
  
    [image: Skulls of Atlantis]
  


  
    
      Skulls of Atlantis

    

    
      
        Edwin McRae

      

    

    
      Fiction Engine

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 Edwin McRae. All rights reserved.

        First published in 2019 by Fiction Engine Ltd.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is fictionalized or coincidental.

      

        

      
        For any inquiries about this book, please email: hello@fictionengine.page

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Editor: Rachel Rees

        Cover art: Rusharil Hutangkabodee

        Typography: Kim Dingwall

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          Land Ho

        

        
          
            [image: Skull and crossbone]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Land ho!” be the call from the crow’s nest.

      I look up and shield me eyes against the sun so I can see the woman in the roost. It be Rumguts on duty today, a chubby Irishwoman with a permanently red face due to her nasty habit of drinking on the job. I’ve warned her three times and confiscated her grog twice. Hasn’t worked. Rumguts and the bottle are practically married so I’ve let her have her self-destructive relationship. After the third warning, where I threatened to maroon her, she at least curbed her drinking enough to fulfill her work around the ship. And despite them being permanently bloodshot, the woman still has the sharpest eyes among me crew. 

      
        
        Mary “Rumguts” O’Malley

        Level 5 Sailor

        Perception: 11 (17)

      

      

      Apart from me, that be. I have a Perception score of 13 (19). That’s why they call me Deadeye. Me real name’s Grace Cortez, but no one calls me that except for magistrates and me mother. She’s back in Mindanao, Southern Philippines, running her fishing fleet. I send her letters when I can, but there’s usually a lot of water between me and the Sulu Sea.

      “What do you see, Rumguts?” I shout up to her.

      “Best I can make out, captain, be a small island, but it’s got a mighty big structure on it. Took it for a mountain at first, but I reckon it’s a building of a sort. Tower, maybe.”

      “Alright, keep them bleary eyes of yours peeled. And not another sip until we make landfall, you hear me? Then you can go blind as a bat for all I care.”

      “Aye, Captain Deadeye, ma’am. Not a drop until me feet touch the sand.” And to punctuate her promise she bellows, “Look alive below!” and drops her silver flask off the side of the nest.

      I wince, imagining that flask cracking the skull of an unwitting sailor, but Inkman’s there to catch it. For a big man, he moves freakishly fast. 

      
        
        Tamaki “Inkman” McKenzie

        Level 6 Marine

        Quickness: 13 (16)

      

      

      I reckon I could out-duel him with a pistol on account of me Flashfire skill, but I’d not fancy me chances with a blade. I’ve seen Inkman slice an English marine to pieces in less time than it takes me to say “Jolly Roger”.

      “Good hands, Inkman, as always.”

      Inkman winks at me, a gleaming white grin breaking his dark, tattooed face. He’s a Māori warrior from a place called Ōtākou, a settlement in southern New Zealand the local Scottish colonists then anglicized to Otago. He tried his hand at whaling for a bit before turning to piracy as the more lucrative occupation. Also, he likes whales more than he likes people, and I think I’m one of the few exceptions to that rule.

      “Would that be the lighthouse, captain?” Inkman asks me this as he climbs the steps to the quarterdeck.

      “Aye, according to me chart.”

      “You should get that map copied sometime, captain. Could be some important bits under those bloodstains.”

      “One day soon,” I promise. “For now they remind me of how hard it was to get the bloody thing.”

      “Yellowteeth sure put up a fight that day,” agrees Inkman. “And even in death, he wasn’t letting go of that precious paper.”

      “Good thing I waited a day before cutting his fingers off, otherwise I’d have drowned Atlantis in pirate claret.”

      Inkman chuckles. It be a mirthful rumbling like thunder in his throat. “Ain’t that the truth.”

      “Sail ho! Off the port bow!” This from Rumguts again, a shrill edge of excitement to her voice. Or be it fear?

      “What colors she be flying?”

      Rumguts squints and I hold back a smile. Her face looks like a red-skinned potato when she does that.

      “Union bloody Jack, captain! Limey bastards looking to steal the treasures of Atlantis out from under our noses.”

      I take me spyglass from its loop on me belt, extend it and have a gander at these trespassers on our course. This spyglass be me most precious possession, aside from me musket.

      
        
        Squintlock’s Peeper

        Perception + 2

        Enables the viewer to see the core stats of any vessel.

        “Peer into the gizzards of your prize and see if you have the guts to take it!” - Captain Squintlock

      

      

      That’s what it says on one of the thing’s polished brass barrels. Well, not on it as such, more like hovering in the air above it. I always find the otherwords strange in style. Stiff as a schoolma’am and twice as aloof. 

      “God writes in mysterious ways,” me mother would say to me when she helped me interpret it all, “but She just wants to make good characters of us all. That’s why She gives us the otherwords, so She can read the stuff of our souls.”

      Right now I’m seeing the ‘stuff’ of this sleek, freshly-painted sloop. Looks like a maiden voyager to me.

      
        
        Sea Stallion

        Hull Defense: 100

        Sail Defense: 50

        Agility: 100

        Speed: 100

        Guns: 10

        Crew: 60

      

      

      “She’s a sloop. Standard outfitting,” I tell Inkman, “probably some lordling out to make their fortune since they’re too far down the bloodline to inherit anything.”

      “Pretty, aye?”

      “Like a toy ship at Christmas.”

      “We’re running low on supplies, too. It’s been a long trip.”

      Inkman’s right. We were hiding out in Tasmania before we got wind of Atlantis. Rumors had it that the ancient city rose out of the sea soon after the Mighty Shake. We heard that tidal waves made a mess of every port from Brazil to Greenland in the west, from Liberia to Ireland in the east. But London would’ve been sheltered from all that. Me guess be the limeys are some of the first to get out here for a bit of exploration and exploitation.

      “Then let’s be having some of their supplies, then.” I squish me spyglass back down to size and stow it on me belt. “They’re likely full to the gunnels with grub and grog.”

      Me mouth waters at the thought of a cool lemon juice and sugar, the standard remedy for staving off scurvy. Bleeding gums and bulging eyes are the first signs of that malaise. Just as well Doc the Croc, so-named for his cold-blooded approach to anything medical, urged me to make regular stops to pick up fresh fruit along the way. We did so in Argentina, just after coming around Cape Horn, but we’ve since run out again. I sure as hell be hoping that sloop be laden with more than Englishmen. I’d take lemon over an Englishman any day.

      “Set course to intercept, Jonesy,” I order me helmswoman. 

      “With pleasure, captain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          The Sea Stallion
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        Cedella “Jonesy” Jones

        Level 4 Pilot

        Wit: 12 (15)

        Navigator: 1st Class

      

      

      Our helmswoman be Jamaican, a veteran of the Caribbean, and easily the best looker on me ship. Best singing voice too. Easily half the lads have an eye for her, and a few of the ladies, Rumguts included. Hell, even I would try to sweet-talk her into me cabin if I was that way inclined. Captain’s advantage and all. But I’m not one to make that mistake, with neither man nor woman in this company. Unlike most on me boat, I don’t screw the crew, as it were. I have a hard enough job maintaining order and discipline without seasoning the stew with me personal affairs.

      I feel the Albatross shift gracefully under me boots as Jonesy turns the wheel and aims our bow ahead of the other sloop. As long as the wind holds, we’ll cut her off before that lighthouse up ahead.

      I take a gander at the gizzards of me own ship, just to be sure we be ready for the battle ahead.

      
        
        The Albatross

      

        

      
        Hull Defense: 101/120 (131/150)

        +30 Defense from Iron Scantlings

      

        

      
        Sail Defense: 31/50 (51/70)

        +20 Defense and +25% Fire Resistance from Sails of the Salamander

      

        

      
        Agility: 100 (130)

        +20 Agility from Copper Plating of the Bow

        +10 Agility from Navigator: 1st Class at the helm

      

        

      
        Speed: 110 (120)

        +10 Speed from Sails of the Salamander

        +10 Speed from Navigator: 1st Class at the helm

      

        

      
        Guns: 14

        12 Seaworth Culverins

        Base Damage per Gun: 10 (15)

        +5 Damage from Gunner: 1st Class

        2 Seaworth Falconets

        Base Damage per Gun: 5

      

        

      
        Crew: 99

      

      

      This time I let meself smile. She needs a few repairs, but the Albatross still be in fair fighting shape. Time to go teach this English lordling who the true upper classes of the sea be.

      Since we’re faster by a good twenty points, we reel the Sea Stallion in like a fishy on a line. She fires a warning shot from one of her swivel cannons as we draw close, but that’s all the protest she can offer us. Jonesy has brought us in on the prey’s stern to avoid the build of the Stallion’s cannons. Coming in on a broadside, that’s just asking to get peppered like a steak on a plate.

      “Hard to starboard, Jonesy! Let’s answer her squeak with a roar of our own.”

      That gets a holler of approval from any crew within earshot. They look a motley lot, not a uniform style among them, clothes cobbled together from a dozen or more nationalities. Some have bits of armor, pikeman’s chest plates, conquistador’s greaves and gorgets, the odd dented helmet here and there. All have boots though, purchased with doubloons from the ship’s treasury when we was anchored in Wellington. I’ve insisted on me crew wearing boots, during a battle at least. Ran into a cunning French merchant captain who sprinkled his deck with broken glass and tacks before we boarded his ship. I lost too many good sailors that day.

      The Albatross responds smoothly to Jonesy’s gentle touch, coming about to put us broadside to the fleeing Englishman. I move to me gunner’s position at the port corner of the quarterdeck. There’s a pull cord there that I’ve had installed. It runs to bells on the main deck and the gundeck below. Me gunners know to be ready to fire when they hear that death knell.

      I pull the cord once we’re turning on the right line but still be well shy of the target. There’ll be a delay of three seconds before me gunners can light the fuses and another five seconds as the fuses burn down. We’re also tilting to starboard now, which helps with the elevation of our shots. I’m aiming for the sails with this volley. Me gunners know to load the cannons with chain shot for the first blast. A ship full of holes can still flee on a full set of sails, especially in the time it will take us to turn back on course now that we’re broadside to the Sea Stallion. But with tears in her sails and a few broken yards, she’ll be going nowhere fast.

      The thunder of our cannons sends a delightful tremor through the deck beneath me. It warms me heart to hear me Albatross give her battle cry. Spinning chain shot blurs out towards the Stallion’s fresh white sails, shredding them like paper and splintering a good portion of rigging. Four of me six shots hit, and I watch with grim satisfaction as a few of their crew fall like snowflakes to the deck. One or two are more like rain, having been torn apart like the sails.

      The otherwords appear in the corner of me eye, as they always do in these circumstances, letting me know how we’re faring.

      
        
        Sea Stallion

        Speed: 40/100

        Crew: 55/60

      

      

      Now there’s no hope of retreat, the English captain brings his boat about, aiming to return a broadside of his own. Little does he know that he’s playing right into me hands. There’s a funnel next to me pull cord, the opening to a brass tube that also leads to me gunners on the main and gun decks. Battle be fearful noisy and me voice would be lost in the din otherwise. And the crew be fond of using me hollering tube for their drinking games, pouring ale down at this end for some hapless guzzler at the other end trying to open-throat the flow. At least it ain’t far for them to go to the gunwale or a gun port where they can puke their guts out into the sea. I tried it once meself, on a dare from Rumguts. Damned experience made me cry. Never been so drunk nor sick in all of me days. Never again, I told her.

      This time it ain’t ale that be pouring out of the spout below. It be me orders.

      “Heavy shot, ladies and lads! Let’s be having their cannons!”

      The Sea Stallion gets the drop on us this time as I quietly wagered she would, but it be a stuttering speech, barely heard and leaving little impression. One shot manages to put a hole in me bow, another one blasts the port bow gunwale.

      
        
        The Albatross

        Hull Defense: 129/150 

      

      

      A scratch, nothing more. But that second shot takes out two of me sailors who be standing too close to the impact. Leblanc and Roberts. We’ll drink to them and likely many more when the fray be done.

      
        
        The Albatross

        Crew: 97/99

      

      

      I wait until we’re bang-on broadside and we’re in the gutter of the sea swell before unleashing all hell against the Stallion’s belly. Four cannons only as I don’t want to sink the English sloop outright. All four guns hit their marks and our heavy shot eviscerates the poor vessel, wiping out most of its starboard cannons and gunners in one fell swoop.

      
        
        Sea Stallion

        Hull Defense: 40/100

        Sail Defense: 40/100

        Agility: 50/100

        Speed: 40/100

        Guns: 6

        Crew: 50

      

      

      One of their swivel cannons barks at us. The shot smashes the rail behind me, showering both me and Jonesy with splinters. I feel the sting of jagged wood pierce through me coat on me left arm and shoulder. I look to Jonesy and see that her smooth caramel skin be unblemished, unlike Inkman who’s now bleeding from a cut on his chin and his bare left arm. A few scratches on his conquistador’s breastplate show where more timber shrapnel would’ve pierced his chest. He’s clearly spotted the enemy gunner’s aim and has put himself between the impact and our helmswoman. Clever lad. 

      
        
        Captain Grace “Deadeye” Cortez

        HP: 153/166

      

      

      
        
        Tamaki “Inkman” MacKenzie

        HP: 202/224

      

      

      
        
        The Albatross

        Hull Defense: 128/150

      

      

      “Grapeshot!” I bellow into me speaking horn, and once again I wait until we’re tilted upwards to port. We’re rocking in the swell now so it’s just a matter of timing to get the right elevation for this volley. I be aiming for the decks where most of the surviving Englishmen are crowded, including that bastard marksman with his swivel cannon.

      When I believe the time be nigh, I yank on the pull cord and am rewarded with a thunderous report that sprays the Stallion’s aft decks with black death. The cheer from me crew be cruelly echoed by the cries of the wounded on the other ship. I note with grim satisfaction that their swivel cannon be unmanned.

      
        
        Sea Stallion

        Crew: 36

      

      

      “Bring us into boarding range!” I shout to Jonesy.

      “Aye, captain!”

      This be the bit where things get really hairy. Me Albatross be the tougher, more heavily armed ship so the Stallion’s defeat was pretty much inevitable, as long as we didn’t do anything stupid. But boarding. That be a different matter entirely. Aye, we outnumber them almost two to one, but many a brave ship has repelled borders with worse odds than that. If this goes pear-shaped, I could be losing many a fine matey today.

      I offer a quick prayer to Bathala and fetch me musket. Time for me to add a few more notches on the old Deadeye belt.
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          Queen of the Waves
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      Some would criticize me for not being the sort of captain who swings like a shrieking monkey onto the enemy’s deck to wreak bloody havoc with her crewmates. But a smart woman plays to her strengths and dodges her weaknesses. That’s what me mother taught me right from the cradle to the captain’s hat. Aye, it’s good to make sure them weaknesses aren’t too damned weak, but no point in bailing out a sinking ship either.

      I wait until we’re alongside and me crew have launched their grappling hooks before taking up me firing position. Inkman’s at the top of the steps, his taiaha clutched tightly in his big, scarred hands. I’ve never seen another man bear its like. Best described as a warstaff of solid hardwood, pointed like a spear at one end, flat-bladed like an oar at the other. Inkman has made a few piratical adjustments to the traditional Māori weapon, cladding its blade and point in razor-sharp steel. 

      
        
        Ngāi Tahu Taiaha

        Base Damage - Point: 30

        Base Damage - Blade: 50

        Steel Edging: +20 Damage

        Kaumātua Blessing: +2 Agility

      

      

      “Give them hell, matey!”

      He responds with what he calls a pūkana, widening his eyes and sticking his tongue out at me. I’d laugh if it weren’t such a bloody frightening sight. Had I not known better, I’d have thought he was about to chop me up and eat me.

      I wave him away. “Save it for the English ladies, you ugly blighter.”

      He gives me a sailor’s salute and then he’s off down the steps to lead the boarding party. I’d hate to be on the receiving end of one of Inkman’s battle charges, that’s for damned sure.

      Me crew fires their grappling hooks at the enemy ship and soon the winches are singing as our two vessels are joined in what will be volatile and violent matrimony. On the Stallion, a couple of the Englishmen start hacking away at the grapples with boarding axes, desperate to free their vessel from our tentacles. I line one up, a red-headed giant of a man, breathe out slowly, and put a bullet right between his ginger eyebrows.

      
        
        Critical Hit!

        Shot Damage Inflicted = 300  

        Level 2 English Marine

        HP = -150/150

        You have killed a Level 2 English Marine.

        XP reward = 200 XP

        Progress to Pirate Captain Level 7 = 21200/30000

      

      

      Yes, the otherwords have spoken true. I’ve got a wee way to go yet before me next level-up. Me last one was when we captured a fat sealer in the Tasman Sea. I was tempted to dump both cargo and captives overboard. Inkman and I see eye to eye on that matter of animal butchery. Neither of us can stand to see the slaughter of defenseless beasties. And for what? So some fancy-man can have himself a plush coat? Don’t seem right at all to me. But I have a crew to feed and a ship to maintain, so I dumped the furs and sold the sealers to the slave mines of Broken Hill. A girl has to set her course and stick to it, no matter how murky the skies be getting.

      Now I be out with fresh powder and shot, loaded and cocked in a shade over ten seconds. It’d normally take an experienced musketeer fifteen seconds to reload, but I’ve got a couple of nifty advantages on your average rifleman.

      
        
        Rumpus Musket

        Base Damage: 100

        +1 Quickness

        Built for faster reloading than standard muskets.

        -2 seconds to loading speed.

        “Be quick or be dead.” - Happytrigger Hakura

      

        

      
        Hasty Hands

        This ability enables increased fine motor skills.

        -20% reduction in the time it takes to perform manual tasks involving hands.

      

      

      This be no time for dwelling on what else these quick hands of mine can be doing. There be a sea battle to win.

      I poke me head over the gunwale and see the flash of a musket on the opposite quarterdeck. One of me sailors, a blondie Swede named Icepick, spins and falls into the frothy water below. 

      
        
        The Albatross

        Crew: 96/99

      

      

      Me guts twist at the sight, but I know it’s just part of the pirate life. I’ll be losing some more of me crew before this battle be done, especially now that Inkman’s boarding party has jumped over to the Stallion and be engaging the English in hand to hand. 

      I wait until the English musketeer has reloaded and popped her head up to take her next shot. Aye, she’s lining up Inkman no less, having recognized him as the leader of the boarding party. Can’t be having that. I don’t have time for careful aiming so trigger me Flashfire skill. Won’t be able to use it again for a bit. It has a one-minute cooldown. The battle might be over in half that. But it’s well worth it to save Inkman’s skin. I know he’s a tough bugger, capable of taking a bullet or two to the body, but the musketeer be at close range. If she scores a critical as I did with that ginger giant, Inkman will be a deadman.

      Quick as a striking adder, I aim and fire. By the spray of blood from the Englishwoman’s neck, I can tell I’ve hit me mark, and the otherwords soon confirm it.

      
        
        Damage inflicted by shot = 150

        Level 2 English Musketeer

        HP: -50/100

        You have killed a Level 2 English Musketeer.

        XP reward = 200 XP

        Progress to Pirate Captain Level 7 = 21400/30000

      

      

      Inkman looks in me direction and snaps off a quick salute before engaging his next foe, a saber-wielding officer. I feel a little warm inside at the acknowledgment, a tad bit proud of protecting me friend.

      Then I set to loading again while I cast me gaze over the enemy ship, searching for their captain. I spot him on the steps of his quarterdeck, well-turned-out in his smart red officer’s coat and captain’s hat. He’s fending off a couple of me crew with his rapier and doing a damned fine job of it. He’s got that prim and proper style of a private school fencing champ, but he’s doing a right number on me own fighters. Before I can bring me musket to bear, he’s skewered the German, Bratwurst, neatly through the throat. Yet he still be quick enough to parry a brutal cutlass slice from the lanky Zulu lad, Shaka.

      
        
        The Albatross

        Crew: 93/99

      

      

      I can’t tell where but seems I’ve lost a couple more of me crewmates somewhere in the fray. The English are falling like flies, but not fast enough for me liking. There’s only so many in me social circle I feel I can afford to lose on any given day, and today I’m feeling a might miserly on the matter.

      I line the lordling up, ready to put a shot through his temple, but can’t seem to pull me trigger. He’s a handsome lad, all clear blue eyes and soft brown curly locks beneath his hat. And there’s a grace about the lad that makes him seem like some delicate artwork. A stained glass window. I just don’t have the heart to shatter him. I sigh, curse me own squishy innards, drop me aim and wait a moment while Shaka drives the nobleman up the steps. As soon as I see the white of the bugger’s clean pants, I put a shot through his thigh. 

      
        
        Damage inflicted by shot = 50

        Level 3 English Captain

        HP: 70/120

      

      

      He stumbles backwards and falls onto the quarterdeck while I stand and holler at the Zulu.

      “Shaka! Take him alive!”

      The lad hesitates for a moment and glances back at Bratwurst’s corpse. I know the two of them been bunkmates off and on, and I can see the lustre of vengeance in Shaka’s eyes. I bark at him again.

      “Shaka! Think of the ransom, lad!”

      Nothing like the mention of money to snap a pirate out of his sensitivities. He nods, knocks the captain’s rapier aside and hogties him with some nearby rope. I reload and cover Shaka while he’s about his business, making sure he doesn’t get stabbed in the back for his troubles. And I’m impressed to note that Shaka takes the time to slice a strip from the captain’s coat and tie it around his gunshot. Don’t want the bugger bleeding to death before we get a chance to ransom him.

      Out of the corner of me eye, I can see that the Englishmen are faltering now that their captain’s out of the action. Shaka’s done his job and is now guarding the nobleman, cutlass at the ready, so I drive a nail into the coffin of defeat by shooting the Stallion’s quartermaster through the heart.

      
        
        Damage inflicted by shot = 150

        Level 3 English Officer

        HP: 0/150

        You have killed a Level 3 English Officer and incapacitated a Level 3 English Captain.

        XP reward = 450 XP

        Progress to Pirate Captain Level 7 = 21850/30000

      

      

      With both captain and quartermaster at Level 3, it’s as I reckoned it. This be an inexperienced crew with a relatively green captain too full of his own well-bred self-importance to know he be sailing into hostile waters. He’s completely underprepared. I’ll quietly enjoy rubbing some salt in his wounded pride. Can’t stand toffs of any color or creed. Me mother took over our family’s fishing boat after me father drowned and now she has a dozen trawlers in her fleet. But she weren’t about to treat me like some little new-rich princess. Sent me off with a packed lunch and the clothes on me back, and told me to put what she’d taught me to good use.

      Turned out her lessons were more valuable than any amount of gold she might’ve handed me. I worked me way up from powder monkey to head gunner, led a mutiny to unseat the whip-happy tyrant of a captain, and had me own pirate ship by the tender age of twenty-three years. This very ship, in fact. The Albatross. Inkman was quartermaster and didn’t much like the captain either. But he’s never wanted the burden of captaincy so was happy to let me shoulder the charge while he stayed on as quartermaster. We was only Level 3s back then, like these green limeys, and four years of piracy soon put scars on our skin and experience in our gizzards.

      Speaking of the tattooed devil, Inkman waves at me from the Stallion’s lower deck. The remaining Brits have surrendered under orders of their only surviving officer, the sailmaster. I’m quietly hoping she can be persuaded to join our crew. I lost me last sailmaster in the tussle with Yellowteeth, and one of me boatswains, Jerry “Hyena” Mugabi, has been filling in. He does a fair enough job of it, but I’d prefer to have a specialist on deck again.

      I wave back and then order a couple of me sailors to lower the gangplank so I can saunter across to the English ship like a conquering Queen of the Waves. Can’t put me finger on why, but I want to make an impression on this English captain. Frighten the bejesus out of him? Aye, that’d be nice.
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          Star of Atlantis
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      I greet the captain with a smile and ask after his name. His pretty face be tense and flushed with the pain from his leg, but he makes a good fist of being dignified as he responds.

      “Captain James Montagu of Sandwich, and my father, the earl, shall have you hunted down like the-”

      “Sandwich?” I interrupt him. I have no patience for empty threats. “Your father be famous for ordering roast beef between two slices of bread so he could hold it in one hand while gambling with the other. Sorry, matey, but I doubt he’ll be lifting a finger for his fourth spawnling in the line of succession.”

      Sandwich looks suitably startled at that. “Fifth actually, but how did you-”

      “I hear them toffs be all the same. One to succeed, one for the military, one for the clergy, and if there’s more, send them packing to make their own fortunes. If number one and two cark it, there’s always the one wrapped up in lamb’s wool in the church to take over.”

      He eyes me for a moment, weighing his options. He knows I’m right. Then he makes a brave move, one that catches me off guard.

      “I care not what you do with me. Ransom me if you like, but do not make it too large. My father will likely pay up just to seem magnanimous in the company of his fellow nobles. But please allow my crew to return to England. They are good people and I will not see them butchered due to my own ridiculous ambitions.”

      I do a quick headcount of the Stallion’s remaining crew.

      
        
        Sea Stallion

        Crew: 31

      

      

      I lost a few more of me own crew before the fracas ended. Croc is already having the injured shifted back to our ship to be seen to. Five in total, but two of them look like they won’t survive to see the sunrise. 

      
        
        The Albatross

        Crew: 90

      

      

      Shaka still has that glint of vengeance in his eyes. Likely enough, there’s a few other ladies and lads with their blood up still, wanting to avenge their shipmates. But I’m just not that kind of pirate.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t feed you all to the sharks? And don’t be trying to play on me kind heart. I left that in the pants of me other life.”

      That gets a chuckle from me crew and a few finger their cutlasses in bloodthirsty anticipation. Even though I have no intention of murdering these poor buggers, it’s always good practice to improve to me reputation with me fellow pirates. Some of them ain’t as nice as me.

      “The Star of Atlantis,” he offers with a faint smile like I’m some fishy he’s trying to bait. I resist the urge to slap that stupid smirk off his face.

      “No such bloody thing,” scoffs Inkman beside me.

      “Oh, I assure you,” Sandwich persists, “the finest scholars in London have confirmed its actuality. Imagine that, captain, a jewel with the power to take you wherever you wish in the blink of an eye.”

      I reckon he’s just playing me, bluffing on a dud hand, so I press him a little bit.

      “Tell it to me straight, Sandwich. Be the Star of Atlantis real or are you pulling this all out of your backside.”

      He looks me in the eyes with those baby blues of his. “The Star is real and I know where it is.”

      I feel a warming in the cockles of me heart. We’ve all heard the legend of the Star, how a ship bearing that jewel could vanish from one spot and reappear one hundred leagues away. Bloody dangerous tool in the hands of a pirate. It could make me the richest and most feared buccaneer in all the seven seas. It’d be nice to knock a few of them Caribbean corsairs off their pedestals.

      “I think you best be giving me that map, lordling.”

      “There is no map.” He taps the side of his head with his index finger. “It is all up here.”

      I find that hard to believe. “You mean to say you’ve all the coordinates and specifics in that noggin of yours? Must be quite some grey matter in that skull.”

      “The blessings of a Cambridge education. Rote learning under threat of the cane. Does wonders for one’s memory.”

      “Wouldn’t know,” I admit. “Tend to do most of me learning on the job.”

      Me mother taught me all the basics but I’ve never been one to sit still long enough to jam schooling down me throat. Too busy seeing what life has to teach me. I draw me rapier and press the point gently to the neck of the boatswain alongside his lordship. She’s a tawny-haired lass with a few streaks of grey in her hair.

      “Then you’ll be drawing me a map else I’ll be adding a little sauce to your sandwich.”

      Another chuckle from me crew and a pleasing note from the otherwords.

      
        
        Your shipmates are clearly enjoying the show.

        +1% to crew morale

        Morale: 86%

        Please note that, upon taking the Sea Stallion, your crew’s morale increased by 10% from 75% to 85%

      

      

      “That would be an experienced sailmaster you are threatening to dispatch. Abigail North, meet Captain…”

      He trails off, leaving me to fill in the blanks. I have to give it to this toff. He’s cool as a cucumber under pressure, and I quite like cucumber in me sandwiches.

      “Captain Grace Deadeye Cortez and this be the fine and fearsome crew of the Albatross.” Me crew give a rousing cheer. “Assuming I do come over with a bout of mercy,” I tell the English sailors, “you best be sharing the story far and wide that it was the hungry Albatross that plucked your Stallion’s gizzards.”

      A few of the Brits are smart enough to eagerly nod their agreement. I turn back to Sandwich and fix him with me most magnanimous smile.

      “It be your crew’s lucky day then. Looks to me there’s enough sails left on this tub to limp her as far as the Azores archipelago, as long as those poor Portuguese bastards haven’t been swept away in the tidal waves. We’ll leave your lot enough supplies so they don’t starve or die of thirst before they get there.”

      “I appreciate your mercy, Captain Cortez,” says Sandwich. “In return, I shall be your guide on a quest to find the Star of Atlantis.”

      
        
        You have been offered a quest!

        Star of Atlantis

        At the height of the Atlantean Empire, its ships were said to be able to travel vast distances in mere moments, thanks to enchanted jewels affixed to their helms.

        During the Fall of Atlantis, most of the minor jewels were lost, but the largest and most powerful, the Star of Atlantis, was embedded in the helm of the Emperor’s Dragon, the flagship of the Atlantean fleet.

        The Dragon is thought to have been docked at Atlantis during the Great Submergence, but its exact whereabouts have been veiled by the mists of time and rumor.

        Do you wish to accept the Star of Atlantis quest?

        Aye or Nay?

      

      

      “I can tell by that faraway look that you are at least considering my offer,” remarks Sandwich with that faint smile of his again.

      “It’d still be easier if you drew me a map.”

      “Then you would have no use for me, other than the meagre sum you will gain in ransom.” He inclines his head toward Boatswain North. “I will throw Abigail in to sweeten the deal. We shall willingly assist you in this quest. In return, I simply ask for our freedom once the quest is complete.”

      The boatswain fixes him with a filthy glare but she’s smart enough to keep her mouth shut. After all, she’s about to have the adventure of her life, and aiding pirates is generally preferable to being torn apart by the sharks that I can now see circling our two ships. Nilsson and a few of the English casualties fell into the sea during our battle, offering plenty of blood for the sharks to get a whiff of.

      I have to admit that this whole Atlantis Star thingy be a turn up for the journals. I will the quest text over to Inkman to get his opinion. His dark eyes flick back and forth as he reads. Then he looks to me and nods his assent.

      “Agreed,” I tell the toff.

      
        
        Congratulations!

        You have accepted the Star of Atlantis quest.

        Please confer with James Montagu of Sandwich for further details.

      

      

      I sheath me rapier and turn to me crew. “Ladies and lads, gut this ship like a fish, but leave enough supplies for these English folk to make their way to Azore.”

      Me crew gives a hearty cheer and sets about ransacking the Stallion, under Inkman’s watchful gaze, of course. Pirates aren’t renowned for their impulse control.

      I motion for the former Captain Sandwich and Ms North to follow me back to The Albatross. Yes, this be quite an unexpected eventuality, and me mouth fare waters at the prospect of it. This trip to Atlantis is already looking up in me eyes. No doubt about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

          An Impressive Sandwich
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      I put me boots up on me desk because...hell...it’s me desk until the crew vote otherwise. But with crew morale at 85 percent, I can’t see that happening anytime soon. Still, we’re sailing into the unknown waters of a legendary city that’s been drowned for one thousand years. Who knows where I’ll be putting me boots in a few days.

      Sandwich be seated opposite on one of me three padded swivel chairs that I nabbed from a plush French merchantman in the Pacific. You can trust the French to add a touch of luxury and style to their tubs.

      “We’ll be in among the Atlantean Isles by nightfall,” I tell him. “Then we’ll find a quiet bay, do some repairs for a couple of days, then head out in search of this Atlantis Star of yours.” I be slicing and eating an apple from the Stallion with me dagger which I now point at him to make me point extra clear. “I know there be a quest, but only a fool trust them otherwords without checking a few things with their own peepers first. If this turns out to be a wild goose chase then your goose be well and truly cooked.”

      “Aptly put,” agrees Sandwich. “And on my honor as a gentleman, I can assure you that the Star of Atlantis is real, at least to the best of my knowledge.”

      “Any idea what we’re up against in salvaging the damned thing?”

      “Only theories and pure speculation.”

      “Try me, Sandwich. You’ll find me powers of speculation more than up to the task. Imagining the worst be what’s kept me and me crew alive this long.”

      Sandwich smiles, and it really is a handsome smile. I do me best not to match it. Damned thing’s contagious as the pox.

      “Well, legend has it that the Atlanteans were masters of necromancy, among other dark arcane arts. Some say they could summon the very denizens of hell.”

      I laugh. “We be the only denizens of hell you’ll ever meet, m’lord.”

      “Please, no need for that. I’m fifth in line. I have no title.”

      “And I was pulling your leg.”

      He’s suitably abashed. “Oh.”

      I slice another bit of apple, pop it into me mouth, and chew as I talk. “Let’s get this crystal clear, Sandwich. Blood be blood to me. I don’t believe in all that inheritance bilge. No one has the ‘right’ to lord it over anyone else. They need to earn that right.”

      “Ah yes, the rough and ready democracy of pirates.”

      “Mark me words, our rough and ready democracy will unseat all you privileged bastards one day. But I’m not here to argue politics with you. I’m here to get rich and infamous.”

      “At least you’re honest about it.”

      “Aye, you can rely on that with me, Sandwich. I’ll bash you in the moosh with honesty if I believe you to be thinking under false pretenses.”

      “There is a fine line between honesty and ignorant opinion, captain.”

      “I be as informed as I can.” I point me dagger at him again and add a little steel to me eyes for good measure. “Just as you best be well-informed, or you be having your next meeting with sharks.”

      “On that pleasant note,” he says, gesturing at me bookshelf, “thank you for allowing me to retrieve my reference materials.”

      “Knowledge be money. A saying me mother be fond of.”

      “Shouldn’t that be power?”

      “You ever met a powerless rich person?”

      “Can’t say that I have, no.”

      “There you have it then. And don’t be questioning me mother again or you be-”

      “Having my next meeting with the sharks. Yes, I understand.”

      “Quick learner. Good. You might even live to see the sun bless these merry isles in the morning.”

      “I shall take each day as it comes. I assure you.”

      I’m impressed, I really am. Sandwich be a more adaptable sort than I would expect from an English toff. Rather than be filled with a sense of self-importance, he’s got the air of a survivor about him. Probably why he’s here, making his fortune, and not drinking and whoring away his generous allowance in the seedier end of London.

      “I hope so. I be looking forward to learning more about this Atlantean necromancy and such, but me grey matter’s feeling a might weary from all the excitement today, so I’ll bid you adieu, for now, Sandwich.”

      “One last thing, captain.”

      “Aye?”

      “Sandwich. Is that really what you are going to call me from now on?”

      “What would you prefer. ‘Your lordship’, perhaps?”

       “James will be fine.”

      “Afraid not, Sandwich. First names be for me friends, and I can count them on one hand. You be me captive, remember?” I point at the door. “Rumguts be waiting to escort you to your cabin.”

      I enjoy his look of genuine surprise. “A cabin? I thank you for your hospitality, captain.”

      I swat his gratitude out of the air. “It’s just so you don’t get stabbed in the middle of the night. Some of me crew ain’t as tolerant of their ‘betters’. There’s a bar on the back of the door. Use it.”

      “Indeed I shall, captain.”

      I whistle for Rumguts who strides in and waves for Sandwich to follow her out. I note with approval that her gait be good and steady. She be keeping to her word so far.

      “Make sure Sandwich and our new sailmaster are fed and grogged. And ask Croc to see to Sandwich’s leg. They be our valued guests. Best be spreading that among the crew tonight over your dicing and yammering. Any harm comes to our guests and the offenders will be answering directly to me. Got that?”

      “Aye, captain. Touch the toffs and we’re for it.”

      Rumguts leads Sandwich out
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