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      Goddess, I hoped this wasn’t a dry run and the slave ship still had their precious cargo. I tasted the salty seawater as a fan of sea spray crashed against the side of the ship. The autumn sun warmed me slightly against the crisp air. I leaned as far as I could, hanging from the top of the foremast. My rope cut into my palm while I kept the spyglass pointed toward the distant ship. Magic tingled in the back of my throat as if I’d inhaled a huge puff of wood smoke. My whole body tingled in an anticipation of unleashing my power at the other boat once we were close enough.

      “Micka, hoist the second sail,” I yelled.

      “Aye, Captain,” Micka’s voice boomed across the ship and I made out his towering form over all the others.

      “Think there be treasure along with the captives this time?” Vera’s dark braids poked from underneath her hat as she leaned against the railing.

      “I promise you whatever we find on that ship will be ours for the taking.” I replaced the spyglass in my coat pocket and climbed down from the mast. Once we sailed close enough, my magic would be able to blast any cannons they might have pointed at us. Our galleon had two cannons but we rarely used them. With our sleek design, we were smaller than most other ships, but faster too.

      Three months had passed since our last raid and visit to the shore. My crew was anxious for another run and a chance to sate their vices of drink and alcohol. All of us were ravenous drinkers and nearly out of rum.

      Luckily, fate smiled upon us to come across this vessel so soon. Sharks trailed behind them as though they’d recently tossed dead bodies overboard. My gut said there were slaves onboard and treasure from a recent slave market trade. The thought made my stomach tighten. I hated slavery and everything that went with it. Our world had become a place of bondage after the plague. Women, who should have been cherished as more precious than jewels, were captured and sold to the highest bidder because they were so scarce. We were a dying breed.

      A shudder of terror ripped through me. His hot, stinky breath choked me. His weight pressing down on me. Though I spat in his face, his meaty hand shoved my head to the side while he ripped off my skirts. I screamed when he tore into me.

      Through my tears, all I could see was the dresser and a layer of dust underneath. A discarded nail! If I could reach it. I twisted, fingers clawing toward the partially rusty nail. He grunted, moving his hand off my face to hold my hips in place. I squirmed closer to the dresser. His thrusts ripping inside me and I whimpered from the pain. My fingers digging into the floorboards for the nail. It rolled a fraction away when my fingernail snagged it and my heart slammed against my chest. I strained, using all my strength to catch the edge of it.

      With the nail in my fists, I faced the bastard and rammed the nail into the man’s eye. His screams pierced the air as blood splattered across my face. He leaned back, bellowing. I wiggled free, racing outside. Tears and screams clogging my throat. All of the four monsters with him chased me across the field. I wanted them dead. So I turned and prayed to the goddess to give me strength on land this one time. And I called down lightning that fried the bastards.

      Hatred coiled in my gut at the haunting memory. I had work to do: free others like me and take out as many slavers as I could. My boots landed with a thud on the deck of the ship and I retied the black bandana hiding my long, white-blond hair. The waves burst against us as we picked up speed with the extra sail that furled open. Excitement flooded me. I might not be able to change my past, but I could help other women find new and better futures.

      “You know eventually you’ll have to explain to the rest of the crew, the new ones,” Micka whispered in his thick tribal accent. “About how a sudden change in the wind and lightning to aid us.”

      “They’ve only been with us for half a month.” I shook my head. “Once I know they can be trusted completely, then I’ll tell them.” Hard enough to get men who wouldn’t pounce on the first woman they found nowadays.

      “You know not everyone will sell you off.” He winked. “If you were my woman, I’d keep you chained to my bed and pleasure you for hours.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Then be thankful I’m not because I’d hate to see your bones blackened from when I call down lightning on your ass.”

      His laugh shook his dark frame. “Aye, Captain.” Then his face grew serious again. “Truth now. Not everyone is your enemy. I’m not. The others you’ve had for seasons with you are not.”

      I squeezed his hand and offered him a smile. But I had to be cautious about who I let into my sacred circle. Trust didn’t come easy for me—especially men. A few times I’d ignored my gut and let a man or two on my ship only later to have to defend myself when they snuck into my room to try and have their way with me or one of the other women on board. They soon found themselves in the middle of the ocean with a chance to swim if they knew how, miles back to shore. Even though I had power, I couldn’t trust it to work during a panic attack with a male body on top of me. I always slept with two knives under my pillow. One in case the fiend knew about it and took the weapon. The second as a backup to ensure he never told a living soul that I had two weapons at all times.

      “Of course not,” I said. “But even if they believe in the cause of freedom like you and I, it doesn’t mean that they won’t fear me.”

      “Fear is a good thing. Keeps those in line who might slip otherwise.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “There has to be a balance. If they are too terrified of what I can do or learn about my father, they might be willing to take a risk to tell him where I am.” And my father would reward them with the gold and jewels of the thirteen seas…provided they could hold their breath long enough to retrieve it from the deepest part of the ocean.

      But for the most part, Micka was right. He was one of the few men I had complete faith in. However, sharing my magical gifts with anyone could get me a one-way trip to the gallows. The only thing that might save me from that death, besides being a pirate and a magic user or weather witch, was that I was a woman and could be bred. But I would never allow a man to touch me again. Not unless I asked him to. And I wouldn’t allow myself to fall in love or even lust. I didn’t want to depend on a man for anything. Gotten along fine without them in my bed for years now.

      Micka reached out a hand, covering mine on the railing as we speed closer to the other vessel. “Are you okay, Captain?”

      I inhaled the breath and nodded. "Aye. I’m just eager to commandeer their boat and steal their treasure.”

      He gave me a sad look as if he didn’t quite believe me.

      “You know what happened to you isn’t the norm. There are men out there. Decent ones with all their equipment who can love you.”

      I didn’t fault him for trying to help me but I was broken inside in every way: mentally, spiritually, emotionally. Nightmares plagued me and in them, I could never escape, never be free. There was no way to fix what had been shattered into a million pieces inside me.

      Micka and I were kindred spirits. Back in his land, he’d been a slave to a rich man with multiple wives and concubines who ignored all the country’s laws of one female per household. It was common nowadays to share a wife, a bride, a concubine, a slave because of the shortage of women across the world. So to ensure Micka didn’t impregnate any of the women, his owner had him turned into a Eunuch. But to me, he was more a man than any I’d come across. Time and again he risked his life to save the innocent women we rescued—to save me.

      I vowed to protect any woman I could find so they wouldn’t befall the same fate as me. With my powers, I could control the winds to make our boat swift in the water. Once they opened their gun ports, I could beckon lightning to blast back at them. But I couldn’t heal the wounds in my heart and mind of my mother lying dead and bloodied while man after man rutted with her.

      My stomach churning, I drew my hand from the railing and Micka’s. I had to focus on the mission not allow the past to choke and paralyze me.

      I hissed out a breath, concentrating on the gust at our backs, adding a little more push to our sails. Our boat rocked back forth and I leaned into the waves, letting the motion flow through me rather than fighting the sensation. The sea was great and fast but if you didn’t respect her, she would chew you up until there was nothing left.

      The wind whipped my hair across my face. I gathered it up, retying it at the base of my neck, then fingered my mother’s necklace. Tears stinging my eyes reminding me of all I’d lost. How she left me with a parting gift before the men raided our town. We were going to sail the thirteen seas together. Her necklace and mine blocking my father from being able to detect us. After she died, I had the two gems fused together with silver and I’d never taken the necklace off.

      One of the new crewmembers leaned against the side of the ship, heaving over the railing, more likely from seasickness from drinking too much. I should have him whipped to serve as an example to the others but this was his first offense so I’d let it slide this time.

      “Don’t fight against the waves,” I called out to him. “It will only delay you being able to get over your seasickness.”

      He looked over at me with eyes wide, face green. “How the bloody hell are we sailing so fast while the other ship seems to barely move? It’s like the wind blows only for us.”

      I shrugged. “Must just have the favor of the seas today.”

      Sanja came up to my right then. “Dark clouds are gathering overhead too. Perhaps a bit of lightning will help us as it did our last bounty?”

      Of the half dozen new crewmembers, she caught on the fastest. I would need to set her down and explain everything. See if she could be trusted with the truth.

      My mother had been a witch, able to control the weather. She could call up tornadoes, hurricanes, blizzards…whatever she wanted both on the sea and on land but she had to have her hands unbound. Bastards had known that and tied her hands together behind her back. My own powers were restricted to the ocean. Once I was on land, I couldn’t even make a spark in the sky or a wind strong enough to blow out a candle. Except for that one time…

      After my mother was killed, my father demanded I come live under the sea with him. He blamed humans for her death, but he hadn’t been able to save her or me. But I was half human and while I could hold my breath underwater a really long time, I couldn’t live or breathe underwater. My father’s kingdom had no shortage of females because the plague hadn’t reached them. And even if his magicians could turn me into a mermaid, I had no intention of never seeing the surface again. Or feeling the sun on my face while I drank good wine and smoked.

      Though my father didn’t care about the beings who lived on the surface, I wasn’t ready to give up my mission of helping every slave I found.

      “We’re gaining on them,” Gerry said from the crow’s-nest high above us. His bright red hair waved with the wind. “Wait, they are turning to defend themselves. Looks like they’ve got…three carronades pointed right at us.”

      As though on cue, a boom pierced the air.

      “What are they aiming for? A sea turtle?” I asked, laughing. We’re half a mile away, not close enough for a cannonball to reach us yet. But a second later, a massive explosion hit the front of the ship. I stumbled but caught myself from falling. It wasn’t possible that they’d hit us. Fear clung to my ribs.

      Other crewmembers were knocked off their feet. Smoke poured from the front of the boat. I dashed ahead to view the damage. Our lady figurehead was broken into two pieces. Her top half sinking under the waves. I slapped the railing. They must have newer, faster carronades. Ones that could chew holes through our boat before we got close enough to fire back our own or board them.

      Another boom echoed through the air. I inhaled, breathing in the ozone of my magic, making lighting clash out of a nearly blue sky. The streak struck the cannonball as it shot through the waves, breaking into three pieces.

      Another shot fired.

      My body trembled from using my magic but I gathered up the ions from the approaching storm to aid me. I shoved all my power forward. I let out a breath, focusing on the electricity in the air. I blasted another lightning bolt but it skidded off the cannonball but didn’t destroy it. Only took off a fraction of one side. I couldn’t stop it in time.

      “Brace!” I screamed, holding onto the side of the ship. The impact threw my body over the rail. My fingers clinging to the wood of the ship. Smoke billowed up from where we were struck and I scrambled up onto the ship. It would take a few seconds to reload their carronades. I bumped up our speed with a gust of wind.

      “Turn!” We’d club alongside their ship. Able to swing around, boarding them but their carronades wouldn’t be able to reach us. “Lower the sails!”

      The ship lurched as we twisted in the water and slammed up against their broadside.

      “Ready to board!” I yelled, unhooking my sword from my belt loop. The boarding party scrambled forward with grapplers, gangplanks, and boarding pikes.

      Until my magic replenished, it would be my sword and the two knives I carried that would win this battle. Adrenaline coursed through me as it did every time I fought against slavery and injustice. And if our spies were wrong…that this ship had already sold all the women they had onboard, then I would blast a hole through their boat. Break into two pieces and leave the survivors to an unforgiving sea.

      At a wave of my hand, Micka turned the wheel, bringing us closer but avoiding their carronades. I pitched my grappling hook toward the other ship. It latched onto a mast. Quickly, I raced across the tight line. Micka had always told me I was so nimble that I should’ve joined the circus and been one of the trapeze artists. But my skills came from always climbing ropes and trees when I was little. My foot slipped on the line. I cartwheeled my arms gaining my balance back.

      Glancing at my target across the rope, I spotted an enemy seaman hacking at the rope with his cutlass. He’d soon find out that my ropes were coiled with metal and couldn’t be sawed through easily. Regardless though, I threw my knife, striking him in the stomach. He screamed in pain and fell to his knees. Another man took his place but he too quickly discovered my hooks were lined with the spikes of a stonefish. Deadly poison. Only me and my crew knew to handle the hook at the rope or use our swords and knives to dislodge it.

      Not good. I dashed to the other side, landing on the deck. Two men rushed me with their swords drawn. I countered their attack and kicked one in the gut. While he was down, I stabbed him in the neck, then faced the other opponent. He dodged my swing. And sliced me across the ribs. I thrust my elbow into his face. Bleeding, he roared, coming at me like a madman. His eyes narrowing with hate. He raised his sword high. But at the last second, I ducked down, tripping him. He fell over the side of the boat.

      “I can’t swim! Help me!” His screams gurgled then faded as he sunk beneath the waves.

      Too bad. That was one thing besides being loyal to me and knowing how to fight that I demanded of all my men: know how to swim.

      More of my crewmen scrambled onto their ship. Sounds of clashing weapons and screams filled the air as we overtook the vessel. A flintlock pistol fired beside me, grazing my shoulder. Micka dashed forward, seizing the man’s gun before he could reload.

      An enemy raced toward me with his musket drawn. I lurched to the side, ramming my sword up under his ribcage into his heart. I braced my foot for leverage against his dead weight and jerked my sword out, then spun to parry against the next attack. My arms straining against him, I couldn’t hold him off. His broken tooth smile ignited my anger. This was just the kind of man who raped my mother…and then me.

      Damn! He was stronger than I thought. I reached with my free hand for one of my knives but he jerked my hand away. Bile rose in my throat. I had to get away. Had to escape. I gritted my teeth as he licked the side of my ear.

      “You smell nice.”

      Fear struck me and I couldn’t move. His laugh echoed in my ears, drowning out the sounds of gunfire and fighting. Soon he’d know I was a woman. He’d shoved his member into me and—the haunting memories of the men who had done that to me before—violating me, crashed into me.
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      The pop of a gun near me broke me out of my trance.

      I jerked my hand away from the man’s grasp and snatched one of my knives. I thrust the tip up the underpart of his chin up into his brain. He choked, gasping on blood, then fell at my feet. I wiped off his blood from my blade on the edge of his shirt.

      A scream rent through the air behind me and I spun. Liza, one of my crewmates, was weaponless with a man groping her. Half her shirt was torn, exposing her breast. Bile shot up into the back of my throat and I rushed forward. My vision tunneled to just them. He had ripped her shirt and was fondling her while he tried to tie her up. My throat burned. I wouldn’t reach them in time.

      Skidding to a stop, I dug out my short blade. I flung it with all my strength. The blade whipped through the air but only managed to impale the man in the upper back. But it was enough for her to gain her composure and she punched him in the face but that didn’t even faze him. She scrambled out from under him as he tried in vain to reach my blade. Micka yanked the blade from the man’s back, then after handing it to Liza, met my gaze with a nod.

      Liza shrieked like a banshee and leaped onto the man’s head. She sunk the knife into his face and neck over and over until he crumbled beneath her.

      I needed to find the captain of this ship. Find out if they still had the women captives or where they had taken them.

      A man with a faded crimson scarf tied around his neck knocked one of my men overboard. I dashed forward, pointing the tip of my sword to his throat.

      “Give me the keys to your cargo.”

      “No.” He lifted his chin in defiance. “Do to me and my men whatever you wish, but I will fight until my last breath.”

      I didn’t have time for games or fake compassion. If he had women onboard as my spy had said, then there was only one reason: slavery.

      “Micka!” I called out and jerked my head to the captain’s quarters below deck. “Go check out our bounty.”

      He nodded and disappeared.

      The captain took a step forward, a trickle of blood trailed down his neck from my sword. “Take our gold or whatever but leave the women alone.”

      “Why should I do that?” I narrowed my eyes. He knew as well as I that a woman was worth more than a ship packed full of gold.

      “Because we’ve rescued the women from a slave trader. Soon they’ll recover from the damage we did their ship and come after us.” His dark eyes bore into me without flinching. “We’ve got to get them to safety.”

      “So these women were free under your care?”

      “Yes,” he said quickly. His expression gave nothing away yet I smelled the rotting scent of a lie.

      Micka brought up six women all shackled together, their clothes hung on their thin frames. The black circles under their eyes and blank stares told me that they’d already been abused and raped. Rage flared in my veins, but I pushed down the anger before my magic brought lightning down upon those responsible and sunk the whole ship. Not prisoners, my ass!

      “Then why are they in chains?” I gritted my teeth. Why had I even bothered talking to this filth? He’d lied from the start to protect his own hide. He was like the other ninety-nine percent of rutting dogs out there. That was one of my other talents, I could smell the lie like stank on a pig. But I’d find out for sure from one of his prisoners if his story was true or not. “I’m taking all who want to come with me.”

      “I can’t let you do that.” He didn’t cower, his gaze didn’t leave mine. The tip of my blade sinking in deeper as he stepped forward. If the guy had a death wish he’d soon get it. “The chains are for their own protection. We just rescued them from a slave trader and were to release them as soon as we hit sanctuary inland.”

      “Doesn’t matter what lies you spew, I’m taking them with me.” The wind gusted, flinging my waistcoat back.

      “You—you’re a woman?” the captain gasped.

      Several of my crewmembers within earshot to his declaration busted out laughing.

      Micka rolled his eyes “She’s not just a woman, mate. She is our captain and a damn fine one at that.”

      “I agree with you on the fine part.” The captain’s gaze brightened and he smiled. Did he think he could persuade me with a handsome face? I’d seen the heart of too many men like him. “She looks to be able to drive many a ship to shore for her.”

      “Wink at me, I’ll take out your eye. Touch me and you’ll lose your hand or another precious body part. Would any of the rest of you seadogs care to test my resolve?” I flashed my teeth at him in a snarl despite the blaze of fear I always felt whenever a man showed interest in me. I wore gold caps on my front four teeth etched with skull and crossbones on each to ward off any who got too close. “I am not a prize to barter or sell. But my men and I have taken possession of your boat and your goods.” I opened my fist in the air, signaling to start the transport of the women and any bounty they’d wanted. “Last chance to tell me the truth about what you’d planned to do with these women. Otherwise, I slit your throat and all onboard before I burn this vessel down to Davy Jones’ Locker.”

      “I think it’s rather obvious what he planned to do with the women,” Vera, one of my crew, answered for him. “Sell them. What else?”

      Beside her, Harold, one of my men who had gotten seasick earlier, stared at the women opened mouthed with lust in his eyes.

      “What do you say we should do with our plunder?” I tested him. He’d only been with us a short while and this was his first time with women who didn’t have weapons or knew how to fight like me and the women of my crew.

      Harold puffed out his chest. “Well, we could sell them and make enough for us to live like kings. Even if we kept one or two for ourselves.”

      Before I could take a step, Micka grabbed Harold’s hair, jerking his head back. His blade sliced Harold from ear to ear. He released Harold who fell to the deck, blood soaking through the wooden planks.

      The captain in front of me glared. “Are you going to sell these women?”

      I stiffened at his words, but I kept my sword at his throat. No way would I fall prey to some ruse he had planned to catch me off-guard. I snorted. “Did you not see just see my reaction just now? If I were going to sell them, why would I kill that pig for saying it?”
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