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i


Captain Dread



All was right with the world.


That was Captain Dread’s attitude as he sat at his usual place at the Inn of the Five Fingers, his booted feet resting on the table, his chair tilted slightly back to accommodate his long legs. The inn was packed with Dread’s men, their laughing and shouting presenting an unending cacophony of celebration and merriment as they banged their tankards on the tabletops and demanded more drink and food from the overworked and harried barmaids. The girls, identical twin sisters as it happened, did everything they could to keep up with the steady jockeying for their attentions. The real challenge for them, though, was keeping a distance between their backsides and the incessant groping and grasping hands of the pirates.


Dread did nothing to deter them. By his reasoning the girls should be grateful for the attention, not to mention the sizable tips that would be theirs before the evening was out.


Because today was Tithing Day.


“To Tithing Day!” shouted Captain Dread, raising his tankard, the sudsy head of the contents sloshing over the top.


“To Tithing Day!” his men chorused immediately, and there was much cheering and laughter.


Captain Dread allowed his chair to drop forward and he stood, still holding the tankard high and ignoring the brown liquid that spilled over the top. There were enough splatters around on the table and on the floor that a few drops more weren’t going to matter. He was dressed in his signature black coat with red trim on the cuffs and shoulders. Tall and thin, with an aquiline nose and a thin mustache that curled upward at either edge, he was notoriously particular about his shoulder-length fine blond hair. His porcelain features contradicted his reputation as the most formidable pirate in the whole of Albion, a notoriety that had earned him the title of “pirate king.” A self-proclaimed title, to be sure, but one that no one would dispute was entirely earned.


He rested his free hand on the pommel of his sword, the Wreckager. The blade was almost as legendary as the pirate king himself, reputed to be capable of cutting down anyone or anything that dared to stand in its way. There were many rumors as to where Dread had acquired it, each more florid than the next. There had also been a sword maker in Bowerstone who, somewhat in his cups one evening, had claimed that he had forged it himself at Dread’s commission and Dread had stiffed him on the bill. The sword maker vanished the next morning and was never heard from again.


“My friends,” he said, his voice mellifluous, “if such as we can be said to have friends …” This prompted a series of approving chortles. “Let us take a moment to appreciate all the great port cities of Albion who send us their semiyearly tithing this day! Every six months we receive their grateful offerings in exchange for our protection from any scurvy pirates who might think of attacking them. And I hear there are quite a few of such knaves about.” More laughter in response to this. “Personally, I think they’re all making the right decision. What say you?”


Raucous cheers and shouts of agreement filled the inn.


The fact that the port cities paid their tithes didn’t mean that Captain Dread and his men were being lazy in the practice of their trade. Various sailors that traversed the nine seas of Albion still lived in fear that, at any time, they might come under assault by the most formidable pirate crew that ever sailed. But the tithing provided a nice, steady income for Dread’s men, not to mention a perpetual reminder of just who was in charge.


“Let us never lose sight,” he continued, “of who they are … and who we are. We on the top, and they on the bottom.”


“Which is the way we like it!” his first mate, Smiling Jake, called out. Smiling Jake had a distorted grin courtesy of two deep scars, one on either side of his mouth. Smiling Jake had previously been known as Scowling Jake. Then he had made the unfortunate decision to swing onto a ship they were invading with the blade of his dagger clenched firmly between his teeth. The instant he’d landed someone had punched him in the mouth, driving the blade deep into both sides of his cheeks. Much screaming and blood loss later, and once the scars had healed, he’d become Smiling Jake.


Jake’s comment received much shouted approval, and that was when a rapid clatter of hoofbeats approached.


Since everyone in the whole of the area knew that on this particular night the crew of the formidable Captain Dread had taken over the tavern, it seemed incredibly unlikely that some passing stranger was intending to stop there for an evening. The only reasonable conclusion was exactly the one that Smiling Jake drew, which prompted him to call out in a merry voice, “Hah! Sounds like we’ve got our first customer!”


“It does indeed, Jake,” said Captain Dread. “Who do you think is the first to deliver their tithe? Bowerstone? Bloodstone? Perhaps one of the smaller ports along the coast, like Bandit Coast?”


“Your guess is as good as mine, Captain.”


“And a damned sight better than most, I’d wager!” This prompted more laughter, more merriment, as they waited for the new arrival to make his entrance.


A half dozen of Captain Dread’s men had spread out up and down the coast, arriving at the towns expected to pay their tithe with the important task of collecting it. Traditionally, no one even contemplated the notion of trying to hold out on some of the earnings because it was generally assumed that Captain Dread would figure it out. This stemmed from the time when the captain had initially instituted the policy and cut down one of his men on the very first outing for doing exactly that. What Dread had never told anyone was that he had no idea if the man had in fact been holding out on him or not. It didn’t matter to him, as long as everyone else was too afraid to try it.
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