The Pirate’s Son

“Sail ho!” the call came. Gold there would be this day, and blood.

The cold, salt spray wet his face as the prow of the Hammer slammed into another
wave. The deck heaved underfoot, and Eomer leaned on the ropes, the rough cords biting
into his callouses. The boom-boom-boom of the great rowing drum thrummed in his chest
and vibrated his clothes against his skin, and the wind tossed his hair all around his face.
True to the Second Man’s call, white sails stood tall over the dark sea ahead. At the head
sailed a tall, many-masted merchant ship, and just behind, a pair of smaller escorts. But
as Eomer glanced over his shoulder at the eight swift ships whispering swiftly over the
waves toward the merchant vessel along with his own, a cold grin spread over his face.

“Ready all!” Captain Ragnar roared ahead.

“Aye!” came the universal reply, Eomer’s own hearty shout included.

Eomer’s hand went to his belt, where he found his long knife tucked into his belt.
His shield was just beside his feet, which were shrouded in thin leather shoes, loosely
laced. The wind whipped his thin, cotton shirt, biting into his poorly protected skin
beneath with its frigid air. Winter in the south sea was preferable to the North Elysian
coast, by far, but balmy, it was not.

“Eomer!” Ragnar’s voice growled across the deck.

Eomer approached, releasing the ropes to walk along the central beam between the
heads of the rowers. The smells of flesh, dirty hair, and sweat mingled with the scent of
the sea. Eomer halted beside his captain and looked up past the man’s salt-and-pepper
beard to look into his scar-marked face.

“The prey is running,” Ragnar observed, squinting out across the waves. “Her
captain knows what we are, and yet he flees. He has shed the blood of his own crew.”

“The fools.”

“How are the men?” Ragnar asked, his voice barely audible over the roar of waves
against the prow.

“In good spirits, sir,” Eomer nodded. Pahit, the captain’s Second Man, was
standing beside Ragnar. He was a wiry chap, but cunning and clear-voiced. His eyes were
narrow and slanted, and his hairline stood above his ears, but Eomer had seen enough of
Pahit’s knife work to keep clear of the man’s ill temper. “We’ll all be happy to be out of
these waves, I think.”

“Hard rowing is good for young men,” the captain shrugged, turning back out
toward the rising sun and the white sails looming ever larger ahead. “Strong backs, strong
spirits.”

Eomer’s back was strong, alright. Just a month ago, he’d been down there among
the rowers. Every last one was a fighter and a laborer both, by necessity. If old Hagen
hadn’t been gutted for thieving, Eomer would still be rowing like the rest. But someone
had to serve as the Voice — the mediator between captain and crew. The vote had been
nearly unanimous that day.

“You’ll board with me and hold the deck,” the captain said evenly.



Eomer’s mouth opened and closed. “Er, aye, sir.”

“Problem?”

“Who will keep the ship?”

“Pahit,” Ragnar shrugged, nodding toward his Second Man beside him. “Drew the
short straw.”

Eomer drew his gaze away from Pahit back toward Ragnar. “I can keep the ship
well enough, captain. It’s my day.”

“I need you on deck, Eomer,” Ragnar growled. “Until we rebuild our numbers,
you’ll serve at the front. Is that a problem?”

Eomer held that strange, dark gaze a long time. “No, sir.”

“Then I’ll see you on deck. More speed.”

Pahit leaned his head back and opened his mouth, revealing his large, straight
teeth. His mouth opened so wide that it seemed to stretch his very face. “More speed!”

The drum’s tempo increased, as did the pace of the oarsmen, whose grunts and
groans now grew much louder and more frequent. Eomer walked along the central beam
a few paces, then dropped down to sit on one of the rowing benches that lacked two men.
He set his shield between his feet, took hold of the oar, and began to grunt along with the
rest, rowing at their increased pace.

“Heave!” some of the men grunted, almost a song or chant. “Heave!”

Eomer was beginning to sweat when Pahit cried out, “Final push!”

Eomer glanced over his shoulder to find the taller merchant vessel looming high
over their prow, gray and sleek and proud, like a jut of granite on a mountain. But Eomer
was looking at the stern — the enemy had veered north, away from the ramming charge.

“Draw in portside oars!” Pahit called, and the men obeyed.

As the Hammer moved right, the two hulls scraped and screamed against each
other on the port side, and the enemy crew leaned out over the railing to loose arrows at
the pirates below. Some of Ragnar’s men stood, then, and loosed their own arrows in
reply. Most of the enemy’s arrows met the planks and deck, but several of the pirates’
found their mark, drawing cheers from the rowing fighters below. Two men were struck
by merchant arrows, but neither mortally wounded. One, Orvar of Keskus, an ox of a
man with a golden, ale-soaked beard, took an arrow to the shoulder and only jerked it out
again, growling his thirst for revenge.

During the brush, several of the merchants’ oars crackled and snapped as the
Hammer smashed them between the hulls. Eomer smiled. If the merchants wish to
escape, they had better learn to withdraw their oars during ramming.

“Oars out!” Pahit cried.

“Two marks to starboard,” Ragnar said just before Pahit shouted it again. And
exactly to the captain’s words, the ship was steered two marks to the right, putting the
merchant ship’s path off to port, the left side.

“They’ve caught the escorts,” Eomer heard another man saying. “The big one’s on
its own now.”

“Final push!” Pahit cried. Eomer looked over his shoulder to find the merchant
ship crash through a foam-tipped wave, tossing the spray aside like a coastal cliff on the



breakers — and it was moving across the Hammer’s path. On its side, Eomer spied
Elysian letters painted in white: Plagarus.

“Heave!” the men cried as a bead of sweat rushed down Eomer’s cheek and
trembled hotly in the cold wind. “Heave!”

“Turn, damn you,” Ragnar was saying quietly. “Turn. Push him from the other
side, Deral. Turn him!” There was a long silence, filled with nothing but drums, waves
and heave, and then Ragnar laughed. “She’s coming about! More speed!”

“Impact!” Pahit shouted.

The bench under Eomer jerked and swayed, tossing him to the wet deck in a tangle
of other men’s arms and legs as a deafening creaking and crackling noise boomed in his
ears. He and the crew got back to their feet and scrambled to take up arms — shields,
clubs, spears, bows.

“Forward!” Ragnar roared. Eomer managed to catch a glimpse of the tall captain
raising his long, glittering sword aloft. His bear-clad shoulders appeared monstrous huge
all about him, with a black cloak hanging down, and with his painted black helm now on
his head, he looked a beast of the night invading on the sun’s domain.

The whole crew pressed forward, crowding the prow and following Rangar up
onto the merchant ship’s deck. More arrows rained down at them, but Eomer and his
crewmates raised their shields and kept most of the iron-tipped darts at bay. A mad,
tangled scramble up the neck of the Hammer s upraised prow ensued, and the tips of
spears and swords slowed their climb.

Two more impacts thrashed the Plagarus — Ragnar’s support ships — and as the
Plagarus s crew divided their defenses against the second and third boarding parties, their
numbers along the starboard side thinned. One of their men went down, then two, until
Ragnar’s men began to climb freely over the railing and across the deck.

Eomer pushed one short spear aside, stepped in close, and drove his knife down
into one man’s chest before jumping to one side to escape the slash of a long dagger from
another. A third man rushed Eomer with a spear, jabbing deftly rather than charging too
close, and one jab hit Eomer low in the ribs on his left side, and another cut his hip.
Eomer’s teeth ground as he readjusted. Then, as the spearman stumbled on the arm of a
fallen crewman, Eomer closed in, seizing the spear and running his blade across the
man’s neck. The defenders were dressed in white, buttoned uniforms with strange, black
caps on their heads and black shoes on their feet. But their uniforms were quickly turning
red.

Orvar swung his long club, taking two men off their feet in one stroke, and Eomer
steered clear of his rampage. Even with blood streaming down his left side from his
arrow wound, Orvar could not be brought down, not with knife, dagger, or sword.

The defenders had rallied by now on the rear deck, high above the main deck, and
as Eomer turned toward them, he bent his knees limp and raised his shield, falling to the
deck. He had scarcely opened his mouth to shout arrows when a storm of shafts zipped
and whistled through the air, ripping through Ragnar’s crew. Shouts, grunts, screams, and
the smell of blood. One arrow left a long cut along Eomer’s left thigh, and another
punched through his shield and stuck in his right shoulder. A quick glance around told



him that most of Ragnar’s crew had made good use of their shields, but four or five men
were now glorified pincushions.

At the same moment, Eomer and Ragnar raised both their blades and charged up at
the rear deck. Another volley of arrows greeted them, but shields were raised and ready,
lending even less effectiveness to the shafts than before. With Ragnar clearing a path at
the head of the column, they clambered up onto the raised rear deck and surrounded the
archers. There were twelve, and when they saw the thirty enraged and bloody men
flooding over the railings to rip them shoulder from hip, they all laid down their bows
and raised empty hands to the boarders. Ragnar stepped forward, crimson still dripping
freely from his sword, and spat on the deck.

“Would that your captain had been as wise as you,” Captain Ragnar sneered.
“Many lives, he could have saved.” Then, he turned to his own crew. “Bind them, and
find me the fool they call captain.”

Opening the trap door to the lower deck proved a heavy task, since the crew below
were clinging to it for their lives. Finally, Ragnar knelt beside it and knocked thrice and
hard with his great, red fist.

“Hear this, fools of the South Sea,” he called. “Lay down your arms and yield your
captain to us, and we will leave you with your lives and your ship. What say you?”

Eomer glanced over at Orvar, who shrugged his great bulk at him. Eomer for his
part wiped his knife clean, sheathed it, the wounds in his thigh, shoulder, ribs and hip
throbbing, and caught his breath as Ragnar awaited the reply. They hadn’t long to wait
before the murmur below turned to shouting, then the muffled ring of clashing steel and
the stomping of fighting feet. Ragnar did not rise. He only turned to Eomer and smiled.

When Ragnar pulled on the trap door again, it opened freely, and Ragnar’s own
archers crowded around him, arrows trained on the darkness below. But empty, bloody
hands appeared, trembling in the light.

“We yield, sir,” the voice called up. “We’ve got the captain here.”

“Show him to me,” Ragnar said evenly. And when they did, Ragnar reached down
into the hole and took a man by the collar, and with one thick hand, Ragnar hefted the
man out of the ship and threw him to the deck. The man bounced from the gray planks
and cried out, his hands curling into expressions of agony, but he could do nothing before
the great, black captain was upon him with dagger drawn.

“Do you know nothing of piracy?” Ragnar hissed, leaning down until his nose was
nearly touching the enemy’s. “Did you not think that Ragnar’s Hammer would fall hard
and swift? You know these waters. You should have yielded and given up your cargo.
Now, you have forfeited both it and your lives.”

The enemy captain laughed a bitter laugh, gurgling blood from between his lips.
One of his eyes was a wet, red mass where one of his own crewmen had destroyed his
face to save the crew. “You pirates are savages,” he spat. “Many of your lot would just as
soon torture honest merchants to death as accept our surrender. You would—"

Ragnar reared back and drew the back of his hand across the man’s face, spraying
blood across the deck. “Silence, now. Keep your forked tongue between your teeth.” But



he turned to his own crew, next. “Eomer, take the men below. I want every man, every
crate, every barrel, every grain of rice accounted for.”

“Aye, sir.”

Eomer leaned over the hole and called down. “All of you down there, climb up
straightaway, or die.”

Thirty-one merchant crewmen were already on deck, either dead, wounded, or one
of the few who surrendered. Eighty more surrendered now and were bound, some of
whom were uniformed and some of whom were not. They climbed up, sullen and silent,
and were gathered at the center of the long ship’s deck. Eomer walked along the length of
the kneeling crowd and finally settled on one tall, well-dressed man.

“You. What’s your role here?”

The man only stared at the deck, so Eomer drew his knife and pointed it at a young
crewman’s face. “Who is that man?”

“That’s Antocus, the Second Man,” the boy stammered, eyes wide. Antocus
himself looked at the boy askance, his expression darkening.

“Where’s the ship’s manifest?”” Eomer said, shoving his knife back into its sheath
and stalking back to the Second Man. “Give it up, or we’ll cut it out of you.”

Antocus’s mouth curled into a snarl, and he finally looked into Eomer’s eyes.
“You don’t know what you’ve done.”

“I bloody well do,” Eomer shrugged. “I just asked for the manifest of a ship that
my crew just won fair and square.”

Antocus took his bound hands, reached into his coat, and drew out a brass cylinder
with a knob at each end. “Enjoy your victory while it lasts, pirate” Antocus said quietly as
Eomer seized the cylinder. “You will not have long.”

Eomer stuffed the thing into his belt. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Eomer took twenty men and went down below deck. The first lower deck was
empty, aside from two bleeding corpses and one gurgling, unconscious man about to join
them. The second deck was the last bit to check. As he approached the ladder to descend,
Eomer reached over his shoulder with one finger upraised, and his crew fell still and
silent. Now, the only sounds were the creaking of the ship, the rumbling of the waves,
and the occasional murmur of voices on the upper deck. A quiet scuffing sound, followed
by a tinny creak of a plank below, through the ladder hole, was all the sign Eomer
needed.

Eomer turned around and signed with his fingers. Men below.

“You down there,” he called through the opening. “We know you’re there. You’re
outnumbered, my friend. Lay down your arms, and we will spare your lives.”

When all Eomer received in reply was the expletives of at least three languages, he
shrugged and signed to his mates: arrows. Two men moved forward with their small
bows made of ox horn, and leaned out over the hole, loosing several arrows and eliciting
screams from below.

“Clear!” one archer called, and Eomer dropped through the hole to the lower deck.
The planks boomed under his feet, and several men rushed toward him with blades
glittering in the dark. Eomer stepped left in the cramped space, slamming his shoulder



into a stack of barrels and catching two blades on his shield. A javelin sprouted from the
chest of one defender, then two arrows, and then Eomer’s men were behind him, cutting
down the last of the Plagarus s men. Eomer moved toward the prow, where he saw the
glow of a hearth fire — the galley.

“Clear the lower deck!” Eomer shouted. “Check every corner, every crack, every
barrel. It surrenders, or it dies!”

He stomped his way to the galley door, which he found loose on its hinges, half-
open.

“Surrender or die!” Eomer grunted as he stepped into the room, and a flurry of
movement to his left brought his shield up. The head of a fighting axe lodged in the top
lip of his shield, and Eomer pulled it aside. The man’s black hair was falling all across his
face, and his skin was red-brown as island clay. With the axe lodged and pulled aside,
Eomer reversed his knife and slammed it down toward the man’s chest, once, twice,
thrice, but the man crossed his own forearm with Eomer’s, stopping the blade before it
could land its fateful strikes. Eomer switched his blade again as the man jerked on the
axe’s shaft again, but with Eomer’s arm loose, the axe could not pull free, but instead
stretched and contorted Eomer’s arm along with the shield.

With Eomer’s blade above his hand now, Eomer slashed and cut with it, drawing
blood from the man’s offending forearm, then his shoulder and head, before driving it
home into the man’s belly and ribs. As he fell, Eomer saw the reason that the other
inhabitants of the galley had not attacked — abject terror. All he saw of them was dark,
sooty clothes and dirty faces — small men whose only value was as servants to the ship.
One was old as dust, with his white eyebrows reaching out like little fingers of hair and a
wispy beard like an emaciated cloud on his chin. Eomer was reaching for a scrap of cloth
from his fallen enemy to wipe his knife with when one of the sooty shapes lunged
forward. It was a young boy of about ten years, face streaked with tears like little ivory
rivers in a land of dark soil. The boy cried out and swung his arm back and forth, a small
blade of steel clutched in his fingers. Eomer seized the boy’s wrist and kicked his feet,
sending the lad down on his back and ending the fight. He hooked a finger under the
bottom of the paring knife’s handle and pulled up, and the knife popped easily from the
boy’s fingers.

“You’ve got heart, boy,” Eomer smirked. “I’ll give you that.”

“No,” the boy grunted pitifully as he clutched at Eomer’s hands. His little, thin
fingers tugged and grabbed at Eomer’s, trying in vain to loose Eomer’s grip on his arms.

“Come, lad,” Eomer growled, pulling the boy to his feet. “You, too. All of you.
The captain wishes to take account of all onboard.”

Eomer took them to the upper deck and bound them with the others. The boy with
the paring knife, he bound with his own hands. He was thin from hunger and toil, but his
eyes were blue, bright and intelligent, despite his dark brown hair and pale skin. The
boy’s appearance screamed Elysian blood, but the blue eyes were strange. Eomer had
seen blue eyes in Iddurans, but never Elysians. It was spoken of in tales, to be sure, but it
was a rare sight in the world of the living.

“Who’s this, then?”” Ragnar said behind him.



Eomer shrugged. “Cook’s hand, looks like. Tried to kill me with this.”

Upon seeing the tiny blade, Ragnar took it between his thumb and forefinger and
laughed heartily. ““You could have let him keep that, and it would change nothing.”

“You have fought well,” Ragnar said loudly, standing before the entire remaining
crew of the Plagarus, kneeling and bound at his feet. “A defense any captain or lord
could admire. But you have lost. Any of your number who wishes to may now join us and
return to the Sparrow Islands in peace. With us, you will win glory, riches, the rush of
battle, and the warmth of expensive women. What say you?”

The boy from the galley, his face still streaked with tears on his dirty face, stood.
His clothing was brown, patched, and fraying, and his hands were small and delicate. His
brown hair, clumsily trimmed, hung in disheveled fronds about his face and ears. But his
eyes were hard and steely. The old man from the galley, whom Eomer now saw was
wearing an apron and took to be the cook, reached up and pulled on the poor boy’s sleeve
and collar, dragging him back down to his knees.

“Hands off, old man,” Ragnar barked, and all the bound men and half the pirates
flinched. “Let the lad speak. What say you, boy?”

“Please, lord,” the old cook pleaded. “He’s only a boy. What use could he—"

Eomer’s heel connected with the old man’s chest, sending him reeling back into
the lap of the man behind him.

“What’s your name, boy?” Ragnar said as the boy got back to his feet. His voice
set the boy flinching again, and for the barest moment, fear played on the boy’s features,
before he mastered himself again.

“E-Elymas, sir.”

“What say you, Elymas? Will you go with us?”

The boy’s lips parted once, then twice, before he spoke. “I-I will go. I will go with
you.”

“You are asking to cross a bridge, lad,” Ragnar said slowly. “One you cannot cross
again. We pirates are dead men. We cannot walk again in the lawful lands.”

“I know. I will go with you.”

Ragnar spread his hands to either side. “Then one of my crew must take you. I will
not consent, for I have no use for a ward. But if one of my men will take you and make
use of you, then [ will not naysay it.”

The boy’s shoulders trembled as his eyes darted across the crowd of sweaty,
bloody men. What use did they have for serving boys? All such a lad would be useful for
was to sell as a slave, and boys were not worth the effort. A man could be sold for a good,
strong profit as a worker, and girls and women went to the whorehouses. But boys were
of no use until they grew larger. Sure, such a lad might make a decent housekeeper or
errand boy, but those were roles sought for by honest men, not pirates. And while boys
could be sold to some whorehouses for use by men of particular tastes, the price was low
and infrequent. It was not a popular pastime in the Sparrow Islands. Eomer had no use for
a slave or an errand boy. And yet, as the lad’s eyes began to fill with tears, Eomer’s hand
rose of its own accord.

“I will take him.”



“Then it is done,” Ragnar nodded. If he disapproved, he concealed it masterfully.
And after another offer to the rest of the Plagarus’s crew, which went unanswered,
Ragnar had the crew lashed to the railings and masts — anything that could accept the
knots of ropes.

“Now, Eomer,” Ragnar grunted, sounding like an old man at the end of a feast who
needs to adjust the tightness of his belt. “That manifest, if you please.”

It took several hours to confirm the accuracy of the manifest. Several large barrels
of pipe leaf, crates of salt stones, sacks of herbs none of the crew had ever heard of, and
other luxury items bound for Senecia and Equinor, in addition to the chest of coins kept
in reserve for buying and selling, as on all merchant vessels. The chest held sacks of gold,
silver, and some jewels. By the time all was accounted for, the sun was high in the sky
and planks and shoulders were growing warm.

“Hold there, lad,” Ragnar said, his hand outstretched as he peered at the manifest.
“The scroll here says there ought to be eighteen barrels of salt. But I see thirty.”

The deck fell silent, then, until the only sound was the cruel whisper of the winter
wind.

“Open them,” Ragnar said. “All of them, dampness be damned.”

True to the manifest, eighteen of the thirty contained salt. There were crystalline
pebbles the size of peas, pink in color — salt mined from the mountain caves of Suryas
along the coasts. But twelve barrels held blocks of compressed, white powder, white as
snow, smelling faintly of foul, sour fumes. Eomer dragged his little finger along one of
the powdery blocks, and his fingertip came back white. When he tasted it, his tongue
tingled and burned, and it tasted bitter and metallic. He welled up his saliva and spat the
stuff out on the deck.

“Nix,” he said loudly.

“That’s nix?”” Dracus, a thin man about chest-high on Eomer, said quietly. “That’s
twelve barrels of nix?”

“It’s enough to buy a small city, Ragnar,” Eomer observed. “Enough to poison
thousands of men. I’ve never seen a shipment like this. One barrel, two? Sure, but twelve
1s madness. A shipment fit for kings.”

Ragnar, for his part, stood staring at the white blocks, his own face paling in the
noonday light of the winter sun.

“Put it back in the hold,” Ragnar said evenly, shrugging as color returned to his
scarred face. “I have no use for nix.”

“Put it back?” Dracus spat. “Those barrels would make us the richest crew in the
Sparrows, and you say put it back?”

Ragnar leaned forward. “Those barrels would make us the most hunted crew in the
South Sea.”

“I say we sell it,” Dracus said, and many nodded. Eomer pulled the boy Elymas
close to his side, and he felt the boy trembling.

“Sell it to who?”” Ragnar barked. “Tyrus’s crew? T’faan’s? It would take years to
move this much nix in the islands alone. And how do you propose we store and protect it?



Mercenaries? Magic? Or will you volunteer to stay behind and become shopkeeper for
the emperor’s nix?”’

Dracus blinked several times. “Emperor?”

Ragnar pointed at the barrels. “A shipment fit for kings, it is, and it’s coming from
the west. Suryas has a new emperor, you may have heard, an emperor who moves
mountains and sends Jackals abroad with lightning and thunder in their fingers. If we take
the silver, the gold, the herbs, then all is well and good. But if we take that nix, there will
be no hiding it, not with all the spells and wizards in the world. That nix brings death.”

There was a long silence. Dracus stood staring at the white blocks, along with
most of the crew. Eomer patted the boy’s shoulder, and he felt the lad calm a bit. Then,
Dracus raised his eyes to look at Eomer.

“What says the Voice of the Crew?”

Eomer looked around as all the crew turned their eyes to him. A month prior, they
had elected him nearly unanimously to be their voice to the captain, the mediator between
captain and crew: the Voice. Every crew had a Voice, and now, on the Hammer, that was
Eomer. And after a long, hard swallow, Eomer spoke.

“I say we throw it in the sea,” he said loudly. “The stuff is poison, and it’1l only
enrich the Suryasi. And we can’t take it.”

“Throw it in, and you will still pay,” one of the bound men said, just before
Ragnar knocked him out cold with a single punch. The man thumped to the deck like a
sack of potatoes, and blood pooled near his mouth.

“He’s right,” Dracus said as his eyes widened. “He’s right. If we dump it, then
we’ve still taken it, and we still piss off the Suryasi.”

“Then leave it in the hold,” Eomer shrugged. “We’d best leave it well enough
alone. We’re pirates, not warlords. We’re not outfitted to fight a whole imperial navy.”

“But the Sparrows are,” Dracus said. “We could unite, and—"

“Unite around what?” Ragnar demanded, his hands shaking like war hammers. “If
we divide this nix among all the crews and islands, it’ll be pennies to the man. And if you
expect the islands to fight without pay...” Ragnar tilted his head and smirked. “...then
you know nothing of pirates.”

“This 1s no throne room, and you are no king,” Dracus sneered. “Pirate disputes
are settled by vote, not by decree. That’s the word from the Stone Book. We decide, not
you. | say we vote.”

Ragnar stood up tall and gave a long sigh. “A vote, then. Then we will know
whether this crew is wise. [ warn you, all of you, a vote to keep this nix is a vote to die.
But it will be a vote.”

Dracus stepped forward. “All in favor of taking the nix back to the islands?”

Only ten hands were not raised. Eomer’s shoulders slowly drooped at the sight of
so many hands, so many palms and fingers raised to the heavens as if to greet and beg for
the blades to come.

“The hands have it... Captain.” Dracus spoke the last word as if it were a bitter
seed spewed during a good melon. “We will keep the nix.”



Ragnar stood staring at Dracus a long time. Three breaths, four, five, and no one
dared speak. Finally, Ragnar broke the silence.

“Load the barrels and cut us loose.”

Then, he took the old cook and brought him, still bound, to the captain’s cabin.

Ragnar threw open the door and kicked the man in the rump, sending him rolling
forward on the polished planks. When the old man turned back toward the door, his face
was bleeding and his eyes wide.

“Eomer,” Ragnar called. “That knife, if you please.”

Eomer pulled it from his belt and tossed it. Ragnar caught it deftly and turned back
to the old man. “If you wish for your ship to return to its course, then you must cut
yourself free, find the key to this door, and cut your crewmen free. If you fail, then your
ship will remain adrift on the pitiless sea. Aretas, go hide the knife. There, old man. Your
crew’s fate lies in your hands. Use them wisely.”

The old man was locked inside, and the crew returned to their ships. Eomer put the
boy on his back and climbed down to the Hammer as the men hacked at the Plagarus's
hull to free the ramming beak from its planks. Once free, the Hammer was brought
alongside long enough to load the cargo, and then the flotilla sailed north to the Sparrow
Islands on the strength of their sails. Now no longer in pursuit, they had little use for oars.

The boy, Elymas, clung to the ship’s side the whole way, staring out at the water
and saying nothing. Eomer gave him a drink of water and offered him some food, and
though the boy ate like a starving dog, he still said nothing to Eomer’s questions of his
kin and origins.

They made landfall that evening, and they hauled the cargo to Hammer’s Hall, the
storehouse and barracks of Ragnar’s crew on the coast of Polapoi, the Island of Fire. Thin
columns of smoke were rising from various chimneys or open fires farther inland, and the
choruses of thousands of whirring insects filled the chilly night air. The west was red with
the fading light of the sunlight. When the crates, sacks and barrels had been properly
stowed in the Hall, Eomer tugged on Elymas’s shirt.

“Stay close, boy.”

Eomer led the boy uphill, through the trees and into the town. The land here was
littered with stone and rocks, so the island’s settlement was surrounded by a tall, stone
wall. It lacked the strength of a proper city wall made of hewn stones, but it was better
than a fence of sharpened sticks. The men were just closing the gate when Eomer arrived
under their torchlight.

“Let us pass.”

The men turned and regarded Eomer askance. They wore old, tarnished helmets,
stained mail, gambesons, rusty breastplates. “Who are you, then?”

“Eomer, Voice of the Hammer, under Captain Ragnar.”

“I know you, yeah,” one said with a clumsy, slurring voice. “Can’t forget that
face.”

“Are you going to let us pass or not?”

“Go ’n in, then,” the drunken guard said, and in they passed.



Eomer moved left along the wall, under two arches, took two rights, then a left.
There, he found a modest home of mud, plank and stone, with a golden light within and
smoke in the chimney. Eomer knocked twice, waited a moment, and then knocked twice
more. When there was no answer, he knocked again.

“Open up. It’s Eomer.”

The door wobbled, then, and the sound of a heavy bar jostled against the wood,
until the door creaked open on oiled hinges. Beyond, Eomer found a man with long,
graying hair and an unkempt beard, dressed in a stained shirt that went to his knee, for
one knee was all he had left. The man lowered the crossbow he’d been holding and
relaxed.

“Oh, Eomer. It is ye.”

Eomer passed inside with the boy and then barred the door himself.

“Who'’s this, then?” the man asked.

“This is Elymas, Father,” Eomer said patting the boy on the shoulder.

“What, is this a pet?”

“No,” Eomer sighed. “He’s under my protection. I’m to shelter and train him. He’s
volunteered for Ragnar’s crew, and I’m the only one that took him.”

“And why would ye do a thing like that?” Eomer’s father frowned. “He’s just a
boy. This isn’t an archipelago of ponies and rainbows, son, it’s a bloody shitstorm of
pirates and hidden blades.” Turning to the boy, he shrugged. “If ye’ll pardon the
expression. It’s no place for a child, in any case.”

“He seemed desperate to get away from that ship,” Eomer said, rubbing his
bestubbled chin. In the last few months, though, it had gone from stubble to a proper,
short beard. “If he wanted to get out, then who was I to deny him?”

“A responsible adult, I would have hoped. What will ye—agh. I don’t care. I'm
too old and crippled to argue.”

Father hopped two steps to the wall, leaned his crossbow there, took up his crutch,
and hobbled back to the fire, where a small pot was hung carefully over the embers.

“I weren’t expecting ye,” Father shrugged, groaning as he settled into his chair.
“So it’s not much. But we could split it.” As his eyes fell on the filthy lad, he pressed his
lips together. “Well, with this one sucking on our teats, we’d better put some more stew
on anyways.”

“I’ve brought some bread and jerky down from the Hall,” Eomer said, pulling the
food from his bag. “It should be enough to—"

Father snatched it from his hands and tossed the jerky in the pot, then tore the loaf
in half. “Well, why didn’t ye say that?”

That won the first smirk Eomer had seen from Elymas all day. The moment
Elymas saw Eomer smiling, though, he quickly hardened his face again. “Listen, boy,”
Eomer said. “There’s a bucket in that back room there. Go get a rag and wash yourself.
You look like you crawled out a bloody sewer.”

The boy shuffled out of the room, his eyes widening as Father offered him half the
bread, and then he rushed to the back and pulled the curtain. It was a wonder Father had
been able to buy a proper wooden door for the front of the house, so the curtains were no



surprise. When Father asked about the day’s haul and Eomer answered, Father’s face
darkened and he grew quiet.

“Nasty business, that,” he murmured. “Very nasty business. Sounds like ye and
Ragnar had the right of it, ye did. That haul is nought but death to ye, mark my words.”

Eomer sniffed, then sniffed again.

“I put a new leaf in the stew,” Father nodded. “It gives a nice, woody—"

“When was the last time you had a bath?” Eomer asked, his nose wrinkling at a
very different smell.”

Father stopped midsentence and pouted. “Well, what business is that to ye? I'm a
grown man, and no invalid.”

“You’ve got but one leg, and you can’t work for your own living. That’s called an
invalid.”

Father waved a grumpy hand. “Bah! Full of manure is that head, son of mine.
Careful it don’t start falling out yer mouth.”

“I’1l get you some water, and we’ll get you cleaned up.”

Eomer stood and steadied himself on the wall, his wounds smarting. Those spear
jabs on his ribs and hip burned like fire as the clotted blood cracked and split.

“Ye got problem of yer own, eh?”

“Just some scratches. I don’t need your pity.”

“Wasn’t offering none.”

Eomer shook his head at the old fool and limped to the back room. He threw the
curtain aside, and the young lad gasped aloud with a great flinch. Eomer’s hand dropped
to his long knife as his whole body tightened, his wounds screaming, and the boy
snatched up his shirt to press it across his chest. His face and upper body were much
cleaner than before, although the lad had missed some spots on his shoulders and behind
the ears.

Eomer let go of his knife and stood squinting at the boy. When his eyes dropped to
the shirt pressed to the boy’s chest, the boy’s hands loosened, hesitated, then tossed the
shirt down. And the boy’s face turned beet red and tight as a rubber ball as he blinked
away some emotion. Eomer turned his face half away from the lad to look at him
askance, then stalked closer. He saw Elymas swallow hard, but the lad held his ground,
even as his skinny ribs went in and out with tense breaths. Eomer stopped one step away
and reached down to the boy’s waistband. He gasped again and stepped back, but froze at
a hard look from Eomer. Then, Eomer hooked his forefinger in the boy’s waistband and
pulled gently.

Eomer’s back went cold as he straightened upright, his chest tight. His heart shook
like a leaf in the wind, and he looked the lad in the face as tears streamed down the small
face. And as he looked longer and harder at that face, the less it looked like the face of a
boy and the more he saw the real, the true, and he finally saw it. This was the face of a
girl.



