the narwhal. I sang to him when I could, sending him to deeper waters to seek and aid my Captain in his thumping ship. Once again, the strange smell and unusual sound of the distant ships struck me.

      A low, rhythmic thumping echoed through the depths like the beating of a gigantic heart, and I knew immediately what had happened. Admiral Layne had awoken his ship, and it waited, at peace, for us.

      I wanted to streak off to intercept the metal ship and warn my love, but he depended on me to take the fort and keep the other ships from aiding those further out to sea. Hardening my heart, I dove on the merfolk to unleash my frustrations. At least we had expected this possibility.

      As we tore through the defenders, the merfolk broke at last, and I abandoned stealth to coax Tiny into a surge of speed. He broke the surface close to shore and the waiting forest of ships. They were starting to move as a small group of our own ships bore down upon them. This was my cue.

      The Dragon Turtle opened his maw and let out a bellowing hiss, steam pouring from his throat to quickly overtake the ships and roll ashore into the town. I mounted up onto his back, stood at the peak of the great ridgeback that ran the length of his shell, and sang as I had never sung before.

      Not even my vocal duel with the banshee scream of the undead witch, Rhianne Corvis, matched my performance now. I poured out my heart into the wordless tune that rose and fell and wove magic. My voice rose over the island, swam amongst the ships, and I felt it take hold.

      Around me, people began to drift away into slumber. This was what Bardak had asked of me, and it was what I did. Tiny, also knowing his part, swam towards the ships and carefully snapped off their rudders, one by one. He broke a few hulls with his passage, capsized one vessel, and I continued singing.

      Edison Sloan’s ship The Fearless loomed out of the fog, the men aboard working in silence with their ears plugged with wax. He had four other ships under his command, and they all sailed by, waving to me as the Dragon Turtle and I went about our work.

      Off in the distance, the booming of cannons heralded the start of the greater battle. I closed my eyes for a moment and offered a silent prayer to the powers for the safety of my family, then guided Tiny to carry me to shore before continuing his destructive work. Without me, he wouldn’t be as gentle, but I truly did not care.

      We passed the ships as they dropped their longboats, sending the expeditionary crew ashore. Sloan and the one-handed man named Potts were among them, along with many men whom I did not know. Their eyes roamed over my naked form as I joined them, stalking ahead while I continued to sing.

      From the beach, we crossed the sand and reached the edge of the shipyard, with its great scaffolds and docks. We passed it by and hurried uphill to the fort. Bardak had hoped that we would take them by surprise with enough time to reach the fort before the gate was closed.

      We had no such luck, but the two commanders had prepared their men for this possibility. A couple of them drew out grappling hooks and lobbed them up to the top of the wall. They took a few tries, but it wasn’t long before the pirates swarmed up the ropes and over the wall, and only a little longer before the gates swung open. Once all the men were inside, they closed and barred the gate, then went through the keep quickly and quietly, breaking down doors and overwhelming surprised and groggy soldiers before trussing them up and leaving them.

      I wondered if there would be trouble if I drug one off for a meal. The fight with the merfolk had definitely stirred me up, and I was growing tired of singing. Unfortunately, once I ceased, the magic would begin to fade, and people would awaken. So, I went to perch on top of the wall and kept up the song while I dreamed of fresh, hot meat and blood.

      The distant cannonfire continued. I hoped that Bardak was successful, but since the fight continued, there had to be at least some left alive, right? It was an effort to remain where I was and do nothing but sing. I only did it because I had promised my Bardak.

      “Ligeia!” someone yelled from the courtyard behind me.

      I turned and looked down at the man Sloan. He waved up to me and called out loudly, likely due to his blocked ears, “You can stop now! The fort is ours!”

      That was all I was waiting for. I let the song fade and closed my eyes for a moment. The captain plucked the wax from his ears and grinned up at me. “They told me you were amazing, and now I’ve witnessed it firsthand. I mean to send some crews to round up the civilians, but I don’t think we’ll need your special talents if you want to head out with your friends and join the fray.”

      “I would like that very much,” I told him. “Thank you.”

      “Farewell, siren, and good hunting!” he called after me as I hopped down on the outside of the wall and took off for the beach at a flat run.

      The buildings of the town flashed by, barely noticed as I moved with the preternatural speed of my kind. Soon I was at the shipyard, where sleeping folk began to stir, blinking in confusion. Shouts of surprise followed in my wake, then I left the path and plunged on over the sandy beach to where Tiny waited in the water for me.

      I didn’t wait, I kept going until I was back at home in my throne behind his head. “Go!” I told him.

      The great creature needed no further urging. He clawed and flopped his way out to deeper water, then stroked his powerful flipper-claws and set off towards the raging fight, leaving broken ships and a captured fort behind us.

      Ahead, the ships had engaged the guardians of The Pale Horse, but the city-ship didn’t seem to have moved. Occasionally, cannons boomed from traps that opened and closed in its vast hull. Smoke filled the air and obscured much of the action from my view.

      “Fuck,” I swore, using an expletive I’d heard used by both the sailors and my loves. Tiny, sensing my anxiety, accelerated, putting his all into the charge. There were still miles to go, and even the Dragon Turtle could only go so fast. At least we’d make it minutes, rather than an hour or so.

      When we reached a mile from the battle, the air soured, and the sea grew oily and contaminated with the bloated corpses of thousands of dead fish. Everything from minnows to sharks floated, belly up and foul-smelling as if they had been dead for days.

      Perhaps they had. I could feel the residue of foul and powerful magic. A benefit of being something of an arcane creature, I supposed. The lascu hadn’t passed into the region of death, but I suspected I could force them. Tiny, however, didn’t care, nor did the King Narwhal. They were apex creatures, predators and hunters of the sea. In many ways, the two were comparable to the full-grown lascu we’d encountered, or perhaps a kraken. The only thing truly above them was the rarely seen leviathan.

      Of course, the lascu had been able to throw Tiny, so perhaps he was rather small for his species? My mind wandered for a moment, then I snapped back to the present, and the scent of death almost made me retch.

      It was akin to something I’d sensed before.

      Oh, no.

      My eyes focused on the ships that fought with Bardak’s fleet, and I realized that they sailed on mist and smoke, green flames burning in their hearts. These were death ships, what the sailors incorrectly called ghost ships. Manned by the drowned and soulless dead, they were much like The Indomitable had been, although less powerful.

      I couldn’t imagine what could have done this unless it was somehow connected to the great white ship that loomed over everything. Cannons boomed again, and I was thrown sideways as a collection of burning cannonballs embedded themselves in Tiny’s thick shell. Blood sprayed, and he let out a bellow of pain before diving. All I could do was cling on.

      Under the water was worse. Undead merfolk swam around aimlessly, clutching at me as the Dragon Turtle carried me through. I pressed close to him. He wasn’t badly hurt at all, I could tell, but the impact and pain startled him and sent him for the safety of the depths out of reflex.

      Much as I didn’t really want to, I really had no other recourse. The dead could fight, but they weren’t nearly so fearsome in pieces. I opened my mouth and sang, pitching my voice to be heard over a great distance. The lascu would come, and that would even the odds at least a bit.
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      Scaffolding still enfolded the white wooden flanks of The Pale Horse as we gazed out at her. I notched back the throttle on The Echo and scanned the horizon below the looming form of Layne’s flagship. Ligeia had been right; a small fleet rode at anchor surrounding the monstrous vessel, but the bulk of it sat a goodly couple of miles away, arrayed to defend the fort and shipyard.

      “Signal the fleet to fan out an’ come at ‘em from all directions,” I said to Bord. We’d taken to using mirror signals and hand signs since the ironclad lacked a flagpole of any kind.

      He nodded and stomped out, muttering to himself.

      “What about us?” Mary asked. She hadn’t left my side during the whole journey here, nor had Tabitha for that matter. Rhianne drifted in after dark, stared silently out through the open shutters, then returned to the darker spaces as the sun rose behind the clouds.

      Ember, though, stayed below with the furnace, speaking with the dwarves and setting Bord’s mind to whirling with possibilities suggested by the fire witch.

      “Ye know,” Tabitha mused. “I just may be in the market for a new witch, after this.”

      “She does seem enamored of this ship,” Mary said.

      “Do ye think she’d leave ye an’ The Black Cat?” I asked. We were still miles away, outside the range of any cannon, but it would be perhaps half an hour before we’d become targets, less if any of the fleet decided to close with us. For now, though, it looked like Layne was holding his defenses tight.

      “Any o’ my crew be free to come an’ go as they will,” the Ailur woman said with a shrug. “I don’t mean to change that. Thing is, once this be done, I mean to claim a stake on yon island.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because ye won’t, Cap’n,” Tabitha told me. “Ye’d be happy to squat at Insmere an’ ignore the goings-on a couple of days south o’ ye.” A wry smile stole over her face, and she met my eyes with hers. “Figure someone ought to represent the interests o’ yer little family, an’ I’m the only one with a ship an’ crew, aye.”

      I grunted noncommittally. She was right. I wanted no part in Bill’s idea for a pirate kingdom, although I suspected he wanted me involved with it. That was time wasted in the logistics of running a land-bound town, and I wasn’t ready to retire like Sturmgar had. Kargad, Shrike, or even Edison Sloan might have an interest in the thing, but they weren’t as close to me as my wives.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” Mary mused, echoing my own thoughts. “Who knows what sort of trouble might happen if these bastards all band together with a fort and a shipyard.”

      “Like to be nothing good,” I said.

      Bord pushed in, interrupting any further discussion as he reported, “Signal sent, Cap’n. Everyone stands ready, here, an’ looks to be somethin’ startin’ up shoreward.”

      “A fog?”

      “Aye. An’ a fracas. The expeditionary force just rounded the point an’ came into view o’ the Insmere fleet,” he continued.

      Good. Ligeia’s song should disable the ships and the town, and with Potts and Sloan in charge of the raid, I suspected there’d be little unnecessary bloodshed. Von Kolter had argued for his crew to take part, but I’d remained adamant in that regard. The Hellmaw was second only in firepower to The Witch’s Promise, and I wanted big ships like that as part of the sea battle. He’d finally backed down, but it had been another annoyance in a long stream of them.

      I already longed for the days of running just my own ship, despite being glad to work with any of those folk who’d become part of my extended clan. Maybe if I delegated the tasks, I could ease the burden some.

      A shake of my head brought me back to the present, and I stared out at the fleet riding at anchor surrounding The Pale Horse something was odd about it, a feeling I couldn’t quite put my finger on. They’d seen us, though, and some of the ships began to raise anchor and move to intercept.

      But they didn’t have any sails on their yards.

      “All o’ ye take a look at this,” I said, motioning to the three in the wheelhouse with me.

      As they crowded around to peer out at the enemy ships, a darkness began to spread from the tallest mainmast of The Pale Horse herself, and then she moved, drifting a bit to one side and shedding the scaffolding.

      This didn’t exactly come as a surprise, but it was still awe-inspiring to watch as the immense bulk of Layne’s flagship began a ponderous turn. I risked a glimpse into the spirit world just as Mary let out a gasp.

      “Ghost ships,” she whispered.

      Between The Pale Horse and us lay a field of death. Spirits of all sorts and sizes floated free of their mortal shells, drifted, and cried for succor as we passed by. The gathered Admiralty fleet all blazed in a sickly, green flame, corpses reanimated by the will of whatever drove the great, impossible ship that they protected.

      We had kept the Admiral from the Black Mirror, and from Mary Night, but he had still found some way to bring his ship to life.

      “Bloody hell,” Tabitha swore. “An’ we’re short o’ witches.”

      “Not really,” a voice whispered from behind us. Rhianne stood in the shadows by the door. “The Lambeth Hex can weaken them enough that mortal weapons can harm them with difficulty, but there are too many for it to just send them back.

      “Can ye do it?” I asked. “Would ye?”

      “I would,” she answered. The green flames burned brighter in her empty eye socket as she gazed out at the enemy fleet. Many of them had turned to broadside us as we approached. Once we were in range, they’d open fire.

      Somewhere out there, I felt the swell of energy as Adra called upon the great elementals. She reached out to something vaster than the Gale, and I grinned fiercely.

      “Do it,” I told her. “If we don’t even the odds, we’re fucked.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Rhianne answered. Mary started to rise, but the undead witch waved her back. “This is for me to do, Mary Night,” she said, then turned to Bord, “Show me out, cannonmaster?”

      The old dwarf glanced at me, and I nodded. “Give her what she needs, Bord.”

      “Aye.” He turned and escorted Rhianne back into the ship.

      “Ye good with this?” I asked Mary after glancing ahead at the field of broadsides we were about to face.

      To give the witch a bit more time, I notched our speed back another spot, and some of the sailing ships flanking us came into view. It wouldn’t be much longer before I’d need to close the armored shutters, aim the prow at the massive bulk of The Pale Horse, and throttle up to ramming speed. For now, though, Rhianne Corvis got to earn her keep.

      “I could help her,” my witch replied. “A full coven could lay that hex hard over this whole region, but then we’d be nigh useless when it came to fighting our way through the bowels of Layne’s ship. At least, this way, you’ll only be down one witch.”

      “Ye expect it’ll knock her out o’ the fight?” I asked.

      “Aye, most certainly,” Mary replied. “Especially since the hex is anathema to what she is.”

      “She be targetin’ herself, too, then. Since she happens to be undead?” I spoke aloud as I processed what Mary said.

      She nodded, and I scowled. It was a move for the greater good of the attack, but I still didn’t like it. I was trusting on my own fighting abilities, as well as those of Mary and Tabitha, and Ember’s and Mary’s magic, now.

      “Ye expect me to stand by an’ let ye stomp through yon sea citadel alone?” Bord growled from the door. “I ain’t a witch, but I’ve two carbines, four pistols, an’ an axe, plus a suit o’ mail I’m about to see if I can still fit into.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Welcome aboard, ye barmy, stunted runt.”

      He snorted laughter. “The girl’s upstairs with two o’ me men. They’ll help her down once she does what she means to do.”

      “Good. Methink’s I’ll be closin’ the shutters, soon.” I gazed out at the ships ahead. They’d had plenty of time to turn broadside on, and we were sailing and steaming right into it. At least some of our ships were reinforced with magic, and some of the pirate captains had renegade or Sisterhood witches aboard. Like as not this wouldn’t be the slaughter the Admiral expected, but it wouldn’t be pretty.

      “How close do we need t’ be?” Tabitha asked as we drew even nearer to the ominous line of ships.

      Around us in the water, corpses of fish floated like small islands of death. The air stunk like rot. What in the hell had Layne done to bring his ship to horrible life?

      “Soon, I think,” Mary cocked her head and seemed to listen. “Aye. It begins.”

      I let my gaze shift once more. The hex that Rhianne planned to use wasn’t a long or involved one, but it was a powerful one. I’d seen what it could do firsthand when she sent Arde’s crew back to hell in the wake of the Commodore’s second death, but I hadn’t seen how it looked from the spirit plane.

      The incantation sprang to my mind unbidden as I gazed out at the death-infested waves before us. Above, vast as the horizon, another shadow grew, spreading as far as the eye could see. In one hand, it clutched a scythe, and while I watched, drew back and swept the insubstantial blade through everything before us, then faded.

      All the lesser dead were swept away, and a great groan and howl went up from the ships ahead. I pushed the lever forward as far as it would go. This was our chance. As the ironclad accelerated, I reached over and cranked the shutters down, leaving only the barest of slits to see through.

      Moments later, a dwarf of Bord’s crew rushed in. “She collapsed as she said,” he reported. “We carried her t’ the bunks an’ laid her down.”

      “I shall see to her before things get too bad,” Mary said as she rose from her spot.

      As if her words tempted fate, the rolling thunder of the broadsides arrayed ahead of us sounded, and flashes of green fire erupted from the traps of the ghost ships.

      “Fuck,” Mary swore and disappeared quickly below to see to the undead witch.

      All of the ships on our side that had them opened fire with their bow chasers. Adra’s elementals manifested then, waterspouts burst into being between the enemy and us, deflecting some of the eerily burning cannonballs as they arced in. A few did strike home, rebounding from the ironclad’s hull with tooth-jarring clangs that resonated like the inside of a bell.

      Bord chuckled. “Ye see, Cap’n. ‘Tis like to drive a man mad, given time.”

      “See to yer guns, Cannonmaster,” I said, intentionally disregarding his comment. “Fire at will as we break the line.”

      “Aye, Cap’n,” the old dwarf snapped brightly and stomped off.

      “Prepare for boardin’, too,” I called after him. “I ain’t stoppin’ ‘til our ram is stuck in the hull o’ The Pale Horse.”

      Tabitha’s ears were pressed back flat against her head as the impacts echoed through the metal hull. The ship rocked a bit under each one, but she lived up to her name. “Maybe this was not the best choice I ever made,” the feline said weakly.

      “Won’t be long,” I told her, gazing out ahead before reaching for the speaking bell. “Brace yerselves, lads!”

      One of the ghost ships loomed before us, growing closer with each passing moment. I fired up the cutting blades that augmented the ram and set myself, suiting actions to words as The Echo steamed ahead.

      The ship in our way started to move from our path, but it was too little, too late. A sudden impact drove the prow of the ironclad down, but she popped right back up. Blades tore through wood, and the momentum carried us on past, shoving the Imperial ship aside like a toy with her hull opened up and her rudder destroyed.

      Even braced and ready, both Tabitha and I nearly lost our footing as the ships hit. The dwarves at our cannons were ready, though. A booming roar echoed deafeningly through the interior of the ship as they raked a broadside through the enemy ship as we steamed past it.

      A ragged cheer went up from the cannon crews, and I knew we’d managed to strike a blow for our side.

      More ships loomed ahead, piling up ahead of us as if directed by a malign intelligence. Layne must have been aware of us and had no qualms about sacrificing his forces in an attempt to lock us down and keep us away from The Pale Horse. That meant that he must have seen through my strategy, but I didn’t care. I was committed to the course now and would see it through.

      We struck the next Admiralty vessel amidships and shoved her back, the grinders ripping apart her hull as we punched on through. Then another impact, and another.

      The Echo slowed, and I swore loudly and reached over to drag the lever backward, reversing course to free us from the blockade.

      “Boarders, Cap’n,” shouted a dwarf from the rear.

      “Batten down the hatches an’ keep ‘em back,” I roared and looked over to Tabitha.

      She nodded, drew her sword and pistol, and left the wheelhouse to help repel boarders. I had expected a fight, but not one from men unafraid to die. The sheer number of men that died to create this death fleet of Admiral Layne’s boggled the mind.

      Slowly, the ironclad backed water, shedding the broken ships. I’d have to make room for another run if I could. Through the slits in the armor, I watched traps open on the hull of The Pale Horse before flashes of green fire, and smoke filled my vision.
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      Even the balls from The Pale Horse’s cannons rebounded from the armored hull of The Echo, much to my surprise and pleasure. The afterimages of the muzzle flashes still played in my vision as I guided the ironclad backward. The ships I’d hit listed and sank, although they still moved, and the undead crew still went about their duties aboard.

      Either they had been incompletely converted, or Rhianne’s hex had worked well. Either way, two of the enemy ships were well on their way to being out of the fight.

      Figuring I’d put enough space between my ship and the rest of the blockade, I jammed the throttle lever all the way to full speed forward as gunshots rang out in the space behind me. Weapons and fists banged on the traps and the bulkhead doors, but we stayed buttoned up.

      Faster than any ship should have been able to reload, The Pale Horse turned a bit, her sails fluttering as her hull seemed almost to undulate like the flank of a sea monster. Cannons boomed, and I craned my neck to see a few of my side’s ships take solid hits, the burning cannonballs setting decks and cloth and sailors aflame. One took a powder hit and blew into flaming flinders.

      We had to end this, and soon. The waterspouts that Adra had called, along with the Gale, aided and hampered us both. I clenched my teeth together in determination as The Echo began to accelerate once more.

      That was when a burning galleon swept ahead of us, her sails flapping madly under witchwind. It was The Witch’s Promise, undead dueled with the few sailors left upon her deck, and Bloody Bill himself manned the helm, his dark hair flowing madly as he looked straight at me. Behind him, Cerridwyn stood like a statue, her arms upraised as she directed the gale-force witchwind that drove the galleon full speed at the blockade.

      “Give the bastard what for!” I heard Bill yell, then he burst into mad laughter as the ship plowed into the blockade ahead of us. He plain ran one ship under, plowed another aside, and ground to a halt against a third. Surrounded by the enemy, The Echo accelerating in his wake, he’d done what he could to clear the way.

      I had to give the bastard credit for bravery. The dead on the adjacent ships converged on him as I tried to adjust course to aim for the edges of the blockade. There wasn’t much room, but--

      The sudden explosion of The Witch’s Promise caught me by surprise. Apparently, the fire had been close to her powder room, and whether Bill had known or not, he had placed his ship in the perfect spot. She went up in a spectacular conflagration that engulfed the surrounding ships, setting off a chain reaction of detonations that, mostly, cleared the path ahead of enemy combatants.

      I’d raise a mug to the crazy bastard later, but the Pirate King had bought us the time and clearance I needed to set a course dead ahead at the growing flank of The Pale Horse. More cannonfire raked our deck, and I heard the underlying timbers crack under the continued bombardment. We couldn’t take much more, but we were almost there.

      Another Imperial ship came out of nowhere and swept between the ironclad and the Admiral’s ship, all her traps open, and two decks worth of cannons opened up on us.

      Once again, the armored shell held, but the ram mechanism picked up a grinding rattle that disconcerted me. Not just that, but the sounds of fighting to the aft hadn’t diminished nearly enough for my liking.

      Still, there was nothing to be done but keep steaming forward. The enemy ship was reloading while I bore down on her, holding her ground as the last possible impediment before I tore into the side of the city-ship.

      Then, once again, the unexpected happened. With a roar, Tiny emerged at the aft of the Admiralty ship, dove under, and bore the vessel bodily out of The Echo’s way. I caught a brief glimpse of Ligeia, who gave me a wave, before she, the Dragon Turtle, and the last obstacle were borne out of sight and definitely out of the way.

      My heart swelled with pride and determination, and I let out a bellow of my own as I yelled, “Brace and prepare to board The Pale Horse!”

      Moments later, the reinforced ram and grinding blades that tipped the prow of The Echo crashed into the enchanted white timbers of The Pale Horse’s hull. Dwarven ingenuity, driven by magic and sturdy mechanical devices, warred with unholy enchantments… and overcame.

      Splinters and shards of wood erupted, spraying a blackish ichor that splattered like some sort of foul, corrupted blood over the ironclad’s deck. The creak of the tearing wood sounded like nothing so much as a shriek of anger and pain. I was thrown forward against the wheel, then back as the ironclad was lifted bodily from the water by the roll of the city ship’s hull.

      In that instant, the smaller ship slid deeper into the wound she’d created and lodged like a blade in the massive vessel’s flank. That was our cue. I cranked open the shielded shutters, drew my greataxe, and bounded out through the unconventional exit.

      Tabitha, Mary, Ember, and Bord followed. The three women took a defensive posture at the prow of The Echo, holding their positions while I helped the cannonmaster out of the wheelhouse.

      He gave me a grudging nod of thanks, and the five of us moved forward into the black interior of Layne’s ship. We had to clamber down and make our way over shattered, bleeding timbers to finally get clear of the ironclad. A creaking of wood and a strange whispering presence surrounded us. We were inside, and the intelligence that possessed the great warship was enraged.

      “So, which way?” Bord asked in a grating whisper. He held his shining, blade-tipped carbine at ready and glared off into the shadows of the deck that stretched off ahead of us.

      Mary shook her head. “There’s too much here for me to sense,” she replied and looked apologetically up at me.

      “Damn,” I growled as I reached out with my own second sight and was quickly overwhelmed.

      “Try this,” Tabitha stepped up and pulled a scrimshawed skull from a leather bag.

      “When did ye take that?” I demanded.

      “Back at Insmere,” she replied. “I had a thought that he might be useful to us.”

      The eyes of the skull glimmered faintly in the darkness, then sprang into a steadier light that swept without being directed over the reinforced walls, struts, and braces that made up this lower deck.

      Off in the distance, something shuffled and growled. The guardians were coming.

      “Alright, ye old fart,” Tabitha whispered to the skull before I could express my displeasure. “Can ye help us find the heart o’ this damned thing?”

      One of her ears flicked suddenly. “Ye’re sure? Thank ye.” Then the Ailur gave me her most winning smile and pointed. “Up the stairs that way. We’ve several decks to pass through, an’ quite an array o’ guardians, but ol’ Kurle can get us there.”

      “I’ll be damned,” I muttered. “Fine, lass. Ye be forgiven before ye be charged. The both of us will lead, then Mary an’ Ember, with Bord takin’ the back.”

      “Good by me,” the dwarf said as the others nodded.

      We all formed up and started cautiously off into the black darkness of the hold, for that’s what this had to be. Tabitha slung the bag with the skull so that it could shine the lights of its eyes off into the surrounding blackness.

      Of course, it brought the guardians right to us. Pale, lurching shapes charged us from all directions. They wore the damp and pus-stained remains of Admiralty uniforms and were obviously once men, either sailors or maybe even marines. There were lots of them, and they came at us without any regard for their own safety.

      This was my element. I stepped forward to meet their rush and tore one man in half with a swing of my axe. The blow swept through and downed another, then I shifted my weight and went into a figure-eight that took down two or three more. Mary just spun into a dance of blades that would have been much more effective had her opponents been living, but she still reaped a couple of heads, and Ember backed her up with a wave of fire that actually drove the group back.

      Bord blew the head of one sailor into a sticky paste of bone and rotten meat, then shifted his grip, broke the legs of another, and shattered its skull when it fell. I followed all that up with a charge and a sweep of my axe that carried me in a circle, but also left a pile of broken corpses in my wake.

      “Come on!” I bellowed as Tabitha hopped over the fallen, but still moving, bodies, and thrust her cutlass through an undead sailor’s eye.

      When she ripped it out, most of the skull came with it, and the discombobulated zombie dropped to its knees and fell over. I took off following her as she led with the magical skull, its shining eyes pointed in the direction we needed to go.

      These dead were slow and shambling, pretty much mindless things that homed in on us as we moved. They fell to weapons, but the parts kept on coming after us until Ember hexed them to ash. Eventually, we reached the stairs and hurried upwards.

      The next deck up held more of the mindless dead, and they swarmed us at a bottleneck. Tabitha was in the lead, but I grabbed her and shoved her behind me before the things could overwhelm her. Their tattered fingers clawed at my armor and tried to overbear me, but I planted my feet and let out a roar as I let loose and shoved the mass of them back by sheer main strength.

      That moment and space let me bring my axe to bear and also gave the witches time to uncork. Minutes later, we made it through and continued upwards. The resistance mounted, though, each floor with more of the zombies. Our progress slowed, but we weren’t about to give up and retreat. Besides, where could we fall back to?

      Even with my armor, I’d taken some scratches, and the others weren’t unscathed either when we finally burst out onto a deck that had to be roughly in the middle of the enormous ship.

      “Here!” Tabitha said excitedly, tapping on the skull and pointing off down one of the halls that led away from the stairs. “That way.”

      “Good,” I grumbled. “Methinks Bord is tired o’ stairs.”

      “Speak for yerself, ye massive git,” the dwarf threw back. “I’m right as rain an’ ready for more.”

      “More drink, belike,” I teased.

      “Can we just finish this?” Ember spoke up. “I’m not sure how much more I’m up for.”

      “Right,” Mary put a hand on the other witch’s arm and helped her up the last few steps. Bord followed, keeping an eye downward for any surviving undead that might come after us.

      This particular deck was less a hold and had a more worked feel about it. The walls were decorated, with scrollwork carved into the wood of the walls and ceiling. A white and gold carpet ran down the center of each hall, and lamps burned smokelessly with an eerie, green light. Glints of something, metal or paint, shone on the walls.

      “Aye,” I said. “Let’s be off. The sooner we wrap up this, the sooner we can get back to Insmere an’ have that drink Bord needs.”

      “That ye need, more like,” the dwarf said.

      We took up our positions again and marched off down the hall in the direction Tabitha’s skull apparently indicated. It didn’t seem to be giving her any trouble, so she might as well have the damned thing. It wasn’t like I needed it, or that it would even talk to me.

      This area seemed almost disturbingly empty as we made our way down it, but I had the almost cliched feeling of being watched. Ahead, the hall opened into a larger chamber, and at the furthest point of the chamber were double doors of an elegant, intricately carved dark wood that was inlaid with silver.

      Between us and the doors, though, stood about ten cloaked and hooded figures. Three, at the forefront, were obviously female, and all of them wielded the long, single-edged knives that Mary preferred. Arrayed behind these three were six more, these bearing a more motley assortment of weapons, two spears, three sabers, and a strange set of claw-like blades that protruded from the sleeves of their robes.

      The closest to us said nothing, just shifted her stance and waited as we faced off.

      “Marai,” Mary called out. “Stand aside and let us deal with this. Please.”

      I waited for the response, any response.

      “Mary Night,” the figure spoke without raising her head. “This is your doing. If you had come at the master’s call and submitted to his will, then none of this would have happened.” She lifted her head and glared at us from beneath her hood with the shimmering, silver orbs of her eyes.

      “Kill them,” a distant, male voice rasped, a voice that seemed to come from everywhere. “Kill them.”
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      I didn’t even wait for the second “Kill them.” With a bellow of rage and defiance, I charged the group of defenders. The elements seemed so far away, though, down here in the bowels of The Pale Horse. That was okay, though, I still had my rage, and that was more than enough.

      Mary was right on my heels, then Tabitha, and they fanned out to either side of me to guard my flanks. Bord just kneeled down, brought up his carbine, and shot one of the saber-wielding guards square in the chest. The man flew backward in a spray of blood and lay still.

      Ember stood beside the dwarf, her hands trailing flames as she took a defensive posture. If her powers were near tapped, that was probably best. Bord could reload and shoot faster and more accurately than even Jimmy Mocker, and he was using one of the large bore dwarven weapons that we’d been given by the spirits on the frozen island that held The Echo.

      My first swing went for Marai, but she just arched her back and let it past over her, then came in on me with two slashes of her knives that sparked against my mail coat. The other two witches engaged my wives, and then all was a disarrayed, swirling fight that moved madly about the chamber.

      The witch pressed me, moving like greased lightning as her blades darted and slashed. She was faster than Bill Markland had been and frighteningly skilled. For a brief moment, I wondered if this was what it was like to fight Mary.

      One of the backline tried to rush past me and charge Bord where he reloaded, but I risked a backswing of my axe that caught the man’s midsection, stopped him dead, and hurled him back the way he’d come with his innards spilling over the pale wood of the floor. I couldn’t help but notice that the spilled blood vanished into the wood almost as quick as it poured from the fallen body, leaving behind not even a stain.

      Marai took the opportunity to drive one of her knives point-first into my side, but the mail held, and though the tip of the blade dug a gouge in my flesh, it was hardly the telling blow she wanted. Her pale lips pulled back from sharp, white teeth in a snarl as she bounded away from my counter-slash with the heavy greataxe.

      Another shot rang out, then a flaming arc shot past my head as Ember added her own signature to the fight. The bullet took an advancing spearman in the shoulder and spun him around, sending him to one knee, but the fire caught Tabitha’s dance partner square in the face and sent her stumbling back with a cry, blinded and burning.

      The feline didn’t waste the opening. She stepped in with her cutlass and thrust it through the witch’s heart. More blood spilled as the woman fell, coughing up her life over the thirsty wood of the floor. There was no chance to finish off the witch quickly, though, as the sorcerer wearing the claw-blades charged in, swinging wildly and forcing Tabitha to retreat.

      Mary, though, seemed to be playing with her foe. The other witch avoided making the deadly eye contact that was required for my witch’s evil eye, hiding her face within the hood of her cloak and fighting with her eyes cast down. The other spear-wielder and one of the two saber men weren’t so lucky. They froze in their tracks as her mismatched eye blazed. Then, ducking under and around the wild slashes of the other witch, Mary opened up the sides of their necks and sent them off in gouts of hot blood that continued to pump for a long time until the hearts had no more blood to spill.

      This, too, vanished into the white wood.

      Marai continued to press me, and I focused on fighting her. She couldn’t so much parry my blows as she was forced to dodge them. Otherwise, I’d easily break her guard, her arms, and her head. I needed to change things up, but I needed to force her back to do so. While we fought, I maneuvered around to get closer to Tabitha’s opponent.

      One he was nearby, I slashed madly at the witch, forcing her back, then spun, caught the clawed man by one of his arms, and slung him bodily across the room at the surprised coven leader. Both of them went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Meanwhile, Tabitha drew her pistol and shot Mary’s opponent in the back, sending the witch to the floor with a cry as her knives went flying.

      As the other two struggled to untangle themselves and rise, I drew the gun-axe and shot the sorcerer in the head. Bord shot the remaining one, and that left Marai, tangled in the body of one of the sorcerers and her own cloak.

      Mary padded over and kicked away the other witch’s knives. “Marai,” she murmured. “Please…”

      There was a history there, and one I wasn’t privy to. Mary would tell me in her own time, for now, though, I stood back and gave her the moment while the rest of us readied ourselves for whatever came next.

      “Too late,” the other whispered. “Too late, too late, too late…”

      “Indeed,” the voice from before rasped. “Perhaps you may have wondered why none of these creatures wielded their magic against you, or perhaps you are too dull-witted to even think about it, reckoning that your own skills are so advanced and unstoppable or that your strength is so overwhelming that they could not bring their hard-won abilities to bear in facing you.”

      “The truth, however, is far more wonderful and terrible,” it continued, then chuckled.

      “Run, daughter,” whispered Marai. Blood ran freely from her eyes as the silvery orbs writhed in the sockets. Around us, the bodies twisted and spasmed, then all nine ripped apart in showers of flesh and blood, leaving thrashing masses of silver wire behind.

      Mary scrambled back, her eyes wide with horror and rage as she turned to me, then we all focused on the slowly opening doors. They swung open silently to reveal a single, suspended figure, arms and legs and torso threaded with the silver wires that disappeared up into the dripping surface of the blood-soaked ceiling. All the gore spilled in our fight painted the room beyond and plastered the thin man suspended in its center.

      His burning eyes opened, and Admiral Justin Layne whispered, “The truth is that I consumed them. I consumed them all.”

      The suspending wires lowered the man, and he glided forward, toes pointed just above the floor. “Now, I suppose that if you want a job done right, you have to do it yourself.”

      All of us that still bore guns drew and shot as one, Mary’s evil eye flared up brightly, and a gout of flames blasted over our heads and engulfed the Admiral. Sparks flew off his skin as the bullets rebounded, even the heavy round from Bord’s carbine did nothing.

      “Did you really think you could stop me here?” Layne focused his gaze on me. “Even now, your little rebellion ends in fire and blood, orc pirate. Shall I spare your life?”

      I roared in answer, calling on all the reserves of my rage, and charged the man with my greataxe swinging. He slid into my swing, reached out, and caught the blade in one silver-clad hand. Sparks flew, and I glared into the pale green fires that burned in the Admiral’s eye sockets.

      “So, you are the thorn that’s wormed its way into my side these past months,” he mused lackadaisically while I strained to push the axe further towards him. “Strange, you seem far less impressive than my underlings made you out to be.”

      Mary came in from the side, slashing at his side with her knives. Ember raised a hand to throw fire at the Admiral, while both Tabitha and Bord took shots at him. Sparks flew from his silver skin, and I got a better look at what we fought in the flashes of light and sparks our attacks created.

      Justin Layne seemed to be no more, his body covered head to toe in silver wire that slithered and flexed with an unholy life of its own. The wires were buried in his flesh and wove in and out of his skin in a complex pattern that constantly shifted. He drew back a hand, and a blade formed over it, then he thrust at me, quick as a striking snake.

      I had to release the axe to dodge back and out of range. He tossed it aside without a glance. While my comrades continued to rain down ineffective attacks on the metal-sheathed man, the ship gave a lurch, and cannons boomed in the distance.

      “You are making this difficult,” Layne said as he drifted closer, suspended by the wires. “Now, if you would just die, I could get on with this.”

      I drew a flintlock and shot him point-blank in the face. His head rocked back, and blood ran down his face over the silver. His mouth opened and his low chuckle echoed from every wall.

      What in the hell had the man done? If Lack’s plan to sacrifice Mary to the mirror and use that to power The Pale Horse had succeeded, how much more fearsome could it have been? I drew out the gun-axe, unloaded since I’d not had time to reload, and the short-hafted Huntsman’s Spear.

      “Ah,” Layne mused. “That’s where those got to. I suppose I shall reclaim them from your corpse, once I’m done with you.” Then he attacked once more, slashing and thrusting like a duelist as his body danced madly here and there on the wires.

      Bord and Ember took to going after some of the wires instead of attacking directly, but neither fire nor his heavier carbine seemed able to do anything.

      I parried and dodged, conserving my energy as I looked for an opening. Mostly I focused on staying out of the way and keeping the bastard focused on me while Mary and Tabitha conferred rapidly over the Skull of Kurle.

      Not even the Huntsman’s Spear seemed able to penetrate the shell of silver wire that coated and defended the flesh and life of Justin Layne. That was what tied him to the ship, but what fueled that?

      I let my gaze shift just a little, unable to risk fully shifting my attention to the spirit plane. Even to my orcish sensibilities, this place was an abattoir of souls and blood. Every board, every plank, and decoration was tainted with death. Only the silver wires were pure and untainted, and they ran through the ship like a spider’s web, touching everything, and controlling it. In return, it fed energy into the creature before me. He was both the source and the recipient of the power of thousands of souls.

      “What are you doing?” Layne asked as one of his thrusts nicked my ear, adding some of my own blood to the fuel that fed him. “You can look beyond, can’t you? See what I have wrought!”

      I deflected another blow with the gun-axe and thrust the Huntsman’s Spear at his face. The wires yanked him back out of reach, and he danced there like a flailing marionette, grinning madly.

      “Bardak!” Mary shouted. “Remember Arde!”

      Layne twisted in the air and sent a coil of wire looping out towards my witch. She ducked out of the way, but Tabitha, still holding Kurle, didn’t see it coming. Time seemed to slow for me as the thin loop settled over the feline’s head and fell around her neck.

      My world went red. If that snapped tight, the Ailur would die, her head and body flying in separate directions. I couldn’t allow that. The fight in Insmere went through my mind’s eye in less than an instant, specifically the hurled spear that carried Arde’s undead form across the courtyard to pin it against one of the stone walls.

      I was even angrier now.

      “So easy,” Layne mused as he made to snap the loop tight, decapitating my little Ailur captain.

      With a roar that shook the timbers of The Pale Horse, I hurled the spear. It took the Admiral perfectly, the sharp blade sliding between the wires, severing his spine and piercing his heart as he hung distracted for the one moment it took me to cast the weapon at the height of my rage.

      Mary, too, reacted in a flash, scissoring her blades together in a shower of sparks as her evil eye flared brighter than I’d ever seen it. The wire noose fell limply around Tabitha’s neck as Layne’s body flew face-first across the blood-soaked chamber to slam into the wall. He twitched and spasmed.

      “As I die,” the voice whispered throughout the vast ship, “so, too, shall you.”

      The Pale Horse shook and bucked under our feet, nearly throwing all of us to the floor. I caught myself and grabbed for my axe as it slid by, then staggered to help Bord to his feet. Ember helped me get the dwarf up, then we rushed to Mary and Tabitha.

      The little black feline looked up at me, her eyes wide. “Kurle said the spear could kill him,” she said weakly. “And it did. You saved me.”

      “I dodged the wrong way,” Mary whispered.

      “Get hold of yerselves,” I yelled. “This thing is dying with the Admiral!”

      Mary shook her head to clear it, but Tabitha still knelt, unmoving and holding the skull. I didn’t have the time to wait. I scooped up her surprisingly solid form under one arm and pointed with my axe back the way we’d come.

      “Up or down?” I demanded.

      “Back to the ship,” Bord said. “She’ll hold.”

      I had my doubts, but what the hell? We’d won, now all we had to do was survive.
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      With Tabitha in shock from the surprisingly close call and bouncing on my shoulder, Kurle’s Skull clutched tightly in her hands, we all stumbled for the stairs back down into the bowels of the ship. Whatever magical force that restricted my ability to reach out to the elements was gone, or at least fading.

      We bounced off the oddly flexible walls as we plunged down the stairs. Bord, perhaps not surprisingly, had fewer problems than the rest of us as the ship buckled and spasmed around us like a living thing in its death throes. The dwarf kept up with me, and helped Ember and Mary along as well, like a stable rock in a raging river.

      I had lost the Huntsman’s Spear back in Layne’s chamber. When I’d gone to retrieve it from his corpse, the wall had collapsed backward and fallen into the depths of the ship, taking the artifact and the Admirals corpse with it. Both Mary and Bord had to keep me from plummeting after it, still with Tabitha over my shoulder.

      Now, though, we pounded down the stairs as The Pale Horse died.

      Below, zombies crowded mindlessly into the stairwell as we approached the lower decks. I’d only managed to call up some smaller elementals of air and water to help stabilize me in the rush, but I wasn’t about to let these things keep me from the ship that I hoped waited below.

      Greataxe raised in one hand, I didn’t wait for the others running behind me, I roared and charged, using the eagerness of the spirits to aid me. I shot down the stairs and crashed into the gather dead like a thunderbolt, scattering them with a powerful one-handed blow while Tabitha yowled in surprise.

      “I’m awake!” she cried. “Ye can set me down, ye barmy orc!”

      Set her down, I did, right into the waiting arms of my comrades and lover behind me, then I did my best to play righteous lumberjack with the countless infesting zombies of The Pale Horse’s lower decks as the trees.

      Our progress slowed, stairs started to buckle beneath us, and the walls themselves began to bleed. Where timbers and boards gapped and broke, it seemed more like flesh and bone than the strong wood of a ship, and a smell of rot filled the air.

      “Damn it all, Bardak,” Bord yelled. “Get a move on, ye roadblock!”

      “More coming from the back,” Mary reported.

      Now on her own feet, Tabitha fired and reloaded, then fired again. Ember swept gouts of fire over the living dead, even though fatigue darkened her eyes and slowed her step. My witch, though, stepped up and joined me, staying low as we advanced, step by step, towards an uncertain future.

      Then, from below, a clear voice rang out, “Dark hunter. Ferryman. Granter of solace at the end of life. Ender of pain. Take back the stolen life that animates and give rest to those who died, yet still move and hunger. By my life and by my death, I honor thee and ask this boon!”

      All of the dead crowding the stairs simply dropped in their tracks with the utterance of the Lambeth Hex. Not willing to look this gift horse in the mouth, we plowed our way on through the stacked bodies, finally reaching the short passage that led out into the waterline deck where The Echo, hopefully, still waited.

      Rhianne Corvis leaned against the doorframe, her hands gripping the fleshlike wood tight enough that blood flowed around her pale fingers. Her eyelid was closed, and the flame in her empty socket barely guttered.

      “I hope… you succeeded,” she gasped out.

      Then she started to crumple, and I swept her up. “Ye did good, lass,” I said and, without waiting, strode out into the deck towards where we could see the prow of the ironclad, rising and falling as the great city-ship pitched and yawed. The floor buckled and flexed under our feet, and from above came the sounds of a great, low moan, followed by a growing series of detonations.

      “Don’t know how,” Bord said, hurrying us along. “But somethin’s touched off this abomination’s powder. Not only is she twistin’ like a wild thing, but she’s about to explode!”

      That statement lit a figurative fire under our asses, and we ran, stumbled, or fell across the shaking deck. Dwarves grabbed Rhianne and hauled her in when I handed her up, then I bodily lifted Bord and tossed him over the rail, followed by Mary, Tabitha, and Ember.

      Heat washed over my back as I jumped, grabbed onto the metal rail, and hurried inside after everyone, slamming the bulkhead door behind me as a massive force struck the nose of The Echo and literally hurled us backward out of the hole we’d made in The Pale Horse’s hull.

      The ship rolled and yawed as it struck the water, hurling us about the interior like rag dolls until I managed to get one strong hand around some interior railing and arrest my flailing. Groaning piles of dwarves were sprawled about, while Tabitha perched upon a wall, clinging with bleeding fingers.

      Mary pushed herself free of where she’d managed to brace herself, then helped Ember and Bord to their feet. Rhianne was nowhere to be found, but we had to get this ship moving. She was starting to rotate, and smoke and water poured into her interior.

      “Cannonmaster!” I roared. “Get yer crew up an’ moving. Mary, Tabitha, Ember, see what ye can do to help. Find Rhianne an’ secure her if nothin’ else.” That said, I hurried to the wheelhouse, yanked open the door, and a wave of water nearly took me off my feet.

      “Hells with this,” I growled to myself, staggered to the wheel, and ground open the armored shutters. Right now, I needed to see what in the hells was going on.

      Smoke from the death of The Pale Horse poured in immediately, and I could see flames off to the port side as the hulk burned. The heat, even where we were, almost stole the breath from my lungs. I shook my head to clear the sweat and water from my eyes, jammed the lever all the way to full reverse, and spun the wheel.

      While I worked to maneuver the near-unresponsive ironclad, I reached out to the elementals. Wind and water came quickly, and, much to my surprise, fire answered as well.

      Air eagerly began to clear the air aboard and around, while the water we’d taken on flowed back out of the belowdecks, pouring out through the trapdoors and portholes that had been blown open by our sudden, violent exit from the bowels of the city-ship.

      Somehow, through it all, The Echo still steamed along. She was slow and responded poorly, but she moved. Once I had her turned and aimed in the direction that felt right to me, I set the distant fires on the Admiral’s ship to burning with unmatched vigor, and they flared up in their own happy celebration. I notched the throttle forward, and it stuck at the first spot.

      “I’ll be damned,” I muttered, then grinned. It didn’t really matter how fast we made it out. We were alive.

      “We’ve set her to rest, my Captain,” Mary said from behind me as she slipped tiredly into the wheelhouse. “She... still lives, I think, but using the hex twice has sorely drained her spirit.”

      “I’m curious why ye did not use that hex yourself, Mary, an’ what your story is with the Admiral’s witch?” I pitched my voice as gently as I could. There was no anger or disappointment in me for my little changeling witch. I trusted her, and that wasn’t like to change. If she’d kept anything from me, intentionally or not, there had to be a reason.

      Mary night let out a sigh and came close to slip an arm around and lean against me. “I cannot cast the Lambent Hex because I am half-fae, dear Bardak. It can only be cast by a witch with one foot in the grave and one in the mortal world. My feet rest in this world and the faery one.”

      I nodded slowly. Some magic bore conditions that had to be met before they could be wielded. “Only a mortal or an undead can use it, then?” I asked, just to make sure.

      “Yes,” she replied simply, then closed her eyes and sighed. For a moment, she was still against me, except for the regular movement of her breathing. “As for Marai Bloddwenn, well, she was my mother, a mortal witch enchanted and seduced by a faery knight, who gave birth to his child some months later, then gave the little girl up to pursue her own witchy ways. There was never much love lost between us, and I suspect ‘twas she who told Lack of my bloodline. It doesn’t really matter, now, though, but I suppose I will forgive her.”

      I just slipped my arm a bit tighter around my little witch. “Do ye think she fell under the sorcerer’s spell?”

      “I don’t know,” Mary replied. “It’s possible, I suppose, and... at the end… she tried to get me to run.” She sniffed hard and looked up at me. “At least I have you, right?”

      “I’ll always be yer Cap’n,” I replied with a smile.

      We emerged from the smoke, then, into a field of far fewer ships than we’d gone into this fight with. None of them were unscathed, some were missing masts or riding low in the water while sailors frantically bailed or worked the pumps. Even Tiny and the King Narwhal floated within view, both sporting wounds that would, perhaps, become prestigious scars or markings in whatever culture of battle that sea monsters followed.

      Ligeia herself dove into the water at our appearance from the bank of smoke, and I suspected she’d join Mary and me shortly. Tabitha crowded in from behind and peered out, scanning the surviving vessels frantically, but trying to look unconcerned, as only a feline can.

      I quickly spied The Hullbreaker though she was hardly unscathed. Even her heavily enchanted hull sported holes, and her foremast was gone, broken off about halfway up its length. Yardarms were missing on other masts, and her wood was heavily scorched.

      The Wasp and Sirensong were both missing, and my heart dropped a little. I hoped that they had gone to aid the land-bound effort since I knew that both Shrike and Kargad were hard bastards to kill.

      As we neared my ship, we caught sight of The Black Cat. She was scorched a bit but otherwise seemed none the worse for wear. Perhaps she’d only lost one of her nine lives in the fight, but then, I had no way of knowing how many the little ship might have used already, and Tabitha likely wouldn’t tell.

      Everyone seemed to have been focused on where The Pale Horse burned and sank behind us, and we were definitely the center of attention now. I could hear the triumphant cheers and yells even over the low chugging of The Echo’s steam engines, and a grin stole over my face.

      At that moment, the sleek, wet form of my siren, burst over the forward rail, dove between the shutters, and attached herself to me, long arms and legs enfolding me as she kissed me with surprising passion.

      Mary and Tabitha both laughed and stepped up to support me, perhaps saving the ironclad from running into one of the anchored ships as well.

      When Ligeia pulled back, she said, “You are alive, and that is good.”

      I smiled. “As are ye, an’ that be good, too.”

      “Kargad and Shrike have gone to help with the shipyard. There is still some resistance there. Now that you are safe, I will go and help them.”

      I nodded and let her go as she extricated herself from me as well. “Do ye know if Bill managed to escape?”

      The siren cast her eyes downward and shook her head. “I was able to find no sign of him, I fear, alive or dead, nor of Cerridwyn.”

      “Perhaps she spirited him away, then?” Mary suggested.

      “I ain’t too pleased that he’d abandon his men to die in savin’ himself,” I grumbled, “but ‘twould not be the first time the bastard’s done that.”

      Ligeia nodded, stole another kiss for herself, and slipped back out through the shutters before sliding over the short walkway rail and into the dark sea. Moments later, Tiny let out a loud huff and sank beneath the waves, his ridged shellback turning and heading towards Avion after his mistress.

      The King Narwhal, though, only shifted a bit, nosing through the nearby floating wreckage.

      I fiddled with the throttle a bit, turned, and brought us up beside The Hullbreaker. The ironclad was nice, but my old ship was home, and I’d be glad to be back aboard her.
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      Avion fell quickly after the destruction of The Pale Horse. Those of us that survived the grand battle came ashore unwilling to take any shit, and with Tiny nosing among the surviving Imperial ships in the bay, themselves disabled and drifting after he snapped off their rudders, the shipyards and the rest of the town outside the fort surrendered without any major incidents.

      I gathered up most of my scattered crew, leaving Tabitha Binx and her Black Cat along with Kargad and Sirensong, with Edison Sloan and Commodore Potts to help establish the pirate town of whatever the hell they planned on calling it. After maybe a day of quick repairs to The Hullbreaker, I sailed out, heading back to Insmere.

      Sure, I was the hero of the day for taking down Admiral Justin Layne and his unholy monster of a living ship, The Pale Horse, but I was tired. Bord and his ironclad dwarven Sea Hammer, The Echo, steamed along in my wake.

      “So, I be thinking,” I said to Jimmy Mocker and Mary Night, when both of them joined me at the helm, “that we’ll organize some salvage operations t’go an’ recover what’s left o’ some o’ those ships, an’ see if anythin’ of use was left behind sunk with The Pale Horse.”

      “I suspect you mean to look for Bill’s body as well?” Mary opined. She looked tired, despite the smile on her face, and I suspected that the death of her mother Marai, even estranged as they were, weighed on her.

      Truth be told, the near-death of Tabitha Binx wore on me. I’d prevented it, sure, but only by the slimmest of margins, and with help. Still, I had done it.

      “Aye,” I admitted. “Ye heard Shrike, back at the fort. ‘Never count Bill Markland dead, Cap’n,’ he told me. ‘’Less ye see the corpse’.”

      “Probably a wise move,” Jimmy said with a faint smile. “No offense, Cap’n, but I’d want to see yer body before I’d believe you were a goner, too.”

      “An’ I think ye flatter me,” I grumbled. “Anyway, I want to make damn sure that Bill an’ Cerridwyn really are dead before I can sleep easy. The bastard wanted to retire, an’ I don’t begrudge him that, but I ain’t happy if he meant to do it on the bodies o’ his loyal crew.”

      “You might not like what you find, I suspect,” Mary said, then closed her eyes and leaned her head back, catching a momentary ray of sun through the Archipelago clouds.

      “Aye,” I said and chuckled. “I suspect the bastard made yet another darin’ escape, but I might be wrong.”

      “Ye said that witch o’ his was a foreseer, aye?” Jimmy asked.

      “Cerridwyn?” Mary said. “Aye, she was, and one of the best I’ve ever known.”

      “So, like as not, he expected how the fight would go against Layne, an’ plotted a contingency based on the possibility he’d end up aflame,” I mused, continuing Jimmy’s thought. “Well, we’ll hold a wake for the bastard an’ all the others that gave their lives in this fight, but keep our guard up, just in case.”

      “Pretty much means that ye be the Pirate King now, aye?” he asked.

      “Pretty much,” I replied. “Lot o’ the men who’d argue the point ended up sunk off o’ Avion, but some might wash up here an’ there. Look at Potts.”

      “Aye, that was a surprise,” Mary said.

      The trip went easy. We didn’t bother calling on the Gale, though Adra had completed the process of binding the elemental to The Hullbreaker so I could call upon it with impunity. She seemed inordinately pleased with herself, as well, and I couldn’t help but wonder at that.

      Insmere already had the news when we sailed into the harbor, or else they’d simply deduced that the day had been won simply by my survival. We were welcomed with open arms, escorted to the keep, and then left the hell alone with food, drink, and a skeleton staff to see to our needs. I signed off on shore leave for every sailor aboard, and had the mirror, in its crate, portaged quietly through the streets to be locked up in the dungeons, along with the rest of the loot from The Golden Bull.

      Quite simply, we were rich.

      I spent the next few days with Jimmy, Mary, and Bord going through the treasure and measuring out shares. Jewelers and goldsmiths in Insmere were happy to appraise the pieces for us, but we’d have to take them to Tarrant, or even the mainland, to fully dispose of and convert to coin.

      Once we had the estimates and started recording shares, the sheer value of what we’d taken began to trickle through into my thick, orcish skull. The captain’s share for each ship was more than enough to buy a vessel like The Witch’s Promise or The Indomitable outright. I could have a larger, heavier gunned version of The Hullbreaker built, armed, and crewed, and still have gold left over.

      Just on that, and the accomplishment of defeating Admiral Layne and his entire fleet, I had overtaken Bloody Bill Markland as the greatest pirate of the Archipelago, and no one would dispute my position as the new Pirate King.

      I grinned and looked up at Mary, who was sorting coins into coffers based on weight while Adra napped, and Ligeia stood still and patiently waited for the young, human tailor lass to get her measurements. She was going to be outfitted as a proper pirate, with garb that would survive swimming with her, as well.

      “Ye realize, Mary,” I said. “We could bloody well retire just on the shares from the treasure ship.

      “I thought you might say that,” she said and gave me a smile.

      “There are some very pretty things among the treasures,” Ligeia said, then, “Ow.” Apparently, a pin had gone astray.

      “Sorry, miss,” the young woman winced apologetically.

      “It is fine,” the siren replied, then went still again.

      “Reckon ye want yer share in jewelry?” I asked Ligeia.

      “I would,” she replied. “I will show you the pieces I fancy, once the woman is done tormenting me.”

      “I said I was sorry!” the tailor protested.

      We all laughed at that and went back to our work. By the end of a week, everything had been tallied, my own crew and ships had returned to Insmere, including, surprisingly, Edison Sloan. Potts remained behind with a loyal crew to ensure that the folk of Avion weren’t mistreated by the pirates as Von Kolter and a small coalition of captains hashed out their plans under the watchful eyes of both the Commodore and Sturmgar Ironhand.

      The pirate town of Avion was going to become a reality, and I was honestly glad I had little to no hand in it. Insmere was more than enough for me, and it was happily going about its business and making trade inroads with the other islands, free towns and Imperial towns alike. With the Admiralty shattered, the idea of free trade spread like wildfire among the people of the Archipelago.

      We’d see how that went.

      Once my pirate clan was back together in Insmere, I sprang my surprise on them. From my own estimated share, I tried to pay for a full-scale debauch, based in the courtyard of the keep, for my captains and crews.

      However, the estimable people of the town were having nothing of it. Provided the men behaved at least a bit, the town would see to throwing them a celebration.

      It was quite a sight, I had to admit. There were tables of food and wine, music and other entertainments, along with willing participants of all genders. I had to put my foot down, though, over where they put me. The townsfolk wanted a raised stage where I’d preside over the debauch, but I just shook my head.

      “Cap’n should be with his crew, ye ken,” I told them. “Might seem like we lord over ‘em, an’ in my case, that might be more the truth, but I ain’t a lord or a commander like ye might be used to. I work an’ I lead, but most of all, I take responsibility for failure, an’ I might, one day, even be replaced.”

      “So, put me a table for the cap’ns and their mates here, along with places for me an’ my wives.”

      “Wives, Captain?” the mayor asked in surprise.

      “Oh, yes, Lord Mayor.” Mary clung tightly to my arm and fluttered her eyelashes vapidly at the paunchy man and his mutton chops. “That would be me, the siren, the black-furred girl with the cute pointed ears, and the orc woman there that seems to be talking to the tree.” She pointed to where Adra was, in fact, arguing with a tree spirit over something or other.

      The man, for his credit, just nodded, collected the information he needed, and went to handle things.

      All of that, then, led to now. The party was to last from noonday to noonday, though folks could come and go as they wished. I did, though, have something to say as the crews and captains gathered.

      Once they were all in, I climbed up onto an empty table that had been set aside for this express purpose and roared for silence.

      That worked as well as it always had. Conversations cut off mid-word, and every buccaneer stopped and just stared at me. I grinned and began.

      “Alright, ye lot,” I told them. “We’ve been through much in a pretty short time. Some o’ ye might even still be tryin’ to understand how ye went from bein’ a good, Imperial sailor to a pirate, or even how ye managed to hire on with crews barmy enough to go cannon-to-cannon with Ol’ Death’s Head himself.”

      “Ye’ve fought the biggest bastard of a Commodore ever to sail, an’ done it twice! Ye’ve faced fish-men, lascu, an’ Imperial warships, an’ lived to tell the tale. Hell, ye’ve got stories o’ things ye were a part of, that folks’ll barely even believe.” I fell silent and looked around at the gathered faces, orcs, humans, dwarves, and others. Somewhere in the back, I even spied the elf, Kieran, and wondered for a moment what she was doing there.

      Before anyone could interrupt, though, I picked up the strands of my thoughts and continued. “Now, ye’ve seen a treasure ship raised from the bottom by the hand o’ the sea itself and fought against The Pale Horse herself. What makes me prouder’n anything, though, is that I got to do it right there with ye!” I raised a mug of the best rum Insmere had to offer and grinned. “So right now, I salute all o’ ye right bastards, scurvy dogs, landlubbers an’ seasick drunkards that’ve ever been my extreme displeasure t’have to sail with. Yo ho, ye buccaneers. Yo ho.” I drained the mug and threw it down, the crockery exploding against the cobblestones of the courtyard.

      “Yo ho!” the gathered pirates yelled in a chorus that filled the air and my heart to bursting.

      Was I proud? Hell yes. Happy, too. I roared again for quiet.

      “From now ‘til noon tomorrow, ye drink, eat, dance, wench, drink some more, an’ pass out in yer own puke,” I told them. “After that, ye assemble like civilized crew, an’ accept yer shares. I’m a bit loathe to give ‘em out because I suspect half o’ ye might head for the hills an’ buy a farm so ye can marry a milkmaid or a blacksmith an’ never see the sea again, but ‘tis my duty as Cap’n to inform ye o’ this one important thing.” Once again, I paused for the sheer drama of it.

      Mary, Ligeia, Tabitha, and Adra all grinned up at me from our table, Jimmy shot me a playful salute, Jenny Nettles sitting across his lap with a big smile on her face.

      “All o’ ye what helped in the recovery o’ The Golden Bull be rich, an’ that’s just on a single share. So eat up, me hearties, drink deep, an’ leave yer cares in the arms o’ yer lovers, for tomorrow be another day.” I gave a wave and hopped down from the table to the thunderous cheers of the gathered pirates.

      Oh, yes, life was good. I settled at the table as my wives crowded in with me and looked out at the courtyard at the best crews a captain could ever hope for. Then it hit me. Not only had I grown wealthy beyond my wildest dreams, but I’d also taken down Commodore Sebastian Arde twice, Lack the sorcerer, and Admiral Justin Layne himself, sending his demon ship to the depths along with him.

      In just a short time, I’d gone from a barely known privateer under the Empire’s marque to the greatest pirate in the Archipelago.

      I was Bardak Skullsplitter, the Pirate King.
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            A Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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