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The cannons fired, splintering the hull of the merchant ship and bringing a smile to Captain Slate Raven’s lips. Screams and shouts ensued from the opposing crew as they raced about in panic, struggling to load and fire their own cannons. The pathetic human sailors scampered about like mice: running into each other, dropping weapons and ammunition, tripping on their own feet. 
As if this were more dignified than simply surrendering their goods.
“Prepare to board!” Slate called to his own crew.
“Aye, Captain!” came the unanimous response. Two dozen elf men and women moved to the rail of The Raven’s Revenge, brandishing pistols, rapiers, and cutlasses. Slate joined them, propping one foot up on the rail. High up on the mast, The Raven’s Revenge’s flag flapped in the wind: a black raven on a white background, its wings curving up to form a skull, a white hourglass in the centre. Slate waited another minute, watching the humans scramble.
Rookie sailors. Where had the captain disappeared to? Or was he no more experienced than the rest of them?
The Raven’s Revenge drew alongside the ship Fishtail until they were nearly even.
“Attack!” Slate ordered.
Roaring battle cries, the Revenge’s crew leapt across the gap between the ships, each elf landing clean on the other deck. Several brought ropes with them, binding the two ships next to each other. Slate followed, catching the wrist of a would-be attacker and twisting the sailor’s arm behind his back. With a sharp jerk, he snapped the man’s arm and kicked him to the ground.
Striding towards the captain’s cabin, Slate fired one pistol at a human up in the rigging and a second at a dwarf near the helm, before swapping the two guns for a second pair. The door to the captain’s cabin hung open a fraction, like the man had been in too much of a rush to shut it properly. Slate kicked it open and fired. The other captain shrieked, dropping his gun as blood poured from his hand.
“I surrender!” he cried, dropping to his knees and clutching his wound. “Please! Mercy, I made a mistake!”
Stepping forwards, Slate pressed the barrel of his gun to the human’s head. The captain whimpered, breathing heavy. 
Slate cocked his head, a smile playing on his lips. “A bit late for that, mate.”
The captain’s head flew back with a spurt of blood. 
Blowing on the barrel of his pistol, Slate stepped over the body and into the room. A quick search proved his theory that the captain had been as inexperienced as his crew: a handful of maps lacking any personal notes and markings, only one bottle hiding under an unmade bed, a dresser full of clothing too clean and new—all of it paired with a sloppy crew. The man had practically begged for a raid.
Returning to the main deck, Slate found most of the crew dead with a few survivors bound together near the mainmast. Smoke still hovered in a grey haze over the deck, the tang of gunpowder mingling with the metallic stench of blood. His own crew roamed the ship, searching every deck from stern to bow for anything valuable.
An elf woman stood to one side, black hair tied with a red bandana billowing back from her blue face, dark eyes focused on the list in her hands. Her long leather coat fluttered gently in the light wind, one boot crossed over the other.
“Cal.” Slate joined her as she jotted down another pirate’s findings. “What’s the report so far?”
“Cottons and linens on their way to Brundin mostly,” she replied without looking up. “They clearly weren’t trusted with too much.”
“Good for someone,” Slate said, one hand moving to trace the scar that trailed from just below his left ear to his chin.
She finally spared him a glance. “The captain have anything?”
“Nothing but the signs of a man who doesn’t know what he’s doing.”
She nodded, rubbing the inside of her elbow.
“Captain!”
An elf man climbed up from the lower levels of the ship, a wide grin on his face as he held up a small leather pouch. “Look what Galley found!”
Cal rolled her eyes. “Gareth, I hate to tell you, but you can buy a bag at any mercantile.”
Gareth’s smile only brightened. “That may be true,” he said. “But I highly doubt you’ll find anything like these in them.”
He lifted the flap and tilted the bag towards Slate and Cal. A dozen rough gems glittered up at them, a handful of blue stones sprinkled in amidst the sea of red inside. 
Slate gave a low whistle, nodding. “Well, thank Kaj and Dhara,” he murmured.
“So this wasn’t as much of a waste as I thought,” Cal said, already adding the gems to her list.
“Where’d Galley find them?” Slate asked.
Gareth closed the pouch and handed it to Cal. “In the crew’s quarters, under a pillow.”
“Might as well have handed it to us on a silver platter.” Returning Gareth’s smile, Slate strode past him to the ship’s rail.
“Wait!” one of the bound sailors called. “What are you going to do with us?”
“Leave you to go down with your ship, of course,” Slate replied. 
“But we surrendered!” another sailor shouted. “You have to let us live!”
“Is that so?” Slate looked back over his shoulder at the humans. A sneer tugged at one corner of his mouth. “Don’t you know the saying, mate? ‘A dead man tells a single tale. A drowned man tells none.’ It’s a poor sailor that expects to survive the hands of a pirate.” Reaching into his coat pocket, he tossed a couple of coins at them.
“What’s that for?” one of them asked.
“They say Khalida favours those who send her a gift,” Slate replied. “And I’ve heard she likes gold as much as the rest of us.”
With the cries of the sailors ringing in his ears, he leapt back across to The Raven’s Revenge, where more than half of his crew had already gathered again. “Loose us,” he said. “Then light them up.”
The last of the crew jumped back with the ropes. One lingered just long enough to light the trail of gunpowder leading down into the barrels of leftover ammunition. He leapt over to the Revenge as the spark disappeared below the Fishtail’s deck. The Revenge sailed on, and Slate stood at the rail, waiting.
The Fishtail exploded, sending slivers of wood flying in every direction. A surge of heat followed. Slate ducked behind the rail, watching the flames devour the other vessel. The sailors’ screams reached his ears but soon faded as the fire consumed board, sail, rope, and flesh. Thick, dark smoke rose into the air like a pillar, a warning sign to any other merchants nearby that pirates were about.
Standing again, Slate turned back to his own crew. “Killian,” he called. “Any losses on our part?”
“Nothing, Captain,” replied a broad but lean elf, throwing a quick salute. He brushed the hair off his shoulders, smoothing back loose curls. “Should I give the order to return to Harbourgh?”
Slate nodded, squinting up at the sun. “Aye. I want to be back before the next storm.”
Throwing another salute, Killian turned to shout orders to the crew. The ship sprang alive again. Crossing the deck, Slate climbed up to the forecastle deck to stand at the prow. The wind toyed with the strands of his dark hair that had fallen loose from the ponytail he kept it back in. Two seagulls glided above, farther from land than normal, their cries filling the hazy air.
Cal’s boots thudded on the steps as she joined him. “The food has been added to our stock. It’ll be plenty enough to get us back, we could even afford a detour.”
“Good,” he replied. She rubbed the inside of her elbow again, and his brow lifted. “The rashes bothering you again?”
“Starting to,” she replied. “I’m just about out of that ointment from Joya, so I’m trying to make it stretch.”
“I was planning on dropping by their place while we were in harbour, anyway,” Slate said. “I’ll make sure to pick some up again.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Nearly a week passed before the port city of Harbourgh came into sight. The sky clouded as The Raven’s Revenge drew closer. By the time they sailed into the bay, clouds bathed the whole world in a grey light, the wind blowing hard enough to make a couple of small ships rock.
Half a dozen other vessels sat anchored at the docks, pirates taking a break to sell their plunder and let the storm pass. A couple were unfamiliar—either new captains starting off their career after the recent load of wealth from the Baradoor mines, or pirates who had been around for a while without enough success to gain any kind of name for themselves.
The last four, Slate knew well: the dwarf Captain Agate and his ship, Kaj’s Pocket, named after the god of mines; the human Captain Veffbe, known for his violent attacks, and his ship, Battleground; Captain Larimar and his all-dwarf crew on board the Sons of Dhara; and lastly, Howler—Captain Ballard’s ship.
One thing Slate had learned during his two years of piracy was how much the dwarves, more than anyone else, still clung to the idea of the gods.
He viewed the other vessels, one corner of his lips quirking upwards. Each of those four captains carried a heavy reward on their heads, growing bit by bit over a number of years filled with raids. Slate had only been captain of his own ship for a year, and already the price on his reward posters matched theirs—courtesy of the new Lyndshire judge, Lady Darlette.
Shouts filled the air as the anchor dropped and the crew let down the gangplank. They unloaded the loot stolen over the last three weeks at sea, some of it transferred immediately to buyers who waited on the docks. The rest was piled into wagons set to travel to the auction that would take place the next day in the city centre.
“Galley!” Slate called to a large, older elf man overseeing the cargo’s organising. “Make sure we get good prices at the auction, will you? I’m paying a visit to Captain Wolverine.”
“Aye, Captain,” Galleron replied, touching two fingers to his forehead in a salute.
Despite the threatening storm, Harbourgh was still alive with salesmen and yelling women bartering prices, advertising their wares, and calling for attention. Children ran through the streets, squealing and giggling while their dogs barked at their heels. The sweet aromas of cheap perfumes mingled with the mouth-watering scents of fresh baking, both nearly overpowered by sweat, waste, and alcohol.
A human girl shook out a pillowcase from the window of a rundown hotel. Dwarf blacksmiths hammered away in their stuffy shops, their bat-like wings flapping gently to cool themselves. A pair of elf men argued about what colours went best with their differing shades of blue skin while a little elf boy played marbles with a couple of human kids.
Slate pushed his way through the packed cobblestone streets, the handful of people who noticed him first jumping out of his path. He dodged piles of horse droppings, ducked lines of laundry or fresh, dripping meat—threw a wink at an elf woman who caught his eye, smirked at a glare from a dwarf man.
Out of all the pirate-friendly ports Slate had visited, Harbourgh had always been his favourite. It was the most carefree, the most comfortable, and the most welcoming despite its rough appearance. It was the most familiar, most similar to the town he’d grown up in.
And, most importantly, it was one of the few where an elf could feel they belonged just as much as any human or dwarf.
A shop too refined for its surroundings, with a blue front and dresses occupying the windows, rose before him. Dusting off his wine-purple coat, Slate entered, remembering just in time to wipe his boots on the mat outside. He shut the door behind him, blocking out the sounds and smells of the streets and allowing the light lavender to fill his senses instead.
Simple but delicate decor lent the room an elegant atmosphere. Dresses of all colours and classes hung in neat rows over a patterned carpet, and a couple of stands holding vases of purple flowers on lace doilies enhanced the sophisticated appearance. On the far end stood a polished wooden desk, the chair empty behind it.
“Anyone home?” Slate called.
A head of wild, dark hair appeared behind the desk. Pointed ears poked out from each side, and wide brown eyes peered from beneath. “Captain Raven!” the elf boy exclaimed, jumping to sit straight on the chair. He cleared his throat, adjusting his collar.
“Afternoon, Harry. Your aunt know you’re hiding away down there?” Slate asked with a teasing smile.
Harry hesitated, gnawing on a fingernail. “She knows I’m at the desk…”
Ruffling the boy’s hair, Slate gave his shoulder a playful swat. “Well, go tell her I’m in, will you?”
“Right!” Sliding off the chair, Harry darted behind the wall of lace that separated the shop from the inside parlour. He was only gone for a minute before reappearing, pointing behind him. “She says to come in, but not if you forgot to wipe your boots again.”
Slate snorted. “I never forget.”
“Now, that’s the worst lie I’ve heard from you yet, Captain Raven,” came a woman’s voice from behind the curtain.
Slate laughed as he passed through into the interior parlour. “What’s the best lie, then?”
Lace curtains cascaded around a large window allowing plenty of light into the room. Gold-framed paintings hung on cream-coloured wallpaper, and several dainty figurines adorned a spotless mantelpiece. A polished table sat in the middle with a small velvet couch to one side and a large violet chair on the other.
Lady Adelina Rat sat on the chair, needlework in her busy hands. Grey streaks showed proudly in her dark hair pinned up without a piece out of place. Though wrinkles lined her mouth and the corners of her sharp eyes, they did nothing to detract from her beauty, if anything only adding to it. Even the stripes below her jaw appeared silvery. 
She glanced up at Slate through spectacles perched on her tall nose, one brow arched. “I would have to think about that one,” she said, her voice tinged with age but still strong. “What brings you here, Captain?”
“Just stopping in for a quick hello,” Slate replied, bending to place a kiss on her cheek. “I’ve been on the sea for weeks, it’s been too long since I saw you.”
“I wonder.” She sniffed, refocusing her eyes on her work. “Are you sure you’re not trying to flatter me so I’ll fix your coat that you’ve torn again?”
“No, ma’am,” he said, looking over his coat with a smile. “You made this one so well that I couldn’t tear it if I wanted to.”
She scoffed. “Oh, please. You can destroy anything you put your mind to, Slate Raven.”
He shrugged, pride tugging at his smile. “I won’t disagree with that.”
Adelina pulled a long stitch through the crimson fabric. “How’s your sister?”
“Better than ever,” he replied.
“And you haven’t heard anything yet about the other?”
His smile faltered. “No. But I’ll be going to see Captain Wolverine right away.”
She nodded. “Well, I hope you find her soon.”
“Thank you.” Glancing at the large clock on one side of the room, Slate touched two fingers to his brow. “I’d better be going. See you next time.”
She nodded again, and he exited the room. Harry jumped to attention as Slate reappeared, throwing a sloppy salute. “Leaving already, Captain?”
“Aye, I’ve got places to be,” Slate replied. He paused, looking the boy over. “You know, I think you’ve grown since I last saw you. How old are you now?”
Harry stood straighter, puffing out his narrow chest. “I’ll be ten next month!”
Slate smiled, ruffling the boy’s hair again. “See you later, little mate.”
Killian and Gareth waited for him at a stable with three horses saddled and ready, and soon they were riding away from the city towards the large property just beyond. Green, untended lawns stretched out in every direction, a single road leading up to the doorway of a tall, squared mansion. A dozen windows stared at them from the front walls alone, rimmed by vines that climbed all the way to the top floor. Hedges grown wild from neglect closed off the front yard from the rest of the land.
Rain began to drizzle as the three rode their horses right up to the doors, filling the air with a fresh, earthy scent. Leaping down, Slate gave his steed a pat before trotting up to the white front door. Gareth and Killian followed as Slate banged the golden, lion-faced knocker. A moment passed before the door opened, revealing a round human adorned in a pressed green coat on the other side. His orange moustache twitched.
“Captain Raven,” the man said, his bushy brows furrowing. “And companions. Come in. I shall tell the captain you’re here.”
“Good.” Slate stepped into a large white entry, and Gareth closed the door as he and Killian entered. The butler’s shoes clicked on the hard floor as he disappeared through a doorway, leaving the three alone in the open space. Golden panelling decorated the white walls, a handful of detailed paintings hanging between doorways. A chandelier glittered above them even in the grey light. Vases—some empty, some filled with flowers—sat on carved stools around the entry. A faint, flowery perfume drifted through the room.
Slate tapped his fingers against his leg, fiddling with the handle of the pistol tucked into his belt. His gaze wandered around the room, still amazed despite how often he’d seen it. It had to have been built for one of the Council members years ago, then either abandoned, sold, or stolen. How Captain Wolverine had managed to end up its owner, Slate still didn’t know.
“Slate Raven!” bellowed a loud voice from the doorway the butler had disappeared through. “The sea has spit you back on land at last!”
An elf man just taller than Slate strode through the doorway, his unusually bright-red hair as wild as ever. He smiled wide, twisting the burned half of his face in a way that would frighten anyone seeing it for the first time. Tattoos marked the left side of his neck, meeting the burns in the middle. 
Slate grinned, accepting the fierce embrace before purposely reaching to shake Wolverine’s golden hook instead of his hand. “How have you been, mate?” he asked.
Captain Wolverine laughed, slapping Slate on the back. “Oh, I’m just ‘mate’ now, am I? Think I don’t deserve your respect just because you have a ship of your own?” He nodded to the others behind Slate. “Killian, Gareth. How have you been, lads?”
“As happy as can be, Cap’n, as long as the wind’s blowing and loot’s coming in,” Gareth replied with a bright smile.
“You see?” Captain Wolverine said. “I’m still ‘Cap’n’ to them. What’s gotten into your head, eh, Raven?”
“Nothing,” Slate replied. “’Cause I’d say we’re equals now that I’m well on my way to taking your place as the greatest elf captain.” He threw a glance over Wolverine’s shoulder. “Ain’t I right, Joya?”
The thick elf woman rolled her eyes with a smile, tying her hair back into a bun at the base of her neck. “I say you two can fight it out, but outside. I don’t need you breaking something in here.”
Dodging around Captain Wolverine, Slate gave her a hug. “Missed you too, Joy.”
She returned the gesture, but quickly swatted him away. “How’s Cal’s ointment supply? I imagine it’s beginning to run out.”
Slate nodded. “She mentioned she needed more before we put into port.”
“I’ll go get some,” Joya said, crossing the room to a different doorway.
“Come on, then,” Captain Wolverine said, leading Slate and his companions back through the door they’d come from and into a large parlour lit by a pair of wide windows. “Raids have been good, I take it?”
“Aye, better than we’ve had in a while,” Slate said, perching on the edge of a deep-red sofa set in front of the oversized fireplace. Gareth sat on the other side while Killian opted to stand beside the seat. “The Tuffs recently hit a prize spot in the mines, so there’s plenty of pickings with how many pirates keep getting themselves caught. Or getting old and retiring, like you.” Slate gave a wink.
Captain Wolverine scoffed and sat on a chair across from him. “If I went back to pirating, I would easily claim a bigger win than you.”
“I’ll let you believe that,” Slate joked.
The captain’s eye twitched—then he laughed. “Anyhow, I’m sure this isn’t just a social visit. You want to know about your sister?”
“Has there been any news?” Slate asked.
Captain Wolverine leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. He gazed at his hook, reflecting the grey light off of it. “There has, actually.”
Slate sat up straighter and leaned forwards. “There’s been word of Tinta?” He shared a hopeful glance with Gareth.
Smiling, Captain Wolverine dropped his arm to look at Slate. “Aye, lad. You’ve heard of Mr. Elliot Darlette, I assume?”
“Aye,” Slate replied. “Nearly half the ships coming from the mines are his.”
Captain Wolverine nodded. “One of my men paid a visit to Lyndshire, the city nearest to where Darlette lives. Just the other day, he spotted a young elf maid purchasing goods for the merchant’s kitchens. She matched your description, so he asked her name—Tinta Raven.”
Slate jerked to his feet. “Near Lyndshire, you said?”
Standing as well, Captain Wolverine smiled. “Good luck, Captain Raven.”
“Thank you, Captain Wolverine.” Slate grasped his hand, gripping it tight. “For everything. I owe you my own and my sisters’ lives.”
Captain Wolverine chuckled. “Get out of here, lad.”
Barely remembering to retrieve the ointment for Cal from Joya, Slate raced out of the mansion and leapt onto the horse at the front gate. The rain poured down now, pounding against the dirt roads and churning them into mud. Thunder rumbled nearby, accompanied by a flash.
“Where’s Killian?” he asked as Gareth mounted his own horse.
“He told me to go ahead,” Gareth replied. “Said he wanted to ask the cap’n something.”
Slate nodded. Digging his ankles into the horse’s sides, he and Gareth galloped all the way back to Harbourgh.






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

The drizzle began as the last of the cargo from  The Raven’s Revenge was carted away to a warehouse, where it would stay until the next auction. Cal marked in her notebook what had already sold and what had yet to find an owner, then locked the book in one of Slate’s dresser drawers before leaving the ship. The three youngest crewmembers, Jig Fox, Dervin Otter, and Aria Mole, hung out on deck, apparently unbothered by the rain.
“You guys take cover if the storm gets too harsh, you hear?” Cal called to them. “I won’t have you sick for the next voyage.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Dervin called, but Aria waved Cal’s comment away.
“I’ll be sick if’n I wanna be sick,” she said.
“Brat,” Cal said.
“Hag,” Aria retorted.
Cal jabbed a finger towards the younger girl. “Watch your tongue or I’ll have you strung up to the mast!”
Aria scrunched her face, ready to respond, but Jig smacked her knee. Huffing a sigh, Aria rolled her eyes and kept her mouth shut. Cal gave Jig a quick nod and headed down the gangplank to the dock.
Why Slate put such inexperienced kids on guard duty, she would never know. Jig, she could understand; he’d proven himself to be loyal, trustworthy, and hardworking. But Aria? The only logical answer Cal could think of was that Aria’s contempt for any authority was rivalled solely by her loyalty to Slate and the Revenge. Aria would eat someone alive if they tried to harm the ship.
Tugging her jacket tighter around her, Cal made her way through the dirty streets as the rain intensified. Men and women of all races dashed for shelter or closed up their shops and stalls while mothers gathered their children indoors. A few pirates wandered the abandoned stalls, looking for anything left behind, but Cal ignored them. Winding through the town, she arrived at a large pub, the old sign welcoming humans, dwarves, and elves alike.
The warmth nearly overwhelmed her as she stepped inside. The stench of alcohol mingled with sweat and other body fluids Cal didn’t want to think about. Orange firelight saturated the main room, lighting the two dozen tables crowded into it. Only half of them were filled, but a handful of the occupants already swayed with drunkenness. Crossing the room, Cal rapped her knuckles on the rough countertop.
A middle-aged human woman with a low-cut neckline strutted over, throwing a towel over her shoulder. “Cal,” she said with a nod.
“Abbie.”
“The usual?”
Cal nodded, taking a seat on one of the stools. Her gaze wandered over the room to the windows, where darkness already glared against the glass. Thunder rumbled, rattling the building. A smile touched Cal’s lips. Storms were a danger on the seas, but once safe on land, she welcomed them wholeheartedly.
She caught a greasy human watching her, and he gave a grin that revealed a missing tooth. Her eyes narrowing, Cal turned back to Abbie as she slid a mug of steaming black coffee across the counter. Cal slid a bronze coin back, which the bartender pocketed. As much as Cal hated this pub, it was one of the few that served more than alcohol.
Not that any other customer seemed to notice.
The doors swung open and two elves entered, shaking rain from their coats and large hats. Cal swept her gaze over them, noting the weapons they each carried. Aside from a pair of pistols each, the woman kept two long daggers in her belt, and the man wore a rapier, with either a small pistol or a knife in his boot. Cal returned her attention to her drink, but a flash of red hair caught her eye.
Both elves had already turned their backs to her, making their way to a corner table. Long, bright-red hair spilled down the woman’s back all the way to her waist, and Cal had to remind herself not to stare. She had only ever seen three elves with hair lighter than dark brown: Captain Wolverine, one of the Revenge’s crew, and a friend she hadn’t seen since before becoming a pirate. A friend who had disappeared, running away to the sea herself.
But the brim of the woman’s hat obscured her face as she sat, and Cal looked away. It didn’t matter; it probably wasn’t her, anyway.
Sipping her coffee, Cal noticed the greasy man from before stand and swagger towards the counter. A gun stuck out of his belt, half hidden under a shirt only partially tucked in. His left boot bulged with a large dagger that had to be uncomfortable to walk around with. His arms had some bulk to them, but his dirty sleeves hid whether it was muscle at all or just fat.
He leaned against the counter, grinning at the bartender. Dark-blond hair hung down in matted pieces to his shoulders, scraggly stubble covering his face in unbalanced patches. Yet he posed like he thought himself charming. “Don’t suppose you’d allow me another drink on the house, Abbie?” he asked, his words only slightly slurred.
“And what makes you think you deserve that, eh?” the bartender replied, wiping out a mug.
“I might not deserve it yet,” the drunk replied. “But I can give you something if you want.” He winked, an overdramatic action that nearly tipped him over.
“You’re disgusting, Shob,” she replied, whipping her cloth at him. “Get out of here or I’ll throw you out myself.”
Shob jerked back but kept his sloppy smile, turning it on Cal. His eyes lit up, and Cal resisted the urge to gag. This man was a prime example of the kind of person she hated most: lusting after every woman he saw, but too lazy to even wash himself. Constantly drinking, but only because he had nothing against begging for free refills. He was vile, and a type of man she had encountered far too often.
But, if she was going to have to deal with another one, she might as well get some fun out of it.
“Afternoon, miss,” he drawled, staggering towards her. “Enjoying your drink?”
“No,” she replied, taking another sip.
His smile faltered, and she barely kept hers hidden. But his quickly reappeared as he slid closer. “Then what say you set it aside and buy us both something more pleasant?”
“Why?”
He paused, his brow furrowing. “Well—because—you just said you aren’t enjoying your drink.”
“So I did.” She swirled the liquid in her mug and downed the rest in one gulp. “What’s your point?”
He stuttered, scratching his jaw as he continued to move closer. “I assumed you would want something you enjoy.”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t assume things about strangers,” Cal said. She set down her mug, eyes dropping to his hand as it reached for her. “Like assuming I’ll let your grubby paws touch me.”
Shob frowned. “What—”
Catching his hand, Cal jerked to her feet and twisted it behind his back, kicking out his legs and forcing him to his knees. He cried out as she wrenched his arm up, her other hand snatching the gun from his belt and pressing the barrel against his head.
“Now, this,” she said, bending to murmur into his ear, “is something I enjoy. And I would also enjoy blasting your brains out onto this floor.” She cocked the weapon. “Should I? Since you’re all about having a good time?”
Shob whimpered, trembling. “Let me go, please.”
The other customers shifted to watch the scene, and Cal tugged Shob’s arm farther up his back.
“Maybe I shouldn’t,” she said. “After all, I wouldn’t want to make anyone clean up yet another one of your messes.” She glanced at the door. “Let’s take it outside, the rain will clear it up well enough—”
“No, please!” Shob begged, tears streaming down his face as he struggled against her grip. “Please! Spare me! I’ll do anything you ask!”
Cal allowed a grim smile to touch her lips. “Very well, then. First, apologise.”
“A—apologise?”
She pressed the barrel deeper into his temple. “Should I fire?”
“All right!” he shouted. “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have assumed anything! Forgive me, please!”
“Good,” she said. “Now to Abbie.”
Straightening, she forced him up to his feet, easily as tall as him, still holding the gun to his head. The bartender watched in amusement, her head tilted up.
“Apologise for being such a pathetic piece of Tirich’s waste,” Cal said, “beg for her forgiveness, and if she gives it I’ll spare you. If not, I take you outside and blast your brains out. Deal?”
Nearly sobbing, Shob clenched his free hand. “I—I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m sorry for being such a freeloader and a…a pathetic piece of Tirich’s waste. Please…please forgive me. And spare me. I’ll never bother you again. I’ll only come here to pay for drinks, I’ll never try to get a free one again. Please.”
Cal met Abbie’s eyes, lifting a brow. 
With a smirk, the bartender addressed Shob. “I’ll tell her to let you live on one condition.”
“Anything.” Shob’s throat bobbed.
“You work for me, do whatever I say, and if I ever hear you complain, I’ll kill you myself. Got it?”
His head bouncing, Shob replied, “Got it. I understand. I’ll obey, and I’ll cut out my own tongue before I complain.” He turned his head to try to look at Cal. “Is that good?”
At a satisfied nod from Abbie, Cal released him, letting him slump against the counter. “Fine.” She tossed his gun onto the counter beside him. “Have your pistol back.”
The instant he reached for it, Cal whipped out her own pistol and fired at it. Shob screamed, pulling away a bloody hand. He twisted his head as if to yell at her, but he was met with her smoking barrel in his face.
“No complaints, remember,” she said.
He gulped, the anger dissipating from his expression. “I remember,” he whispered.
Blowing on the edge of her pistol, Cal tucked it back into her belt and strode towards the door. Rain came down in torrents, already creating deep puddles in the road and obscuring her vision of more than a few yards down the street. Sighing, Cal buttoned up her coat and stepped out of the doorway into the minimal shelter the roof gave.
Just a few minutes, then she would be warming herself before a fire in the inn she always chose when they stopped in Harbourgh. Just a couple of blocks of pouring rain. She would still be soaked by the time she got there.
The door opened behind her. Cal turned, finding the barrel of a pistol in her face. She froze, gaze moving to the red-haired elf woman holding it.
“Looks like I was right, after all,” the woman said, smiling. She lifted her head, revealing a narrow, green-eyed face beneath her hat’s wide brim. “We meet again. At the sea.”
Cal’s jaw dropped. “Ven.”
The gun lowered, and a grin replaced the woman’s sly smile. “Calha Raven,” she replied. “Long time, no see.”
Memories flooded Cal’s mind of years spent working in the filthy tavern Slimy Snail under a cruel human master. Memories of beatings and whippings that incited sleepless nights spent in pain, of drunk men touching her or shouting curses at her for being an elf—all of it unbearable. Unbearable but for the presence of the red-haired elf girl Venetia Monkey, whom everyone called crazy for constantly talking to herself. Who had been the only comfort through Cal’s time as a slave. Who had disappeared. Who now stood in front of Cal as happy as could be.
With a laugh of disbelief, Cal pulled her old friend into a hug. “What are you doing here? What happened? Where did you go? What—”
Ven laughed, pulling out of the hug. “Slow down, Cal, you sound like me!” Tucking her gun away, she adjusted her navy-blue coat. “I told you I was going to the sea. So I did, and I found my new home aboard a pirate ship. That’s where I’ve been since.”
“I can’t believe this,” Cal said, looking Ven over and noting how new and clean her coat, waistcoat, boots, and blouse all looked. “You look like you’ve done well.”
“And you too,” Ven replied. “What you just did back there? I can only imagine how satisfying that must have felt! So what happened to you? How did you get away from Hugh, where have you been since?”
Cal shrugged. “Have you heard of Captain Raven?”
Ven tilted her head. “Yeah, I’m sure I have. Wait—” Her mouth fell open. “You?”
“No.” Cal smiled, shaking her head. “My brother. Slate. He found me at Hugh’s a little after you left, so I joined his budding pirate crew.”
“You found your family, then?” Ven asked.
Cal’s smile faded. “Just Slate. We haven’t found Tinta yet.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Ven placed a hand on her arm. Cal’s brow lifted at the gesture; Ven had never been the one to initiate contact before. “You’ll find her soon. Oh!” Her eyes lit up. “But since we’re here, I want to introduce you to my captain! Unless you have somewhere you need to be.”
“Nothing pressing,” Cal replied.
“Good!” Ven grinned. “Then I’ll be right back.”
She disappeared back into the pub, returning a moment later with the elf man she’d entered with. “Calha Raven,” she said, “meet Captain Azure Vaquita!”
It came as no surprise to Cal that Ven would join the crew of a man who looked nothing like any other pirate she had encountered. A rich red coat draped gracefully around him, nearly reaching the tops of his black boots. Black hair hung loose around his shoulders but for the few small braids, into which he’d woven colourful beads. But what drew Cal’s attention the most was his eye as orange as the dying embers of a fire, contrasting harshly with his other green eye and blue skin.
He gave a pleasant smile, one side of his mouth reaching slightly higher. “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Raven,” he said. “Ven has spoken often of you.”
Cal smirked. “I’m sure she has. Another elf captain, huh? I’m a little disappointed, I thought Slate was the only one after Captain Wolverine retired.”
“I prefer to not make a point of boasting my own accomplishments,” Captain Vaquita said.
“You seem to be making a good living for someone no one talks about,” Cal said.
Ven grinned proudly. “I’m in charge of picking the targets. I haven’t let us down yet.”
“She has made herself a very valuable asset to my crew,” the captain said.
Hiding the burst of pride at the praise for her friend, Cal nodded and looked him over again. “You talk pretty well for a pirate. Where are you from?”
One corner of his smile lifted a fraction more. “I’m afraid that’s something I like to keep closer to home.”
“Fair enough.” Cal gestured with her chin to Ven. “Well, that’s my only friend you’ve got on your crew. If something happens to her, don’t think I won’t come after you.”
Ven laughed, but Captain Vaquita nodded. “Understood, Miss Raven.”
“Oh!” Ven gasped. “There’s something I need to tell you—”
Footsteps splashing on the road behind interrupted her. Cal turned as Gareth appeared in the heavy rain, holding a coat over his head. Spotting her, he changed direction and jogged over.
“Cal, you need to come quick.” He glanced at the captain and Ven. “Evening,” he said with a nod before turning back to Cal. “We talked with Captain Wolverine. He said they’ve found Tinta.”
Cal’s breath caught. A surge of relief threatened to overtake her at those words—words she had spent more than a year waiting to hear, more than a year afraid she never would.
They had found Tinta. At last.
Ven’s face glowed with the same excitement that mingled with Cal’s relief. “We can catch up another time,” she said. “Go get your sister.”
Nodding, Cal smiled as she forced back tears that fought to rise. “Thank you. I’ll find you again soon.” She turned back to Gareth. “Where is she?”
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Slate waited at a table in the Busted Barnacle, a greasy pub he visited every time he stopped in Harbourgh. Voices carried across the room lit by dozens of lanterns. The occasional flash of lightning cut through the ragged curtains, followed by low rumbles of thunder. Slate’s gaze rested on the door, watching every customer enter or leave. He had only just sent Gareth out to gather Cal and a few other crew members, but his foot tapped the air impatiently from where it crossed over his leg as he leaned back in his chair. 
Killian hadn’t returned from Captain Wolverine’s yet, either. He often stayed longer at the captain’s home when they visited, but Slate couldn’t help wishing that this time had been an exception.
Slate touched a finger absently to the tiny hook tattoo on his left wrist. Even after two years, it was still hard to believe the good fortune that had brought him and Killian to the same ship. It had been a one-in-one-thousand chance that the pirate captain who had rescued Slate from slavery was the same one who had taken in Killian, Slate’s childhood best friend—almost impossible odds. But somehow, despite the fact they had been split apart for five years, they had ended up on the same pirate ship. They had both found a way to the sea, somewhere neither of them had even dreamed about back in their hometown of Drinia.
It was almost enough to make Slate believe in something like the will of the gods.
Taking a swig from his mug, Slate looked up as the doors opened. A thick, rough-edged human man strode into the building, backed by a handful of crewmen. A jagged scar marred his brown, weathered skin, trailing down his jaw and neck until it disappeared beneath his stained shirt. The man’s small eyes scanned the room like he owned it, as if he didn’t look like a wet rat after being in the rain.
The pirate met Slate’s eyes, and a sneer tugged at his lips hidden under an unkempt moustache. Handing an old tricorn hat to one of his men, the pirate shoved his way through the room to stand in front of Slate. “Bring back anything good this time, Raven?” he jeered. “Or just more feathers and seaweed?”
His men chuckled. Slate smirked, taking another swig without lifting his head to look at the other captain. 
“Any feathers I bring back would still be worth more than the rot and barnacles you always end up with, Ballard,” he said.
Ballard forced a laugh. “Well, we’ll just have to see whose goods sell better this auction.”
“I bet it’ll go the same as always,” Slate replied. “But I’ll wait for you to let me know. I’ve got some more important business to take care of, so I’ll have to miss this one.”
“More important business?” Ballard scoffed. “Like what?”
“I can’t tell you,” Slate said as the pub doors opened again. “It’s too important.”
“Sure it is,” Ballard sneered, his body a little too tense for the nonchalant attitude he was trying to keep. “As if an elf like you could have something important to do.”
“Anything I do is more important than you.” Slate winked, setting his cup down and folding both hands behind his head. “I heard you had a rough few days at sea, though. What was it, Ballard? Did one of your men forget their good luck charm? Did you not toss some sand over the ship before you set out? Or did you forget to offer a sacrifice to the sea god?”
Ballard’s sneer vanished and posture stiffened. His face twisting, he grabbed Slate’s collar, but failed to pull him from his chair. “You watch your words, Raven,” he spat. “Or I’ll give you a scar to mirror that ugly patch on your jaw.”
Slate smiled up at the man’s sun-tanned face. “I do watch my words.” He gripped Ballard’s wrist, standing and forcing him back a few steps. “I make sure every word I say makes you feel weak and pathetic. I watch my words so they help you remember just how worthless, powerless, and insignificant you are.”
With a shout, Ballard swung his free hand. Slate caught it, kicked Ballard’s legs out from underneath him, and shoved him to the floor. Ballard’s men reached for their guns, but Cal’s voice sliced the air first.
“Move and I’ll blast all your empty heads into pieces.”
She stood behind Ballard’s first mate, Ainsley, with Gareth, Killian, and a couple of other crew members backing her. Despite the rain dripping off their hair and weathered clothes, each had a pistol or two already raised and aimed at Ballard’s men. The pub customers looked on with intrigue, waiting to see how far the fight would escalate.
Slate aimed his own pistol at Ballard’s head, still smiling. “Now, get out while I’m feeling friendly.”
Scrambling to his feet, Ballard glared at Slate, his eyes on fire. “You’ll pay for this, Raven,” he hissed. “Someday, I will make you pay for this!”
“I can’t wait,” Slate called after him, firing a shot at his feet. Shouting, Ballard and his men shoved their way out of the building and into the storm outside.
“That’s the second time in less than an hour I’ve threatened to shoot a man in the head,” Cal said, pulling a chair up to Slate’s table.
Slate gave a laugh as the customers went back to their own business and his men gathered around. “Sounds like you’ve had a good day.” Tucking his gun away, he sat again, waving for a refill.
Once Cal and the four elf men were seated around the table with their own drinks, Slate leaned forwards, resting his elbows on the wood. “I’m assuming you’ve all heard by now the news from Captain Wolverine.”
Cal nodded, and Slate noticed one of her hands trembling before she clenched it. “He’s found Tinta.”
“Aye,” Slate said, his excitement threatening to shake his voice. His hand moved to trace his scar. “One of Captain Wolverine’s men found her in Lyndshire. She’s been working for Mr. Elliot Darlette.”
“Darlette?” Cal frowned. “That big merchant?”
Slate nodded. “I’ve heard he has a fair supply of slaves and servants. I’ve also heard that most of them are humans and dwarves because he can’t stand the sight of elves, even if they’re serving him.”
One of the other crewmen, Ranulf Boar, sneered. “Bloody lumpsucker.” He picked at something in his crooked teeth, a scarred eye squinting out from behind wild dark-red hair.
“What’s your plan, then?” Cal asked. “Lyndshire is inland. The nearest port is Brundin, and it’s famous for being well guarded.”
“And ain’t Darlette’s daughter that Lady Darlette?” asked the last man, Edwin Vulture. “The new judger who seems like she’s made it her life goal to end all pirates herself?”
“She is,” Slate replied. “So think of how fun it will be to raid her home and get away with it.”
Edwin grinned slowly, scratching at a patch of greying hair. “Aye, it’ll be a tale to tell.”
“You want to raid the house?” Killian asked. “The house of one of the richest men in the country, who will have the best locks and gates and guards everywhere?”
Slate shrugged. “Well, not an actual full-blown raid, no. It would be better to sneak in and out. We’re only really there for Tinta—though, I can’t stop anyone if they want to swipe something,” he added with a smirk. “But we’re getting in, whatever it takes. We know where Tinta is now. Nothing is stopping me from getting her out of there.”
Gareth raised his mug with a smile. “I’ll drink to that.”
Cal lifted her cup of coffee. “Not even death herself will stop me from finding her again.”
Killian, Edwin, Ranulf, and Slate added their mugs to the toast.
“And not even death herself will take her away from me again,” Slate said.

      [image: image-placeholder]The grey clouds hovered in the south as if they might return at any moment to continue pouring rain down on the city. Slate had barely allowed the storm to end before giving the order to set sail again, leaving Galleron behind to take care of the sales of their loot—something that normally would have been Cal’s duty as the quartermaster rather than the bosun’s. But once he’d heard the news, Galleron had been happy to take over and let Cal leave.
Cal stood in the rigging, leaning back against the rope ladders leading up to the crow’s nest at the top of the mainmast. Their flag snapped in the wind where it hung above her. One of her hands touched the charm tucked beneath her shirt. She traced the octopus legs through the fabric, sending a silent prayer for safe sailing to the sea god, Eldoris.
Perhaps it was just a superstitious thing. She wasn’t even sure if she believed Eldoris existed, and Slate would certainly laugh at her if he found out. The only things he believed in were himself, his ship, and the sea—maybe Khalida, the goddess of life and death. But with all the stories Cal heard of men and women lost to storms at sea, it was comforting to have something to do that might ensure their safety.
Her hand moved next to rub at the inside of her elbow through her coat. The ointment from Joya Kite always helped the itchiness eventually, but some days it took its time. Especially when she had gone a few days without it again.
A handful of seagulls called to each other as they drifted over the water. Cal watched them, following their paths of flight as they dove towards the water, likely at a school of fish too close to the surface. Clearly the storm didn’t plan to return if the birds were so active.
Slate shouted a few orders below, as excited as urgent. It would take a few days still to reach the spot where they would leave the ship while they headed inland to Darlette Estate. And while Cal wanted to skip the whole trip, she forced herself to remain calm and patient. After seven years of waiting for any sign of Tinta, she could wait another few days.
Her mind still felt fuzzy every time she thought the words, unable to fully grasp the meaning. They had finally found their sister. They knew where she was, and they were on their way to rescue her from this man’s grip.
What was Tinta like anymore? How much had she changed? Seven years was plenty enough time to grow from the child she had been to a young woman; what did she look like? Did she still have lighter hair than Cal and Slate, or had it darkened over time? Did she still stop to smell every patch of wildflowers she came across? Did she still sew or crochet when she had the chance? Did she ever get the chance, or was she always kept too busy and only able to sleep for a few hours every night?
Cal’s grip tightened around the ropes. If she found that Tinta had been overworked and starved, Darlette would pay. It didn’t matter what Slate said, Cal would have his head.
Or perhaps the head of that boy of his. Make the merchant human feel the pain of losing a loved one.
A pain Cal knew all too well.
She could still feel the way her heart had torn into pieces as she watched her ma and pa be slain in their own house. The humans and dwarves had rushed in without warning, without mercy, slaughtering half the town and taking the rest captive. Pa had tried to protect her and Ma, wielding the wooden axe. But he was a carpenter. He was no fighter.
The humans had killed Ma with his axe.
Cal still saw the blood pouring from their gaping wounds. Still saw their eyes wide and mouths hanging open at the horror of their own deaths. It had haunted her for years.
The humans had taken her prisoner, torching the house as they dragged her from it. She hadn’t seen either Slate or Tinta, had had no idea if either of her younger siblings had survived or gotten away until Slate had found her at the Slimy Snail six years later.
And now she knew that Tinta had made it out alive too. They would all be together again soon.
“Don’t you look happy?”
Cal’s grip released, her hand flying to her pistol as Gareth climbed up into the rigging beside her. She scoffed, letting herself relax. “What do you want?”
He shrugged, settling into a comfortable position. “You looked nice and content up here, so I thought I’d join you and wreck it all. Have I succeeded?”
“I’m not going to answer that.”
“Because saying ‘yes’ means I win in bothering you, but saying ‘no’ means you don’t mind my company?”
Cal shut her eyes, leaning her head back. Gareth chuckled.
“I win,” he said. “I’ve made you speechless.”
Without opening her eyes, she pulled out a pistol and pressed it to his head. “Shut up.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Smacking his shoulder with the weapon, she tucked it away. “Are you disappointed you missed out on time in Harbourgh?”
“Of course not.”
She opened one eye to peer at him, and he laughed.
“I’m not being sarcastic, honest,” he said. “Sure, I was looking forward to having time on land in my favourite city. But rescuing your sister is something Slate has talked about since I first met him, and you’ve been no less passionate about the idea. How could I be disappointed now that you finally have the chance to get her back?”
Cal sniffed, wrinkling her nose and shutting her eye again. “Being serious doesn’t suit you,” she said, shaking her head. “Go back to joking.”
“Oh, come on.” Gareth shifted, a smile still in his voice. “Can’t a guy get a break once in his life?”
“No.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Now, be quiet.”
“Tsk.” He moved again. “I try to be a decent person for a single minute and I’m shot down. Is this what piracy has brought us to?”
A smile found its way to her lips before she caught it. He’d better not have been looking.
“I appreciate it, though,” she said quietly. “I know some of the others aren’t too happy about the decision. Katolin was ready to throw away all her coin on drinking until everything had sold.”
Gareth chuckled. “Not just her. Hagen’s been craving that one bakery’s rolls ever since we left last time.”
“The rolls or the woman who makes them?”
He laughed, and Cal allowed the corner of her mouth to curve upward. The wind took control of the pieces of her hair that weren’t tucked between her head and the rigging, blowing them in her face. She ignored them, enjoying the cool wind that gave relief from the ruthless sun.
Two weeks. Just two more weeks at most, and Tinta would be with them again. Their family would finally be together again.
If only Ma and Pa could have been there too.
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Tinta hugged the bag of groceries to her side, dodging a couple of kids racing through the cobblestone street. A mother shouted at them, her voice almost drowned out by the calls of the salesmen and women. Dogs yapped, gentlemen argued, and farmers unloaded crates of animals from their wagons; bakers set fresh pastries on window ledges to cool, sending a mouth-watering aroma through Lyndshire’s city square. 
A covered wagon waited around another corner, where two middle-aged human women waited in the shade. One noticed Tinta as she drew near and waved her over impatiently.
“What’s taking so long?” she called, dusting her hands off on her stained apron. “I’ve been sitting here sweating even out of the sun while you dally away!”
“Sorry, Miss Alma,” Tinta replied, setting the bag into the wagon before climbing up. “Miss Clare asked me to look at the prices on those ribbons she’s been watching.”
Miss Alma clicked her tongue as she gave a signal to the dwarf boy at the reins. “Those ribbons,” she said. “She might as well just buy them and spend the money rather than obsess over them from afar. It isn’t as if she has much of anything else to spend her pay on.”
“Agreed,” replied the other woman, smoothing a hand over her head to try and contain a few of the light strands of hair escaping from the twist at the base of her neck. “But you know she always has to obsess over something. Those ribbons are just the current thing.”
With a lurch, the wagon pulled away from the street corner and mingled with the busyness of the summer afternoon street. Tinta stared out the back of the wagon, watching the daily life of the city of Lyndshire: men and women, human and dwarf, buying or selling or simply strolling through the streets. Women held pastel parasols that matched their lacy dresses, accompanied by men who wore powdered wigs beneath their tricorn hats. Glossy horses pulled long carriages from one end of the city to another. All of it a life Tinta had once been a part of but forced to the edge of for seven years—and, as likely as not, would never be part of again.
Tinta’s eyes caught on an old bearded elf man sitting cross-legged on a bench, smoke spilling from his pipe. He met her gaze and winked. She quickly looked away.
It had been weeks since he had asked her name, his eyes having lit up so strangely when she’d given it. But she still didn’t know why. He had merely tipped his hat to her and left without another word.
“Oh, Verta!” Miss Alma said. “Did you hear? Lady Darlette just passed a sentence on a pair of pirates caught in Brundin!”
“I did hear that!” Miss Verta replied. “Sentenced both to being shot to death at that wall, didn’t she?”
Miss Alma nodded. “One would assume that as a woman she’d be soft on the criminals, but, my word, has she proved us wrong! Some days I wonder if she has a heart at all!”
Tinta kept her mouth shut against the protest that instantly rose to her lips. Lady Darlette did have a heart—quite a large one, and Tinta had seen evidence of it plenty of times, many of them including the lady’s son, Lucan. And many of them included Tinta herself, years ago. But anything Tinta said would be brushed aside by the two women. Nothing she said mattered, not where anyone above her station was concerned.
The wagon finally left the city of Lyndshire behind, rolling out into the green pastures that surrounded it. Warm summer air breezed past Tinta. Patches of flourishing trees spotted the bright land cut through by a clear stream flowing straight from the mountain range a few miles away. Sparrows and robins sang as they fluttered from one tree branch to another while distant herds of cows lowed.
The wagon rattled slowly towards Darlette Estate and the white mansion in which Mr. Darlette lived with his son and daughter. Farm and grazing land tended by dozens of tenants stretched out in every direction while more decorative gardens circled the house. Mr. Elliot Darlette had begun his career as solely a merchant, and it was still his main focus. But the success of his business had long ago led to the expansion of his property and the addition of rent money to his already sizable income.
Of all the men Tinta could have ended up working for, she had been bought by one of the richest men in Curliffe.
The wagon slowed to a stop at the mansion’s back door, and Tinta hopped out with her bag of groceries, followed by Miss Alma and Miss Verta. The door led straight into the kitchen, where maids and servants bustled about preparing dinner for the evening. Sunlight streamed in through several open windows, illuminating the flour and spice that filled the air like dust.
“Tinta!” Miss Clare appeared amidst the commotion, her bat-like wings tucked neatly behind her broad back. Flour streaked her grey face and covered her embroidered apron. “Do you have my things?”
“Yes, Miss Clare,” Tinta replied, setting her bag down onto a rare empty spot of table. “I got everything on the list, as well as some fresh tomatoes since I noticed we were getting low and I had extra coin.”
“Just so long as you didn’t squish them,” Miss Clare muttered, standing on a wide stool to avoid using her wings.
“I kept them right on top,” Tinta said, taking a small sack of the red fruits and placing them onto the table. “And the ribbons are still a vern a yard.”
Miss Clare hummed, sorting through the groceries and checking each purchase. “No surprise there,” she mumbled, rubbing the back of her hand against her round nose. “Well, you did good
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