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WELCOME TO 
THE IRON KINGDOMS
The world you are about to enter is the Iron Kingdoms, a place where the power and presence of gods are beyond dispute, where mankind battles itself as well as all manner of fantastic races and exotic beasts, and where a blend of magic and technology called mechanika shapes industry and warfare. Outside the Iron Kingdoms themselves—the human nations of the continent called Immoren—the vast and unexplored world of Caen extends to unknown reaches, firing the imaginations and ambitions of a new generation. 
Strife frequently shakes these nations, and amid the battles of the region the most powerful weapon is the warjack, a steam-powered automaton that boasts great mobility, thick armor, and devastating weaponry. A warjack’s effectiveness is at its greatest when commanded by a warcaster, a powerful soldier-sorcerer who can forge a mental link with the great machine to magnify its abilities tremendously. Masters of both arcane and martial combat, these warcasters are often the deciding factor in war. 
For the Iron Kingdoms, what is past is prologue. No event more clearly defines these nations than the extended dark age suffered under the oppression of the Orgoth, a brutal and merciless race from unexplored lands across the great western ocean known as the Meredius. For centuries these fearsome invaders enslaved the people of western Immoren, maintaining a vise-like grip until at last the people rose up in rebellion. This began a long and bloody process of battles and defeats. This rebellion would have been doomed to failure if a dark arrangement by the gods had not bestowed the Gift of Magic on the Immorese, unlocking previously undreamed-of powers. 
Every effective weapon employed by the Rebellion against the Orgoth was a consequence of great minds putting arcane talents to work. Not only did sorcery allow evocations of fire, ice, and storm on the battlefield, but scholars combined scientific principles to blend technology with the arcane. Rapid advancements in alchemy gave rise to blasting powder and the invention of deadly firearms. Methods were developed to fuse arcane formulae into metal runeplates, creating augmented tools and weapons: the invention of mechanika. The culmination of these efforts was the invention of the first colossals, precursors to the modern warjack. These towering machines of war gave the Immorese a weapon the invaders could not counter. With the colossals the armies of the Rebellion drove the Orgoth from their fortresses and back to the sea.
The people of the ravaged lands drew new borders, giving birth to the Iron Kingdoms: Cygnar, Khador, Llael, and Ord. It was not long before ancient rivalries ignited between these new nations. Warfare became a simple fact of life. Over the last four centuries periodic wars have been broken up by brief periods of tense but wary peace, with technology steadily advancing all the while. Alchemy and mechanika have simultaneously eased and complicated the lives of the people of the Iron Kingdoms while evolving the weapons employed by their armies in these days of industrial revolution. 
The most long-standing and bitter enmity in the region is that between Cygnar in the south and Khador in the north. The Khadorans are a militant people occupying a harsh and unforgiving territory. The armies of Khador have periodically fought to reclaim lands their forebears had once seized through conquest. The two smaller kingdoms of Llael and Ord were forged from contested territories and so have often served as battlegrounds between the two stronger powers. The prosperous and populous southern nation of Cygnar has periodically allied with these nations in efforts to check Khador’s imperial aspirations.
Just over a century ago, Cygnar endured a religious civil war that ultimately led to the founding of the Protectorate of Menoth. This nation, the newest of the Iron Kingdoms, stands as an unforgiving theocracy entirely devoted to Menoth, the ancient god credited with creating mankind.
In the current era, war has ignited with particular ferocity. This began with the Khadoran invasion of Llael, which succeeded in toppling the smaller kingdom in 605 AR. The fall of Llael ignited an escalating conflict that has embroiled the region for the last three years. Only Ord has remained neutral in these wars, profiting by becoming a haven for mercenaries. The Protectorate has launched the Great Crusade to convert all of humanity to the worship of Menoth. With the other nations occupied with war, this crusade was able to make significant gains and seize territories in northeastern Llael.
Other powers have been drawn into this strife, either swept up in events or taking advantage of them for their own purposes. The Scharde Islands west of Immoren are home to the Nightmare Empire of Cryx, which is ruled by the dragon Toruk and sends endless waves of undead and their necromantic masters to bolster its armies with the fallen of other nations. To the northeast the insular elven nation of Ios is host to a radical sect called the Retribution of Scyrah that is driven to hunt down human arcanists, whom they believe are anathema to their gods.
The savage wilds within and beyond the Iron Kingdoms contain various factions fighting for their own agendas. From the frozen north a disembodied dragon called Everblight leads a legion of blight-empowered warlocks and draconic spawn. The proud, tribal race known as the trollkin work to unite their once-disparate people to defend their lands. Deep in the wilds of western Immoren, a secretive order of druids commands nature’s beasts to oppose Everblight and advance their own various plans. Far to the east across the Bloodstone Marches, the warrior nation of the Skorne Empire marches inexorably closer, bent on conquering their ancient enemies in Ios as a step toward greater dominion. Shadowy conspiracies have arisen from hidden strongholds to play their own part in unfolding events. These include the Convergence of Cyriss, an enigmatic machine-cult that worships a distant goddess of mathematics, as well as their bitter enemies the cephalyx, a race of extremely intelligent and sadistic slavers who surgically transform captives into mindless drudges. 
The Iron Kingdoms is a setting whose inhabitants must rely on heroes with the courage to defend them using magic and steel, whether in the form of rune-laden firearms or steam-driven weapons of war. The factions of western Immoren are vulnerable to corruption from within and subject to political intrigue and power struggles. All the while, opportunistic mercenaries profit from conflict by selling their temporary allegiance for coin or other favors. It is a world of epic legends and endless sagas. 
Enter the Iron Kingdoms, and discover a world like no other!





PART ONE
The Island
“Easy, Buck!” Phinneus Shae reached out his mind to calm the restless warjack. “Like a damned sea dog on shore leave, you are.”
The Buccaneer stamped its huge feet and flexed its mechanikal hands on its long gaff. Buck had somehow developed the quirk of fidgeting like a racehorse in draft harness whenever danger loomed. Shae wouldn’t have cared on dry land, or even on the deck of a ship, but in a twenty-five-foot launch every movement the warjack made threatened to capsize the boat. With three tons of iron and bronze and fourteen sailors aboard, the launch boasted barely a foot of freeboard.
The warjack settled down slightly, its metal frame firmly planted on the reinforced seat, but continued to flex its hands on its weapon. Whether its uneasiness stemmed from the nearing white sand and looming jungle beyond or the deep-blue water only inches away, Shae couldn’t say. Though the Buccaneer knew no real fear, somewhere deep within the artificial intellect of its cortex it registered that a plunge over the side would not be good. Unlike his other warjacks, the heavy Mariners and Freebooter, the Buccaneer could not handle deep water. Total immersion would flood its firebox and transform the mass of semisentient iron, bronze, and magic into an inert heap of dead weight.
Even so, the forsaken mountain of jungle-covered rock that drew nearer with every stroke of the oars posed a more ominous threat. The island had no name, at least not on any of Shae’s sketchy charts of Caen’s vast southern oceans, but none of these islands offered much more than an agonizing death. When they lost one shipmate during a provisioning stop on their trip south, the entire crew learned that while bows and blowguns were no match for firearms and swords in a stand-up fight, the natives’ use of stealth and poison evened the odds. Poisoned arrows might not be a threat to a warjack, but the warcaster and his crew were not immune, which was exactly why he was bringing Buck along on this little jaunt.
The boat’s keel thumped the bottom in a trough between waves before the next breaker lifted them and thrust them farther ashore. The craft tried to slew sideways, and Shae’s sea dogs fought to keep the bow pointed down the wave. Bug Eye Bart Traphone, Shae’s one-legged coxswain, swore inventively and hauled on the tiller as they shipped some water over the transom. Beaching in surf was always hazardous, but that was another good reason to bring the ’jack along.
“Avast rowing and ship oars!” Shae ordered. “Okay, Buck! Haul us ashore!”
Smoke belched from the ’jack’s stack as it fired up its boiler. The hulk of vaguely man-shaped iron and bronze stood up and strode out of the launch. Any other light warjack would have probably either fallen with the boat’s violent roll or tripped over the gunwale, but the Buccaneer was as sure-footed as a mountain goat. It splashed into the shallow water, hooked its gaff to the thick eyebolt set into the launch’s prow, and dragged the boat, crew, Shae, and Doc Killingsworth right up onto the beach.
“Don’t even need to get yer boots wet!” The smiling sailor stowed his oar and stepped onto the pearly sand.
“Stop worryin’ about your boots and keep yer eyes peeled!” Bug Eye snapped as he lurched over the side, his peg leg sinking into the sand. “Locals’ll likely serve you up for supper, boots and all!”
That drew some worried mumbles from his sea dogs, but Shae cut through them with a harsh, commanding tone. “Grab your gear, and don’t forget the shovels!” He stepped lightly ashore, wiped the streaming sweat from his brow, and glared into the dense jungle. The tropical sun blasted down on the iron plate of his warcaster armor, baking him like a crab in its shell. “We’ll be off this rock soon enough. We’re here for Doc’s feverwood root and nothing else.”
Buck turned to him, and Shae got the ’jack’s unvoiced question as clearly as if it had spoken. The Buccaneer had been with him for a long time, and Shae caught himself using the ’jack’s eyes and ears as readily as his own. Every warcaster had to master the art of seeing through many eyes simultaneously, and Shae didn’t even have to think of it any longer. He gave Buck a mental command and watched with satisfaction as the ’jack dragged the launch well above the high-tide line. Once in place, Bug Eye tied the boat’s painter to a nearby palm, cursing with every step in the soft sand.
“What’s this plant look like again, Doc?” Shae eyed the jungle dubiously. The foliage was so thick they’d have to hack their way through. The shade might provide some relief from the blistering heat, however.
“Looks like a little mango tree. Long, thin leaves, with shiny brown new growth. But we won’t find it near the shore. It likes drier ground.” The dark-skinned sawbones-cum-ship’s cook gnawed on his cigar butt, tipped his bedraggled top hat, and pointed up the densely overgrown slope. “There.”
“Which we wouldn’t need to dig up in the first place if that pointy-eared, spell-spittin’ wench hadn’t brung the bloody black fever aboard!” The sea dog’s muttered oath elicited a chorus of grumbles from the rest of the shore party.
“Belay that!” Shae snapped.
He’d been angry enough when he learned that the Iosan sorceress Lady Aiyana and her pistoleer companion, Master Holt, had disobeyed his orders to stay aboard Talion during their brief visit to Konesta. His anger had redoubled when Holt fell ill with black spot fever. Now, with a third of the crew weak as kittens with black pustules and fever, his anger knew no bounds. He would not, however, have the crew bad-mouthing Lady Aiyana. She and Holt had proven their worth on more than one occasion. Her spells and his uncanny marksmanship made them a useful duo, and it was unwise to disdain anything useful, especially now. With a price on his head big enough to set every cutthroat and pirate hunter in all of western Immoren after him, Shae would take any advantage he could get.
“Quit your griping and fall in behind Buck! We’ll get these roots and haul anchor before sundown. Then it’s a sweet sail back to Bottomton with a hold full of Mercarian treasure.”
That shut them up, and no doubt put their minds to the two Mercarian merchants they’d taken north of Zu, heavily laden with the riches of that mysterious southern continent. Talion sat low in the water, stuffed to the gunwales with enough teak wood, ambergris, coffee, and rare spices to satisfy even Joln Rockbottom . . . for a time.
Gotta admit, the dwarf’s plan worked perfectly, Shae thought as they followed the warjack up the beach.
Discovering nothing but a bundle of charts after their recent siege of Fort Lamis had seemed ill payment for the blood they’d spilled in taking the stronghold. Then Rockbottom’s examination of the papers revealed their true nature: detailed rutters of Mercarian League shipping, including an intricate series of instructions to reach the afore inaccessible continent of Zu. The charts were nigh-on priceless.
Hunting had been good in the southern ocean. They’d only put in to the stronghold of Konesta for provisions, a quick overnight stop, hopefully without stirring up any interest. The outbreak of fever had set them back a step.
Nothing to do but press on.
Shae stopped at the forbidding wall of greenery and looked back over his shoulder. Talion lay at anchor, sails furled and a faint stream of smoke trailing up from her stacks. The frigate’s sleek lines never ceased to tug at his heart, as alluring to his eye as any woman’s sensuous curves. Her brightwork gleamed, and the beautifully burnished figurehead, the Lady of Retribution, glinted in the sun. Talion wasn’t one of those wallowing three-deckers that so many naval builders seemed to favor these days, but she sported forty guns, three towering masts, and a powerful double-paddlewheel steam engine. Shae could outmaneuver more than half the ships in the Cygnaran Navy—and those he couldn’t outfight, he could outrun. He wouldn’t trade her for any first-rate on the sea. 
“Problem, Captain?” Doc asked, fingering the huge cleaver at his belt.
“I just hate to leave her is all.” Talion was more home than his home in Bottomton, which he hardly ever visited. His life had changed drastically since the mutiny on Exeter. The Mercarian League had seen to that. His surviving family had disowned him, his few acquaintances from his years at the Strategic Academy had become enemies, and the League had financially ruined or otherwise persecuted everyone faithful to him as traitors. All because he’d led a mutiny against a man who tried to murder him in cold blood. With Talion, Shae had begun to exact revenge for those wrongs. His crew was his family now. 
“She’s in good hands, Captain.” Doc chewed on his cigar and grinned. “Hawk’ll keep an eye on things. She didn’t get that moniker for no reason, after all.”
“Aye. That she most certainly did not.” If there was anyone on Caen Shae trusted with Talion, it was his surly sword-slinging first mate. 
With one last glance at his ship, he followed Buck into the thick jungle. As it turned out, he’d been wrong about the shade. The fresh sea breeze vanished, the hum of insects closed in around them, and sweat began to roll down his neck.
Two hours later, despite the sweltering heat, Shae was glad of his heavy jacket and warcaster armor.
“Dirty, blood-sucking . . .” A sea dog swatted at a bloated insect and left a smear of blood across his neck.
“Watch it!” A cutlass flashed, and another sailor crowed with triumph. “Got the bastard!” She lifted the headless corpse of a four-foot serpent on the back of her blade.
“A kingviper!” Doc reached for the scaly corpse. “Deadly poisonous, but damn fine eating!” He stuffed the dead snake in a sack and trudged on.
“Remind me not to have any stew tonight,” another sea dog muttered.
“If you think that’s the worst that’s ended up in Doc’s pot, you ain’t been payin’ attention, mate.” Bug Eye chuckled at the newer crewman’s pale face.
Shae ducked under a hanging vine that sported thorns long enough to take out an eye and decided to save his breath. They’d progressed barely two miles into the island’s interior and found nothing but more jungle. Only Buck’s indomitable strength and tireless endurance allowed them to proceed, even at this snail’s pace. The ’jack’s heavy gaff, now fitted with a long curved blade, swept back and forth like a great scythe, forging a path through the otherwise impenetrable growth. The sea dogs followed in a double line, cutlasses hacking at the few remaining vines or slithering serpents that escaped Buck’s tread. Shae brought up the rear, watching behind and also ahead through the ’jack’s eyes while listening for the distant thrum of tribal drums. It was rumored that the cannibals of these islands made their drums from human skin and bones, and that their shamans bound the souls of those they’d consumed to the instruments to be forever tormented by their drumming. So far, he heard nothing but the curses of his crew. 
Stories to scare ignorant sailors, he reassured himself, though his hand never strayed far from Squall, his mechanikal sword, or the hand cannon tucked into his sash. Cannibals and headhunters were real enough concerns, and he’d spent too many years watching his back to discount any threat completely.
Finally, they came to a break in the canopy gouged by the fall of a truly immense tree. In the sunlit patch stood a dozen small bushes with thin, glossy brown leaves.
“Feverwood!” Doc cleaved his way through the low brush.
“All right, you lot.” Shae gestured his sea dogs forward. “Get those shovels working. Time and tide, time and tide . . .”
As the enthusiastic sea dogs complied, all too eager to finish this job and get back aboard Talion, Shae ordered Buck to take station upon the fallen tree trunk. The added height would give him a better vantage, even though neither the warcaster nor the warjack could see more than a few feet through the lush growth. Shae climbed up the immense trunk, fully twice his height in diameter and two hundred feet from its splayed roots to its still-leafy crown.
Lucky Rockbottom’s not along on this jaunt, Shae thought. He looked along the massive piece of timber. He’d insist we take this back with us to sell. 
Such a bole would make a fine mainmast and might bring a thousand crowns, but hauling it down to the beach would likely take several of his warjacks plus a lot of engineering. He had no time for such an endeavor, let alone space aboard Talion to stow the thing. He faced downhill while Buck faced up, trying to ignore the incessant buzz of insects and the sweat running down his ribs. In the direct sun, without a hint of breeze, the pauldrons of his armor soon became too hot to touch. He listened for drums over the sound of Doc giving orders and the crunch and crack of the sea dogs at work.
“That’ll be enough!” Doc called finally, hefting a heavy sack.
“Good!” Shae leaped down from the log, eager to go. He clapped a couple of sweating sea dogs on the shoulders with a grin. “Good work! Stow the shovels and form up. Back to the ship, and a round of grog for everyone!”
Their cheers were cut short by the echoing spang of a bullet careening off Shae’s armor, having somehow penetrated his power field without activating it.


The bullet smashed into Shae’s shoulder pauldron hard enough to spin him around. The slug spalled off to strike Bug Eye in the face. Blood and shattered bone sprayed from the impact and the old sea dog went down, clutching his ruined jaw.
“Down!” Shae reacted innately, bringing his armor to full stoke, a spell leaping to his mind. A nimbus of runes flared around his armor-clad hand as the warcaster summoned a shroud of concealing mist to hide them from the sniper. He knew it was a sniper—and at some distance, for the report of the shot arrived well after the bullet.
The sea dogs reacted like the veterans they were, pistols out, ready for anything. Two of them even fired into the forest in an attempt to deter the assailant, but the noise and smoke interfered with Shae’s perception as he and Buck scanned the foliage.
“Avast firing! It came from far off, but I don’t know . . .” He scanned the surrounding hills, thankful the summoned fog didn’t obscure his own vision as it did his enemy’s.
“Hold still, you!” Doc cursed and pressed down on Bug Eye’s chest with one knee. “Grab his hands, mates! Gotta tie off that bleeder!” The big man applied a pair of rusty pliers and a sail needle to the horrible wound in the sea dog’s face.
The gurgling shrieks distracted Shae further.
“Quiet, damn you!” They were safe for the moment, but they couldn’t sit here forever. He checked the gouge in his armor, as wide and deep as his finger. The shot had pierced his power field with enough force remaining to blow his brains out, if it had struck a few inches to the right. 
A heavy rifle, and damn near a killing shot. Pretty soon, the sniper will—
A second bullet slammed into Buck’s armor hard enough to stagger the warjack. Shae stifled the ’jack’s urge to go tearing off through the jungle after the sniper. He cast another spell. Runes flared around the warjack, swirling into phantasmal illusions to mask Buck’s position. Turning toward the sound of the gunshot, Shae raised his hand cannon to return fire. A glint of light from the top of a distant rock outcropping caught his eye—too far to hit with a pistol. He lowered his weapon with a silent curse.
“We’ve got to move!” He looked to Doc, who was wrapping a length of filthy cloth around Bug Eye’s hastily patched jaw. “Can he walk?”
“C’n bl’dy run!” Bug Eye said, struggling to rise even as the last knot was tied in the blood-soaked bandage.
“Good man!” Shae gauged his adversary. 
Wait for the next shot or run for it now?
The zip of another bullet tearing through the hunkered sea dogs preempted his decision. This grazed a man’s shoulder, ripping away a piece of skin and muscle the size of a hen’s egg. The pirate cursed and clapped a sodden handkerchief to the gaping wound before Doc could bring his needle and pliers to bear.
“Now! Run for the trees!” Shae said. He ordered Buck to take up the rear guard in hopes that the ’jack’s bulk would shield them, then broke from cover.
He grasped one lagging sea dog and thrust him forward as they dashed from the concealing mist of his spell into the open. Another bullet careened off of Buck’s armor, slug fragments impacting Shae’s power field in a flare of incandescent light. They reached the cover of the trees and slowed, concealed by heavy foliage.
“Who the hell’s tryin’ to kill us now?” one of the dogs ventured, trading her pistol for a cutlass to hack at the clinging vines.
“We’ll worry about that later. Now we’ve got to—”
Another bullet ripped through the foliage, passing close enough to Shae’s ear to flutter his hair. Unfortunately, the round struck the sea dog he’d been talking to squarely between the shoulder blades. She pitched forward in a spray of blood, and Shae knew she was dead even before Doc knelt beside her. The trees were not the cover he’d hoped they would be.
“Come on! We’ve got to get out of range of that sniper!”
Shae sent Buck forward, tearing down the way they’d come at a reckless pace. He trusted the ’jack to follow their own track back to the beach and brought up the rear himself, pouring arcane energy into his power field in hope of deflecting the sniper’s fire. His field did just that, three more times before they were out of range. Each shot staggered him with its force but failed to penetrate.
“Finally!” he said and ordered them to slow to a quick march as the distant fire fell silent.
The easier downhill course and the already-beaten track would bring them to the beach in a fraction of the time it had taken them to hack their way in. He noted with some satisfaction that Doc still carried the heavy bag of feverwood root, but they’d paid for it in blood. Also, the realization that someone may have come to the island with the express purpose of killing him plagued Shae with every step. The sniper, obviously skilled, was either gunning for him personally or had decided that taking out the warcaster first would be prudent. He had too many enemies to guess who was out for his blood, but the list shortened when he considered that he was thousands of miles away from most of them.
Probably some bounty hunter out for reward. 
Shae cursed the Mercarian League once again for hanging such an albatross around his neck.
As they neared the beach, however, the distant and deeper boom of a cannon brought them up short.
“That’s Talion’s signal gun, or I’m a Carre Dova constable!” one of the dogs puffed between labored breaths.
Shae knew the man was right. “Come on! Rally now! There’s trouble aboard the ship!”
He urged Buck forward, but when they crashed through the last of the jungle’s restrictive foliage, they were met with two more surprises. A squad of twenty marines strained to drag Shae’s launch into the water, thereby stranding them on this Morrow-forsaken rock. Beyond, rounding the western cape of the island, a three-masted ship approached under full sail and full steam. He couldn’t see her hull yet, but a Mercarian League pennant fluttered from her topmast.
“Thamar’s teeth!” Shae reached for his hand cannon and drew Squall. 
That answers the question of who’s trying to kill me.
They’d obviously been smoked out. The League had a strong outpost in Konesta and must have identified Talion among the dozens of other ships. They’d followed, landed a squad including the sniper on the windward shore, then brought their ship around to box them in. Hawk had already cut their anchor rode and was piling on coal and canvas to allow Talion to maneuver in the confines of the bay. She’d either venture into the shallows to attempt to aid the shore party—a chancy prospect in uncharted waters—or engage the Mercarians. Shae and his sea dogs had only one option, regardless.
“Have at ’em, Talions!” Shae sent a mental command to Buck and charged the enemy force. “With me!” Runes flared around him and surged outward to his team, filling them with power. Under the influence of the spell, his sea dogs pelted forward at breakneck speed, infused with his rage, his passion, and his thirst for vengeance.
The warjack charged, its gaff poised like a lance, a heavily weighted net swinging over its head. The sea dogs surged across the beach with their captain, howling and firing their pistols. Three of the Mercarians went down before they’d even turned.
Buck threw its net, knocking two more League marines to the ground even as pistol shots ricocheted off the ’jack’s armor. The Buccaneer staggered but forged on, heedless of the damage. Shae called on his magic once again, slamming the foremost of the opposing force back with a hammering gust of arcane wind. The impact knocked the man literally out of his boots and felled two others behind him. 
The warcaster charged into the melee wielding Squall in one hand and his hand cannon in the other. His power field flared blue as blades and bullets alike glanced off. Buck’s gaff struck a man’s skull, sending a spray of shattered bone and brains into the faces of his comrades. Shae spun in close to the ’jack’s side, swiping his mechanikal saber in a devastating arc that sent two more Mercarians stumbling back, clutching gaping wounds.
“Secure the launch!” Shae ducked under a sweeping blow from Buck’s gaff and lunged forward. 
Warcaster and warjack fought as one, unified through their arcane bond, parrying and stabbing, slashing and pummeling in deadly synchronicity. Sea dogs poured through the gap Shae and Buck tore in the enemy force and grasped the launch by the gunwales.
“Push, you swabs!” Doc threw his bag of roots into the boat and slammed his considerable bulk to the craft’s transom. 
The launch surged forward. Shae and Buck closed the gap behind them, guarding their rear with sweeping strokes of gaff and mechanikal sword to keep the Mercarians at bay.
The boat splashed into the surf behind them. The chaotic thumps and curses of his crew tumbling aboard, manning their oars reached Shae’s ears over the clash and thunder of weapons and gunfire. This would be the point where too many could be killed. As they rowed away, the remaining Mercarians could bring their pistols to bear. Even now, shots zipped past them and sea dogs cried out in pain.
With a thought from Shae, Buck flung another heavy net amid the enemy. His next order, however, the ’jack did not like so much: Into the boat!
Buck hesitated, seemingly unwilling to leave its captain behind.
“Move, you iron-plated oaf!” Shae sent another arcane blast of wind into the enemy, throwing a man right into the poised boarding pike of another.
Buck had to get aboard the launch before it reached deep water. The warjack flung its heavy gaff into the enemy and charged for the boat. Shae urged the construct on and continued to fight, backing into the surf with every sweep of his sword to keep the Mercarians from flanking him.
Without turning, he saw through Buck’s eyes as the ’jack clambered aboard the launch, nearly tipping the craft over with its weight. A bullet slammed into Shae’s shield, and he missed a parry. The sword cut a shallow line in his thigh. He reciprocated with a devastating blow from Squall, severing his assailant’s arm and flinging him back into his comrades.
“Captain!”
At Doc’s bellow, Shae knew it was time to run.
With another swirling nimbus of arcane runes, Shae summoned a cloud of obscuring mist to cover his retreat and dashed into the surf. Bullets and bad language harassed his flight, but neither impeded his progress. The launch’s crew rowed like madmen, and the boat was already in deep water, but unlike Buck, Shae’s warcaster armor would work when submersed. He sprinted forward and dove straight into a rising breaker, unimpeded by the armor’s weight. He heard muffled gunfire through the water and observed the battle through Buck’s eyes. His coxswain, Bug Eye, crouched in the boat’s stern, his face pale above the bloody bandage as he fired shot after shot to cover the captain. Another sea dog reloaded as fast as he could fire, a box of ammo open in his lap.
Shae swam hard, bullets lashing the water around him. Once again he saw through Buck’s eyes as Doc threw a line into the launch’s wake. He reached out and grasped the rope with all the strength his warcaster armor could exert, then held on as Buck pulled him in. The warjack reached out to haul him aboard, soaked and spitting but hale.
“Now! Row for your lives!” Shae took a seat at the rudder, where his power field would help protect the rest of the launch’s crew, and cast yet another spell, this one upon the boat itself.
Concentric rings of arcane runes swirled around them, forming an illusory shimmer of phantasmal images to obscure their exact position. Shae held the spell intact as the sea dogs rowed for the ship amid the continuing zip and splash of bullets. Once the boat was finally out of pistol range, the warcaster let his spell lapse. Several of his sea dogs sported bullet wounds now, but nobody else had been killed. Luck of the gods, he thought, banking the fire of his warcaster armor and ordering Buck to do likewise. They couldn’t keep running full tilt for long, and it looked like they were in for another fight.
The thundering report of a cannon drew his eyes up to Talion. Smoke plumed out from her high forecastle toward the enemy ship.
“The Commodore!” one of the sea dogs cried with a grin.
“Aye! Hawk’s giving them a taste of hell!” Shae stood and smiled in approval. Hawk had maneuvered Talion close enough for the heavier royal-weight cannon to reach their visitor without venturing into range of the Mercarian guns. Talion turned to fall off the wind, aided by a brief back-paddle of her port-side paddlewheel. Sails billowed, and she bore down on the launch at full speed. “Ha! Brilliant!”
Shae’s power field flared around him, and something slammed into his back like a battering ram, pitching him forward into the bloody seawater that sloshed in the launch’s bilge. Pain blossomed between his shoulders, and he wondered if he were dying.
“Captain!” Before Doc could reach him, Buck’s huge hand grasped him by the stack of his armor and hauled him up.
“Thamar’s eye teeth!” Shae flexed his shoulders. He could breathe, at least. “What in the name of all the scions . . . ?” A hissing sound from over his shoulder stopped his tirade. An oppressive weight settled on him, and his armor’s power field collapsed.
“You’re venting steam, Captain,” Doc said, but it wasn’t news to Shae. “There’s a bullet hole right in the middle of your back!”
“Lucky it’s not in my head!” He glared back at the beach. There, among the surviving Mercarians, stood a figure with a rifle. He was shorter than the others, with close-cropped hair the color of snow, and the rifle he hefted was longer than he was tall. Shae watched as his assailant reloaded and raised the rifle once again, but the warcaster was already drawing his arcane energy into another spell. Runes flared, and the entire launch shimmered beneath them once again, phantasmal ghosts swirling to mask their position.
Shae stared straight at the sniper as a puff of smoke issued from the long rifle. The bullet screamed by his head, missing by an arm’s reach. The report of the rifle arrived a moment later, a crack of echoing thunder.
“Looks like somebody really wants you dead, Captain,” Doc offered, but that wasn’t really news to Shae, either.
“I’ll just have to disappoint them, then.” He turned back to the tasks of maintaining his spell and directing their progress into the path of his approaching ship. The huge ’jack crane swung out to starboard. A wide cargo net was being lowered over the side. Lines led forward to an improvised boom from its weighted corners. 
Shae grinned. Good thinking, Hawk, he thought. Stopping the ship to pick them up would take far too much time with the enemy ship bearing down fast. By the time they furled sails and back-paddled to slow Talion, they’d be taking cannon fire. Using the net would be dangerous, but they’d have a chance to get aboard before the enemy came into range. 
“Row for it, Talions!” he shouted. “We’ll only get one shot at this, and it’s going to get rough.”
He gave a silent command to Buck as the ship bore down on them. They’d both have to be careful, with his warcaster armor out of commission and the warjack unable to handle deep water. If either of them fell overboard, they’d surely sink like stones.


“This gonna work, Captain?” Doc eyed the heavy net as the ship neared. It dipped into the water, throwing spray.
“We row right into the cargo net, and we’ll be scooped up like fish from a barrel. Simple!” Shae put all the confidence he could muster into his tone. Doc just looked at him and chewed his cigar butt.
“Simple, huh?” the big man rumbled.
“Just don’t lose that damn bag of roots, Doc. We went through hell to get it, and I’m not about to go back for more.”
“Aye, sir.” Doc lashed the sack around his substantial girth and spat his cigar butt into the sea.
“Remember,” Shae called out to his crew as Talion bore down on them, “if the launch tips over, grab onto the cargo net. We can lose the boat, but I don’t want to lose any of you!”
A chorus of “Aye” followed, but he could see the sea dogs’ endurance flagging. Fatigue lined their faces after the long trek up the mountain, the mad dash back down, the fight on the beach, and the hard pull across the bay. Shae felt it too, but even with the weight of his armor dragging him down, he wasn’t prepared to cast it off. This armor had saved his life on more occasions than he could count, and with another fight coming, he would need its protection.
Talion flung spray from her bow and threw a substantial bow wave. Shae turned them so the ship’s wake wouldn’t push them out of position, fighting the rudder to keep them straight. The side of the ship loomed, eager faces peering down.
“Steady now!” Talion’s bosun, a trollkin named Balasar Grogspar, leaned far out over the rail, his huge blue hands grasping a thick hemp hawser that ran through a block down to the foot of the net. Then Shae caught sight of Hawk perched on the quarterdeck rail. She leaned out with one hand grasping a shroud, her black braids and lace cuffs fluttering in the wind as she shouted orders to the helmsman, directing the ship’s progress with consummate skill. Watching her, he felt confident of his survival. If anyone could pull this maneuver off, it was Hawk. She’d earned his respect with courage and conviction, to say nothing of her seamanship and skill with a blade.
“Avast rowing and cast off oars! Hang on!” Shae yelled.
The force of the impact tossed the launch like a piece of kindling, despite the weight of a dozen men and a three-ton warjack. The ropes groaned. 
Grogspar bellowed, “Haul away on the capstan!” 
The deck of the launch lurched beneath them, sending Doc pitching forward into the bilge. Shae issued a silent shout to Buck to take hold of the cargo net, and the ’jack obeyed. Two sea dogs grabbed hold of Buck itself rather than try to find purchase on the net. Then the launch started to slide back over the edge, the net’s taut mesh scraping against the smooth planks of her hull.
“Abandon ship and clap on!” Shae grabbed Doc by his grimy shirt and hauled him up. The sea dogs clambered up the net like a troop of apes, but Shae had forgotten that his armor no longer offered him any added strength. Under the weight of two grown men and his armor, his grip on the cargo net failed. He started slipping back into the boat. He flung an arm through the netting but was wrenched free. He just didn’t have the strength. Doc’s weight was dragging him over the side. A four-perspective view flashed into his mind as he started to slide toward the rushing sea: one from Buck, one from Deadeye, one from each of his Mariner warjacks aboard Talion, and his own. The multiple image coalesced into a familiar mosaic for the warcaster.
Shae took direct control of Buck and reached out.
One of the ’jack’s huge hands released its grip on the net and grasped the heavy ringbolt at the launch’s bow, jerking it to a stop. The boat tipped to almost vertical and the two men started to slide, but Shae hooked his leg over the boat’s bench seat. He bit back a cry as his knee twisted. Doc’s shirt tore, but the man’s powerful grip latched onto Shae’s armored wrist and they both managed to stay aboard.
The ’jack crane screeched in protest, and the steam-driven capstan howled in chorus. Shae watched them being hauled aboard from Deadeye’s perspective. There was a sickening lurch, and then they landed with a crunch of splintering wood, prodigious cursing, and the howl of one unfortunate sea dog when the gunwale landed on her toe. Shae let go of Doc and the boat, struggling to disentangle himself from the launch’s bench, the net, and sprawling sailors.
“Welcome aboard, Captain!” Quartermaster Walls reached down to help him to his feet, his black beard bristling and his one remaining eye narrowed. Walls’ excitable monkey companion, Stubs, perched on the pirate’s beefy shoulder, scowling down at the wreckage as if he’d be charging for repairs.
“Damned good to be aboard, Walls.” Shae tested his wrenched knee, which supported his weight, and assessed the damage. The sea dog’s toe would probably need to be amputated, but the launch could be fixed, and Buck, though sorely dented and scored by bullets and blades, looked to have sustained no critical damage. Best of all, they hadn’t lost a single crewman overboard. “Doc, see to the wounded and start brewing that concoction for our patients. Walls, I need Corcorian right now! My armor took a bullet in the boiler.”
“The younger Corcorian then, sir. Evlyn’s handier with the fine work.”
“Of course.” Chief Engineer Quinn Corcorian tended Talion’s steam engine and the warjacks with exceptional skill, but when it came to the intricacies of warcaster armor, arcane turbines, cortexes, and clockwork devices, Quinn’s daughter Evlyn had a deft touch and an almost pathological attention to detail that served her well. Shae looked forward and nodded to his bosun. “Good work rigging that cargo net, Grogspar.”
“Bah! Nothin’ fancy, but I coulda used a bit more tension on that outhaul block, aye?” The hulking trollkin worried the stem of his pipe and shrugged his huge blue shoulders. “Damn near dumped you into the sea!”
“It worked, Balasar. Enough said.” Shae was the only one aboard who ever used the bosun’s first name. He felt a certain indebtedness to Grogspar. The trollkin had saved Shae’s life when Exeter’s captain tried to have him murdered. 
Shae gave his bosun a nod of approval and climbed the stairs to Talion’s quarterdeck. His steps still dragged with fatigue and the weight of his inert armor, but he was alive. Hawk met him with a quirked eyebrow and a gaze that raked him from head to toe.
“Good to have you back aboard, Captain.” The corner of her mouth twitched, tugging at the scar that bisected her face. She put her fists on her hips in a caricature of disapproval. “Shot, cut, and half-drowned again, I see. Just about average for a stint of shore leave. Did you have fun?”
Her wry mirth and confident demeanor lifted a bit of the weight from Shae’s shoulders. “Not near as much fun as the last time I was shot, cut, and half-drowned, I assure you.” He nodded to the Mercarian ship. “Who’s our visitor?”
“She’s called Razor. That forty-two–gun pirate hunter out of Berck.”
“Damn! I know the ship and her captain, Jamis Gorafalo, all too well. I served aboard her as my first assignment when the League hired me.” As Shae accepted a spyglass from his first mate, the slight form of Evlyn Corcorian jingled up the steps to the quarterdeck. A belt of dangling tools hung low around her hips, and grease smeared her tattered overalls. Walls followed her up the steps, his weathered face a sneer of perpetual discontent.
“Problem with your armor, Captain?” She brushed a lock of blonde hair from her brow, leaving a smudge of grease, and gave him a hesitant smile. She tended to treat the captain with a mixture of awe and fear that he found bothersome. “Mr. Walls said . . . I mean, that you did. Have a problem, I mean.”
“Bullet in the boiler.” He turned his back to her. “Work fast. We’re in a spot and I need steam.”
“Aye, sir! You’ll have to take off your jacket once I get the pauldrons off.” 
Evlyn’s tone sounded instantly more confident now that she was in her element. He unbuttoned his jacket as she removed the two heavy pauldrons with several deft motions. The sea breeze cooled his shoulders as he shrugged out of the jacket with a sigh. With a clink and screech from her tools, she removed the protective plate covering the more delicate workings of his armor’s boiler, firebox, and arcane turbine. 
“Hell of a shot, sir! Someone’s got a really nice rifle to put a bullet through your field and hole this plate. No sense in taking the whole thing off. Just hold still, and I’ll rig a patch.” 
As Evlyn worked, Shae surveyed the pirate hunter. Razor was a faster and slightly heavier ship than Talion, carrying a comparable number of fighting sailors and a few warjacks. Hawk had knocked away a foremast yard with the Commodore, and the royal-weight cannon had checked the approaching ship’s progress somewhat, but she was still cracking on. Shae felt confident Talion could take her on a good day, but today wasn’t a good day. With a third of his crew flat on their backs, he’d rather not tangle with Razor.
“Close haul sheets and braces! Hawk, full sail and full stoke for the other cape. With our hold full and fever aboard, I think I’ll show her a fine view of my quickly vanishing backside.”
“Not to say anything derogatory about your backside, Captain, but I don’t think that’s a viable option,” said Hawk.
“What?” Shae turned to her, and Evlyn muttered for him to please stand still. His first mate was looking forward, not aft toward Razor. Before he could ask what she’d found wrong with his strategy, a call from the foremast lookout answered his question.
“Sails! A three-master comin’ round the east cape!”
“Damn it to hell!” Shae raised his spyglass. Three topsails and another Mercarian League pennant fluttered over the rocks of the eastern cape. Their escape was cut off.
“It would seem we’re in the middle of a finely crafted trap, Captain,” said Hawk.
The second ship’s bowsprit edged around the point, and Shae made out her placard. “Tempest? I don’t know that ship, but she looks to be about—” he counted the gun ports as she came into view, “forty-eight guns. Son of a—” Shae swore under his breath, but his tirade was cut short as a screech sounded from over his shoulder and a pair of narrow pliers holding a malformed bullet was thrust into his view.
“Heavy rifle slug . . . steel-jacketed, armor-piercing round. You’re lucky to be alive, Captain.” Evlyn dropped the bullet into his palm.
Shae swallowed, staring at the bullet. The shot had punched through his power field and his armor. If it hadn’t been stopped by the boiler, it would have severed his spine.
“Looks like someone doesn’t like you, Phinneus.” The new voice was one Shae knew better than to ignore. It belonged to Joln Rockbottom, their private financier and Talion’s Rhulic half owner. “Or someone new, at least.” The dwarf would have looked comical, decked out in all the finery his substantial wealth could provide, but the heavy blunderbuss, Fire Breather, propped on his hip lent a certain lethality to his demeanor. Rockbottom’s scowl would have curdled milk, and his flinty eyes stared up at the captain in an accusative glare. 
Shae couldn’t blame him. There was nobody else to blame for this mess. It seemed like every time they turned around, another Mercarian League pirate hunter or privateer popped up, trying to take Shae’s head for the bounty on it. All the old Exeter crew had a price on their heads, of course, but the League had made sure his was particularly enticing.
“True enough, Joln.” He tossed the deformed bullet over the side. “Now I’ve just got to figure out how to get the hell out of this trap.”
Hawk said, “They’ve got us penned in, Captain, but neither ship outguns us by much. I wouldn’t want to get boarded with so many down with the fever, but gun for gun, with the Mariners and the Commodore, we can stand against one of them.” Her pragmatic optimism steadied Shae’s nerves.
“We’re not going to get out of this without a fight, that’s for damned sure.” Shae could see that much at a glance. If he tried to sail between the two converging ships, they’d both turn and rake him with full broadsides. He could reach them with the Commodore before they could bring their full might to bear, but even a royal-weight cannon couldn’t sink a ship with one shot.
Caught between a pair of squalls and a lee shore, he thought, gauging his chances against either ship. He heard a screech of metal over his shoulder, then a clank, and felt the comforting throb of his armor’s arcane turbine spinning up to speed.
“Got it!” 
With Evlyn’s triumphant cry, the weight of his armor faded away, and his power field firmed up around him. 
“It’s just a binding strap with a lead gasket to make it seal. It’ll leak, but it should keep you running for an hour or so. Here.” She fastened the armor plating and held out his jacket. By the time he had it buttoned, she had his pauldrons back on. She took a step back and beamed up at him with pride. “Be careful, sir.”
“Thank you, Evlyn, but careful never won a battle.” He gave her a grateful smile, and she grinned through the stains of soot and grease that covered her.
“Come on then, girl!” Walls grabbed Evlyn’s arm and almost jerked her off her feet. “Got a Buccaneer that needs your tender lovin’ care more’n the captain does.”
The repair of his armor left Shae feeling as if he had been given a new lease on life. He gauged the two ships opposing them, the lines of attack and potential points of sail, and made a decision.
“Wear ship and sail straight for Razor!”
“Straight at ’em! Aye, Captain!” Hawk relayed his orders to Grogspar and the helmsman.
“You’re going to attack?” Rockbottom was stunned.
“You’d prefer to negotiate?” Shae fired a warning glare at the dwarf. The last thing he needed was someone second-guessing his decisions. “Jamis Gorafalo commands that ship. He’s a sadistic bastard, but he lacks real mettle. He’ll veer, and we’ll rake his rigging with chain shot.” Shae pulled his hand cannon from his belt and chambered a round. “With any luck, we’ll cut the head off that snake!”
Phinneus Shae strode forward, firing orders as he went. “Hawk, the quarterdeck’s yours. I’m going forward to say hello to my old friend. Full broadside as we pass. Chain shot with full elevation. I don’t want a stick standing when we’re done! We may get mauled a bit, but Talion can take it.”
“We’ll cut ’em to pieces, sir!” Hawk barked commands, taking charge of the ship in a single breath.
Hawk’s poise and courage fortified him like a draft of fine wine. He strode along the deck, lending encouragement to his crew as he went, his hair and coat streaming in the wind. He met his chief engineer at the steps to the forecastle and grinned at the line of seven warjacks—four Mariners, two Buccaneers, and his one lumbering Freebooter—smoke streaming from their stacks.
“Deadeye, Hook, Crook, and Nancy with me.” He smiled to himself at his fourth and newest Mariner’s name. He’d bought the machine right off the production line, and it had gleamed like a newly minted crown. One of the sea dogs called it fancy Nancy, and the name stuck. 
“You hold Boots in reserve if there’s trouble, Quinn. Buck and Tick, in the hold.” He broke his bond to the Freebooter so that Quinn could act as its ’jack marshal. Buck fidgeted at being relegated to the hold for the encounter. Its rudimentary psyche longed for battle, but it was still damaged, and there was little either Buccaneer could do in a single-pass engagement. Shae didn’t want to risk one of them taking a round from Razor’s broadside.
“Aye, Captain!” Quinn recited the intricate verbal code phrase that allowed Boots to recognize him as an authorized handler.
The four Mariners and their gun crews followed Shae to the foredeck. Each Mariner carried a full-sized ship’s gun capable of hurling a twenty-four-pound cannonball or a deadly spray of grapeshot at the enemy. Each also carried a huge anchor and chain in its other hand. In melee, those iron flukes would cut through flesh, bone, and armor alike. 
“One Ear, you old dog. I knew I’d find you up here babying the Commodore!” Shae grinned and slapped his master gunner on the shoulder.
“Guilty as charged, Captain.” 
One Ear Scoriani greeted Shae with a salute and a lopsided grin. Lopsided was the only way One Ear could grin since the day a cannonball took off his ear and shattered his cheekbone, destroying the nerves that controlled half of his face. But he could still fire a cannon straighter than anyone else aboard, and right now, Shae needed that skill belowdecks. The Commodore was a fantastic weapon, but even a royal-weight couldn’t hurl a comparable mass of metal to Talion’s single broadside of twenty great guns. He patted the massive cannon affectionately. The skeletal remains of the cannon’s namesake and former master, Captain Laross Fargen of Exeter, dangled in chains beneath the weapon’s smoldering muzzle. Fargen had still been alive when Grogspar shackled him there in retribution for his many tyrannical excesses that led to the mutiny. The bosun had then fired the cannon repeatedly until the heat and shock killed his former captain, then left the remains hanging there as a grim reminder of their origins.
“I need you on the gun deck, One Ear. Chain shot in the rigging. We’ll only get one chance at this, and I don’t want a single piece of canvas aloft when we finish with Razor.”
“Aye, sir! We’ll tear ’em a new one for ya!” Scoriani strode aft.
“Good man!” Shae took command of the Commodore’s crew and the teams of sea dogs assigned to reload the Mariners’ guns. “Chain shot for the Commodore, and maximum elevation. You Mariner crews, load with canister. We’re going hunting for officers.”
While the gun crews cheered and complied, Shae gauged their line of attack. True to her word, Hawk had brought Talion around to aim right at Razor’s bowsprit. He watched the Commodore’s crew load two heavy balls with ten feet of chain linking them, and grinned. They didn’t usually use chain shot in the Commodore. Its range and penetration with standard rounds, not to mention the hell it could wreak with the special incendiary or canister shots, were far more devastating. Chain shot was only good for cutting up rigging, and that’s what he needed to do to Razor. If they could disable her, Talion could outrun the pirate hunter on the open sea, and Tempest’s commander wouldn’t dare abandon the other ship. Even if that happened, Shae would dance around at long range and smash her to pieces one shot at a time.
The two ships closed at a furious rate, and they came into the Commodore’s range. The gun crew’s captain gave warning, and everyone on the foredeck covered their ears. The concussion of the blast would deafen anyone forward of the muzzle.
The cannon roared and lurched back on its heavy tackles. The shot soared high and clipped a foreyard, sending splinters and torn canvas crashing to the deck.
“Reload, double quick!” Shae ordered, lending a hand with the long rammer.
Reloading a weapon this large was no easy task and required coordinated skill to accomplish quickly, each member of the team attending his or her task. After swabbing the cannon clean of burning cinders, they rammed the powder wads and igniter charge home, chased that with a pair of balls with chain, and capped it with a tamping wad. The gun crew’s captain pricked the wad through the touch hole and primed it with more igniter. Then he ordered an angle adjustment, and the crew hefted the heavy piece with their long crowbars. 
The gun’s captain raised his slow match. “Ready!”
Shae stepped back and covered his ears. The blast shook him to his boots, and the shot smashed through Razor’s foretop mast, sending thirty feet of hardwood spar plummeting like a lance, trailing torn canvas and flailing cordage. The Talions cheered again.
“Keep it up!” Shae ordered, directing his attention back to his specialty.
They were coming into range of Razor’s two bow chasers, a pair of long, forward-facing brass nine-pounders that could hurl metal an astounding distance with remarkable accuracy, even though they didn’t pack as much punch as the shorter-range main guns. He sent a silent command to the four Mariners, giving them a mental image of Jamis Gorafalo. Hold your fire until you can hit their quarterdeck, then give them hell. As soon as we pass, come aft with me. Now Shae had to see to his ship, and that would require all of his warcaster skill.
The spell was the same he’d used to mask the position of the launch, but Talion was a hundred times bigger. Extending the spell to cover the entire ship would stretch his arcane skill to the limit and leave him little in the way of magical protection. It would, however, save lives, and right now, with so many sick, every life aboard Talion was doubly valuable. 
The spell flowed across the ship. He grasped Hook’s massive arm as his legs quaked and his vision dimmed. The air around Talion shimmered and danced with distortive magic, just as the first shots rang out from Razor’s bow chasers.
Shae’s vision cleared as two cannonballs hummed past Talion. One cut a neat hole in the forecourse while the other skimmed past them at eye level, barely a biscuit-toss away. Whether they’d missed due to his magic or poor marksmanship, Shae didn’t care. A near miss was as good as a mile. He maintained his spell—which took slightly less energy than the initial casting—and let what little remained of his arcane energy flow into his power field. 
Three more rounds of fire were exchanged as the two ships closed. By the last, Shae could see the gun crews on Razor’s bow aiming their pieces. Several of the Mercarian’s sails already hung in tatters. Flame and smoke billowed forth, and a ball struck Talion’s port-side bow rail. The explosion raked the foredeck.
Shae’s protective shield flared blue with the impact of flying debris. Nothing touched him. Three sea dogs went down, one with a foot-long wedge of hardwood through his chest, the others with nasty lacerations.
“Steady!” Shae stepped forward. “Hold your positions! Ready on those swabs and cartridge! Portney, get that body overboard and see to Feltic’s arm.”
As the sea dogs scrambled to obey, Shae glared at his opponent. Razor still bore right at them, and Hawk had not altered course. He glanced back to the quarterdeck. She stood right at the helmsman’s side, her twin cutlasses drawn. Knowing Hawk, she’d probably told the helmsman she would cut him down if he altered course. Hawk was sometimes hard on crew.
“This is gonna be close,” one of the sea dogs muttered.
“Silence there!” Shae wondered if he’d misjudged Gorafalo. Maybe old Jamis grew a pair when I wasn’t looking, he thought.
Another shot from Razor’s bow chasers. One ball skimmed Talion’s foredeck, its passage fluttering Shae’s jacket. He looked aft just as the shot blasted the helmsman into a spray of blood and meat. Hawk stepped forward, spattered with gore, and grasped the splintered wheel. She kicked the shredded remains aside and bellowed for a hand.
Turning forward, Shae realized his mistake. Razor still bore straight at them not because her captain had suddenly found courage but because Shae’s spell was obscuring Talion’s position. He let the spell fade, and the distortion vanished. Razor immediately veered to port.
That’s more like it!
“Prepare for starboard broadside!” Shae leaped forward to help realign the massive Commodore for a broadside shot. As they heaved the great cannon around, he redirected his arcane energy into his power field. “Full elevation!”
“Gun crews! On my mark!” Hawk called from aft, stepping back as two sea dogs took her position at the wheel. She wiped gore from her face with a handkerchief and cast it aside. 
The two ships passed so near that one of the topmen could have reached out and touched Razor’s outermost spar.
“Fire as she bears!” Hawk yelled.
Flame and smoke erupted from both ships at the same moment. The Commodore roared and lurched back on its tackles. Shae couldn’t see through the smoke, but he heard the ringing impacts of iron striking iron and felt his power field flare. A mental jolt told him one of his Mariners had been hit. Hook lurched back with the impact, and a man’s high-pitched scream rose above the din. Shae cringed as Hook stepped back into position and he saw the screaming man’s leg was pulped mass below the knee. The warjack had been thrown back by the impact, and its massive foot had come down right on the gunner’s leg. The shot had mangled the ’jack’s left shoulder joint, and its cannon sagged in its grasp. 
“Get Barducci below! Hook, drop anchor and shift your cannon!” At Shae’s order, a sea dog dragged the fallen gunner away, still screaming. Hook dropped its huge anchor and grasped its cannon to aim.
The smoke cleared.
Razor’s rigging hung in a mass of tattered canvas and shredded cordage. A number of spars had been splintered, and her deck was a tangle of fallen rope. Shae directed his gaze to the opposing ship’s quarterdeck, seeking his target. Two Mariner warjacks stood there, guns aimed at Talion’s quarterdeck. Gorafalo evidently had the same idea as Shae: kill officers.
Hawk . . . 
“Gorafalo, you son of a pox-ridden whore!” Shae leaped to the forecastle rail, grasping a shroud and drawing his hand cannon. He spotted his adversary, a bent, hollow-eyed scarecrow of a man standing behind one of the heavy Mariners. Shae took aim and fired his hand cannon, but the shot careened off of the armored ’jack’s leg. “Fight me, you cowardly piece of filth!”
Shae’s taunt worked. The muzzles of the two Mariners’ cannons turned to face him.
He looked through the eyes of his own Mariners and steadied their aim.
“Fire!” he bellowed.
At the warcaster’s mental urging, Talion’s four Mariners unleashed a deadly spray of canister shot, perforating the enemy quarterdeck. Gorafalo dove for cover. Four Mercarian officers vanished in the hail, and the two enemy warjacks staggered. Then they fired.
A hail of deadly shot blasted Talion’s foredeck. Shae staggered back, his power field blazing with every shred of arcane energy he could put into it. Unfortunately, his gun crews were not so protected. He grimaced at the carnage—men and women he knew reduced to nothing more than torn meat—but there was no time to grieve now. If he wanted another shot at Gorafalo, he’d have to hurry.
“Grogspar, get a new crew on the Commodore! Gun crews, reload the Mariners with round shot on the way aft!”
The surviving Mariner crews worked to reload the warjacks’ guns as Shae raced aft. The mid-deck crew had come through the barrage better than those on the foredeck, though a few sea dogs had fallen. Most of the enemy’s fire, it seemed, had been directed toward the gun deck and the paddlewheel, which now made disconcerting grinding noises with every revolution. Their rigging, thank Morrow, remained intact.
“Looks like we got away pretty clean, Captain.” Hawk wiped more blood from her brow. “Well, not exactly clean, but—”
“We’re not done yet!” He passed her and mounted the steps to the high poop deck, urging his warjacks to follow carefully. All of Talion’s deck was reinforced to sustain the weight of the heavy ’jacks, but the steps up to the poop weren’t built to take the punishment. “I missed Gorafalo, the coward! He’ll veer to rake our stern. Maintain course and speed!”
“Aye, sir! Though from the sound of it, we’re not getting much thrust from that starboard-side paddlewheel.”
“Give it as much as she’ll take!”
On the poop, Shae directed his ’jacks around Talion’s looming stacks. He glared aft and lined his Mariners up at the taffrail. Once again, he cast his obscuring spell to throw off Razor’s aim. Talion’s stern, as with any ship, was her least armored and most vulnerable point, but with Tempest still bearing down on them and Razor coming about, he dared not slow his pace by veering. With any luck, his spell would avert the worst of the damage.
With a mental command to his ’jacks, the four guns thundered.
An instant later, Razor’s full broadside lashed out in long tongues of fire and smoke. Talion rang with the impacts of several rounds striking home, though a number of shots splashed harmlessly in the sea. One shot struck the stack just over Shae’s head with a resounding clang, and the ball rattled down inside the iron tube toward the furnace. Another crashed into the already-mangled armor of the starboard paddlewheel, and two more smashed through the windows of the great cabin, doubtlessly rearranging Shae’s furnishings.
“Reload!” Shae ordered, squinting through the smoke.
But by the time the Mariners were reloaded, Razor lay at extreme range, furling her few remaining sails. The warjacks fired, but three of the four shots fell short, and the one that struck did little damage.
“Now we’ll see if we’re in the clear.” Shae raised his spyglass to watch as Tempest bore down on her mauled companion. If she held her course, they’d have to fight her and hope Razor was too damaged to join. If she luffed up, they were safe. Shae held his breath and watched the larger ship’s sails. She came up into the wind some, altering her line to give Razor room. Finally, she bore upwind and luffed her sails.
“Yes!” Shae turned with a grin and found his officers standing at the other corner of the taffrail. Instead of the enemy warships, Rockbottom’s scope was trained on the beach. “What are you all looking at?”
“The woman who tried to kill you.” Rockbottom lowered his much longer spyglass, his face grim.
“A lot of people tried to kill me today.” Shae joined them and raised his own spyglass. He couldn’t make out any details of the figures massed on the beach. “Why so much interest in this one?”
“Because I know her,” Rockbottom said. “Here, use mine.”
“You do?” Shae took the finer glass and trained it on the beach. He spotted a short, broad-shouldered woman, obviously Rhulic by blood. Her cropped white hair stuck up at odd angles, and a glint of light reflected off a piece of brass and glass set deeply into her left eye socket. “Who is she? What’s her name?”
“She doesn’t have one.”
“What?” That caught Shae’s attention. What kind of a person didn’t have a name? “What do you mean?”
“She’s called the Ghostmaker.” Rockbottom squinted up at Shae. “I met her about four years before Exeter. She’s a contract killer, Rhulic, but she works mostly for Khador and Cryx now. I didn’t know she’d taken a contract from the Mercarian League. This isn’t good, lad.”
“Can’t be any worse than half of Immoren wanting my head!” He fingered the gouge in his pauldron. “She missed, anyway.”
“Oh, it’s worse, all right. She may have missed the first shot, but she’s persistent—and more than a little crazy. She looks at you like she’s deciding how much to charge to put a bullet in your head. Talks to her damned mechanikal rifle like she actually believes it’s a person. The thing never leaves her side, and she once killed a man just for touching it. Word is she’s never failed to fulfill a contract.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint her, but I’ll have to be her first.” Shae wasn’t about to be scared by one more hired gun trying to take his life, even a crazy one. Death threats were nothing new to a man with a quarter of a million crowns on his head. “Hawk, secure from quarters and let’s see what this cost us. And get cleaned up. You’ve got part of an ear stuck in your glove cuff.”
“Bloody mess.” Hawk scowled, plucked the flesh from her cuff, and flicked it overboard.
Shae guided his warjacks back to the main deck, but before he made it that far, Quinn Corcorian met him, his face set like a headstone.
“We’ve got problems, Captain!”
Shae ground his teeth. He had a whole shipload of problems. “What now?” he said. Then he noticed the starboard-side paddlewheel had come to a halt. Things, it seemed, could always get worse.





PART TWO
The Lesser of Two Evils
Sea foam hissed below Shae’s dangling feet as he inspected the damage to the paddlewheel. His chief engineer had already removed some of the mangled armor, with Boots’ aid. Captain, engineer, and Freebooter all hung precariously from Grogspar’s makeshift mizzen crane. Repairs under full sail were always tricky, but suspending a five-ton warjack in the air aboard a rolling ship made an enemy broadside seem safe by comparison. Grogspar had a dozen lines secured to the ’jack to keep Boots from swinging as it applied its huge clamps to the paddlewheel’s armor plating.
Metal screeched, and another heavy plate came free in the warjack’s grasp. What Boots hefted easily in one massive clamp, three burly sailors had to haul up to the deck using more jury-rigged blocks and tackles. Shae and Quinn peered into the inner workings of the paddlewheel.
“The bearing housing’s knocked loose!” Quinn yelled over the roaring sea. He pointed to four two-inch-thick bolts that had been sheared off by a cannonball. “The housing’s probably cracked, too! We’ll be lucky if the drive shaft’s not bent!”
“And if it is?” Shae wasn’t much of a mechanik, but he could see the damage well enough—splintered wood and mangled metal everywhere. The entire paddlewheel had been knocked off its mounting. Several of the bronze plates reinforcing the paddle spokes had been sheared as well, but the main issue seemed to be the foot-thick iron drive shaft that powered the entire mechanism.
“Bent drive shaft means a shipyard, Captain. I can’t remove the entire paddlewheel at sea, and even if I could, I don’t have a spare shaft and can’t straighten the damaged one.” He squinted into the dark recess of the huge housing. “Might just be knocked free at the other end, which would mean forging new bolts, and some carpentry. I’ll know how bad it is in an hour.”
“Get it running.” Shae bit back his temper. Barking at Quinn for telling the truth would not accomplish anything. “We’ll need the propulsion if those two pirate hunters come after us. It doesn’t have to be pretty; it just has to work.”
“Aye, Captain!”
“Haul me up, Grogspar!” Shae landed on the quarterdeck and allowed his bosun to remove the ropes that bound him to the hard plank seat. Hawk, Walls, and Rockbottom all stood there looking grim.
“Bad, Captain?” Hawk asked.
“Bad enough.” He stepped free of the last rope and stretched his aching shoulders. “We’re under sail alone for a while, I’m afraid, but with this wind we should still make good speed. We’ll know more in an hour.”
“Can we just run the other paddlewheel?” Rockbottom asked.
“We could, but the unequal thrust puts a lot of strain on the helm. It won’t hurt for a short while, or at slow speed, but if we run it all day we risk real damage. Last thing we need is a broken steering linkage. If we can’t steer, we’re dead in the water, and with those pirate hunters after us, dead in the water means just plain dead.” Shae peered aft. “Any sign of our friends?”
“None,” Hawk said. “I put us on a rhumb line course of zero two zero degrees for the pass through the Boneyard. We’re only making about seven knots. The paddles are slowing us a lot.” 
“I know, but we can’t even let the port one freewheel without putting the same pressure on the helm.” He often let both paddlewheels spin freely during long sea passages, to conserve coal. Now they dragged at the ship like a pair of sea anchors. Shae peered up at the sails. Everything was full and trimmed as smartly as ever, but seven knots in this wind was abysmal speed for Talion.
“We’ll see what we can do to eke out another knot or so.” He spied Evlyn Corcorian waiting patiently behind Walls, virtually hidden by the quartermaster’s bulk. The sight of her reminded him of his damaged warcaster armor. He motioned her forward, and she started stripping off his armor as he fired off orders. “Two of the starboard gun ports were smashed in. Get the carpenters repairing the damage, and have One Ear check over the guns.”
“Aye, sir.” Hawk went to the forward rail and barked for someone to fetch the master gunner.
“Walls, make sure the repair crews have everything they need.” He worked his pained shoulders as Evlyn lifted the heaviest armor component off his back. “If they need timber, we’re hauling about fifty tons of good, solid teak.”
“Aye, and it’s packed in the lowest tiers of the hold!” Walls hurried off to the unenviable task of delving through three decks of close-packed cargo to reach the stored supplies.
“Grogspar, let’s rig the flying jib, and slack her mizzen topsails a trifle. If we can press her head down a bit, we’ll decrease the drag on the paddlewheels. Get with Walls and shift whatever cargo you can forward of the main chains.”
“I’m on it like ugly on an ogrun, Captain.”
Coming from a trollkin, that was funny, but right now Shae doubted anything could make him laugh. He stood in his shirt, boots, and trousers, his warcaster armor lying in a heap on the deck. He felt naked without it. He flexed his sore shoulders again and called to his first mate.
“You’ve got the deck, Hawk. I’m going to get a jacket and see Doc about the butcher’s bill.”
“Aye, sir.” Hawk returned to her customary position beside the wheel, where a couple of sea dogs were scrubbing away the stain of the previous helmsman.
“Evlyn, let me know when my armor’s fixed.”
“Yes, sir.” She lifted the pieces and put them in a canvas bag. Fortunately, unlike some warcasters’ armor, his was not so heavy that she couldn’t lift it by herself. Wielding wrenches and hauling armor plate had put wiry muscle on her slim frame. “Should I bring it to your cabin?”
“No, just send word.” He stalked off without a glance back.
After a quick and depressing stop in his partly destroyed cabin to grab a spare jacket, Shae found Doc Killingsworth in the galley, which served as an impromptu medical bay when there were serious injuries. Aboard Talion, that was often.
Killingsworth likely carved more human flesh than beef or pork in this dark and sweltering compartment. There were far too many rumors about what happened to the arms, legs, hands, and toes Doc removed with his various knives and saws, and the sea dogs tended to shy away from any “meat stew” he served after bloody actions. Shae didn’t believe the rumors, but with their recent successes, he’d also laid in a good quantity of private stores. He and his officers rarely dined on the same fare as the crew.
The moans of injured sea dogs greeted the captain when he entered the grisly arena. His boots crunched on the sticky mire of sand and blood as he ducked under a low beam and stepped inside. The deck had been strewn with grit to keep the gore from becoming slippery underfoot. The sickly sweet, coppery stench wrinkled his nose. Six sea dogs lay in improvised cots along one bulkhead, their limbs, stumps, and heads bandaged tight. Several more lay on the deck along the other side of the room, awaiting either treatment or the reaper’s call.
“Hold him steady, damn your hides!” Doc swore from the room’s center table, a thick butcher block currently supporting the writhing form of the man Hook had trodden on during the battle. Killingsworth’s four “surgeon’s mates” braced against the man, holding him down while Doc sharpened a long, curved butcher knife.
“How’s Barducci, Doc?” Shae swallowed hard at the sight of the sailor’s leg, utterly crushed below the knee. Doc had already applied a tourniquet above the joint.
“Lucky.” He applied his blade to the swollen flesh, ignoring the spurt of blood against his sodden apron. “The joint’s not bad. If it doesn’t fester, he’ll be on a peg in a month, good as new.”
Shae forced himself to watch as Doc’s deft strokes bared crushed bone. Four quick twists of the blade severed the tendons. Then he tied off the major veins and arteries. The pulped leg came away with a pop, like the sound of a drumstick coming off an overdone chicken, and Doc dumped a third of a bottle of rotgut rum into the open wound. Barducci thrashed, but his screams were blocked by a thick wad of leather-wrapped wood. In less time than it took Shae to put on his boots in the morning, Doc stitched the two flaps of skin up over the joint and loosened the tourniquet. Finally, he nodded to his mates and they released their hold. Mercifully, Barducci had passed out.
“Here!” Doc thrust the half-empty bottle of rum into one assistant’s hand. “Wrap that up and give him the bottle when he comes to. Bring Feltic next.”
“What’s the total damage, Doc?” Shae watched as they dragged the next patient forward. A ten-inch hardwood splinter transected the gunner’s forearm.
“I’m fine, Doc!” Feltic shied away from the bloody table. “Just a splinter! I’ll pull it out later, and I’ll be right as rain!”
“Shut up!” Doc gestured the men forward. “Fourteen dead so far, Captain, and probably two more before I can get to ’em. Eighteen hurt too bad to fight for a while.” He paused and leaned close, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You may want to talk to Sartori over there. Bad belly wound.” He reached beneath the table and pulled out another bottle of rotgut. “Here.” He pressed the bottle into the captain’s hand. “If he drinks it all, it’ll ease his passing.”
Shae nodded grimly. This part never got easier. He took the bottle and turned to the corner, where a man lay with his head and shoulders propped up on a wad of sailcloth.
The sea dog’s belly was wrapped in a sodden swath of canvas, soaked through with blood and worse. He recognized Sartori as a gun captain on the aft starboard side, where the worst of the barrage had hit. The man’s eyes were open, but his face was drawn, with the pallor of blood loss and the knowledge of his own brief future. Shae dropped to one knee beside him and pulled the cork from the bottle.
“Good news, Sartori.” He forced a smile. “Doc said you’re in good enough shape to have a tot before he sees to that scratch.” He held out the bottle.
“Thank’ee, sir, but you don’t got to lie to me.” The sea dog accepted the bottle with a grim smile. He took a long pull and shook his head, then winced as he swallowed. “I know a bad belly wound when I see it.”
“How’d it happen?”
Shae cursed beneath his breath at the man’s plight, at all the suffering the Mercarian League had brought. The longer the bounties hung over them, the more death rained down on them. Fighting for plunder was one thing, but evading constant pursuit and relentless attacks by bounty hunters was another. He was sick of it, sick of watching men and women he knew reduced to lumps of torn meat, sick of holding their hands while they died in agony because the League had put prices on their heads. It all went back to the aftermath of his mutiny, when the need for revenge had pushed aside all other thoughts, including what would happen to the rest of them. Years of infamy, death, and running from one port of ill repute to another had compounded their crimes a hundredfold.
“Twenty-four-pounder hit the edge of the firing port right after we let fly into that Mercarian bastard’s rigging.” He took another long pull. “About two board feet of oak went through my gut.”
“I’m sorry, Sartori.” Shae gritted his teeth so hard that his head pounded.
“No need you should be sorry, sir. You didn’t do it.” He drank more rum and winced again, catching his breath. The pain would worsen until the man screamed himself hoarse. There was little to be done. “I . . . I’d like to ask you a favor, if I might be so bold, sir.”
“Name it.”
“I’d like you to have a tot with me before I go, like . . . like we was mates.”
“We are mates, Sartori.” He took the bottle from the man’s shaking hand and drank. The harsh liquor burned the lump from his throat. “We’re more than mates. We’re brothers. You made your mark on a piece of paper when we got Talion; that made us family.” He passed the bottle back. “You Talions are the only family I’ve got left.”
“Thank’ee, sir.” Sartori smiled and tipped the bottle back again. Then his face took on a far-off look. “I never . . . thought to be a pirate, Captain. Just wanted to earn a livin’ for myself. Put aside a stake, maybe buy a little place, a shop maybe, find a nice plump girl.”
“That’s all any of us wants.” That wasn’t the complete truth, of course. Having a family had vanished from Shae’s list of goals the moment he swore vengeance on the Mercarian League. His life was different than he’d ever imagined it would be, and he wasn’t about to look back and regret the decision to change it. The consequences, however, were never easy to deal with.
“But you . . . pardon me, sir, but yer a warcaster! You were meant to be a warrior.”
“That’s what they told me, yes. They sent me to the finest military academy in Cygnar to learn how to use my gift to fight their wars. I even believed it for a while.”
“Then why do it, sir? I mean . . . if you didn’t ever want to.”
“When I was young, I got caught up in the thrill of it.” Shae remembered those years, the offer to attend the prestigious Strategic Academy, his parents’ glowing praise. “There aren’t many warcasters, so my future looked as bright as the rising sun. Glory, fame, money . . . But I never really liked the Academy. Then Exeter changed everything. Now there’s no turning back.”
“No turning back . . .” The dying sea dog brought the bottle to his lips again, then lowered it without drinking. “Sir, if I might . . . ask one more favor . . .”
“Of course. Anything.” How could he refuse a man’s dying wish?
“My right boot, the outside. I’ve got a dagger.”
Shae found the blade and pulled it free. It was a fine one—straight, double-edged, and razor-sharp. It glinted as he turned it in the lamplight.
Sartori looked at it “My mates and I, my gun crew, bought a matched set in Five Fingers. We made a pact . . . If any of us was in such a state as he couldn’t go on no more, we said we’d . . . help.” Sartori dropped the rum bottle and grasped Shae’s arm. His grip was painfully strong, and his voice shook. “They’re all dead, sir. The same shot that killed me hit Old Mercy . . . flipped her right out of her tackles. Half a ton of iron, right in their faces . . .”
Shae looked at the knife in his hand and then at the man’s pleading eyes.
“I don’t want to die screaming and shitting myself, sir. I’m not feared of death, I just don’t want . . . that.” He smiled at his captain and his voice lowered. “You’ll help me, won’t you, sir?”
“Of course I will.” Shae picked up the bottle and raised it. “One for the road, my friend.” He tilted it and swallowed, then passed it over.
“Thank’ee, sir.” He drank and winced in pain again, then sighed and put the bottle aside.
“Thank you, Sartori.” Shae took the dagger in his left hand and held out his right. “Thank you for being loyal to me, for serving well, and for having the courage to take the road I put you on.”
“It’s been an honor, sir.”
The sea dog took his hand and gripped it with a trembling firmness. Shae smiled, and quick as a sailfish, thrust the dagger in to the hilt, right into the man’s heart. A brief look of surprise crossed Sartori’s face; then his last breath escaped his lips and his eyes sagged shut.
Shae felt the last beat of the man’s heart through the hilt of the blade. He pulled it free and pried Sartori’s fingers from his hand. He pressed the hilt of the blade into Sartori’s grasp, then folded the man’s hands over his chest. After a moment, Talion’s captain stood and returned to the table, where Doc was finishing with Feltic’s arm.
“Anything else, Doc?”
Killingsworth looked up from his patient, then at the still form of Sartori in the corner, and shook his head. “No, sir. The other chancy one’s a depressed head wound. If she wakes at all, she’ll live. If not . . .”
“Very well.” Shae started to go, then remembered the other reason he’d come here. “I meant to ask you about that brew you’re cooking up with the feverwood roots. When’s it going to be ready?”
“Already done.” Doc pointed to a huge pot on the massive cast-iron stove by a set of brass fiddles. “Just needs to cool. One swallow every hour until the fever breaks.”
“Good. Get it into them as soon as you can. We’ll need all hands if those Mercarians decide to chase us.” He went to the stove and peered into the huge copper pot. It smelled of rum with an astringent overtone that made his eyes water. “I’ll take a cup to Holt right now. He’s about the worst off, and we could use him.”
“Aye, sir.”
Shae took a tin cup down from the rack and filled it with the steaming brew, then made his way up to the cabins of Lady Aiyana and Master Holt.


“Captain Shae, what a pleasant surprise.” Lady Aiyana opened the door to her cabin and stepped aside. Her platinum blonde locks were disheveled, and dark circles rimmed her eyes. “Please come in. I trust the recent clamor was nothing serious.”
“Serious enough, I’m afraid.” He wondered about her supposition. How could the sound of a full broadside be construed as anything less than serious? Then again, they’d survived. Maybe her definition of serious was different than his. “We were jumped by two Mercarian League pirate hunters. We managed to escape the trap, but one paddlewheel was damaged. We’re trying to effect repairs before they can pursue.”
“I see.” She rubbed her tired eyes and gestured to the cup in his hand. “Have you concocted a medicine for this fever?”
Shae nodded. “It’s a feverwood-root brew that Doc made up. He says it’ll do the trick. I hope he’s right.” 
Shae put the cup on the small fold-down table beside the bunk. Master Holt lay in a thick sweat, his breathing shallow and labored. He wore only a pair of sleeping trousers, soaked through with perspiration. A basin of water and a damp towel lay upon the table, an ornate hand fan by his side. 
“How is he?”
“I believe the vernacular is ‘sick as a dog,’ but honestly, I don’t understand that phrase.” She went to Holt’s side and swabbed his brow with the damp cloth. “I’ve never seen a canine so ill, and when they do fall sick, it’s usually brief and violent. This black spot fever, as you call it, seems to be killing him an inch at a time.”
Shae could hear the concern in her tone and wondered, not for the first time, if there was more between the pistoleer and his charge than the simple “lady and guardian” relationship they portrayed publicly.
It wasn’t his business either way, but he found it difficult to imagine an Iosan, even one as gracious and affable as Lady Aiyana, having more than passing feelings for any human. Most of her race never regarded humans with more fondness than an owner might have for a favored pet.
“Well, this brew should help. Doc said to give him one swallow per hour until the fever breaks.”
“That gives me hope, Captain, but I worry that Master Holt will not wake sufficiently to drink the mixture. He’s barely conscious at best.” She put one slim hand upon the pistoleer’s shoulder and gave him a little shake. “Master Holt! The captain is here.”
Holt’s eyes fluttered, then closed again, and his lips moved without forming more than incoherent murmurs.
“I can help with that,” Shae said
He stepped past Aiyana and propped Holt’s shoulders up with the sweat-soaked pillow. He took up the cup, then lifted the big man’s head, pinched his nose, and poured a single swallow of the warm brew into his mouth. Holt coughed once and spit some but swallowed most of it out of reflex. Shae eased him back onto the pillow, replaced the cup on the side table, and stepped back.
“Do that once an hour and the fever should break soon.”
“Thank you, Captain.” Aiyana performed a strange yet graceful curtsey. “I find myself once more in your debt.”
“You can thank me by getting Holt on his feet. If we have any more trouble with those Mercarians, we could use his guns—and your magic, too, for that matter.” He nodded to her and went to the door. “Just send someone to Doc Killingsworth for more of that brew when you run out. If there’s anything else you need—”
The racket of someone pounding on the door interrupted him.
Aiyana went to the door, cracked the portal, and peered through. “Yes? Ah, Mister Grogspar. Captain, I believe this is for you.” She backed away from the door to reveal the hulking blue form of the trollkin bosun in the corridor.
“Hawk sent for ya, Cap’n.” Grogspar squinted into the room, ignoring Lady Aiyana. He’d never warmed to having the two newcomers aboard.
“I’m coming.” Shae nodded to Aiyana again. “Let someone know if you need anything.”
“I will, Captain, and thank you again.”
By the time Shae mounted the steps to the quarterdeck, his mind had shifted to more pressing concerns. Boots still hung over the side, helping Quinn dismantle the damaged mechanism of the paddlewheel. Crewmen were hauling mangled bits of machinery from the deck down to the engineer’s workshop in the boiler room. Shae checked his pocket watch. It had not yet been an hour.
“Word on the damage?” he asked Hawk.
She met his query with a prodigious scowl. Without even her usual salute, she said, “Not exactly, Captain. Follow me.”
He followed her to the poop deck, noting that she still hadn’t changed out of her blood-spattered clothes. His own still bore signs of the battle and his visit to the infirmary. He unconsciously clenched his left hand, the memory of the last beats of Sartori’s heart still heavy on his mind.
To Shae’s surprise, instead of leading him to the starboard-side rail to look down at the damaged paddlewheel, Hawk went to the ratlines that led to the mizzen top and started climbing. He followed without a word, ascending hand over hand until they reached the broad platform at the joint of the topmast. Hawk flipped up to the crow’s nest with practiced ease. Her agility amazed him sometimes. Following with a bit more care, he made sure of his handholds before flipping his legs up and onto the thick wooden platform. Every move took more effort without his warcaster armor enhancing his strength.
He grasped one of the topmast shrouds to steady himself. Hawk didn’t bother to take a handhold, as if the amplified movement of the ship’s roll couldn’t throw her to her death at any moment. She handed him a spyglass and pointed to the horizon astern.
“Have a look.”
Shae raised the glass. The mountainous island where they’d been ambushed was a hazy smudge now, looking more like a distant cloud bank than dry land. He swept the glass along the line where sea met sky and found what he was looking for: two thick plumes of smoke trailing leeward.
“The Mercarians.”
“By the smoke it looks like they’re steaming hard,” Hawk said. “With Razor’s rigging in shreds they might not be making much more speed than we are, but with that paddlewheel slowing us down, they’re probably gaining.”
“Blast!” 
Evidently, Razor had not been as badly damaged as he’d hoped. His tactic had worked, but only temporarily. Now he was short another two score sea dogs, Talion was damaged, and the pirate hunters were still after him. All he’d accomplished was to kill a few officers and mangle a bit of rigging.
“Brilliant, Phinneus,” he muttered beneath his breath. “Now what?”
“We could change course,” Hawk suggested. “Without a smoke plume, we might lose them by nightfall. It’s a risk, though.”
“A risk? The whole southern ocean is uncharted!” He scanned the horizon, looking for something, anything. “If we sail off our charted route, we could blunder right into a reef.” The Mercarians knew this, of course. Talion was just like a train on a track. All they had to do was follow the established trade route, and they’d find him.
“Do you have another idea?” Hawk said. “We can’t take on both of them.”
“I know that. I just need to think for a minute.” 
They had to find someplace to hide, at least long enough to make repairs, but the islands they’d already passed were the only ones nearby big enough to hide a ship. To the north, he spied a faint line of clouds lit from underneath with a wash of green, sunlight reflected up from sandy white shallows. The clouds marked the southern edge of the Boneyard, a treacherous maze of reefs and shoals that had claimed dozens of ships before some lucky Ordic pilot found safe passage through.
“The Boneyard . . .” Shae’s nimble mind skimmed over the charts, rifling through memories of their passage south. Glancing at the angle of the sun, he nodded. “Three hours to sundown, maybe four to full dark. We just might make it.”
“You’re going to take us into the Boneyard in the dark?” Hawk’s brows knitted in concern.
Shae snapped the spyglass closed and handed it back to her. “We’ll arrive right before dark and slack tide. Just in time to find someplace to hide.”
“Hide?” She tucked the glass through her belt and scowled at him. “There’s not a single rock higher than a gobber’s ass in the whole Boneyard! What the hell is there to hide behind?”
“Why don’t you just trust me, Hawk?” 
She reeled back at his rebuke, and Shae knew instantly that he’d said the wrong thing.
“I do trust you! You know I do!”
“I know. I’m sorry.” He reached out and grabbed an aft stay. “I’ll take the quarterdeck. Why don’t you stand down for an hour or two?” He stepped off the platform and hooked his heel over the thick hawser, escaping further argument by descending hand-over-hand to the poop deck. If only he could evade the Mercarians so easily. If only he could do something about the damned bounty hanging around his neck like a dead albatross, drawing hunters and assassins like flies.
And if only friends didn’t have to die every time someone tried to claim it.
Quinn Corcorian met him on the quarterdeck. Shae could see from the engineer’s face that the news wasn’t good.


“By the deep, six fathoms.” The sea dog perched on the fore-chains retrieved her lead line and cast it again for another sounding.
Nerves sang like harp strings on Talion’s quarterdeck, every eye straining to see in the fading light, every ear trained for the call of the sounders and lookouts. The stark skeletons of dead ships marred an otherwise immaculate horizon. To the south, breakers roared upon the outer reef, a line of white in the dusk. The sky was painted with a thousand hues of crimson, but no one looked up to take in the wondrous view. They all peered at the shallow water over the ship’s side—and the even shallower areas barely a stone’s throw in either direction. 
“Dead slow, and furl the topsail,” Shae ordered.
“Dead slow, aye.” Hawk cranked the signal lever to relay the order to the engine room. The bell rang as Corcorian responded from below, and the answering lever moved to the dead slow position on the port paddlewheel. The starboard paddle remained still.
“Furl the tops!” Grogspar bellowed, and the topmen punched and hauled in the canvas.
Talion slowed.
“By the mark, five fathoms!” the sounder sang out.
And she draws three fathoms laden like this, Shae thought. He took in a breath and let it out slowly. Talion had a shallower draft than most ships of her class, but even so, sailing in uncharted shoal water would make any mariner nervous. At this pace, running aground wouldn’t be catastrophic, but coral was an unforgiving barrier. The remains of other ships disemboweled by the razor-sharp reefs lay all around. 
So far, so good.
“Reef awash thirty yards off the starboard bow!” the lookout on the foretop called.
“Two points port helm,” Shae ordered.
“Two points port helm, aye, Captain.”
Talion eased to port and ghosted on at barely one knot. The Boneyard had earned its moniker by serving up death and destruction to an entire generation of merchant shipping. Over a score of wrecked ships thrust their denuded masts toward the beautiful sky, a grove of winter-dead trees against a backdrop of crimson.
Their goal loomed ahead—a Cygnaran first-rate that had come upon a reef long ago, likely during severe weather. Shae had spotted this wreck through a long spyglass on their passage south and remarked at the vessel’s size. Even though the sea was having her way, slowly reducing it to rust and rot, what remained of the vessel still rose thrice the height of Talion’s deck, and her four masts soared half again higher than their own. Now he hoped the decaying wreck might hide them. 
“By the deep, four and a half!” the sounder called.
“Furl everything but the forestay sail and the mizzen, Grogspar. Hawk, bring the engine to all stop. We’ll let the breeze bring us in, then stop her dead and clap on alongside.”
“Aye, sir.” Hawk passed on the orders, and all but two of Talion’s sails vanished.
“Damn shame she’s wrecked.” Rockbottom eyed the dilapidated first-rate. “Don’t suppose they left anything behind, do you?”
“There might be a bauble or two, Joln, but we can’t take too much more treasure aboard without foundering ourselves.”
“No, but if her bilge is full of gold . . .”
“It’ll be under three fathom water and crusted in six inches of coral,” Shae countered. “It’d take a week to do a proper salvage. Port rudder, two points.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Likely she’s got nothin’ in her hold but rot and ghosts.” Walls gestured with an old sailor’s sign to ward off spirits. “Bad luck, goin’ aboard a wreck.”
“Ready port-side grapples!” Shae ordered. “Furl all, Grogspar! Back one-third on her port-side wheel, Hawk.”
Talion drifted to a stop in perfect position, and Shae thanked his uncanny luck that the tide was slack. Tidal currents ran like a millrace through the narrow channels of the Boneyard, making navigation even more challenging. Now they settled alongside the great dying vessel with little trouble. Grappling lines arced up and clattered onto the rusting iron.
“Snug as a bedbug in a Five Fingers flophouse,” Walls said with a gap-toothed grin. Stubs looked up at the wreck’s towering rig as if gauging its suitability for climbing. “Bloody brilliant, Captain. The buggers’ll never spot us here!”
“We’ll see.” Shae looked up. The wreck’s masts were canted at about twenty degrees, while their own were straight. “Heel her over to port, Walls. Shift cargo and run some careening lines from the starboard rail to the wreck’s port side. We want to match that list she’s got.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Grogspar! Let’s make our rigging look a mess. Shred some old canvas and hang it from the yards, and brace them at all angles.”
“Spend every wakin’ minute makin’ her shipshape, now I’m supposed to make her look like a cobbled-up wreck!” Grogspar worried the stem of his pipe, spat, and stomped off to do as he was told. The trollkin might grouse, but Shae knew he could depend on him when things got serious.
“Hawk . . .” He stopped and blinked at the look she was giving him. Had his earlier outburst upset her that badly? But no, there was no venom in her eyes. Her expression struck him as half begrudging approval, half worry. “What’s wrong?”
“Not a thing, Captain.” She shrugged and the concern vanished from her eyes. “I just hope the Mercarians buy this little shell game.”
“Let’s see to it that they do. Post someone with sharp eyes on the main top. Grog and cold supper for the off watch, and send everyone who’s not working on repairs to bed. No noise, no visible lights, and no smoke.”
“Aye, sir.” She left to pass on the orders, efficient and calm as always.
Five minutes later, as Shae paced the poop deck, scanning the darkening southern horizon for their pursuers, Chief Engineer Corcorian mounted the steps and confronted him with a murderous look on his grease-and soot-stained face.
“Captain! Hawk just told me there’s to be no smoke and noise tonight.”
“Yes, those were my orders.”
“Well, pardon me for askin’, sir, but just how am I supposed to fix that cocked-up wheel housing if I can’t run a forge or pound it into shape?”
“In about two hours, both of those pirate hunters will be within a few miles, Quinn. If they see smoke or hear you pounding, this whole ruse will be for nothing. They’ll just anchor off the reef and pound us to splinters.”
“I understand that, sir, but . . . damn it! I can’t forge cold iron with my bare hands!”
“Deck officer!” the lookout shouted. “Tops’ls comin’ in sight to the south.” 
Shae cocked his head in the direction of the lookout. “I’ll give you until those two ships come hull-up, Quinn, but keep the smoke to a minimum.” He gauged the distances and shrugged. “That’s maybe two hours—then it’s all quiet. Got me?”
“I got you, Captain.” Quinn clenched his huge fists at his sides. “I’ll do what I can, but I can’t promise to have that wheel spinnin’ true by morning.”
“Use Boots and the Buccaneers for the heavy lifting, but keep their fires as low as you can. That ought to give you some brute force.”
“Aye . . .” Quinn cocked an eyebrow optimistically. “Aye, that might do. I’ll give it my best shot, sir.”
“That’s all I can ask.”
Shae dismissed Quinn with a nod and scanned the horizon again with his spyglass. In the fading light he could just make out the white flecks of the two ships’ topsails. He watched for a long time as they approached, listening to the roaring surf and the pounding from deep inside the ship as Quinn worked frantically on the paddlewheel. Stars winked to life overhead one by one, until finally, with full darkness upon them, Shae heard the lookout’s call.
“Deck there! Lights comin’ up to the south. They’re hull-up!”
Shae climbed to the mizzen top and quickly spotted the lights of the two ships. They tacked back and forth as he watched, like sharks looking for prey. They weren’t heading for the pass to the east as he’d hoped.
“Damn!”
Generally, ships arriving too late to traverse the passage through the Boneyard in full daylight anchored up at the mouth of the pass or heaved to at sea to wait for dawn. Shae had hoped the Mercarians would think he’d continued into the pass and anchored up when the light finally failed. In fact, he might have done that very thing if he’d had a slightly greater lead. The pirate hunters either knew he’d been slowed by his damaged paddlewheel or thought he was hiding somewhere in hopes of doubling back on his course once they passed. Shae had little doubt they would heave to for the night and be waiting for him come morning.
Talion’s captain closed his spyglass, descended to the deck, and ordered the deck watch to pass the word for all quiet. He had some planning to do if they were going to survive the following day.
He entered his cabin and cringed again at the damage. Talion’s great cabin, with its graceful arch of stern gallery windows, beautiful woodwork, and brass brightwork gleaming at every joint and corner, had been his home for years. Two twenty-four-pound cannonballs had invaded that home like a pair of vandals. One had sheared off a leg of his dining table and reduced one of his ornate chairs to rubbish before continuing on to smash through the forward bulkhead. The other had destroyed one of his much-prized chronometers, a chest that held his best set of silver plate, and six bottles of fine Llaelese wine in the rack next to his bookcase. His sea dogs had tidied up, nailing planks over the holes and sweeping up the splinters and broken glass, but the damage was done.
Somehow, after all the trials of the day, the destruction of those few personal possessions felt like a slap in the face. He threw off his jacket and sat at the chart table. Someone had laid out a cold dinner and a bottle of wine, but the thought of food made his stomach turn. Instead, he opened the ship’s logbook and forced himself to make a detailed entry of the day’s events. Going over reports from Walls, Doc, and Hawk, he noted every death and injury. Every name he wrote down, each death, felt like one more twist of the knife. When the entry was finished, he shut the book and wrenched the cork from the bottle of wine. He recognized the label on the bottle from a vineyard northwest of Mercir, not far from his family’s estates—or what had once been his family’s estates.
The League had ruined the family’s finances, and the slanderous accusations that his father had sired a traitor and criminal had been too much for the man. The day he learned of his father’s death, Shae was still on the run, taking whatever mercenary job came his way, fighting just to keep his crew fed. The raving letters from his mother as she descended into lunacy had very nearly undone his resolve, but not quite. He’d scraped enough together to purchase Talion and finally carve out a better existence for the crew, at least day-to-day. 
He wondered if the League would ever stop hunting him. He’d made them pay dearly for their destruction of his family and for the slander and ruin they’d brought down on everyone associated with the Exeter mutiny. The logbook under his hand read like a personal vendetta. 
He clenched and opened his left hand, and looked down at the spot where he’d felt Sartori’s last heartbeat through the handle of the dagger.
“No turning back,” he said aloud. The words brought back the look in the sea dog’s fading eyes, his resolve in the face of death. “Nothing to do but fight back . . .” A surge of the old determination, the lust for vengeance, pierced the haze of his mood. He poured a glass of wine and drank it down, relishing the heady flavor and the rush of warmth that tingled out to his fingers and toes.
But how?
He poured another glass of wine and analyzed the chart of the Boneyard, a copy of the original rutters he’d added to during their trip south. If there were some cut or pass he could take that his pursuers could not, he might lure them onto a reef. Talion had a shallower draft than Razor by a half fathom. If he could ground one of the pirate hunters on a falling tide, he could stand off out of their range and blast them to pieces with the Commodore. Unfortunately, one ship would not stand by while he decimated the other, and luring them both onto a reef seemed an impossible trick.
Gorafalo was a coward he could best in a fair fight, but he’d take a mauling beating him, just as he had today. With Talion so damaged, he doubted he could face Tempest and come away alive. And there was that damned sniper, the Ghostmaker, to consider. Was she on Razor or Tempest? He knew he could hold his own against the assassin one-on-one, but to direct a ship engagement, manage his warjacks, and protect his ship and crew would require all of his attention and arcane energy. That didn’t leave much for his personal defenses. If he couldn’t bolster his field or cast concealing spells, he doubted he could resist her heavy rifle’s punishing shots.
No way out . . . He felt his thoughts spiraling back toward guilt. 
As a distraction, he pulled out a sheet of fine white parchment and started sketching the layout of Razor’s decks from memory. Every detail of his months aboard her came back, and he added more and more features to his drawing with painstaking precision. The quarterdeck, mid-deck, gun deck, aft cabins, cargo holds, sail lockers, and, deep in her aft sections—safe below the waterline, beneath the bread room and the galley—the powder magazine.
He muttered to himself, “Going to need to soften her up to—”
A quiet knock at his door startled him out of his musing. 
“What is it?” Shae put just enough steel in his tone to convey he wasn’t pleased at being interrupted.
The door opened. Hawk stepped in without a word and closed the door quietly behind her. She unbuckled her sword belt, the rows of gold coins she’d stitched along it jingling as she hung her cutlasses on the peg beside the door.
This could only mean one thing, but Shae found himself in too dark a mood even for that.
“Sorry, Hawk, but I’ve got too much to figure out.”
“I won’t take you from your figuring. I just wanted to make sure you were thinking straight.” Hawk gave him that look again, half-worried, half-approving. “You were right about hiding her in the Boneyard. It’s perfect.”
“Thanks.” He lifted the bottle of wine and tilted it toward her. “Pour you a glass?”
“No thanks.” She nodded to the papers before him. “How’s the plan coming along?”
“I’m not there yet, but I’m working on it.”
“Good.” She walked around the expansive cabin, eyeing the smashed furniture and mangled wine rack. “I like what you’ve done with the place.” She unbuttoned the cuff of one high glove and began tugging at the fingers. “It says, ‘Kiss my rosy red ass!’ in just the right tone.” She succeeded with the glove and draped it over the back of one of the ornate dining chairs, then started on the other.
“Really, Hawk, I’m not in the mood.” He pushed himself up from the chart table, poured another glass of wine, and gestured to his drawings. “I’ve got to find a way through this without getting us all killed.”
She freed the right-hand glove and draped it next to its twin. “I can see what you’re doing, Phinneus, and you’ve got to stop.” The brass buckles securing one of her thigh-high boots clicked open under her fingers, and she sat down.
“Stop trying to figure a way out of this?”
“No.” The high boot resisted her efforts but finally yielded. As it fell to the floor with a thump, she gave him an even look. “Stop beating yourself up about what happened today, come over here, and help me with this other damned boot.”
“Beating myself up?” he repeated, incredulous. How could he stop blaming himself for things that were his fault? His temper flared. He drained his glass and put it carefully down. “You want me to stop caring about the men and women under my command? Stop worrying that every decision I make might cost lives?” He strode over to her and stood with his hands on his hips. “How do I do that and still be an effective commander, Hawk?”
His first mate lifted her shapely leg, put the sole of her boot against Shae’s chest, and said, “Pull.”
He glared at her for a moment, then sighed and took a firm grip on the boot.
“I’m not saying you should stop caring, Phinneus. That’s what makes you a good captain. That’s what earned my trust and won over the entire crew.” She winced as he pulled, and the boot remained firmly on. One dark eyebrow arched up at him. “Do you need your warcaster armor to do this right?”
“Do I . . .” He laughed and took a tighter hold.
“What you need to do, Phinneus, is stop thinking that this, any of this, is somehow your fault.”
He stopped mid-pull. “But it is my fault. If I didn’t have this price on my head—”
“Every one of us here from Exeter has a price on their head. Yours is just more . . . impressive. And who put that price on your head? You?”
“Of course not! That cock of the walk Ethan Starke did. You know that.”
“Yes, I do, but you seem to have forgotten. Remember Talion’s charter. ‘We vow vengeance upon the Mercarian League, which has unfairly blackened our names and devoted its treasury to our ruin.’” She hooked the toes of her unshod foot under his belt and gave him a predatory grin. 
“I remember it.” He had written those words himself.
She wiggled her toes beneath his belt. “Then tell me of this plan of yours to evade those two Mercarians, and pull!”
Shae’s ire melted away. She was right, of course. He’d been beating himself up about the deaths of his crew and the ruin of his family, but none of these horrors had come to pass because of his actions. He’d mutinied against a captain who’d tried to murder him without evidence or provocation. What was he supposed to do, beg forgiveness for a crime he hadn’t committed? He’d dealt with these feelings before, or thought he had. Somehow, he’d let them pile up again. He looked into Hawk’s eyes and thought, Gods I hate it when she’s so damned right.
“I’ll tell you about my plan in the morning.” He grinned at her, took a good grip on her boot, and put one foot on the edge of her chair.
As Shae started to pull, Hawk pulled her other foot from under his belt, planted it on his chest, and shoved hard. The boot came off all at once, and with one foot on her chair, he fell backward onto the deck. He landed hard and glared up at her. 
She gave him a threatening stare. “That’s blackmail, Phinneus!” 
Shae realized his mistake at once. Hawk rarely spent the entire night in his cabin, preferring to slip out in the small hours of the morning. He’d asked her to stay more than once, but she always refused, claiming she didn’t want to start rumors flying around the ship. She obviously thought he was trying to pressure her into staying, but that wasn’t his intention at all.
“No.” He regarded the boot in his hand and tossed it aside. “It’s not blackmail. As I said, I haven’t come up with a masterful plan yet. Once I do—in the morning—I’ll tell you and the rest of the officers.”
“Oh.” Her lips quirked back into their former grin. Stepping forward, Hawk set her feet on either side of his hips. “Well, then maybe I can stimulate your imagination.” Her fingers deftly clicked open each of the golden skull clasps that fastened her snug bodice, and she shrugged out of it. 
Shae admired the delicious curves of her bare torso in the lamplight and decided he was in the mood after all. “Aye. Maybe you can at that.”
Hawk bestowed a smile upon him that few others had ever seen, and lowered herself onto his lap. Shae found all cares purged from his troubled mind, his imagination—and more—thoroughly stimulated.


The stout rap at his cabin door snapped Phinneus up from a deep sleep. The lamp had burned low, and the grey of predawn had just begun to invade the cabin through the draped stern gallery windows. He felt as if he’d slept for a month. He stretched, and his second surprise of the morning stirred against him. Hawk lay snug against his side, their legs entwined, her head on his shoulder and her hand lying on his chest. She blinked up at him and smiled.
She stayed, he thought, returning her smile.
“Good morning,” she whispered, untangling her legs from his and stretching under the thin sheet.
“Good morning to you.”
Another knock sounded, more urgent this time. 
“Captain?” It was Walls’ voice.
“Just a moment!” Shae slipped from the bed, grabbed his trousers, and looked around.
Hawk’s sword belt still hung beside the door, and her clothes were strewn over the chairs. He cocked a questioning eyebrow at her. There was no real way to hide her presence, but she tried to keep her visits discreet. Neither of them held any illusion that their relationship was a secret from Talion’s crew, but whether due to respect for both of them or blatant fear of Hawk, not a single rumor or lewd joke about the captain and first mate had ever been heard aboard the ship. At least, not to Shae’s knowledge.
“Just answer it.” She slipped out of bed and wrapped the sheet around herself. “Walls already knows, and he’ll keep his mouth shut.”
“No doubt.” Either that or Hawk would cut him a new one. He pulled on his trousers and opened the door partway. “What is it, Walls?”
“You’re needed on deck, Captain.” The quartermaster’s one good eye flicked past Shae’s shoulder to the scabbard cutlasses hanging only a foot away, and he swallowed. His ever-present companion, Stubs, peered past Shae, eyes wide, a tentative “Hoot-hoot” escaping his pursed lips. “We got troubles.”
“I’ll be right up.” He started to close the door, then turned back and fixed his quartermaster with a stern look. “Oh, and Walls . . .”
“Aye, sir?” Walls met his captain’s gaze without flinching, but then, the quartermaster had been known to charge right into a barrage of grapeshot.
“Best rouse the crew early. Cold breakfast, and forego the usual morning routine.” He heard the scrape of a chair behind him and glanced over his shoulder to see Hawk had already donned her leggings and was pulling on her bodice, her back to them. He turned back to Walls and kept his face carefully neutral. “We won’t have time to swab the decks.”
“Aye sir.” Walls saluted and walked away. Stubs, however, gave a loud hoot and an ear-splitting screech before the door closed.
Shae went to retrieve his boots, shirt, and jacket. Hawk had finished with the clasps on her bodice and sat on a chair, working on her high boots.
“A pity.” She fastened one buckle and reached for the other boot.
“What?” He pulled on a shirt and stomped into his right boot. The other had somehow found its way onto the dining table. He bent past her and grabbed it.
“That there’s no time to swab the decks this morning.” She stood, stomped her foot into her boot, and gave him that wolf’s smile.
“I’m sure the decks will need swabbing after we deal with Razor and Tempest.” He regarded her for a moment and felt a stirring in his gut beyond the simple physical attraction. The suffocating pall of guilt that had befuddled his thoughts the night before was banished, and he’d slept deeply with a clear mind. She’d been right. He’d been beating himself up over the course of events that had redefined his life, events he could not have avoided. This morning he saw every element of their dilemma with clarity. He didn’t exactly have a plan yet, but all the pieces were there, ready for the first move. “And thank you, Hawk. You were right.”
“Of course I was right.” She grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and jerked him forward, planting a solid kiss on his mouth. “Now get to work, Captain. I’ll see you on the quarterdeck.”
“On the quarterdeck.”
She flung her gloves and swords over her shoulder and left the cabin with a grin.
Shae put on his other boot, donned a jacket, strapped Squall around his waist, and made his way to the quarterdeck, thinking that he was probably the luckiest pirate on the sea.
Talion’s officers were all there. Corcorian sported the only smile among the group, which boded both well and ill at the same time.
“What news, Quinn?”
“The port-side wheel will run, sir.” He wiped at the grime covering his face. Deep lines of fatigue creased his brow. He’d probably been up all night seeing to the repairs. “She’ll grind a little, but she’ll run. We’re working on the armor plating this morning, but without the forge to heat rivets, it’ll be a bodge job at best.”
“Good work.” He turned to his other officers. “Well, why the graveyard faces?”
“They’ve split up, sir.” Walls handed over a spyglass. “Tempest is beating to the east, and Razor’s running west. They’re moving slow, close to the shoals. They’ve gotta be looking for cuts through the outer reef.”
“Good!” He ignored their incredulous stares as he took the glass and ran up the steps to the poop deck for a better view.
“Good?” Rockbottom followed him, the dwarf’s peg leg making its distinctive thump-thump on the wood. “What’s good about two pirate hunters maneuvering to come at us from both sides like the jaws of a bloody bear trap?”
“What’s good about it is that it’s exactly what I was hoping they’d do.” Shae scanned the lightening horizon and smiled grimly. The slightly larger Tempest was working her way to windward under staysails and steam, while Razor ran west, her repaired sails full and drawing, though she was still missing about a third of them. He snapped the glass closed, handed it back to Walls, and started back toward the quarterdeck. “Keep an eye on them. I want to be told immediately if either one turns north. They know we’re hidden in here somewhere,” —he swept his arm in a wide arc, indicating the dilapidated remains of the dozens of wrecks that dotted the Boneyard—“but they don’t know exactly where. They’ll spread wide and come at us from both directions, hoping to flush us out and trap us between them.”
“I still fail to see why that’s a good thing!” Rockbottom said, stumping after him.
“Divide and conquer, my short friend.” Hawk gave the dwarf a calculating look.
“Exactly!” Shae said, flashing her a grin.
Evlyn Corcorian waited for Shae on the quarterdeck, a heavy canvas bag at her side and her tools at the ready. Shae strode over and doffed his jacket, standing at the forward rail in full view of the busy deck. Evlyn flicked him a smile and started strapping on his greaves without a word.
“So, your masterful plan . . .” Hawk leaned on the rail and regarded him with open amusement.
“Was never to evade them at all.” Shae gave his officers a hard, merciless stare. “I plan to fulfill the proclamations of Talion’s charter, to wreak vengeance upon the Mercarian League, which has unfairly blackened our names and devoted its treasury to our ruin! They’ve unwisely split their forces, and we’re going to take advantage of that. I know Razor like the back of my hand. She’s the lesser of the two. We’re going to destroy that ship, then turn and take Tempest as well.”
“About damned time!” Walls drew two of his pistols and thumbed the locks, checking their loads. Stubs bobbed up and down on his shoulder, grinning. “Too bad yer first mate insists on bringin’ knives to a gunfight, though.”
“Don’t you ever get tired of saying that?” Hawk drew one of her cutlasses so fast that Shae barely saw the blade flash before the tip stood right under the quartermaster’s nose. Stubs eyed the blade, gave an “Eep!” of alarm, and bit his own tail. “Best thing about a sword, Walls, is you never have to reload.”
The two of them laughed at their usual prebattle joke and put their weapons away. Their enthusiasm for Shae’s sketchy plan was not shared by everyone, however.
Joln Rockbottom stumped up to glare at the captain. “What makes you think we can destroy Razor so easily? If we get mauled like we did before, we won’t be a match for Tempest.”
“Two reasons: first, as I said, I know that ship. I know exactly where to hit her. If we put an incendiary shot from the Commodore in just the right spot, we’ll hit her powder magazine.”
“Son of a . . .”
“Just like Exeter.” Grogspar grinned around his pipe.
“Yes, just like Exeter, but Razor’s a much smaller ship, and a pirate hunter, not a cargo vessel. She’s loaded for bear, and when her magazine goes, it won’t just break her back—it’ll blow her in half. With Razor dead, Tempest’s commander will think twice about engaging us. We’ll have a hard fight if they do, but they don’t have a warcaster!” 
Evlyn placed the main element of his armor on his back. When the straps were secured, he fired up the boiler. The arcane turbine spun up, sending a surge of magical energy into every joint of the armor, bolstering his strength.
Rockbottom squinted at him. “You’re sure they don’t have a warcaster?” 
“I’m sure.” He accepted his hand cannon from Evlyn, checked the load, and tucked it in his sash. “Even the Mercarian League can’t afford a fully trained warcaster on every mercenary ship.”
“But you served on Razor,” the dwarf reminded him.
“For my very first assignment, yes.” Shae grinned dangerously. “If they pit a novice against me, I’ll teach him what warcasting is all about.”
“What about the Ghostmaker? Have you thought of a way to take her out?” Joln folded his arms over his chest, his scowl undiminished.
“Frankly, no, but we’ve got a fifty-fifty chance that she’ll be aboard Razor. If she’s not, I’ll just have to deal with her separately.”
Rockbottom glared at him. “She’s killed at least one warcaster before, Phinneus. You might want to take her more seriously.”
“I’ve got an entire ship, seven warjacks, two hundred forty-two sea dogs, forty-one cannons, and a monkey to worry about, Joln.” Stubs shrieked as if to affirm his inclusion in the captain’s concerns. “The Ghostmaker will just have to get in line.”
“I got a question, sir.” One Ear Scoriani stepped forward.
“Yes?” Shae nodded to his master gunner. “Now’s the time.”
“How do we put an incendiary into Razor’s powder magazine? Even the Commodore won’t punch through that much wood and metal with one shot, and the magazine’s got to be down below the waterline anyway, just like ours.”
“We’ll have to soften her up with a broadside first. Then we’ll depress Commodore’s muzzle to fire at a downward angle from our higher forecastle. That’s where Quinn’s going to help you out.” He gave the engineer a confident nod. “Think you can muscle something together to get the Commodore into position?”
“If you don’t mind cutting a hole in your own bulwarks to do it, sir.” Quinn nodded forward. “We can prop her up, but she’ll need a clear line of fire.”
“Do it. And I’ll want Boots forward to help, too. He can position the Commodore quickly. Oh, and One Ear, I want to meet with you and all your gun captains in my cabin. I’ve got sketches of Razor’s deck layout, and I want to show you all exactly where to hit her.”
“Aye, sir!”
“Anything else?” the captain asked, looking around.
“It’ll take a few minutes to get Talion’s rigging straightened out before we’ll do much more’n sail in circles.” Grogspar worried his pipe stem, puffing noxious clouds of blue smoke.
“Wait until they’re a fair distance away. I don’t want them to spot us before the jig is up.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Any more questions?” His gaze ran over the quarterdeck but met only silence and firm resolve. “Good. I know all we have is cold salt pork, hard cheese, and ship’s biscuit, but eat a hearty breakfast before you all see to your duties. After I meet with the gun captains, I’m going to visit Doc and see how our fever patients are doing.”


“I’m fine, sir!” Milo Tolbert, Hawk’s assistant master-at-arms, tried to sit up from his hammock. He could barely lift a leg over the edge. “Just don’t make me drink any more of that vile brew Doc cooked up. I’d rather be sick!”
“There’s rum in it, you know,” Shae said. 
“Aye, sir, but it tastes like that stuff the alchemists use to preserve their cadavers!”
Shae swallowed at the thought. Milo’s claim might have been more amusing if it wasn’t likely that the man had actually tasted such a concoction. He knew of one instance where an admiral who died at sea was preserved in a cask of brandy, but when the flagship reached port, the cask only had about a gallon of liquor remaining in the bottom. Jesting rumors circulated the fleet that the dead admiral had a drinking problem, but everyone knew what had happened.
“Well, since you’re healthy enough to moan about your medicine, are you up to hefting a rifle?”
“Oh, aye, sir. I’d not want to pick up a blade, but I can shoot straight enough.”
“Good! Then hit the deck and report to Hawk. But stop by the galley on the way and take one more dose.” He leveled a glare at the man. “That’s an order.”
“Yes, sir.” Tolbert rolled out of his hammock, wobbled on weak legs, and tottered aft toward the galley.
Shae moved on to the next sick sea dog. He gauged each one carefully, only ordering those who were reasonably lucid from their hammocks. He’d fortified the ship’s fighting ranks by a score so far, though they might not be worth much more than the spit it took to shine a shoe. Frankly, dying in battle bode no worse than staying below if they failed to beat the pirate hunters. If they were taken, the entire crew would be strung up from the yards—wounded, sick, and sound alike.
“Captain!” Walls stalked forward through the swinging hammocks, Stubs bouncing up and down on his shoulder. The monkey loved battle more than bananas and always seemed to know when a fight was imminent.
“What is it, Walls?”
“They both turned north, sir. They’ve found passes through the reef.” Stubs screeched in affirmation and took a moment to peek under his master’s eye patch. To Shae’s horror, the disgusting little creature reached in and pulled a peanut from the void. Walls seemed not to notice as Stubs replaced the patch and munched happily.
Shae swallowed hard. “What courses are they taking now?”
“Back toward each other, and us. Tempest’s workin’ her way west under reefed tops’ls, and Razor’s beatin’ back east under steam only. They’re movin’ slow, firin’ shots into every wreck they pass.”
“Trying to flush us out.” Shae grinned. “Very good. Take over here, Walls. Anyone who can heft a rifle gets one. Line them up on the rail and give them a bucket to sit on if they can’t stand. We’ll need every gun.”
“Aye, sir!”
“I’m on the quarterdeck.”
Shae climbed the ladder from the forepeak into the spacious sail locker, then opened the door onto the mid-deck. A glance aloft confirmed that Grogspar had put his topmen to work straightening out the rigging. On deck, Hawk had weapons distributed. Every sea dog bore a brace of pistols and at least two blades. They all saluted and shouted, “Sir!” as he passed. His warjacks stood lined up amidships, and he felt each one’s cortex humming in anticipation, awaiting his orders. Hook’s gun arm had been repaired during the night, and he reminded himself to compliment Corcorian on his work. All the eager activity had him ready to chew iron and spit nails.
“Hawk!” He bounded up to the quarterdeck. “Report!”
“Razor and Tempest have both come through the outer reef. Tempest used the main pass, but Razor must have found some way through that we don’t have on our charts. They’re working their way among the tidal cuts toward us, but they’re coming slow.” She handed over a spyglass and pointed east just as the distant boom of cannon fire reached them.
Rockbottom came up beside the arms master, his huge blunderbuss, Fire Breather, tucked in the crook of his arm. “They’re working through the wrecks. They must know we couldn’t have run the pass in the dark. Since we didn’t come out at first light, they think we’re still here.”
“Just as I hoped. Like a couple of dogs on the hunt.” He raised the glass and examined his adversaries one at a time. They were both at least four miles away, but he could make out the hulking shapes of warjacks on their decks. He couldn’t discern what types or exactly how many, but unless he was wrong and they had a warcaster to control the ’jacks, he felt confident. He could almost certainly outfight even an expert ’jack marshal. “Unless they’ve got better charts of the Boneyard than we do, Razor’s working in uncharted waters, and Tempest will be soon. They’ll be careful until they see us move, and then they’ll break out the courses and crack on.”
“With any luck at all they’ll both run aground,” Hawk put in.
“Touch wood on that one.” He snapped the glass closed and knocked his armored knuckles on the rail for luck. “Let’s give ’em something to chase and hope they get careless.”
“Aye, sir!” Her enthusiastic grin was all he could have asked for.
“Bloody youngsters.” Joln stomped after them as they strode to the forward rail. “Ghrd’s greed, do you all think you’re immortal or something?”
Shae ignored him, knowing the dwarf would grouse about putting his tender hide in jeopardy, then fight like a cornered bulldog when the mayhem started. He often thought Rockbottom hated the cost of battle in gold more than the price in blood, especially when there was no sweet payoff after the bloodletting was over. Today they’d be lucky to survive with their hides intact, let alone make a profit.
“Mister Grogspar, cast off the careening and mooring lines. Set reefed courses and forestays’l only. I want to keep a low profile. Hawk, when we’re free, all ahead one-third, and keep her smoke to a minimum. We don’t want to start this party until all the guests know we’re here. Sharp eyes aloft and allow for shallows. I want two sounders in the fore-chains! Running aground now would ruin us.”
Talion righted herself when the careening lines were slacked and floated free shortly after. Canvas fell from the main and foreyards, the lowest sails only. A careless lookout aboard the pirate hunters might mistake her for another wreck if they kept their topmasts bare. Hawk advanced the signal lever to one-third power, and the great paddlewheels started to turn. The starboard wheel did grind more than usual, just as Corcorian had warned, but Shae could live with that.
Talion gained speed gradually. Reefs sometimes passed so close on either side that Shae could have pissed on dry land from the quarterdeck rail if the tide had been low. Right now the tide was high, which was both a blessing and a curse. Deeper water afforded them another four feet of clearance under the keel, but if they ran aground now and the tide receded, they’d be well and truly stuck. Easy pickings for the two League ships.
“Easy now . . . nice and easy.” Shae handed control of the conn to Hawk, preferring to keep his eyes trained on their enemies. He trusted her skills as much as his own in navigating Talion through the treacherous shoals. Gauging the two enemy ships, he considered casting a spell to obscure Talion’s position, then thought better of it. With so many wrecks dotting the seascape, Mercarian lookouts scanning the horizon might spot a distortion or peculiarity more readily than the simple outline of a ship. He hoped his own lookouts were watching for shoals more than for their adversaries. With the brightening daylight, the shallow water became easier to read. Darker blue meant deeper water, whereas lighter blue or teal, denoted shallows with a sandy bottom. Black water could fool an untrained eye, but the lookouts knew it indicated shallow sea grass beds and warned Hawk to steer clear. Brown was the most dangerous color of all, for it signified submerged coral, solid and sharp enough to rip through a six-inch plank like tissue paper.
They were cruising along at about five knots with the gentle beginnings of the outflowing tide. The increasing current was yet another blessing and curse combined, for it sped them along but made steering more challenging. Also, the tide would aid him now against Razor, but it would help Tempest later against him.
Everything in sea warfare was a double-edged sword. A good commander had to weigh the positives and negatives of every element of wind, water, gunnery, and maneuvering. At this, Phinneus Shae’s genius shone. Even more than his ability to wield magic and guide warjacks in combat, his mastery of naval tactics had proven invaluable. 
He hadn’t learned any of this at the Strategic Academy, where they only taught land-based tactics. The tactics of warcasting were wholly dissimilar to those of maneuvering ships in combat. Things might have been different if he’d been educated in a naval academy, but by the time he left, he had no more desire to be part of any military, ashore or afloat. Even maritime warcasters—exceedingly few—were taught to rely on experienced sea captains to handle their ships. Shae had been forced to do both, and only years of bloody sea battles had brought his talents to the fore. He often felt stretched thin when things got dicey, though he’d learned to rely on Hawk when he was focused on warcasting. 
The bell of the engine signal lever chimed, drawing Shae’s attention. Hawk was using the two paddlewheels as much as the rudder to guide the ship, occasionally giving a careful reverse of one side or the other to change course more quickly. Constant calls from the sounders and shouts from the lookouts on the foretop guided their progress through the razor-sharp labyrinth.
Rolling thunder erupted to the east, drawing everyone’s attention. 
Tempest had fired a full broadside. Until now, each pirate hunter had only fired one or two cannons at a time at the larger wrecks, trying to flush Talion out of hiding. The roar of twenty-four guns at once, coupled with the fact that Tempest had no target within range, told Shae that something was up.
“That was a signal!”
Twin belches of black smoke from Tempest’s stacks and answering broadside from Razor confirmed his suspicion. “They’ve spotted us! Hawk! Full sail and full stoke!”
“Aye, aye, sir!” She slammed the signal lever full forward and bellowed for Grogspar to set all sails.
Canvas billowed and smoke rolled from the stacks. Talion leaped forward. Navigation that had been dangerous became deadly. If they hit a reef at this speed, they’d rip the bottom right out of the ship.
Hawk took the helm. The lookouts and sounders called out their warnings in a constant cadence. Talion charged past the wreck of an old galleon. Her masts had long ago fallen and her hull had grown into the reef, a grim illustration of their fate if just one member of the crew made a critical mistake.
“Reef! Port bow, two hundred feet!” the foretop lookout called.
Hawk hauled the wheel to starboard. “Starboard back one-third!” she ordered, and her helmsman worked the signal lever.
The starboard paddlewheel ground to a stop and engaged in reverse with a crunch, then spun up slowly. Shae strode to the port-side rail and watched the jagged coral ledge pass within spitting distance.
The Commodore roared, and Shae squinted to see the shot splash into the sea just short of the Mercarian’s bow, dousing her foredeck with spray. Razor was just coming into range of the long gun.
“That’s my cue, Hawk.”
“Aye, sir!” She glanced at him for a passing instant but quickly returned to the pressing task of keeping their hull from being smashed to kindling.
“Remember, no closer than a pistol shot off her side if you can manage it. We don’t want to be too close when she goes up.”
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Always do.” Shae flashed her a grin and strode forward, shouting encouragement to the gun crews in passing. “Thump ’em hard, Talions! Remember, just afore of the mizzen chains. Give me a nice tight pattern. Soften her up, and we’ll ram it home with the Commodore!”
Cheers, hails, and bawdy jokes about “ramming it” home followed him forward. Shae found himself grinning as he mounted the steps to the forecastle. As before, his four Mariners awaited him, but this time Boots also stood ready to help maneuver the heavy Commodore when the time came. Quinn stood by as well, still working on the improvised ramp he’d rigged to angle the big gun at Razor’s powder magazine.
“Good work on Hook, Quinn!” Shae called, slapping the engineer on the back.
“What?” Quinn squinted at the warjack and shrugged. “Didn’t touch him. Musta been Evlyn.” He went back to his work without another word.
She’s turning into quite an engineer, Shae thought. He ran his hand over the scar in the shoulder of his armor. Evlyn had smoothed out the pauldron so well, he could barely feel where the bullet had struck. That, of course, reminded him of the Ghostmaker. As they closed on Razor, he could very well come into the sniper’s sights once again. 
“Ready!” One Ear bellowed. 
Everyone covered their ears, and the gunner lowered the glowing tip of his slow match to the massive cannon’s touch hole. The weapon thundered and lurched back on its restraining tackles. The long-denuded skeleton of the cannon’s namesake was flung forward with the recoil, its bony head bobbing with a permanent grin.
Shae watched the shot slam home in Razor’s bow. Shredded wood, iron, and flesh sprayed the foredeck. A cheer rang out from his gun crews. Shae had ordered One Ear to rake the Mercarian’s deck in an attempt to disable as many of her guns as possible before they exchanged broadsides. Every cannon aboard Razor that couldn’t fire would save lives aboard Talion, which could mean the difference between victory and defeat later if they had to fight Tempest.
One more round, Shae thought, focusing on his bond with his four Mariners.
The Commodore roared again, and before the smoke cleared, the long bow chasers aboard Razor answered. Two shots struck Talion’s armored bow, neither with the force to penetrate.
Fire at will, Shae ordered his Mariners, pinpointing their aim, and their cannons roared in unison. As the crews hurried to reload, he heard an urgent cry from the foretop lookout.
“Reef! Dead ahead, two hundred yards! Clear two points to port or starboard!”
Shae gauged the angles in an instant. Razor lay north of the shallow water. If they put the reef between them, it would prevent the pirate hunter from closing, and the reef might provide some protection. Shae had seen ships explode before, and the underwater shock wave could do just as much damage to nearby ships as flying debris. Before he could shout an order to Hawk, she was already turning the wheel to port.
“You read my mind, Hawk.”
Shae centered his thoughts and brought all his arcane energy to a shivering focus. Runes flared and spread around the entire ship, shimmering phantom images that would hopefully ruin the enemy gunners’ aim. He staggered with the effort but maintained the spell. 
Shae steadied his concentration as cannons roared, and another two hundred pounds of iron flew back and forth between the ships. A ball passed low over the mid-deck, and a piece of rigging parted behind him with a report like a pistol shot. Razor turned toward them, trying to keep her armored bow facing Talion until she edged close enough for her broadside to have full effect.
“Come on, Gorafalo. Come straight at me!” With the rising sun in his eyes and a reef separating them, Gorafalo might run his ship right into a wall of coral.
Another barrage from both ships’ bow guns shook the air. When the smoke cleared, Shae saw that the pirate hunter was turning away, her broadside coming into view. Gorafalo had either spotted the reef or decided to take his shot before they were close enough for Shae to pick him out on Razor’s quarterdeck and put a cannonball through his chest.
You’re in for a surprise, you bastard. Shae grinned in anticipation. “Ready starboard broadside!”
Quinn sent Boots forward to help move the massive Commodore into firing position. The heavy ’jack lifted the royal-weight cannon and placed it on the improvised ramp, its massive feet crunching down into the reinforced oak deck as the huge weight bore down. The gun crew stood by with the forty-two-pound incendiary ball ready, slow match poised near the fuse. The powder had already been loaded, but they couldn’t light the fuse and ram the charge down the muzzle until they were ready to fire. If the round detonated early, they wouldn’t just miss their shot. Shae had once witnessed an incendiary exploding in the confines of a cannon’s barrel. Flying shrapnel killed the entire cannon crew.
Shae glanced back at the quarterdeck and bellowed, “Hold course until they fire, Hawk!”
“Aye, sir!” She held grimly to the wheel, steering as close to the reef as she dared, presenting Talion’s armored bow to the enemy. This would lessen the damage, but they’d have to take a full broadside right in the teeth. The forecastle would suffer the brunt of that onslaught.
“Hold fast, mates!” Shae ordered as Razor’s gun ports heaved into view.
A long roll of thunder announced Razor’s broadside, each gun firing as it came to bear. About half the shots missed entirely, which spoke well of his obscuring spell. Shae felt the impact of each twenty-four-pound ball that slammed into his ship. One clipped a foremast shroud at the rail, smashing through the deadeyes in a shower of splinters. Another blasted through the bulwark cap rail to decapitate a rifleman. The man fell with his weapon still in his hands, blood spouting from his severed neck. With a trio of horrendous clangs from forward, the deck shuddered under Shae’s boots.
The smoke cleared, and a gunner’s mate leaned over the rail to inspect the damage. He turned back in red-faced fury. “The Lady’s been hit! Her sword’s been shot away!”
Shae knew his crew would take this even more personally than the death of one of their own. The Lady of Retribution was their pride and joy. They often fought one another for the honor of polishing her burnished features. 
“We’ll make ’em pay for that!” Shae yelled. “Bring her to port, Hawk! Broadside as she bears!”
Shae let his obscuring spell lapse and took firm control over his Mariners. On the up-roll, now, he thought, fixing his gaze through the warjacks’ eyes on the spot they needed to hit, just forward of Razor’s mizzen chains. The four Mariners fired in perfect unison, and three of the four shots struck home. The fourth soared high, clipping the cap rail and shattering the stairs that led up to the pirate hunter’s quarterdeck. Shae saw figures scrambling and imagined Gorafalo diving for cover.
Just wait, you cowardly pig, Shae thought as the first of Talion’s great guns began to speak.
He watched every ball strike, counted every reverberating explosion. Several shots went wide. Two hit the water just below the target and skipped to smash into the hull. But a full dozen rounds slammed home right in the spot where he’d marked a big “X” on his sketch. When the smoke of the last shot cleared, a gaping hole yawned in Razor’s side.
“Now, One Ear!”
“Aye, sir!” The master gunner touched his slow match to the incendiary round’s fuse, and his mate hurried to the cannon’s muzzle to heft the heavy ball inside. Another followed the charge with a ball of wadding, and two more drove it home with the long rammer.
“Six inches left!” One Ear ordered, and Quinn passed the order to Boots. 
The ’jack gripped the massive cannon and shifted the muzzle precisely to the left.
“Ready for the roll!” The slow match hovered over the touch hole as Talion yawed with the swell and steadied.
The Commodore spoke with thunder, the flash of powder, and the howl of hurtling iron. The cannon slammed back on her tackles, and part of the improvised ramp to give her the proper incline shattered. Shae kept his eyes fixed on the gap in Razor’s hull. The shot smashed straight through the shattered timbers.
“Perfect shot, One Ear!”
Nothing happened.
“Three . . . ,” One Ear said with an evil grin, “two . . . , one . . .”
Fire erupted from the hole in Razor’s side.
“Everybody down!” Shae bellowed, stepping in front of Quinn to protect the engineer and overboosting his power field.
Razor exploded in a flash of four thousand rounds’ worth of powder. Her entire deck flew into the air, lost in smoke and incandescent flame. Her masts were flung up in splinters, and her hull disintegrated in a deadly hail of shrapnel. Ship’s timbers struck Talion like lances, smashing through her side with the impact of a dozen cannonballs each. Shredded wood perforated her sails, and pieces of dismembered Mercarian sailors rained down in a gruesome hail.
A spray of water erupted from the reef between the two ships. The explosion would have shivered Talion’s hull if not for that cushioning barrier. Shae staggered with the impacts of smaller pieces of debris striking his power field, then gaped in awe as the torso of a dismembered Mariner warjack splashed into the sea only yards away.
“Retribution!” Shae bounded to the rail and thrust Squall into the air.
The answering cheers and shouts of triumph from the deck were cut short, however, with the horrific shriek of tortured metal from aft.
Shae leaned out to look for the source of the sound, and stared in shock at the starboard-side paddlewheel. Two of Razor’s thick frame timbers had struck the wheel housing like spears, smashing through the improvised armor to mangle the machinery within. The sudden stop had probably sheared some teeth off its inside gears or twisted off the drive shaft.
“Quinn!”
“Captain?” The engineer joined him at the rail and gaped at the damage. “Damn it! I just fixed that bloody-be-damned wheel!”
“Tell me you can get it running again.” Shae looked aloft and cringed at the torn canvas and mangled rigging. “If you can’t, we’re pretty much sitting ducks.”
Corcorian nodded toward the towering pyramid of sails about three miles away, foam rising from her bow in a crest of white as she bore down on them. “Not before Tempest gets here, Captain. Sorry.”
“Damn!” Shae brought his spyglass to his eye to view the approaching ship. She was running fast, but not full speed, which would have been deadly in the treacherous cuts and reefs of the Boneyard. Still, she was faster than Talion. Even if Grogspar managed to repair their torn sails, they couldn’t outrun the pirate hunter without the added thrust of paddlewheels. All the advantages of wind and tide he’d enjoyed while bearing down on Razor now belonged to Tempest. Despair clutched at his heart.
Then Shae spied the enemy ship’s deck and raised his glass. Four warjacks lined up amidships, and a mass of marines stood by, weapons at the ready. His mind clicked onto a desperate strategy.
“Captain?” Hawk mounted the steps to the forecastle, her face grim. Behind her came Walls, Grogspar, and Rockbottom.
“We’ll have the rig fixed in two shakes, Captain!” Grogspar said.
“If we can make it to the cut Razor used to pass through the reef, we can get into open water.” Rockbottom looked hopeful, but Shae just shook his head. Tempest would rake their stern before they got that far.
“No.” Shae closed his spyglass and sheathed Squall, assessing his officers with a careful eye. “No, from the look of their deck, they mean to come alongside and board us, and I don’t see any way to keep them from it.”
“What?” Rockbottom gaped at him.
Grogspar growled and gnawed his pipe. His huge hands gripped his harpoon gun in white-knuckled fury. “I’ll die before I let those bastards take another ship from me, Captain.” The trollkin had taken the loss of Exeter particularly hard.
Hawk just narrowed her eyes at him. Then the corner of her mouth twitched in wry amusement. “And you plan to let them, don’t you?”
“Exactly.” Shae grinned maliciously. “But to make this work, we’ve got to look like easy prey, or they’ll maul us before they board. Grogspar, belay repairs on the rigging and flood the bilges. I want us to look like we’re taking on water. Hawk, steer like she’s got helm damage, but keep us pointed away from them. We’ve got to keep the mid-deck out of their view until we’re ready. Walls, I need you to bring all the wreckage you can scrounge together to the mid-deck, and a few fires here and there wouldn’t hurt. Bring all the livestock up from the hold as well. Call Doc up here and tell him to bring his biggest cleaver. We’ve got maybe thirty minutes, so step lively!”
“Just what in Urcaen’s name are you planning, Shae?” Rockbottom glared at him, his eyes narrowed to slits.
“I’m planning to welcome our guests aboard, of course.” The captain patted the Commodore’s warm muzzle affectionately. “And I aim to give them a very warm welcome.”





PART THREE
Debts of Blood and Iron
“Break out the rum, Walls!”
Shae glanced over his shoulder at the approaching Tempest, careful to keep low. They’d positioned Talion with her high stern toward the enemy to shield the main deck from view, and he’d called his whole crew together. If the enemy lookouts spotted the massed crew, their plan would be ruined. Presenting Talion’s vulnerable stern felt like walking down the streets of Five Fingers with his trousers around his ankles, but there was nothing for it. He heard the clink of glass on metal. Walls and his mates were distributing tots of rum to the entire crew. He raised the bottle he’d put aside for himself and called them to silence.
“We’re in for a fight, ladies and gents!” They all looked up to him, their faces grim but firm. He scanned the wreckage-strewn deck, the shattered stairs to the foredeck—the inadvertent result of Boots working to reposition the Commodore—and the blood-soaked bodies, and nodded in satisfaction. Doc had done a hell of a job with his cleaver. Blood and bits of unrecognizable meat littered the deck. Hook and Crook lay in contorted positions, half-buried in scrap iron. The Commodore was safely hidden away, and Boots with it. The other warjacks were similarly concealed. Everything was ready. 
“We’ve got to play this close to the vest or it won’t work! Tempest may lie off and hammer us before they board, but we’ve got to sit and take it. We’ve got to hold fast.”
They grumbled at that. The Talions weren’t used to taking anything lying down.
“Just keep it quiet, like I told you. They’re geared up to board us, and we’ve got to let them.” He grinned like a wolf. “They mean to take us, but we’ve got a few surprises for them!” 
That incited a low rouse of cheers, but Shae raised a hand to forestall their enthusiasm.
“We’re outnumbered two to one, so we’ve got to make this ruse work. If they unravel our plot, they’ll lie off and cut us to shreds.” He glanced over his shoulder again and noted that the pirate hunter had slowed. 
Talion drifted with the current, her torn sails pulling her to leeward with just enough force to give the helm steerage. Hawk had put together a simple rope-and-pulley rig to manage the helm from her hiding place. Tempest spun her wheels in reverse and furled sails to check her way. The ship turned slowly, the gaping mouths of her cannons swinging into view. A ball of uneasiness sat heavy in Shae’s stomach. A full broadside from this angle would devastate them, ripping through the ship’s thin transom to smash her steam engine to slag and tear pieces of shattered iron through her full length. He gritted his teeth and turned back to his crew, keeping his voice low. 
“They’re sitting a pistol shot off our stern, broadside to, trying to shake our nerve, but we can’t let them. We’ve got to sucker them in.”
The Talions rumbled in response, scarred faces set like stone, cold and hard. They trusted him with their lives, and he was putting his trust in them. One faint heart, one cry at the wrong moment, and they would be sunk.
“So drink a tot with me, Talions, and hold fast.” He raised his bottle. “Wait for the word, then pay our debt to the Mercarian League in blood and iron!”
They tipped their cups in unison, keeping their oaths of “Blood and iron” to a murmur. The rum burned a course down Shae’s throat and set a fire in his gut.
“Now, everyone to your places, and remember: hold fast until I give the word.”
They hurried to their positions. Shae took his, hunkered in the shelter of the quarterdeck bulwarks. Hawk crouched there, a bloodthirsty smile on her lips, her hands on two ropes that snaked through the tangle of rigging strewn across the quarterdeck to the wheel.
“You think we can do this?” she asked, her eyebrow cocked.
“I know we can.” He gave her a grin. “I’m worth more to them alive than dead, and Talion’s quite a prize. Never underestimate the greed of the Mercarian League.”
“If they wanted you alive, they wouldn’t have sent the Ghostmaker after you, Phinneus.”
“Well . . .” Shae hadn’t thought of that, but he couldn’t start worrying about his own skin now, not if he was going to pull this off. “They’re going to have to work at it before they mount my head on their wall.”
“Good.” She leaned close and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Because I’m not giving it up.”
His eyes widened at her comment, but a hail from the nearby Tempest brought him up short.
“Talion! Heave to and prepare to be boarded!”
Shae peered through a hawsehole at their enemy. Tempest drifted closer by the minute, still broadside to, cannons nosing out of her ports in silent, threatening display. A tall woman stood on the pirate hunter’s quarterdeck, armor glinting on her shoulders as she raised a speaking trumpet. Shae peered at her armor, worried she might be a warcaster, but from this angle he couldn’t tell. No smoke rose from the armor that he could see, but she might have the boiler banked and the arcane turbine dampened until battle. He felt nothing that might indicate a warcaster nearby, but that, too, could be disguised.
“Heave to, or we’ll sink you! We only want the criminal Phinneus Shae! The rest of you will be allowed to take your ship and go!”
“Like we’re gonna buy that load of pig slop,” Grogspar grumbled from his position on the main deck.
Shae flashed the bosun a grin and peered back at the opposing captain through the hawsehole. Finally, she turned to speak to her officers, and he saw her in profile. Her armor wasn’t mechanikal; she wasn’t a warcaster. He breathed easier.
He scanned Tempest’s deck, noting the position of their forces. Two Mariner warjacks stood close together amidships, cannon crews at their heels hefting bags of shot and powder. Behind, two Buccaneers stood ready. He looked up to Tempest’s crowded crow’s nests. Riflemen lined the rope rails, but he couldn’t spot the distinctive white hair of the Ghostmaker.
Maybe she was aboard Razor after all.
Silence hung heavy between the ships. Shae could plainly see frustration mounting on the other captain’s face. Her next order could send six hundred pounds of iron hurtling into his ship.
“Captain!” called someone from Tempest’s main top.
Shae held his breath. If the lookout had spotted something untoward, they were sunk.
“There’s blood running out of her scuppers, and her starboard side’s all chewed up! Nobody on the helm. Quarterdeck’s a mess!”
Shae heard some low voices from the enemy quarterdeck but couldn’t make them out. Were they buying it? He bit his lip and muttered a short prayer to Morrow, thinking it unlikely his father’s god would listen to an outlaw pirate but willing to take whatever help he could get. Then the sound of a paddlewheel churning the sea met his ears, and he thought it more beautiful than the voice of Morrow himself.
A glance through the hawsehole confirmed that Tempest was maneuvering to come alongside. He gave Hawk a nod. “They’ve taken the bait.”
She nodded and resumed her silent vigil. A glance at the mid-deck confirmed that everything was in place, his crew sprawled in haphazard array, spattered with blood, his two Mariners lying in silent heaps of scrap. Fires smoldered here and there. Shattered wood, tangled rope, and smashed equipment was strewn everywhere. Smoke poured from the main cargo hatch as evidence of damage belowdecks.
Perfect, he thought, fighting to lie still. 
Tempest maneuvered carefully with her paddlewheels until she lay with her port side parallel to Talion’s starboard. The two ships rode the slowly flowing tide, yardarm to yardarm, the pirate hunter’s cannons ready to rake them at a single command.
“Grapples!” the League captain bellowed, and heavy hooks clattered onto Talion’s deck.
“Heave away!”
The ropes came taut, drawing the two ships inexorably together. The rails met with a solid crunch, and Shae tensed. The captain’s next order caught him off guard.
“Mister Kiroff, clear the way if you please.”
“Aye, Captain!”
Shae strained to remain still, fearing the worst. 
“Fire!”
The two enemy Mariners fired their cannons onto Talion’s deck from point-blank range. Canister shot ripped through the railing and across the deck in a swath of flying iron and splinters. When the smoke cleared, even more blood and wreckage lay strewn about.
How many? Shae thought, his hand clenching Squall’s hilt so hard that his knuckles cracked. How many Talions just died?
A hand settled on his arm and squeezed hard. He met Hawk’s gaze and read her silent whisper of, “Hold fast!”
He nodded, his heart swelling with pride for his crew. Despite the blood and the death tearing through their ranks, they remained silent.
“Boarding party!” 
Mercarian marines poured onto Talion’s deck with the captain’s order as the gun crews hurried to reload the Mariners’ cannons. Then she called out again. “Mister Kiroff, advance your warjacks!”
The ’jack marshals shouted commands, and heavy mechanikal feet crunched through the shattered remnants of Talion’s bulwarks as the two Mariners stepped aboard. Shae risked a glance through the quarterdeck rail and grinned. An armored man with flame-red hair advanced slowly in the rear, directing two more ’jack marshals from the safety of Tempest’s deck. 
That must be Kiroff, he thought.
The commander of the Mercarian ’jack marshals barked more orders to his crews. 
One more step . . . come on.
The Mariners and their crews advanced.
Phinneus Shae leaped to his feet, a feral cry of vengeance tearing from his throat. “Commodore!”
His cry drew every eye on deck. The two enemy warjacks brought their cannons to bear, but the warcaster was not the true threat they faced. With a crash of splintering wood, the doorway leading into the sail locker beneath Talion’s foredeck flew off its hinges. From the dark interior loomed the huge bulk of Boots, its massive foot having just made way for the royal-weight cannon at its side.
The Mercarians turned and stared in horror down the muzzle of the Commodore for a moment before One Ear Scoriani lowered his match to the touch hole.
Flame, smoke, and canister shot ripped through the tightly packed Mercarian marines, shredded the nearest Mariner, and flung a deadly rain of shrapnel into the rest.
Hook! Crook! Now!
The two heaps of scrap on Talion’s deck heaved up as Shae’s Mariners stood and brought their cannons to bear. More flame and iron tore into the Mercarians, blasting one arm off the surviving enemy Mariner before it could raise its cannon. Shae’s sea dogs surged to their feet, firing pistols and rifles in a deadly volley. Shae drew his hand cannon and fired at Kiroff, but his shot careened off a Buccaneer’s shoulder and missed.
Shae’s power field flared with blue-white runes as a number of shots hammered into it, but none penetrated the protective nimbus. He turned to the enemy quarterdeck and snapped off a spell. The Mercarian captain was just out of reach of the devastating blast of arcane wind, but the spell’s force blew the quarterdeck rail into splinters, which knocked the Mercarian League captain off her feet. A hard impact struck his field, and something scored a line of fire across his cheek. He swore, raised Squall, and leaped over the rail into the fray.
“Evlyn! Haul away!”
The cables from the overhead ’jack crane snapped taut as the engineer engaged the steam-driven gears. Smoke billowed from the open hatch, but it wasn’t a fire. The shoulders and billowing stacks of Deadeye and Nancy, Shae’s two other Mariners, rose into view as the crane strained to lift their bulk from the hold.
He ordered Buck and Tick to his flanks and sent Hook and Crook left and right.
The visual input of six warjacks swam in his head, but this was Shae’s element. He meshed the varying views into one mosaic with long-practiced mastery. His two Buccaneers smashed through the thin planking of the sterncastle, their long gaffs poised as they cast their heavy nets into the enemy marines. Hook and Crook stepped aside, opening a field of fire for the other two Mariners.
Hawk landed in a flip, a tornado of steel, while Walls bellowed from forward, firing pistol after pistol, Stubs screeching from his shoulder. Boots fought to drag the Commodore from hiding.
As enemy marksmen opened up from above, Shae collected his will to overboost his power field, which took several more hits. It flared with each impact as he strode forward sweeping Squall in arcs of blood. The Mariners’ gun crews were reloading Hook and Crook, and a mental nudge from the other two told him that the heavy pallet they stood upon had cleared the main hatch coaming.
He focused through their eyes, aimed their cannons into the gap between Hook and Crook, and ordered them to fire.
The two cannons roared in perfect unison, spraying Tempest’s crowded deck with canister shot.
Above, Evlyn Corcorian reacted with split-second timing. As the recoil from the two heavy guns sent the suspended pallet lurching backward, she meshed gears and swung the crane’s arm in the opposite direction, toward Tempest. The two heavy warjacks swung forward with even more force, and at the peak of their forward arc, Evlyn simply released the brake on the cables.
Gears howled in protest as the cable paid out and the huge pallet plummeted down. Ten tons of warjack smashed down onto the pirate hunter’s deck, flattening a number of Mercarian marines and nearly plunging through the reinforced timbers into the hold. 
Urged on by Shae, the Mariners strode forward, sweeping their deadly anchors in flat arcs and cutting through flesh like scythes through wheat.
Shae found himself staring down the muzzle of the surviving Mercarian Mariner’s cannon. He sent arcane energy pouring into his power field, though he doubted it would repel a point-blank blast from a twenty-four-pounder.
“Burn, you bastards!” Fire erupted from his left, and Shae caught a glimpse of Joln Rockbottom staggering back from the recoil of his smoking blunderbuss, Fire Breather. The gout of flame caught one of the enemy Mariner’s gun crew. Shae noted with sudden shock that the burning man hefted a heavy bag, undoubtedly filled with powder and shot.
“Down!”
The charges exploded, and the blast knocked the Mariner’s cannon just far enough out of line to send the cannonball over Shae’s head. His ears rang with the stunning blow. The enemy warjack still stood, though it wobbled on its massive feet. Shae started to lunge forward, but a huge blue hand pulled him back.
“Let me get that for you, Captain.” Grogspar applied the glowing bowl of his pipe to the stick of dynamite lashed to the harpoon in his gun and fired it into the warjack’s face. The tip of the iron spear lodged in the gap between the ’jack’s rotating head and its armored body. The fuse burned down.
The ’jack dropped its cannon and reached up for the harpoon, but too late. The charge detonated, and shrapnel spattered against Shae’s field. When the smoke cleared, there was nothing but a gaping hole in the ’jack’s torso where its head had been. The maimed machine groped blindly.
Shae leaped forward and plunged Squall deep into the wound to pierce the warjack’s cortex. The Mariner twitched its remaining limbs and toppled into a twisted heap of scrap.
The way was clear.
“Forward!” Shae thumbed a round into the chamber of his hand cannon and lunged. “Talions, with me!”
As the sea dogs roared in feral rage, Shae focused his arcane energy and sent it surging out to his crew in a nimbus of runes. They charged over their foes’ corpses, blades flashing, pistols firing, tearing across the deck in a wall of mayhem. Shae and his two Buccaneers charged at the fore with Hawk and Walls joining him at his flanks. They leaped across the gap and closed with Deadeye and Nancy before the enemy could regroup. The two Mariners had cleared a wide path onto Tempest’s deck, but the marines had backed away judiciously, and snipers from above were doing serious damage. The ’jacks’ heads and shoulders were pocked with the divots of rifle shots.
Shae poured energy into his power field and directed his ’jacks to fight back-to-back, to hold the wedge of their assault intact.
“Flank them!” the Mercarian captain shouted over the din.
She had regained her feet and was directing her forces from the elevated safety of her quarterdeck. His sea dogs couldn’t fight through to take her down. The Mercarians had split their forces fore and aft and were pressing the advancing pirates hard from the flanks now. Shae positioned Buck and Tick to intercept the maneuver and sent their nets flying to dissuade the counterattack. He fired his hand cannon at the Mercarian captain, but the shot smashed into her armor, knocking her back, not down.
Once again drawing on the vision of six pairs of eyes, Shae took in the entire battle at a glance.
To his right, Hawk fenced with three Mercarian marines, unable to penetrate the wall of steel that faced her. Shae took a moment, and arcane runes flared to life around her, infusing her with the rage of a storm at sea. Hawk blurred into a whirlwind of steel, twisting and slashing with lightning speed. Two of her three opponents fell before they knew what had happened.
To Shae’s left, Walls fired two pistols into a man’s face and reached for two more. But as he drew the second brace from their holsters, a marine lunged forward with a pike. Stubs leaped from the quartermaster’s shoulder to the attacking marine’s face, biting his nose and gouging his eyes. This provided just enough distraction for Walls to press the muzzle of a pistol against his attacker’s gut and pull the trigger, blasting a hole clear through him. Stubs squealed in delight and leaped back to Walls’ shoulder, an eyeball clutched in one hand like a trophy.
“Commodore!” 
At the bellow from Scoriani, every Talion on Tempest’s deck ducked and covered their ears. In the rear, Boots hefted the cannon’s huge muzzle to give it the proper elevation to aim at the enemy quarterdeck.
The cannon erupted, and the heavy Freebooter staggered with the recoil. Shae stared in shock. They’d fired the cannon without restraining tackles, relying on the heavy ’jack to keep it from smashing back and killing the entire gun crew. Shaking his head, Shae shifted his mosaic view to the enemy quarterdeck. There was nothing left of the captain and her officers but a fine red mist of blood and shredded armor.
Even as the warcaster raised his voice in a shout of triumph, an impact slammed into his shoulder an inch from his neck. He staggered, pain lancing down his back, and for an instant, his concentration on the myriad elements of the battle fled his mind. He barely managed to maintain his spell on Hawk. A shot had penetrated his power field like a knife through soft cheese and still had enough force to hole his armor and score a line down his back. He felt something warm trickling down under his armor and knew he was bleeding, but he didn’t have time to tell how badly.
Realizing it had come from above, he glanced aloft. A shock of white hair in the crow’s nest caught his eye, then the flash of brass and glass and the muzzle of a rifle aiming at his head.
The Ghostmaker.
Shae only had time to overboost his field with every available ounce of arcane energy he could spare. Unfortunately, he was already spread thin. Aiding four warjacks and maintaining his spell on Hawk had left him badly drained. The shot slammed into his power field, and energy lashed in a flashing arc to repel the force. He stumbled back and gnashed his teeth in rage.
“I’ve had just about enough of you!”
Shae snapped his attention to Hook and Crook, bringing their cannons up. Seeing through their eyes, even as he swept Squall in an arc to deflect a marine’s slashing cutlass, Shae focused all the arcane power he could to reinforce their aim. His power field would be weakened, yes, but if this worked, he’d no longer have to worry about the Ghostmaker.
The two cannons fired up at the crow’s nest. Canister shot ripped half the platform away, sending blasted meat and splintered wood raining down to the deck.
Shae concentrated on the battle around him while the gun crews reloaded the Mariners, watching upward through their eyes. To his dismay, that distinctive white hair appeared again as the Ghostmaker stepped out from behind the iron-sheathed mast, bringing her mechanikal rifle to bear.
“Son of a bitch!” Shae fought to reload his hand cannon, simultaneously parrying blades and directing his warjacks. If he could just reinforce his power field enough to repel one more round, he knew his Mariners could bring the assassin down. Then he realized his mistake.
You can’t shoot what you can’t see!
He redirected his energy from his power field, and runes flared around him. A thick mist began to form, obscuring the assassin’s view.
“Find me in this, you—”
As if the Ghostmaker had heard his challenge, a round punched through his power field and slammed into his armor. The impact knocked him flat, numbed his left arm, and sent his hand cannon clattering to the deck from nerveless fingers. Darkness edged into his vision, and the spell fled his mind. Shae tried to stand, straining to focus his arcane energy into his power field. Through the clearing fog, a blade flashed down at him.
“Phinneus!” Hawk lunged, her twin cutlasses slashing.
Blood rained down in her wake, and the Mercarians fell back. Shae tried to force himself up, using Squall like a crutch. Blood dripped from his dead left hand, oozing down inside his armor from his shoulder. A lancing pain cleared his mind as he moved the shoulder. He closed his eyes and looked through his warjacks’ clearer vision. 
The Ghostmaker stood on the edge of the shattered crow’s nest, her long rifle aimed down at him, a grim smile on her lips and the glow of arcane energy flaring along her weapon’s rune plate. A deep scar ran from the corner of her prosthetic eye over to her ear, the old track of a blade or bullet.
The warcaster pulled in all of his arcane energy, leaving only Hawk’s spell intact, and poured the rest into his power field. But would it be enough?
A shot rang out, and sparks flew from the breech of the Ghostmaker’s rifle.
Misfire? 
Another shot, this one clearly from Talion’s quarterdeck. The Ghostmaker staggered back as a bullet ripped a hunk of meat from her leg.
In a corner of his split vision, Shae glimpsed a translucent figure on Talion’s quarterdeck. Master Holt thumbed a cartridge into his pistol, his pale face beaded with sweat. The pistoleer took aim over the rim of his spectacles, while behind him Lady Aiyana maintained a shroud of concealing magic over them both. Through yet another pair of eyes, Shae watched Holt’s shot smash into the Ghostmaker’s shoulder, spinning the stout Rhulic woman around on the edge of the damaged crow’s nest. Wood splintered under her feet, and she teetered on the brink.
Astonishingly, she kicked away to keep from falling onto the ship’s deck. She even clutched her rifle all the way to the water. Shae didn’t see her hit, but a fall from eighty feet could not have felt good.
Any luck at all and she’ll drown! he thought.
A hand the size of a dinner plate closed on the pirate captain’s injured shoulder, wrenching a curse of pain from his throat.
“No lounging about, Captain! Still a fight goin’ on, you know!” Grogspar aimed his harpoon at one of the surviving enemy warjacks, a battered Buccaneer, and fired. The bolt lodged in the mass of machinery at the ’jack’s waist and the dynamite detonated. The ’jack’s legs and torso fell in separate heaps, the arms still flailing dangerously but to little effect.
With the blast, the battle fell into a moment of incongruous silence. The Mercarians had disengaged, reforming into tight ranks, blades in front, firearms in back. The single surviving enemy Buccaneer backed away, its net and gaff held defensively. Even the surviving snipers in the other crow’s nests held their fire.
“Drop your weapons and we won’t harm anyone!” Shae bellowed, regaining some of his poise. He still hurt like hell, but he could think straight. The blood dripping from his left hand had slowed, and he could feel his fingers again.
“We won’t?” Grogspar chewed his pipe stem and cinched a knot in the length of twine that secured a stick of dynamite to his harpoon.
“Seems like we should,” Walls agreed, reloading two of his pistols. “They attacked us, you know.”
“No! We won’t hurt anyone, but they’ve got to lay down their weapons!” He lowered his voice to a private tone and added, “We’ll make a bundle ransoming them back to the League.”
“Sounds good to me,” Rockbottom put in, propping Fire Breather on his hip. “Good coin in ransoming, you know.”
“You can’t trust them!” a voice cried out from the crowd. A man jostled to the fore, one arm hanging limp and bleeding. Shae recognized Kiroff, the commander of the enemy ’jack marshals, by his fiery red hair. “They’re nothing but a bunch of murderers and pirates.”
“He’s got you there, Captain.” Hawk examined her bloody cutlasses and grinned like a wolf. “If they want to fight it out . . .”
“Don’t be a fool, man!” Shae raged. “I’m offering to spare your lives! We have you beat!”
“We’re not beaten, Captain Shae, and I’ll show you why!” Kiroff barked a command. “Ripper! Advance!”
With a sudden gout of black smoke from the pirate hunter’s open main hold, a heavy axe rose to hook the hold’s raised frame. The massive form of a heavy warjack, a Rover, lurched onto the deck, taller and broader than even Shae’s Mariners. The thing wielded a war axe in one hand and a heavy shield cannon on its other arm. It stepped onto the deck, glowing orange eyes focusing on the battered forms of Deadeye and Nancy, as if deciding which to destroy first.
“Cut them down!” Kiroff screamed, his face flushed as red as his hair.
The heavy warjack charged, swinging its axe at Nancy, while its shield cannon roared out at Deadeye. Shae brought his focus to bear on the two Mariners, trusting Buck and Tick to continue defending their flanks against the sudden onslaught of Mercarian marines. Unfortunately, there had been no opportunity to reload the two lead Mariners’ cannons during the melee. The heavy pieces did, however, offer some defense. 
The Rover’s axe struck a shower of sparks from Nancy’s raised cannon. The Mariner swept its anchor in a flat arc, but the enemy warjack parried. The shot from the shield cannon knocked Deadeye back a step, but the Mariner stayed on its feet. A mangled plate of armor hung from its shoulder in a twisted mass, although the joint still seemed to be functioning.
Unfortunately, the Rover’s charge opened a path between the two Mariners. The enemy warjack shouldered Nancy aside and strode right toward Shae, bringing its shield cannon to bear once again.
Shae lashed out with a blast of arcane wind. The spell would have knocked a lesser target flat, but it only managed to stop the ’jack’s advance. Talion’s captain once again found himself staring down the throat of a cannon.
A mental flash of urgency was Shae’s only warning before Buck lunged into the enemy warjack’s line of fire. The shield cannon thundered, and the crash of iron being torn open by the blast rang in Shae’s ears. Buck was flung back like a ragdoll, and its heavy gaff caught Shae across the legs. The impact knocked him down, though it did significantly less damage than a cannon blast would have. Buck had saved his life, but at a terrible cost.
In that instant, Shae’s bond with the Buccaneer faded. The heap of twisted metal shuddered, and Buck’s head swiveled to face him. The light in its eyes dimmed, then winked out. The warjack’s cortex flickered and died in his mind like the last fluttering beats of a human heart.
Shae cursed beneath his breath, but he had little time for remorse. His forces were fully engaged on the flanks, and neither Crook nor Hook had a shot at the enemy warjack. The clank of the reloading mechanism from the Rover’s shield cannon reverberated through the deck.
In a flash of desperation, Shae grasped at the only plan he could think of.
He snapped his attention to Deadeye and Nancy, which responded as if they were extensions of the warcaster’s own body. Their cannons clanged to the deck, and they flung their heavy anchors, not at the Rover, but across its path at each other. With the deft precision of a veteran warcaster, he manipulated both ’jacks simultaneously, catching the weighty projectiles while maintaining a hold on the massive chains that trailed behind the anchors.
Shae flooded arcane power into the Mariners. As one, they charged across Tempest’s deck.
The chains clanged taut against the Rover’s shield cannon just as the weapon fired. The blast knocked the breath from Shae’s lungs and momentarily deafened him, but the ball flew past to smash into the deck behind him.
Deadeye and Nancy steamed right through the ship’s far bulwark, dragging the hapless Rover with them. All three warjacks plunged into the sea. Deep water wouldn’t hurt the Mariners, of course, but the Rover was not built to withstand immersion. As it plunged beneath the surface, steam blasted from its quenched firebox.
“Commodore!” Scoriani bellowed once again from the rear, and the Talions ducked out of the line of fire in long-practiced coordination.
The royal-weight cannon sent a hurtling spray of iron into the single remaining enemy Buccaneer, blasting it to pieces. The shredded wreckage ripped through the massed Mercarians, leaving a broad red smear across the deck. Shae caught a last glimpse of Kiroff’s florid face an instant before he vanished in a hail of blood and iron.
Phinneus surged to his feet, ears still ringing so badly that he barely heard his own commands. “Stand down, or by Morrow, we’ll cut you down!”
Staring down the Commodore’s smoldering muzzle and the bloodied blades of the vengeful Talions, the Mercarian marines finally had enough. Weapons clattered to the deck, and the captain and crew of Talion raised their own in a howl of triumph.


“Shot and bleeding, but not half-drowned.” Hawk assessed her captain with a scrutinizing eye. “You must be slipping, Captain.”
“I’ll have to work on that.” Shae flexed his tingling left hand. The second shot must have struck a nerve in his shoulder. The bleeding seemed to have stopped, but he wasn’t about to take his armor off quite yet to check. Even though the Mercarians had thrown down their weapons, Shae suspected that one or two might be hiding pocket pistols, and someone might think killing a warcaster was worth dying for. Then there was the Ghostmaker. Nobody had seen her body in the water, but he could see through Deadeye’s and Nancy’s eyes that there were more than a few sharks lurking around. Perhaps the fallen assassin had been ripped to shreds.
“Secure all their weapons, Hawk. Grogspar, assign work details to start cleaning up this mess. Oh, and throw out a kedge. I don’t want us to drift too far. “ Deadeye and Nancy were just climbing back aboard, using their great anchors like improvised grapples, but the quenched Rover warjack still lay upon the seabed. Shae wasn’t going to lose such a valuable piece of salvage.
“Aye, sir!”
“Mister Walls!” Shae scanned the throngs of Talions and captive Mercarian marines for the quartermaster and found him kneeling over a dying sea dog. The woman’s belly had been ripped open, but she grinned as the salty old pirate tipped a silver flask into her mouth. Shae waited patiently while Walls tipped the flask into his own mouth, closed the woman’s eyes, and stood to salute his captain.
“Aye, sir!” Walls tucked the flask away and looked a little embarrassed. Stubs sat on his shoulder, wringing his tail dejectedly. “Sorry, sir. Donny was one of the Exeters, you know. With us from the beginning.”
“I know, Walls.” The quartermaster had developed an attachment to those who’d been with them through the original mutiny. Walls took it hard every time one of them met an untimely end. “I need you to see to the prisoners. Once they’re secure, do an inventory of Tempest’s hold. This cost us dearly, and I want to know if we made out well enough to at least pay for repairs.”
“Aye, sir.” Walls bellowed orders to his mates, once again the gruff taskmaster.
Doc Killingsworth worked his way through the crowd, looking for injured sea dogs, a thick cigar in the corner of his mouth. The big man stooped to a maimed Mercarian seaman, shook his head, and ended the man’s suffering with one pass of his big cleaver. Shae hadn’t seen Doc during the battle, but a number of the knives in his belt were stained red.
“Doc!”
Killingsworth looked up and puffed on his cigar. His expression remained unchanged, inured to all the blood and pain around him. “Aye, sir?” He clipped the heavy cleaver to his belt, then saw the blood on his captain’s armor. “You got a bullet in you?” He reached for a pair of rusty pliers.
“No! No, just a graze.” Shae flexed his tingling hand. Maybe there was a bullet still in his shoulder, but he’d wait to find out later. Maybe he could get Hawk to dig it out once he was nice and drunk. “I just want to know how many we lost. It’s early to know for sure, but—”
“Only two dead from the fight with Razor, and six in the boarding action, counting Donny there.” Doc shrugged his massive shoulders and shook his head. “Damned lucky. Plenty of wounded, but only a few who’ll need the saw.” He almost sounded disappointed.
“So few . . .” Shae stood in stunned amazement. He’d just taken two pirate hunters and lost fewer than ten of his own crew. He almost laughed.
“Phinneus!” Rockbottom stumped up with a grin so wide his gold-capped molars glinted in the sun. “What a prize! Ha! She’s worth a mint, and we took her with almost no real damage! Congratulations, lad!”
“Thank you, Joln.” Shae accepted the dwarf’s handshake and nodded to Doc. “Carry on, Doc. If anyone’s in danger of passing, let me know. They all did well today, and they need to know that.”
“Aye, sir. They know.” Doc surprised him by removing the cigar from his mouth and offering up a wide grin. “Even the ones who have passed know that.”
“So, Phinneus, my lad!” Rockbottom grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the sterncastle. “Let’s have a walk through the captain’s cabin before this lot pillages every last crown, and discuss where best to sell this marvelous ship. I think we might find a buyer in Clockers Cove, but we’d get a better price if we took her north.”
“Oh, let them pillage for a bit.” Shae resisted the dwarf’s impetus. Sea dogs rarely had the chance at a ship of this caliber, and many would earn their stakes from such a haul. “We’ll earn enough on the ransoms and her stores. Besides, I’ve not decided whether I want to sell her.”
“You what?” Rockbottom gaped as if the captain had asked him for his good leg. “But Phinneus! She’s worth a mint of money! A half-million crowns at least!”
“No doubt.” He looked up at Tempest’s fine rig and sleek lines. She was trim, with more guns than even Talion. Granted, she wasn’t quite as fast, but she was no slug. 
“All secure, Captain!” Hawk strode up, cleaning the last of the dried blood from one of her blades. 
Shae looked her over from head to foot, astonished that she hadn’t received more than a scratch during the entire fight.
“What’s this I hear about selling this fine vessel?”
“Oh, Lord Rockbottom thinks we should, but I’m not—”
“Sell her?” Walls strode up with two bottles of wine under one arm, a cask of Llaelese brandy under the other. “You must be daft!”
At Shae’s stare, Walls looked at his pilfered prizes and grinned.
“Oh, I came to tell you, sir, her hold’s full of prime stores, and the captain’s larder would put an admiral’s to shame! Here!” He pulled a cork from one of the bottles with his teeth and handed it over. “Some fine booze down there!”
Shae looked at the bottle appreciatively. “Stonebridge Vineyards, 462! Prime indeed!” He tilted the bottle back and let the fine vintage wash the taste of smoke and blood from his mouth, then handed it over to Rockbottom.
“A 462?” The dwarf’s eyes widened. “That’d sell for a hundred crowns!” He took a swig and his eyes widened further. “You say there’s more of this, Mister Walls?”
“Enough to float a skiff. I told the lads to leave it be. But what’s this about sellin’ her?”
“Oh, Lord Rockbottom thought we should, but I don’t know.” Shae wrenched the bottle from Rockbottom’s grasp and handed it over to Hawk. “I kind of like the idea of a fleet.”
“You plan to put admiral’s epaulets on your shoulders?” Hawk arched an eyebrow and tilted the bottle. “Damn! That is good.”
Stubs reached for the bottle with a screech, but Hawk jerked it out of the primate’s reach and passed it back to Rockbottom. 
“Far too fine a wine for monkeys!” he said, “and I still think you’re crazy for not selling this ship. We could be rich!”
“Rich?” With a sneer, Walls opened the second bottle of wine and deliberately handed it to Stubs. The monkey drank greedily, then howled and bounced on the quartermaster’s shoulder. “We’ll be even richer if we have two ships to plunder with.”
“My thoughts exactly.” Shae flexed his aching shoulder and looked around the deck. “With the salvage of that Rover and the other wrecked warjacks, we’ll come out well enough, and we’re still loaded with a hold full of fine goods.” Shae accepted the bottle back from Rockbottom and took a swallow. “I don’t know about admiral’s epaulets, though. That blowhard Montador’s got epaulets, and it makes him look like a doxy.”
“Tell him that to his face,” Hawk said with a laugh.
“Captain!” Quinn Corcorian strode onto Tempest’s deck with Evlyn and One Ear Scoriani in tow. “Celebrating already?”
“A bit, yes.” Shae handed the bottle over to the engineer and nodded to the others. “Damn fine job with the Commodore, One Eye. Evlyn, your timing with the crane was flawless. You’ve both earned big bonuses on this one.”
“Looks like you made a bit of a mess for us to clean up, though.” Quinn passed the bottle to the gunner.
Stubs took the fuller bottle from Walls’ hand and hopped over to Evlyn’s shoulder.
“Why thank you, Stubs!” She took the bottle and drank.
“Oh, this is a fine kettle of carp!” Grogspar strode up, glaring at the lot of them. “Have a party, and don’t invite the trollkin!” 
“We were just discussing our prize, Grogspar.” Shae took the cask of brandy from Walls and handed it to the bosun. “And we were saving this for you, so have a tot and give us your opinion. Do we sell her or keep her?”
“Sell this fine vessel? Don’t be daft!” Grogspar pulled the bung from the cask and tilted it into his mouth without bothering to remove his pipe. He took two huge swallows without spilling a drop or catching himself on fire, which seemed no mean feat. “Ah! That’s good booze!”
“So, we’re decided then! We keep Tempest!” Shae’s declaration elicited another cheer from his officers—but not, he noticed, from Lord Rockbottom. “Oh, cheer up, Joln. We’re rich enough!”
“All the gold in the sea wouldn’t make me rich enough!” The dwarf accepted the bottle of wine from One Eye and tilted it until the last drop ran out. “But I suppose we’ll squeak by.”
“Good! Now, we’ve got work to do. I want to be out of the Boneyard by nightfall.” He took the cask of brandy from Grogspar and handed it back to Walls. “Grogspar, you and your mates see to both ships’ rigging.”
“We’re on it, sir!” The trollkin stomped off.
“Quinn, get Boots in the water and salvage that Rover.”
“Aye, aye, Captain!”
“Evlyn, see to our ’jacks. Buck is dead, but the others can be repaired. Work on critical systems first. Maybe we can salvage a cortex from one of the Mercarian machines for Buck, though we’ll have to wipe it first.”
“Right away, sir, but a cortex wipe will have to wait for a shoreside facility. We don’t have the gear for that aboard.” She handed the bottle of wine and Stubs back to Walls.
“Right. Well, just salvage what you can, then. One Ear, secure this ship’s great guns. If she’s as loaded with powder as Razor was, transfer some to Talion’s magazine.”
“Very good, Captain.”
“Now, you two.” Shae turned to his first mate and his quartermaster and eyed them gravely. “Tempest is going to need a commander for the trip back to Bottomton. I thought to offer it to you, Hawk, but I’ll give you the choice. If you’d rather not take her, I’ll give her to Walls.”
Hawk looked thoughtful. She glanced over her shoulder at Tempest’s high quarterdeck, and Shae could see her imagining herself in command of her own ship, maybe permanently. Then she looked back at Talion, battered and scarred, but familiar, and their home for so long.
“Give her to Walls.”
“You’re sure?” he asked, surprised and pleased with her decision. “This would just be for the trip back to Bottomton. You could change your mind later, and we can hire someone else.”
“No, sir, I think I’d rather you gave her to Walls.” She nodded to the quartermaster. “He can handle her fine, and I like my cabin on Talion.”
“Very well.” He locked eyes with her for a moment, and saw a glint there that kindled that warm feeling in his gut he’d felt before. Walls had remained judiciously silent and expressionless throughout the exchange. “Commander Walls, she’s yours. Take Higgens as your quartermaster and sailing master, Tolbert as first mate and master-at-arms, Grath as bosun, Wain as gunner, and Evlyn as engineer. We’ll split the sea dogs to man her sails, but you won’t have enough to fight all her great guns.”
“Thank you, sir.” Walls tipped his hat and allowed himself a grin. “Shouldn’t need to take her into battle. Not unless we get waylaid by pirates or some such.”
“We’ll be close by if there’s trouble.” Shae clapped him on the shoulder, and pain lanced through his own with the impact. He managed not to grimace. “Well done, both of you!”
They thanked him and saluted.
“Good! Now, Hawk, I need to talk to you about a matter aboard Talion.” She followed him across the improvised gangplank to Talion, where sea dogs were busily throwing refuse and scrap over the side and swabbing blood off the decks. “I’m glad you decided to stay aboard,” he said as he led her aft to the great cabin. “Turning down a command like that . . .”
“Maybe someday.” She didn’t say anything else as she followed him through the door. 
“I’d like to ask you a favor.” He worked the clasps on his warcaster armor and detached the left pauldron. Clotted blood pattered to the deck as he pulled the plate free. “I think I need you to dig a bullet out of my shoulder.”
“Phinneus!” She reached for a cloth from the table and wiped the blood away to examine the wound. “You should let Doc have a look at this.”
“No! No. I’d rather you did it.” He looked down at the ragged hole in his shoulder and grimaced. “Your knives are cleaner.”
“Well, I can’t argue that!” She drew a small stiletto from her boot. “You want something to bite on? This is going to hurt.”
“You think I want the whole crew to hear me scream in pain? Goddamn right I want something to bite on, and a couple of shots of brandy as well!”
She laughed and strode to his liquor chest. “You know what’s going to hurt worse?”
“What?” He eyed her warily as she brought him a bottle and a glass.
“You’re going to have to thank Master Holt for saving your life.” She poured him a stiff drink and handed it over. 
“Oh, Morrow save me from that!” He downed the fine brandy and braced himself. 





EPILOGUE
The Ghostmaker
Bloody fingernails scrabbled on barnacle-crusted iron as the Ghostmaker pulled herself from the sea. She sheathed the bayonet in her boot scabbard and dragged her precious rifle from a shallow tide pool.
“Poor Baby.” She gently picked a bit of seaweed from the arcantrik scope and wiped seawater from the lens. Likely, the sight was ruined. Her mechanikal eye certainly was; her prosthetic vision had gone black the instant she hit the water. The fall from the crow’s nest had shattered the lens, and saltwater had invaded its clockwork capacitor. 
“You rest here, Baby.” She laid the heavy rifle aside and checked her injuries. Her shoulder had stopped bleeding entirely. It was just a graze. The gaping hole in her leg, however, still trailed a stream of crimson down into her boot. The bleeding had slowed somewhat since she tied a strip of her shirt around it. Doing so while trying to stay afloat and keep Baby from sinking into the depths had been a challenge. Gutting one of the inquisitive sharks that nosed up to her had given the others something to chew on while she swam to the nearest wreck.
“Damn that pistoleer to the dragon’s den and back!” He’d ruined her shot, the one that would, she felt sure, have fulfilled the contract. It didn’t matter that the Mercarians had already lost the fight with Shae’s pirates. Even if there was no one around to sign off on the kill, a contract was a contract.
The Ghostmaker sat down in the shade of a jutting piece of wreckage, the remnants of some long-dead merchantman or warship sent to explore this cursed corner of Caen. Her sodden shirt came off. She rinsed it in a rainwater pool, then methodically cut it into strips and hung them to dry. She’d need clean cloth to tend Baby. She peeked under the bandage on her leg again and nodded. The bullet had passed through the meat, and seawater had washed the wound clean. She tightened the makeshift bandage, then opened the small sealed pouch at her belt. The Ghostmaker opened her kit and got down to what really mattered.
“Come here, poor Baby . . . Mama will fix you up.”
With far more tenderness than she would show any living creature, the Ghostmaker applied the specialized tools from her kit and broke the mechanikal rifle down. The rune plate first, then the clockwork capacitor, which she opened, rinsed with fresh water from another rainwater pool higher in the wreckage, and oiled. Next the arcantrik scope came off. Surprisingly, it was not full of seawater and might actually function once she cleaned, oiled, and rebuilt it. In an hour, it lay in pieces, oiled and drying in the sun. Then she examined the rifle’s bent breechblock. The pistoleer’s shot had struck it a glancing blow, denting the facing plate but not the actual block itself, thank Thamar. She removed the facing plate and painstakingly hammered it flat on a piece of scrap iron. Then she made sure all the working parts of the lever and action slid smoothly. There was a little resistance from the lever, and she suspected the trigger housing was bent, but she didn’t have the tools to fix it. She dry-fired the weapon once, just to make sure the pin action hadn’t been jammed, then broke every part of the mechanism down, cleaning and oiling every spring, pin, block, lever, and plate before laying them on clean cloth in the sun.
Finally, she ran an oiled cloth down the barrel and looked down the smooth spiraled bore. She would have oiled the stock as well, but the tiny can from her kit was almost empty, and she still needed to reassemble the scope.
“You rest now, Baby.” She patted the warm polished wood of the weapon’s stock and twisted a tiny latch in the butt plate that opened the interior compartment. “You got a little present for Mama?”
She withdrew a slim silver flask and unscrewed the cap. The scent of single-malt uiske reached her nose. She poured a measure into the wound on her leg, another into the graze on her shoulder. It stung, but that didn’t matter. What was life without pain? She took a tiny pull of the heady liquor, a taste of the home she would never return to, and capped the flask.
“Now, to the job.”
She reassembled the arcantrik scope with painstaking precision. The slightest bit of grit or misalignment of the lenses would render it useless. Each tiny brass ring, each threaded bushing and whisper-thin lens fit back in place. She tipped the scope’s clockwork capacitor on its side and dabbed the tiny bit of residual oil out of it before she replaced the protective face plate, fitted it onto the scope, and wound it up. The scope hummed to life, a faint glow emanating from its lens.
The Ghostmaker stood and picked her way to higher ground, which meant climbing the dilapidated ship’s wreckage. Once she commanded a high perch and a good view of the surroundings, she brought the arcantrik scope to her eye and sought her adversary.
The two ships had slipped their anchors and sailed in close formation, Talion in the fore and Tempest close behind, back up the tidal cut to the main pass through the Boneyard. Now, far to the north, the setting sun lit up their sails like white flags. She focused the scope on the ship that bore away her target. Finding him again wouldn’t be too hard, once a passing Mercarian merchantman picked her up. There was coal in this wreck somewhere, and with powder from a few of her bullets, she could easily light a signal fire. She had fresh water, and a passing squall would bring her more soon. As for food, she had the sea. Raw shellfish might not taste good, but it would keep her from starving.
“Yes, Phinneus Shae.” She watched the sails diminish on the horizon. “You sail away. Sail back to your safe harbor and forget me. But I won’t forget you, and Baby won’t forget you or your nasty pistoleer friend. She’ll have her way in the end, and so will I.” She lowered the arcantrik scope and allowed a thin smile of anticipation to touch her lips. “A contract is a contract, Phinneus Shae, and Baby will have her due.”





GLOSSARY
aloft: Nautical. In the upper rigging on sailing ship.
arcane turbine: A highly efficient and advanced coal-fueled generator that transforms energy produced by a steam engine into arcane energy. Arcane turbines used in warcaster armor are designed to tap into and transform a warcaster’s latent magical power into a protective field. An operational turbine also partially mitigates the weight of warcaster armor and may add to the strength of arms or legs.
arcantrik scope: A mechanikal rifle scope that enables its user to pierce most obscuring magic and to more easily spot targets that are hiding so long as they are partially visible. 
ascendant: One of eleven saint-like individuals who has followed in Morrow’s footsteps and ascended to serve his faith as beacons of enlightenment. Individual ascendants are frequently chosen as patrons by Morrowan worshipers.
astern: Nautical. Behind or at the rear of a ship.
avast: Nautical. To stop, or to stop an action.
belay: Nautical. To tie or secure with rope, or to stop, often used as a command.
Berck: The largest and wealthiest city in Ord, home port of the Ordic Royal Navy and House Mateu.
bile thrall: A Cryxian thrall capable of storing a volume of highly corrosive acid within its internal organs and subsequently spraying it forth through an attached bile cannon or purging its entire payload in a single self-destructive explosion that can hit everything in the vicinity.
bilge: Nautical. The lowest point inside a ship’s hull, which over time collects dirty water.
boom: Nautical. A long, sturdy pole that extends from a mast on the lower edge of a triangular or quadrilateral gaff sail.
bosun’s chair: Nautical. A seat composed of a plank suspended from ropes and used by those working on the exterior of a ship. 
Bottomton: An island town and smuggler’s refuge in the Meredius founded by an exiled Rhulic pirate named Joln Rockbottom, after whom it is named. While the town lacks a formal government, Rockbottom is considered its defacto mayor.
bowsprit: Nautical. A large pole or spar projecting from the front (stern) of a ship. 
brace: Nautical. On a square-rigged ship, a rope on which a yard is swung about and secured horizontally.
Buccaneer: An Ordic light warjack that is designed to remain nimble and sure-footed even while moving along heaving ship decks and is typically armed with a net and gaff hook. Entered service in 584 AR.
bulwark: Nautical. A solid wall above a ship’s upper deck used for protection.
Caen: The physical world containing the continents of Immoren, Zu, and so on. Sometimes contrasted as the material world as opposed to the spiritual world of Urcaen.
capstan: Nautical. A windlass for winding in ropes, cables, etc. A capstan can be rotated by hand or by machinery, depending on the ship.
careen: Nautical. To cause a ship to list to one side.
Carre Dova: Ordic port city located on the northern shore of the Bay of Stone and notable for its skilled shipwrights. 
Clockers Cove: A port city at the mouth of the Murkham River on on the Gulf of Cygnar reputed to be a haven of scoundrels and privateers. It is also a center of legitimate commerce and includes several notable machine shops, shipwrights, and gunwerks.
cortex: The highly arcane mechanikal device that gives a steamjack its limited intelligence. Over time cortexes can learn from experience and develop personality quirks. Cortexes are usually installed inside the central torso of a steamjack where their delicate inner workings are well protected.
courses: Nautical. The lowermost sails on a fully square-rigged ship.
coxswain: Nautical. The person who steers a ship’s boat and is in charge of both the boat and its crew.
crow’s nest: Nautical. A platform at or near the top of a mast, used as a lookout.
Cryx: An island kingdom of necromancers, undead, and pirates off the southwest coast of Immoren; also known as the Nightmare Empire. Cryx and its ruler, Toruk the Dragonfather, have no problem sacrificing their soldiers in one battle to set up a greater victory elsewhere.
Cygnar: The kingdom on the western coast south of Ord and noted for its long coastline. Cygnar is generally considered the most prosperous and technologically advanced of the Iron Kingdoms and is also the birthplace and seat of the Church of Morrow.
deadeye: Nautical. A hardwood disk with one or more holes in it through which a lanyard is passed. Deadeyes are often used to tighten shrouds and stays.
dragon: Immortal, unnatural, intelligent, and supremely powerful supernatural creatures spawned by Lord Toruk, the first and greatest of their number. Dragons are solitary and hostile to their progenitor and rarely notice the affairs of lesser beings.
Exeter: A Mercarian League trading vessel destroyed during a mutiny against Captain Fargen in 601 AR. Following Exeter’s destruction, surviving members of the crew joined the mutineer warcaster Phinneus Shae to form the pirate crew of the ship Talion.
fiddle: Nautical. A small rail around a table or stove to keep dishes and other objects from sliding off during rough weather.
Five Fingers: An Ordic port city known for its gambling, criminal gangs, and smuggling trade, also known as the “Port of Deceit.” The city occupies the mouth of the Dragon’s Tongue River in the Bay of Stone where the river is split into five channels, or fingers, by the islands.
flying jib: Nautical. One of several triangular sails set at the fore of a ship to reduce turbulence on the main sails.
fore-chains: Nautical. The chains on the front of a ship. 
forecastle: Nautical. The upper deck of a vessel forward of the foremast.
forecourse: Nautical. The lowest sail forward of the mast on a ship. 
forepeak: Nautical. The extreme forward section of the interior of a ship’s hull. 
freeboard: Nautical. The part of the side of a ship’s hull that is above the water.
Freebooter: A common variant of the Mariner warjack, the Cygnaran-built Freebooter heavy warjack features massive cargo clamps on both arms. Entered service in 594 AR.
gaff: Nautical. Either a pole with a hook used for catching large fish, or a stout pole rising aft from a mast to support the head of a quadrilateral fore-and-aft sail.
Ghrd: One of the thirteen Great Fathers, the gods of the dwarves of Rhul, Ghrd is the patron of wealth.
gobbers: A diminutive race of inquisitive, nimble, and entrepreneurial individuals that has adapted well to human cities. Most gobbers stand around three feet tall. Gobbers are known to have undeniable aptitude for mechanikal devices and alchemy.
grog: Nautical. A mixture of rum and water sometimes flavored with lemon, sugar, and spices.
gunwale: Nautical. The upper edge of a ship’s side or bulwark. 
hawsehole: Nautical. A hole in the bulwark of a ship through which a heavy line or hawser is passed.
hawser: Nautical. A heavy rope used for mooring or towing.
heave to: Nautical. Slowing a vessel’s forward movement by bringing the head to the wind and trimming the sails.
helm: Nautical. The steering apparatus of a ship, typically a wheel or tiller.
“hull-up”: Nautical. When the hull of a distant ship is visible above the horizon. 
Immoren: The continent containing the Iron Kingdoms, Ios, Rhul, the Skorne Empire, and the lands between them. Much of Immoren remains unexplored, and its inhabitants have had limited contact with other continents.
Ios: An isolationist nation east of Llael and north of the Bloodstone Marches founded long before the nations of men by survivors of a destroyed empire called Lyoss. Ios is inhabited by a long-lived elven race that has suffered a long, gradual decline and now faces an imminent cosmological catastrophe. 
´jack:
See steamjack.
´jack marshal: A person who has learned how to give precise verbal orders to a steamjack to direct it in labor or battle, sometimes called marshaling. This is a highly useful occupational skill, although it lacks the versatility or finesse afforded by the direct mental control of steamjacks exercised by a warcaster. 
Khador: The northernmost and largest of the Iron Kingdoms, encompassing large expanses of frozen wilderness. Its people are proud of their military traditions, and it has a reputation for aggressive expansionism.
Konesta: The only city of the continent of Zu known to the people of western Immoren, a port through which limited but lucrative trade takes place. 
launch:  Nautical. A large boat propelled by oars and typically used to transport people from the ship to land.
lead line: Nautical. A line used to lower a lead into the water to measure depth, known as taking soundings. 
leeward: Nautical. The side of a ship away from the wind. 
luff: Nautical. Either the forward edge of a fore-and-aft sail, or the action of steering a sailing ship closer to or directly into the wind, with sails shaking.
Mariner: Among the heaviest warjacks designed for nautical warfare, the Cygnaran-built Mariner is able to function for a short time while fully immersed. It is armed with an integrated cannon on one arm and typically wields an anchor in its hand. Entered service in 590 AR.
mechanika: The fusion of mechanical engineering and arcane science. Mechanikal weapons and tools are those employing mechanikal components to augment their basic function or add new functionality.
Mercarian League: A wealthy and politically powerful merchant consortium headquartered in the Cygnaran city of Mercir but having branches in many cities across the Iron Kingdoms and an outpost on the continent of Zu. The Mercarian League has its own well-armed fleet and mercenaries and has been involved in a longstanding trade war with House Mateu of Ord. It owns a number of subsidiary companies.
Mercir: The southernmost Cygnaran coastal city, home of the Mercarian League. 
mizzen/mizzenmast: Nautical. The third mast from forward in a vessel with three or more masts. The shortened form is also used to indicate a sail, yard, boom, or rigging belonging to the mizzenmast.
Montador, Bartolo: Commonly known as “Broadsides Bart,” Captain Montador is an independent Ordic warcaster and privateer, holding a letter of marque signed by King Baird Cathor II, and commander of one of the largest and most heavily armed ships on the seas.
Morrow: One of the Twins, brother to Thamar, and a god who was once mortal but who ascended to divinity by achieving enlightenment. Also known as the Prophet, Morrow is a benevolent god who emphasizes self-sacrifice, good works, and honorable behavior. The organized religion of Morrow is the largest and most widespread faith in the Iron Kingdoms, the majority faith in Cygnar, Khador, Llael, and Ord. The Church of Morrow has considerable wealth and influence. See also Thamar.
ogrun: A large and physically powerful race renowned for great strength, honor, and loyalty. Most ogrun are citizens of Rhul, though they can be found throughout the Iron Kingdoms and are also present in the Scharde Islands serving Cryx. 
Ord: The small and resource-poor kingdom on the western coast between Khador and Cygnar, respected for its formidable navy. Ord has defended against Khadoran incursions with varied success in several border wars since the Iron Kingdoms were founded. Ord has become a haven for mercenary companies profiting on the wars of other nations.
outhaul: Nautical. A rope used for hauling out a sail or load-bearing block on a boom or yard.
painter: Nautical. A rope used to fasten a boat to a ship, dock, etc.
poop: Nautical. An enclosed structure at the stern of a ship. 
quarterdeck: Nautical. A raised deck that runs from the mainmast back to the stern or poop.
ratlines: Nautical. Small ropes that traverse the shrouds horizontally, creating a ladder for going aloft.
Rhul: The northeastern dwarven nation bordering Khador, Llael, and Ios. Dwarves of Rhul, a tenacious and skilled race that has long traded with the nations of man, are referred to as Rhulfolk. Rhul is also home to a sizable population of ogrun who have fully integrated into Rhulic culture.
rhumb line: Nautical. A line on a sphere that cuts all meridians at the same angle. This is the path that maintains a constant compass direction.
rode: Nautical. A rope anchoring a ship.
Rover: One of the first warjacks built specifically for mercenary use, this heavy ’jack is armed with a battle axe and an immense shield with an integrated shield cannon. Entered service in 485 AR.
runeplate: A vital core component of mechanika that consists of a special metal plate inscribed with permanent arcane glyphs to grant an item specific magical effects.
rutter: Nautical. A descriptive atlas that gives sailing directions and charts showing rhumb lines as well as the locations of ports and various coastal features.
scion: The antithesis of the saintlike ascendants of Morrow, the ten scions of Thamar have similarly transcended mortality by heeding their goddess’ teachings and seeking their own distinct paths of enlightenment.
scupper: Nautical. A drain at the edge of a deck to allow water to drain into the sea or the bilges.
sea anchor: Nautical. A canvas drag thrown overboard to slow the drifting of a ship. 
sea dogs: A term sometimes adopted by or applied to the motley crews of sailors from diverse backgrounds who are often found serving aboard both pirate and privateer vessels along the Broken Coast. While not all sea dogs are pirates, they are generally thought to be.
“secure from quarters”: Nautical. An order to stand down a ship’s crew from battle stations and reset the vessel to normal operation. 
sheet: Nautical. A rope for trimming a fore-and-aft sail; also, leading from the lower corners (clews) of a square-rigged sail.
shroud: Nautical. Any of a number of taut ropes or wires converging from both sides on the head of a lower or upper mast or on the outer end of a bowsprit, to steady it against lateral sway.
slack tide: Nautical. A period when the water is free from tidal currents.
spar: Nautical. A stout pole such as those used for masts.
stay: Nautical. A strong rope or wire used for steadying masts. 
staysail: Nautical. Any sail set on a stay, usually a triangular sail between two masts, rigged fore and aft for sailing close to the point of wind.
steamjack: A steam-powered mechanikal construct designed in a variety of configurations and sizes, used for both labor and warfare throughout the Iron Kingdoms, Cryx, and Rhul. Some machines referred to as such use power sources other than steam and are so are not technically steamjacks but are still referred to as such as a matter of custom.
stern: Nautical. The rear part of a ship. 
sterncastle: Nautical. A raised deck at the stern of a ship. 
Strategic Academy: The leading military training academy in Cygnar, with campuses located in Caspia and Point Bourne. Responsible for training military officers of all branches and for overseeing warcaster apprenticeship.
taffrail: Nautical. A rail above the stern of a ship.
Talion: The pirate frigate owned and commanded by Captain Shae, Talion features forty deck guns, three towering masts, and a powerful double-paddlewheel steam engine. In the charter agreement, the original crew of the Talion entered into a promise of mutual support and a vow of vengeance against the Mercarian League.
Thamar: One of the Twins, sister to Morrow and a goddess who was once mortal but who ascended to divinity through occult study. Also known as the Dark Sister, Thamar is a widely despised god who emphasizes self-interest, self-empowerment, subversive acts, and freedom from the restraints of conventional morality. Her followers, called Thamarites, worship in secretive cults. Though no cohesive organization connects these groups, they exist in every major urban center of the Iron Kingdoms. 
transom: Nautical. The flat surface that forms the stern of a vessel, above the water line.
trollkin: A hardy and intelligent race that live both in their own communities in the wilderness and within cities of man. Distantly related to the more savage and monstrous trolls, trollkin have a distinct appearance with colorful skin, usually blue in hue, and with quills instead of hair and rock-like calcified growths on various parts of their bodies. They possess a complex and rich culture, including their own written language. Most trollkin worship the goddess Dhunia. 
uiske: A distinctive and potent liquor distilled from a fermented grain mash. Many varieties exist.
Urcaen: A mysterious cosmological realm that is the spiritual counterpart of Caen. Most of the gods reside here, and this is also where most souls spend the afterlife. Urcaen is divided between protected divine domains and the hellish wilds stalked by the Devourer Wurm. 
warcaster: An arcanist born with the ability to control steamjacks and connect to other mechanika with the power of the mind. With proper training warcasters become singular military assets and are among the greatest officers and soldiers of western Immoren, entrusted to command scores of troops and their own battlegroups of warjacks in the field. Acquiring and training warcasters is a high priority for any military force that employs warjacks.
warjack: A highly advanced and well-armed steamjack created or modified for war. Some warjacks use power sources other than steam and are not technically steamjacks but are still referred to as such as a matter of custom. 
“wear ship”: Nautical. To turn a ship away from the wind. 
yard: Nautical. The transverse spar of a sailing ship from which square-rigged sails are rigged.
yaw: Nautical. When a ship temporarily goes off course. 
Zu: A largely unexplored continent south of Immoren. Since its discovery the northernmost port city of Konesta has served as the primary point of contact for the Immorese, and from here its people have engaged in lucrative trade for a number of exotic goods that cannot be found elsewhere.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
A sailing writer, or a writing sailor (he’s still not sure which), Chris A. Jackson is living his dream. Sailing full time since 2009, he and his wife are dividing their time between cruising the Caribbean and writing fantasy. Writing nautical fantasy came naturally to him, and his Scimitar Seas novels have won multiple awards; additionally, his debut Pathfinder Tales novel, Pirate’s Honor, received high praise. His other works have earned an incredible fan following as well: the Weapon of Flesh Trilogy has become a Kindle bestseller, spurring international interest in the author’s work. Blood & Iron is his first work for Privateer Press.













































The Warcaster Chronicles: Volume Three, Blood & Iron
Copyright © 2014 Privateer Press
This book is printed under the copyright laws of the United States of America and retains all of the protections thereof. All Rights Reserved. All trademarks herein including Privateer Press®, Iron Kingdoms®, The Witchfire Trilogy, Monsternomicon, Five Fingers: Port of Deceit, Full Metal Fantasy, Immoren, WARMACHINE®, Forces of WARMACHINE, WARMACHINE High Command, Steam-Powered Miniatures Combat, Convergence of Cyriss, Convergence, Cryx, Cygnar, Khador, Protectorate of Menoth, Protectorate, Retribution of Scyrah, Retribution, warcaster, warjack, HORDES, Forces of HORDES, HORDES High Command, Monstrous Miniatures Combat, Circle Orboros, Circle, Legion of Everblight, Legion, Skorne, Trollbloods, Trollblood, warbeast, War Room, Lock & Load, Steamroller, Hardcore, Iron Gauntlet, No Quarter, Formula P3, Formula P3
Hobby Series, Bodgers, Heap, Infernal
Contraption, Infernal Contraption 2: Sabotage!, Scrappers, Grind, Skull Island eXpeditions, SIX, Dogs of War, Exiles in Arms, Iron Kingdoms Excursions,
The Warlock Sagas, The Warcaster Chronicles, and all associated logos and slogans are property of Privateer Press, Inc. This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental. No part of this publication may be stored in any retrieval system or transmitted in any form without written permission from Privateer Press. Duplicating any portion of the materials herein, unless specifically addressed within the work or by written permission from Privateer Press, is strictly prohibited. In the event that permissions are granted, such duplications shall be intended solely for personal, noncommercial use and must maintain all copyrights, trademarks, or other notices contained therein or preserve all marks associated thereof.
First electronic printing: June 27th, 2014
ISBN: 978-1-939480-69-9
Privateer Press
13434 NE 16th Street, Suite 120
Bellevue, WA 98005
privateerpress.com
skullislandx.com



Table of Contents
MAP
WELCOME TO THE IRON KINGDOMS
PART ONE
PART TWO
PART THREE
EPILOGUE
GLOSSARY


cover.jpeg
BASED ON THE AWARD-WINNING %2

i€ IUARCASTER
(CCHRORICLES

o
ndaw \_u & ’_ A .\‘
’ 7 A \

VOLUME TH REE

|
BLOOB &IRON

BY CHRIS A. JACKSON





images/00026.jpg
Available Now from

Skull Island eXpeditions

L ———
MUTAGENESIS
by Orrin Grey

The dive logend of Thagrosh Helborne
began i coldand dorkncs
Thagrosh has known nothing bt

15 WAR

bondsge and grucling labor for all his sdul
Iie. Peisoners of Khadoran avers, he and
ehe otherogrun of his villsge have spent their
Tives toling in he ightes deprhs of s i

Vet Thagrosh and his brother Vargsl have o
plan 1o cscape their miscry and flc to the
ton of Rhl. When t
sh i forced t0

nerby i for

escape alone into the wikdernes,

Pursucd by the brutl Khadoran overcer
and his band of relentless rackers, Thagrash
fices exer decper into the cold mouniains.

But he i notonly running for his life—he

fecls an frrsistble dra 10 @ owering pesk,

TAGENESIS where it kbl pove v
B N 134 A

[:3% the perfec vessel to make manifst its will

upon Caen once again.

ow sz cou





images/00025.jpg





images/00027.jpg
O e s 0





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg
O e s 0





images/00019.jpg
O e s 0





images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg
Available Now From
Skull Island eXpeditions

RITES OF PASSAGE

by Various

In the beginning. grear power s oy great
potential.

Renowned for borh marcial and arcane
il the mighty warcsses of the Tron
Kingdoms possss the unique gt of bonding
with and commanding, mighty waracks on
the field of bacie. Yet despie ther inbor
abilis, these powerful oldicr-socerers began
a5 novies, forced o hames ther clens in
igorously sructurd milary rining programs
or through the brutal ceucble of bl

Ritsof Pssge el he tales ofsix novice
warcaser,somefom the geeat milary powers
ofthelon Kingelomsand others destined or
morc independent path.






images/00024.jpg





images/00023.jpg





images/00015.jpg
Available Now From
Skull Island eXpeditions

THEWARCASTER CHRONICLES: VOLUME TWO.

"THE BUTCHER OF KHARDOV
by Dan Wells

He b oy i o, 1
prfos gy s s
S
L N
S Fiblienyed
R o
syl
P dei e
oAt i
Pk el s i
e e
ot o

another memory






images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg
O e s 0





images/00002.jpg
BASED ON THE AWARD-WINNING %2

i€ IUARCASTER
(CCHRORICLES

o
ndaw \_u & ’_ A .\‘
’ 7 A \

VOLUME TH REE

|
BLOOB &IRON

BY CHRIS A. JACKSON





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00006.jpg
Coming Soon from

Skull Island eXpeditions

MURDER IN CORVIS
by Richard Lee Byers

The Bbyrinth of unnes bench Corvs s
home o some of the iy worst ciminal,but
now cven these hardened thugs b reaon to
watch thiestcp in thedark shadowy underity
Death mvesin that carkness, lewing behind a
il of horibly mangled bodics. The ientiy
of the killr s 2 mystery,athough his calling
cards—brutally swvaged corpses and  disinct,
epulive odor—are conscans t esch boody
murderscene

As busines filirs in the wake of the
urders, theshady ovnerof blng.
el s  agrag group of mercarics and
sdsenturers o fin the killer snd e bisrign
of teror. Among these mercensrics arc the
ollin bounty hunter Gardek Stoncbrons

the cntcrprising mechanik and soldice Colic
Strling, the investigator and srcanise Eish
Garsity, and the skulking achemis and hic§
Milo Boggs. Together,these four mustvork to
overcome thir diffrencs, rack down  kille,
and end the murdr in Coris before one of
i own becomes the nes i,
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