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            The Fierce Islander
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      The moon’s silver light danced on the sea serpent’s sleek scales as it weaved through the black water, leaving a trail of crested waves in its wake.

      Danna’s grip tightened around the rope securing the ship’s boom, feeling the strain and power of the sea monster as it approached. The callouses on her fingers, earned from years of battle against the monster, dug deep into the worn fibers. The beast had haunted her island for a decade—razing villages, devouring warriors, dragging their dead into the abyss. It had crippled her mother. It had made her a leader long before she was ready.

      “Cain,” she muttered the name, low and cold, a curse on her tongue. The islanders called him a demon, but Danna knew Cain was no mindless beast. He was a hunter. A tormentor by prophecy.

      The color drained from her knuckles as she drew her flintlock pistol from her belt and stood on the ship’s gunwale with steady knees. Forty ships bearing the bloodlines of old pirate kings waited on her command as the eighteen-year-old leader of their island. Their sails caught the moonlight, spectral ghosts against the horizon. They trusted her, not only because of her family name, but because she had survived and had the will to do what they refused.

      She lifted her pistol high. “Red flag!” Her voice cut through the night toward the crow’s nest. “No quarter.”

      Her flintlock swung to the right. “Load the guns.”

      To the left, she shouted. “Ready the harpoons.”

      The chorus of “Aye, Captain!” rang across the decks.

      The sea dragon quickened. The waves churned, restless under its wake. Danna caught the gleam of its slitted eye beneath the surface, watching, calculating. She wiped the sea spray from her face. Strands of sable hair plastered to her skin.

      “Aim for its head!”

      Ten years of suffering, starvation, and watching her people vanish beneath the tide, dragged down by the demon dragon. Her mother’s scream still echoed in her ears—the moment Cain tore her from the beach, dragging her down the shores in a thrashing wave of blood and bone. Danna had been eight then, trembling and useless as she watched the island town save her mother from the beast’s yaw. Screamed alongside her mother as the firebrand blade cauterized her wounds. Ten years later, Danna watched the menace draw nearer to the battle for survival.

      “Tonight’ll be the night,” Danna whispered. “Come  closer, ye snake.”

      The waves rocked the forty ships spread along the island’s coast, and then the waters stilled, and the silver glow upon his scales vanished. Danna squinted as her stomach turned to iron. She whipped her head back and yelled, “He’s dived!”

      The sea groaned as Cain erupted from the deep, its monstrous form blotting out the stars. Its sleek body with a single spined sail arched over a nearby ship. Its head, crowned with razor-sharp spines, stole the light from the moon, casting a shadow over Danna’s face. Helpless, she watched the beast slam back into the ocean. The reverberating crack of splintered wood shot through the air. The ship’s hull split in two. Shouts of terror seized her ears.

      “Fire the starboard guns,” she cried. Cannon fire lit the night, and the dizzying dance of metal meeting water performed under the star-studded sky, but Cain was faster. The dragon twisted, its body undulating like a tempest, avoiding the cannonballs. The acrid stench of brine and burnt powder clung to the air.

      Danna yelled up at the crow’s nest. “Signal the ground archers!”

      A flare soared high, bursting into green flames above them. The dragon’s eyes reflected the fire, glowing like molten gold. It reared back to attack, nostrils flaring steam.

      The lookout’s yell penetrated the night. The crow’s nest collapsed in a rain of shattered wood. The deafening snap came before the silence. The mast moaned, then toppled, cracking the deck.

      The ship lurched, and Danna’s footing failed. She hurtled forward, hands gripping the loosened rigging as it threw her off the gunwale. Her body slammed into the ship’s side, the impact rattling her bones. Below, the sea churned, waiting to devour her whole. A swell knocked her back on board. Saltwater burned her nose as she gagged back blood.

      “Unfurl the sails,” she ordered from the top of her burning lungs. She shook the water off her flintlock and prayed to the sea gods her gunpowder wasn’t wet. A shadow loomed above her. She rolled to her back as Cain dived toward the mizzen deck with his intense stare fixated on her. She was to be his next victim.

      “Over yer dead body,” she muttered and tightened her finger on the trigger. The shot cracked and split the air, the echo swallowed by the waves. The kickback reverberated from hand to shoulder. Burnt gunpowder flew full force into Danna’s face.

      The bullet struck a golden eye, and Cain threw its head back and released a visceral roar. The ship rocked from the force. The spikes of its horned mane and the long black sail down its back vibrated.

      Danna gritted her teeth and forced herself up. Heavy boots slammed against the deluged deck as she charged up the shattered steps to the sterncastle.

      “Harpoons!”  The guttural command blasted from the depths of her belly.

      The harsh grip of blood streaked down her throat.

      “Harpoons!” she yelled with every force, sinking to her knees with a giant rock from the ship.

      Steel rained from the sky.

      Cain twisted mid-dive, crushing another smaller ship in its descent. Its serpentine form evaded the barrage, though some harpoons struck true, embedding into the thick hide. The beast lashed out with a giant ear-splitting scream and thrashed its massive spiked tail against the wooden hull of another ship, breaking it and flipping it like a child’s toy.

      His direction indicated retreat. Danna grabbed a rope and swung onto the gunwale. The steep rock of the boat let her finger touch waves as she held on by rope. The ship rocked back the other way in a violent jerk as she watched the glisten on Cain’s scales disappear in the direction he had come.

      Danna rode the rock until it was a gentle sway. Cain was gone. She bit back a curse before spitting blood into the waves below.

      The wind carried the cheers of the other ships, but Danna spun around, running to the overlook. This was not a victory. Three ships. Three ships lost.

      “Throw the lines,” she ordered, and the crew stopped to hear the command.

      “Throw the lines,” she yelled, and the crews jumped at the order. Ropes snaked into the sea for anyone still living to grab. “Circle for survivors.”

      The surviving ships circled six times. Lanterns skimmed the dark waves, revealing nothing but debris. One by one, the signals came back.

      Empty.

      Danna’s gut twisted. Her pulse pounded in her ears. Good men and women—gone, claimed by Tophet, never to return.

      Her jaw set in determination. “Once more.”

      The crew hesitated with a beat of silence. Jim, one of her longest-serving men, stepped forward.

      “Captain Chadwick.” Jim’s voice, wary. “We’ve given the lost their due, but Cain dragged his pound of flesh to the black depths. Circle again, and all we’re fishing is what is left of ‘em.”

      Danna’s gaze snapped to him. Her throat was raw from salt and battle, but her voice held. “Seven’s a good number for the dead, matey.”

      Jim’s gaze flicked to Scotty, who shifted his weight but gave a slow nod.

      “Aye, Captain.” The response came in unison. Scotty motioned to the crewman Ethan at the helm to go once more.

      Danna ran her sleeve over her mouth to wipe the watery blood from her nose and lip, fixing a stare on Jim that left no room for doubt: challenge her again, and he’d answer for it. She spun on her heels, grabbed the rigging, and stepped onto the gunwale. She scanned the waves. There had to be at least one survivor.

      Someone.

      Anyone.
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        * * *

      

      The ships docked at port, and the crews returned to their homes, the captains to the village’s main hall to debrief at Danna’s command. She stood on the shore, though, unable to move as she wondered how she would face the remaining thirty-six captains.

      Her hands ran over her head and through her tousled locks until the knots prevented them from going further. She wrapped her scarf around the matted mess into a loose bun before slapping her hat on her head. She wiped the relentless blood from her nose and lip and groaned. The salt burned, but she didn’t care. She deserved the little pain she had. She deserved more. The lump in her throat thickened until the shores were empty.

      Finally, Danna forced her feet to make the quiet walk to the main hall, but the smell of rum and the suppressed mumble of joyful song preceded her entrance.

      Red simmered on her cheeks. Tremors raced down her arms. The pain in her face dissipated with a snarl of her lip.

      “They be merry?“ Her hot breath pushed through clenched teeth.

      She threw the double doors open, grabbed a second flintlock pistol from her belt, and shot at the wood ceiling, silencing the ruckus in an instant. Amid the splintering wood pieces falling nearby, all eyes slid to her.

      “What ye celebratin’?” Her question rushed out from a raw throat, adding a harsh note.

      With one heavy thudded footstep at a time, she entered the main hall. The echo of the water squish and the hard heel clacking on the floor reverberated in a solemn cadence.

      The captains stood stiff, some gripping their rum bottles, others shifting weight between uneasy feet. Scotty exhaled slowly, rubbing his jaw. A few exchanged glances, waiting for someone to speak. No one did.

      “Tell me—are we cookin’ some sea dragon tonight?” Danna asked, waving her gun in the air. Her ears pounded from the silence. Spittle formed in the corners of her mouth. “Servin’ sea dragon steaks?”

      Her smile lived in mockery as she advanced and forced her words through tight teeth. “Harvestin’ sea dragon blood for poison? Inventing weaponry with its spikes?” She eyed each captain with a corded neck as she walked to the hall’s center, where a wide table had stood for generations.

      A map of their families’ travels and navigation was etched into the polished wood surface. They had mapped most of the known world. She eyed their home on the map, their sanctuary island on the cusp of the West, North and South seas. Seeing it released the tension in her shoulders. A long, slow breath whistled through her teeth in a hiss. Hitching her flintlock back into her belt, she shook her head at the men and women in the room. Every captain there had a pirate ancestor who wanted their family to be safe, and they were safe for hundreds of years until Cain found them. Danna remembered her father’s stories of her ancestor, the first Pirate King Chadwick, who retired to the island with his wife, his love, and his riches, built the island’s reputation where others came to settle down at the end of their piracy. But even though the island took piracy out of the pirate, it never took the pirate out of the person.

      She placed her captain’s leather hat on the table and outlined their island with a finger.  The poor, ignorant captains in the room failed to see that their goal had not yet been achieved.

      With a renewed sense of control of the rage coursing her body, she asked in a much more civilized voice, “We’ve saved our home from the sea dragon?”

      Her questions met with mute responses. Tension raised her shoulders to her neck, the longer the silence ensued.

      Shoving her hands on her hips, she turned around to face them.

      “Answer me!” Her voice broke mid-yell.

      A long-time captain and Danna’s closest advisor named Lucas Ervin stepped forward. Lucas approached with hands out to his sides. “Danna . . .” He hesitated, shifting his weight. “Cain turned tail. That outta count for somethin’.” His brooding brown eyes pleaded with her as they had always done.

      A string of “Aye”s followed him.

      Danna took a slow step forward, eyes locked on Lucas. Then, with one sharp slap, she knocked his bottle from his hand. It hit the floor.

      The dark amber liquid splashed from the neck as the bottle’s body hit the floor and rolled to a stop beneath another captain’s nearby foot. It left a wide arc of rum and the instant aroma of deeply steeped spiced sweetness amid the stunned faces. The room held its breath.

      “Three ships; lost to the deep!” Danna’s eyes grew wide. Her ears burned. Heat rose to her head. Control was fleeting. “Three ships. Full of crew. Gutted! Not one survivor.”

      She shoved Lucas in the chest, sending him a few steps backward. She ignored his disappointed gaze and locked her eyes with the other captains. She removed her dagger from its sheath on her belt and pointed it in a few of their faces.

      “And ye’re in here celebratin’ what? Cain’s retreat?”

      Danna marched over to the table and raised her dagger high before stabbing the map’s location of the sea dragon’s supposed lair. Her nails dug into her shaking palm. Her fingers popped off the blade’s handle, and she stepped back to run a sleeve under her blood-dripping nose. Her weapon remained upright, its point stuck deep in the wood.

      “Make no mistake,” Danna declared with a pointed finger. All eyes were on her, watching her every move, except Lucas, whose gaze was on her dagger.

      Her jaw loosened at Lucas’ silent disapproval. He had been a surrogate father when hers had died, a young surrogate, but still, Lucas retained his sense of advisor and role of protector for her. But celebrating when three ships were lost without winning was a perception between right and wrong—life and death. She was right. He was wrong.

      She yanked her leather hat off the table, popped the dome, and placed it on her head.

      “He’ll return,” Danna finally declared. “And we’d better kill him when he does,” she growled with the last of her voice.

      She grabbed her dagger and, with a swift yank, freed it from the table’s grasp. Her heavy footsteps echoed through the otherwise silent one-room main hall. She threw the double doors open and let them fall behind her. Her gaze lifted to the full moon as she rammed her blade back into her belted sheath.

      The lap of the shore waters would bring the dead back to the island by morning. Her jaw clenched as she dreaded the wail that would follow. She stomped off to her hut and swung the door open. Her mother lay in the cot in the back near the fire.

      “Danna?” her mother asked, her voice faint.

      “Aye, Ma?” Danna rasped. She closed the door quietly with a controlled grip and walked inside, taking off her drenched Captain’s coat. She draped it on one of the two chairs around a small table.

      “Did you get our victory?” Ma’s whisper barely made it to Danna’s ears.

      Danna removed her hat and placed it on the table, saying nothing.

      “Are we free of Cain?” Ma reached her nub out to Danna.

      The nub shimmered in the firelight. The shadows falling on the burned scars on what remained of her arm reminded Danna why she hated that foul beast. The villagers saved her mother’s life by searing the wounds, but on the island, maybe they should have just let her die. Her mother was not a pirate and never wanted to be one. Her injury had stripped her of any life worth boasting in her eyes. Her mother had slipped away, living in a shell of who she once was. If Cain died, then maybe, maybe Ma would return to her.

      Danna palmed her face, not wanting to tell her mother the truth. She licked her busted lip as the pain returned and throbbed. She turned her head to the left to release the tension in her neck.

      “For now, Ma,” Danna said, with an expected break in her rough voice. She sniffed back the clotting blood in her nose. She removed her belt and sat it beside her hat.

      Ma lowered what was left of her arm and turned her face to the fire. “Well then, you’ve bought us some peace. You should be proud.”

      “Lost three ships, though,” Danna said as the burn of unshed tears ran down the back of her throat. Her voice strained, begging for no more spoken words. “Done more damage than the sea demon,” Danna muttered.

      Her fingers curled into fists as she stomped over the fire and sat before it to remove her water-clogged socks and boots. She glanced at her mother, who stared at her with a glistening in her eyes.

      “Ma, don’t.” Danna slammed her boot down and leaned back on straight arms. Her head dropped. “They all saw Tophet because of me.”

      “And yet this island lives because of you,” Ma whispered. “You’re a fearless leader. You make the hard choices. You do what’s best for all, even at your age. Why do you think these old retired pirate captains submit to your will?”

      Because of Father’s lineage, Danna said with her eyes. It had nothing to do with her skill as a Captain, a leader. He died before he could have a son, the first of their line not to have one, so the great mantle of the first Pirate King’s legacy fell to Danna—a five-year-old girl at the time.

      Her chin touched her chest as she stared into the dancing flames. Its warmth touched her nose and cheeks. She turned her face away, not wanting the luxury of warmth.

      “The dead’ll wash ashore by mornin’,” Danna rasped. “Be glad ye won’t see it, Ma. Ye’d think different of yer girl if ye did.”

      Danna turned away, her body aching with exhaustion. The firelight flickered across the floorboards. Her mother’s breathing was soft behind her, but Danna didn’t look. She couldn’t. Not after tonight. She curled into herself, gripping the edge of her blanket like a lifeline.

      She had vowed at eight years old, when Cain first came and took her mother’s legs and arm, she would finish him. Her thoughts raced back to a fortnight before the recent scrimmage with Cain. She had decided to take the battle to sea before Cain could strike their home on land, despite the concerns of the other captains. She wanted to be on the sea. The sea called her. She thought the calling had been a premonition of victory. Her lip curled at her stupid decision. The sting of her gash ran into her cheek and chin. As the night had told her, she couldn’t do it. She had lost three ships. She had lost their crews. Their blood was on her hands. Maybe it would have been worth the lives lost had they killed the menace.

      Danna’s eyes closed as she tried to justify the loss. Had Cain come to shore, he might have taken babies and children. He might have destroyed their homes again. He might have killed the crews anyway. Her shaky breath came out over trembling lips. She’d make it right. She had to make it right.

      Next time, she would kill Cain and take pleasure in doing so. The vengeful thought settled her racing heart and calmed her burning throat.

      Ma’s voice drifted through the dim room, quiet as the tide. “My girl gives her best.” A sigh, barely there. “Danna . . . I only wish I could give you some peace.”
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            The Ruthless Pirate

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Robert Jaymes knelt beside his father’s bed. With a solemn gesture, the middle-aged dying man lifted his captain’s hat and placed it on Robert’s head, symbolizing the weight of leadership and the burden of legacy that was now his to bear.

      No words were spoken, but a look of pride passed from father to son before the father made his way to Tophet, the dark place that held the souls of the dead.

      Robert stood up with knots in his belly. At twenty, he was a Pirate King of the North Sea and the sole Captain of his father’s grand ship of the line, Storm Rider. He now commanded the largest fleet of the pirate kings. His comrades had experienced fates similar to those of early-passing fathers. He was the youngest of the new generation of Pirate Kings, but he had the most to lose. The others came from long lines of royalty, but his father was the first Robert “The Ruthless” Jaymes, and he would be the second. The crews of the Pirate Kings doubled their ages with years of tenacity and experience. It would be difficult not to raise mutiny in the years to come. The crews would grant some grace due to his youth, but it would not extend very far or for very long. A slow breath escaped Robert’s lips. His shoulders bore the weight of his father’s reputation.

      As Robert scanned the sea-worn features of his father’s face, he lifted his head. Blinking back the tears of never seeing his father again, his father’s words repeated in his mind: Sorrow is for the weak.

      He forced himself up, boots hitting the floor with purpose. The ship swayed at the port, the wood groaning, but he walked with steady ease to the polished copper mirror bolted to the wall. He studied his face. The resemblance to his father was undeniable—the sharp cut of his jaw, the proud arch of his brow, the navy-steel depths of his eyes. But his father’s face was gone; only his reflection stared back.

      The hat’s wide brim was worn from salt and time. He adjusted it slightly, but it didn’t feel right, not yet.

      He washed his face in the small basin beneath the mirror, pulled oil on his teeth and tongue, and adjusted the lapels of his coat. Unlike most of the other pirate kings, his father had drilled hygiene and proper speech into his routine.

      “A pirate may never know when his presentation may save his life,” he whispered, recalling his late father’s words. “And when our line becomes the sole king of the world, we shall be presentable and relatable to all the nations and empires,” he repeated.

      “Even the Krakenking in the south.”

      He gulped at that one. The krakenkind were rumored to be the most fierce of all the species, and if it weren’t for their constant civil wars over power, they could take the world by force. He scoffed. “Like humans, too,” he muttered. But that would all change if his father’s plan came to fruition.

      He heard the distant movement of the crew beyond his door. Soon, they would look to him. Before pursuing his father’s legacy, he had to announce his father’s death and assume his father’s role as Pirate King. He cracked his neck as he stared at his reflection.

      “The Pirate King is one with Tophet,” he whispered, rehearsing the announcement. He curled his lip. “Robert ‘The Ruthless’ Jaymes is dead.” He shook his head and settled the race in his heart.

      He wasn’t ready. He had to earn the respect of his father’s crews.

      His throat tightened, but he forced the thought down like bile. The other pirate kings wouldn’t wait. They would tear him apart the second they smelled hesitation.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat as his eyes drifted to the reflected bulge in the bed behind him. He took a step back to examine himself. His reflection sharpened. The copper’s uneven surface distorted the edges, stretching his features into something unfamiliar. A stranger. A boy playing king. But his father taught him how to wear the mask well.

      He exhaled sharply, tugged at his lapels, and rolled his shoulders again. He had vowed to his father to extend the Jaymes’ legacy.

      The mantle had passed to him.

      He was to continue consolidating the Pirate Kings of the North Sea under one king, Jaymes—him or his son or grandson, however long it took. His father had united forty kings under ten; surely, he could consolidate ten down to one. After the consolidation was complete, the next point of his father’s plan was to move South to consolidate the twenty Pirate Kings there before attacking the nations in the East to subdue their enchanters before maneuvering to take down the Krakenkind’s empire. The name Jaymes was to be feared, respected, and honored. That was the legacy of his father’s name and thus would be his. He had been well-taught, well-prepared. He nodded at himself, allowing the slow smirk and clouded eyes to take over. “Aye, matey,” he told himself.

      He turned away from the mirror before doubt clouded his mind again. He adjusted the hat one final time. Heavy or not, it was his now.

      With a dry eye, he exited the captain’s quarters to the main deck, where the crew gathered for important decisions. The remaining nine pirate kings and their fleets were anchored at Rogue’s Isle, the neutral island rock straddling the North and South seas, awaiting his leadership.

      The nine pirate kings stood in single fashion before Robert on Storm Rider’s main deck: Rosa, Blackwood, Damien, Garrick, Hagen, Holcomb, Adams, Cooper, and Vance. The sun lit up their irises when they lifted their heads to hear the news.

      Robert glanced at Storm Rider’s gleaming white sails on the main mast, which boasted the imposing gold “J,” as they flitted in the sea breeze. His gaze drifted to Daniel Rosa, his brother by oath. Only a few years older than Robert, Daniel had taken Robert under his care and brought him up in the circle of the pirate king’s sons. They were matelots—brothers through every storm. The sun glinted off Daniel’s rings, one for each finger. His dark hair flapped in the wind. Voted the most handsome of the pirate kings, he cared not for hygiene as Robert did. Rosa had succeeded his father only a year earlier and was in command of the second-largest fleet—Jaymes having surpassed him.

      Robert often wondered if the speed at which his father overtook them all would add any jealous conspiracies against him. He eyed the rest of the captains, Blackwood, Damien and Garrick with the next largest fleets, and Hagen, Holcomb, Adams, Cooper, and Vance with the smallest. Trust would now be earned, he told himself, donning the realization of the perceived target on his back.

      Robert opened his arms wide, and the right words rolled off his tongue.

      “Tonight, we send Captain Robert ‘The Ruthless’ Jaymes as he embarks for Tophet, not with sorrow but with respect. He mastered the seas, united the pirate kings of the North, and left a legacy none will surpass. His name will echo through time. Raise your cups. Raise your scabbards. He was my father. He was the leader of the Pirate Kings.”

      He dipped his chin in a deep respect for his father, the legendary pirate king who, in one generation, did more than any other pirate in the history of the known world. Robert brushed off the one exception, the first Pirate King, Chadwick, who was the only king of the North Sea for his entire period of piracy.

      Hats came off heads as the pirate kings and crew honored the late Jaymes. Robert summoned the undertaker and his assistants with a flick of his finger. Knowing his father’s failing state, he had already paid them in advance. The neutral island was all too happy to receive a hundred Delphi for the internment of the great Captain Jaymes. At least at Rogue’s Isle, no one would touch the burial site or risk death. Only the best merchants worked out of Rogue’s Isle, so the coffin was pristinely carved with detailed scenes of Jaymes’ rise to worldwide fame, though he’d only sailed the North Sea.

      The night was full of ale, rum, and grog as the island’s visitors celebrated the late pirate’s life and patted Robert Jaymes on the back as his successor. Wenches and strumpets lined the inns, waiting for the men who wanted a night to remember and leave with their pockets empty. But Robert only took one rum, maybe two.

      Robert swirled the rum in his cup, letting its scent cloud the air. He pressed it to his lips but never drank. Across the room, pirate kings slurred their words, their coin pouches growing lighter with every round. His father’s voice echoed in his mind. “Drink, but never enough to dull your wits. They respect a pirate who drinks. They follow a pirate who stays standing.”

      So Robert danced and twirled and slurred his words, but when the others were passed out, Robert stood alone in the only tavern at Rogue’s Isle, The Drunken Sailor. Robert chuckled at the irony of its name as he took a last swig of his rum before setting it on the counter, dropping a Delphi to pay for the party. The tavern owner and barkeep swiped it up and nodded to Robert with bloodshot eyes. “Thank ye, Captain Jaymes,” he said with a slur of his words.

      Robert nodded before stepping over the sleeping bodies and walking to where they had laid his father to rest. Fresh dirt heaped on the six-foot hole.

      He removed his hat from his head in honor of his father and kneeled before the grave, his fingers running through the dirt.

      “I’ll do you proud, Captain,” he whispered. The silence of the night, compared to the precursor of ruckus, played tricks on his ears. He swore he heard his father’s voice: “See to it, boy.”

      He smirked and shook his head. “Aye, Captain,” he whispered. He patted the dirt mound and stood, returning his hat to his head.

      “Those licksplitters, sleeping on the floor, or getting pickpocketed by wenches.” He chuckled under his breath, still speaking to his late father. “I’m glad you taught me well. You left me too soon, and I have so much to carry.”

      He sighed, wondering how to pursue the legacy. “But I promise you, Father, I will make you proud.”

      He began the long walk to Storm Rider to sleep in the luxurious captain’s bed with a melancholic whistle on his lips.
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        * * *

      

      The Pirate Kings left behind any stragglers not awake, for no one wanted such an irresponsible hand aboard their ship. The sun rose beyond the great horizon a few days later at sea. Dark, thin clouds blurred the outline of the sun.

      Robert’s finger lingered on the wheel before wrapping all five digits around its wooden handle at the slightest jerk of the ship. He would never tire of the open sea despite the current turbulent waves. He would die at sea and be buried next to his father by his son whenever he found a woman worthy enough to bear his heir. It had taken his father decades to find the right woman, and even then, the sea had taken her during a scrimmage.

      The Quartermaster, Frank, approached with heavy footsteps and stood beside the helm with hands on his hips. The giant man scanned the horizon with a squint. “I miss ye father,” Frank said and spat over his shoulder so a crewman could swab it. “It’s too quiet in the mornings.”

      Robert chuckled at his second in command. It was true. His father had his obnoxious way of calling the crew to show a leg in the mornings. Robert preferred a little more calm upon waking. Ease into the day if the sea allowed. “My father never took the time to appreciate the morning sun and its shine on the waves.” He pointed to the faint glimmer of sun that touched the crests before the choppy water dispersed it. “It’s why I live on the sea.”

      Frank gave him a side-eye. “Not the gold, not the booty?” Frank smirked. “Or the company of cutthroats?”

      “Well,” Robert laughed. “All of those too, matey, but there is something about waking up to the rock of a ship with the sound of waves outside the porthole.”

      “Well, well—ye turnin’ poet on us, Captain?” Frank crossed his arms.

      “Only enjoying the luxuries of the sea, Frank.” Robert gripped the wheel with his other hand at the pull of the currents. “Don’t worry your pretty head about your new Captain.”

      A soft clap of thunder called the attention of those on the ships.

      Frank grunted, eyeing the darkening sky. “Looks like the sea don’t favor soft mornings, Captain Jaymes.” He cracked his knuckles and strode toward the main deck. “Time to earn our keep.”

      He stomped hard with every step to wake the crew.

      “Stow cargo!” Frank’s yell blasted over the planks. “Check the riggin’!”

      Robert chuckled as the first droplets splashed on his forehead and fingers. The clouds darkened. He pursed his lips before addressing the hidden sun. “You really wanted a’awakening like my father always did?” He sighed at the sky. “Fine, be it your way.”

      He lifted his heavy boot and stomped it on the planks beneath his feet repeatedly, yelling as his father did, “Show a leg. A storm off the bow!”

      Robert wiped off the palatial raindrops from his face as Frank barked orders. “Raise the mainsail! Secure hatches. She’s fast a’coming!”

      The previously calm deck buzzed with the activity of a hive. Half-dressed crewmen scrambled to ready the ship while the morning sky darkened in a final foreboding. Shrieks of wind howled through the rigging and whipped the sails taut. Storm Rider lurched as the first storm gust hit, sprawling two younger deckhands flat on the deck.

      “Hold on!” Robert shouted. His voice cut through the beginning rumble of the storm. The adrenaline surged in his veins. This was the second personality of the sea he loved—unpredictable, sudden, wild, and dangerous. His fingers tightened on the wheel, steering into the wind.

      The waves lengthened and crashed against the bright red hull. Storm Rider groaned under the fierce strain. The wooden planks creaked and matched the cadence of the winds’ howl. Robert glanced at Frank, who bellowed orders to the crew. Frank’s voice disappeared in the wind as it traveled to Robert. The main sails were not all the way up.

      “Furl the sails,” Robert yelled, but thunder swallowed his command.

      A massive wave rose before them, a wall of water that seemed to reach the sky. Robert’s eyes widened as he braced himself.

      “Hold on!” he yelled again, just as the wave crashed over the bow, drenching the crew and inundating the deck. Water gushed from the scuppers, refilling the sea and allowing Storm Rider to stay afloat.

      The ship shuddered from the sea’s rage. Robert stood his ground on balanced knees and a firm grip on the helm. The sails flapped and struggled against the wind. A loud crack echoed through the storm as the main mast cracked all the way down to the base. Men jumped away from it, afraid it would tear loose in the winds.

      “Get that rigging secured!” Robert shouted, his voice inaudible over the storm’s fury. Frank pointed at the flapping ropes, and six crewmen jumped into action, pulling it tight. Another wave knocked them all off their feet. A crack of lightning seared the sky. The wind and rain battered them from all sides.

      Robert scanned the damage. The mast neared death if they couldn’t get it secured. The sea’s unmerciful pillage tipped Storm Rider, and Robert threw his weight into his ironclad grip on the wheel to keep the rudder from succumbing to the sea’s pull.

      Just as suddenly as it had come, the storm blew past them, revealing heavy morning air and twinkling sunlight that calmed the waves.

      The crew cheered weakly, their exhaustion evident. Robert turned starboard and then portside to assess the status of his fleet, and his fellow pirate kings and their fleets. Sails had been ripped from mast, hulls needed patching, and ropes sagged and frayed.

      Robert rolled his sore shoulder and spread his blistered fingers wide before curling them back around the wheel handles. He looked around at his crew, soaked and weary, but all were somehow still alive. They needed to find land soon.

      “Secure the main mast,” he said, and ropes were flung around the large base and tied tight to keep the crack from spreading. Robert chewed his lip. If that weren’t fixed, it could damage the whole structure of his ship. It wouldn’t hold the weight of the sails in full wind.

      “Looks like we go slow with just the mizzen and the fore,” Robert murmured and shook his head. He looked around; no land was in sight. He left the helm in the calm water and approached the stern to watch the storm rage on behind him. He sighed.

      “Of all days, this be the one,” he muttered as he returned to the wheel. “Adjust the mizzen sails!” The yell blasted through the humidity.

      Rogue’s Isle would be too far to make it in one piece. They needed to find land, preferably one with trees.

      Robert exhaled, his grip tightening on the wheel. “One setback at a time.” He let the words settle, tasting the salt on his lips. He was alone now. No father, no safety net—just the sea and the weight of a kingdom on his shoulders.

      “One setback at a time,” he whispered again, steadying himself.
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        * * *

      

      “Land Ho!” Smith called down from the crow’s nest.

      Robert gazed out in the direction Smith pointed from behind the helm and made a slight correction on the wheel to approach the dot on the horizon, a rather large island, he presumed.

      He glanced behind him to see the other pirate kings following suit. With a final effort, he guided Storm Rider into a large bay, the water calmer but still choppy.

      A vast settlement lined the shore. Robert sighed. Dealing with islanders surged vomit to the top of his throat. They were always either hostile or stubborn to the point of death.

      “Drop anchor!” Robert yelled as soon as the ships were in a good depth. The clunk-clank, splash, and vibrating rope signaled they were moored.

      He descended the stairs to the main deck and pointed to a few crewmen. “Otto, Larc, Thane, and Buford, come with me.” He turned to his quartermaster. “If I give you signal,”—Robert pointed to his flintlock—“fire the cannons.”

      Frank grunted in reply before shouting out, “Load the guns.”

      Otto and Larc readied the rowboat while the other Pirate King’s ships did the same. Soon, four Pirate Kings stood in rowboats, hand on flintlock, awaiting any signal Captain Jaymes might give as he approached the sandy beach as his small crew rowed him to shore.

      Robert jumped out of the rowboat, and water splashed over his boots. A woman with ebony hair flitting in the wind stood at the top of the shoreline built up with rocks. Her arms crossed, and her penetrating stare put a hole through him before she glanced behind him out to the sea. His eyes ran up and down her body. Ample hips and a narrow waist caught his attention first. A sheathed dagger and two flintlock pistols with silver scrolling adorned her belt. He wondered if she was a leader as the other men and women stood behind her. Sweat beaded her brow in a glistening crown and glittered all the way down into her generous bosom. The dull white of her shirt emphasized the healing blood-red gash on her full bottom lip. She was the epitome of beauty and carnage. A fluttering in his belly moved up and caught hold of his throat.

      With a flat hand, he subconsciously smoothed his sea coat to present himself in the best light. The right words to greet such a woman fled from his tongue. He swallowed and cleared his throat. When her brow furrowed at his silence, he finally forced out, “Ahoy, lass.”

      Robert thinned his lips at the horrible introduction while waving his arm to showcase the weaponry sheathed on his belt, indicating that his presence there was harmless.

      “State yer purpose,” she said with no greeting or kindness.

      He stopped with his arm outstretched at the beauty’s rudeness. He let his arm drop as he scanned the others at the shore. Their shirts were bloodied, and they were all rather gangly. His gaze shifted back to the woman. He hadn’t noticed before, but her cheeks were too thin, and dark circles lived under her eyes, especially for a woman who appeared as young as he was. An instant desire to know what had happened on this island and who this woman was rushed over him.

      He stood up straight and cuffed his hand on his coat’s lapel.

      “I am Captain Jaymes of the Pirate Kings of the North Sea. Our ships took damage in a storm.” Robert paused, getting right to the point. “Might we stay and barter for supplies to repair them?”

      “We’re not a charity island,” the woman said. Her firm voice cut through the sea breeze in clear precision. Her shining sea-blue eyes shone in the sun and captured his gaze. “We be the descendants of former pirate kings who live here in peace.”

      Robert scoffed as she said “peace” with a busted lip and a gang of bruised scalawags behind her.

      Her eyes narrowed, and her jaw grew taut.

      Respectful, Robert, he told himself. He stilled his form and relaxed his mouth while she continued speaking.

      “Strangers ain’t welcome ‘less they stay. Move along with yer business.”

      He took off his hat to hold it over his belly, signaling to the other nine Pirate Kings that there could be trouble. A woman who refused to help the Pirate Kings was either a fool or ignorant of their reputation. The ordeal that gave her the bloody lip might have caused her to lose her common sense.

      “Lass,” he said with a smile and a dip of his chin, giving her a second chance.

      “Don’t. Lass. Me,” the woman growled.

      He almost took a step back. The unexpected response intrigued him. Who was this woman, why did it look like she had just won a fight, and how did she have the audacity to stand up to him?

      He readjusted his posture upon unsteady knees as they adapted to the stability of the land.

      “Matey, then?” His eyebrows rose as he offered the title. She remained silent, so he thought it acceptable and continued. “What harm is there in trading supplies to a few weary Pirate Kings?” He emphasized “Kings“ with a show of his open palm so he wouldn’t have to kill these people for disrespecting pirate royalty.

      She was quick with her reply. “What if yer enemies learn of our tradin’, and they take revenge on us rather than ye? We be a sanctuary, neutral, and have no stake in the world of piracy.”

      He shook his head at the ridiculousness of turning down the Pirate Kings of the North Sea. He hid a laugh. “We promise not to tell of your little island.”

      “Only dead men can make that promise, Captain.” She dropped her hands to her flintlocks on her belt. “Now, I suggest ye return to ye rowboat and leave.”

      Robert swooped his hat back on his head. Her audacity meant she was too young to realize what she had done, or she did not care. His eyes narrowed as he studied her. She was full of life and vigor; her manners and actions and the older men in the back letting her speak meant she was aged well beyond her physical years. His father would have already mowed these people down in an array of bullets and cannon fire, but there was something about her black hair flitting in the wind while wisps matted to the sides of her face in a sweaty paste. She commanded herself like pirate royalty. His fingers flickered by his side, debating to place his hand on his belt, the sign to blow the islanders down.

      “What if we just anchor over there where it appears uninhabited?” He pointed with a lobbed finger to the island’s east side, offering one last compromise. “What if we cut our own wood, make our tar and pitch, and go then on our way?”

      She shifted her weight as if weighing the consequences of her pending decision. Her thick tongue licked the gash on her lip before curling back inside her mouth. She nodded in the same direction he pointed. “Fine. Off ye go. But Captain Jaymes, if ye so much as step a dirty boot on our shores, I’ll take a knife to ye myself.”

      His eyes grew wide as a smug smile fell upon his lips. “Of course, matey.” He turned to go but then stopped. “May I have the name of the woman who grants us this passage? If there is any trouble during our brief stay, I may need to come to your village.”

      She crossed her arms again and firmed her stance. “Captain Danna Chadwick. Descended from the first Pirate King of the North Sea. This is me island, and know ye’re not welcome here.”

      Robert took a few steps back as the water sloshed on his ankles. His jaw fell agape. His mind stumbled over the name.

      Chadwick.

      The first Pirate King.

      The line of legends.

      And the woman bore the name like a blade in a sheath.

      He swallowed hard as she continued.

      “If ye venture past the island’s East side to discuss any troubles, ye will be alone and weaponless, and then I shall decide ye fate,” Danna said.

      “Thank you for your compromises, Captain Chadwick.” He spun around and blinked a few times to ensure he heard her correctly. He jumped in his rowboat while his crew pushed it back to the sea against the waves. He peered over his shoulder at the beautiful pirate woman while his crew jumped in and began the short commute back to the ship to explain the plan.

      “What a woman,” he muttered.

      Otto nodded. “And she be a Chadwick, too.” But at Robert’s iron stare, Otto closed his mouth and averted his eyes.
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