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      The sun glared down, flashing off the sea and adding to Knigh’s headache. The pain was a constant companion now, thudding behind his eyes no matter how much water he drank or how many cups of willow bark tea Lizzy brewed for him.

      The stark light bleached his crewmates’ faces, making them squint even though their heads were bowed. It dazzled off the three white canvas forms lined up on the Venatrix’s deck, carving them in brilliant white and deepest black shadow.

      At Aedan’s nod, Knigh joined him in lifting the first one. The weight wasn’t much, but it dragged on his chest—another person he’d failed.

      He had poured his gift into healing day after day, but this was one he couldn’t save. The woman had succumbed to injuries and now here she was with two others, bound in hammocks and sewn in these neat parcels, ready for delivery into the sea’s embrace.

      The only comfort was that she wasn’t among them.

      Perry cleared her throat and a shift swept through the crew and townsfolk as they all straightened.

      Jaw ratcheting tighter, Knigh raised his head. Perry stood close to the rail, facing her crew, lips folded.

      A fae-touched person with pointed ears and pale blond hair stepped to her side. Knigh hadn’t caught their name—there had been so many new names over the past week and most hadn’t made it past the hammering headache—but they served on the Fortune and had a gift for sound. They took a deep breath and nodded to Perry.

      The noon light cast her eyes in darkness, but they gleamed, betraying that she glanced this way before pressing her mouth into an even thinner line and crinkling the slip of paper in her hand.

      The list of names.

      The dead and the lost.

      It was a week since the Battle of Nassau. A week since he—or anyone—had seen Vee.

      A week of this constant hollow ache that had worked its way into his very bones. A week of missing her laugh and the glint in her eye that could mean she had a terrible, incredible idea or that she wanted him alone, or both. A week of missing the simple pleasure of her voice and the way she made him laugh. A week without that stretch she did every morning that trembled from her toes to the tips of her fingers and made him want to run his hands up her full length, kiss her, taste her, and gather her close to make love in the morning light.

      A week without her.

      A week was enough, Perry had said, and the council of pirate and town leaders had agreed. They made decisions about this refugee fleet—where to go, when, how to avoid the Navy’s patrols. Today they’d decided to read the names of those who hadn’t been seen since that terrible night, adding them to the dead to be mourned, even though there were no neat parcels for them. The fae-touched person at Perry’s shoulder would ensure every ship in the gathered fleet could hear Perry’s words and pay their own respects.

      But not her name.

      Over his dead body and banished soul would she read Vee’s name.

      His knuckles popped, and the canvas bit into his callused hands. It took a tug from Aedan to bring him back to the body and the ritual they’d gathered to perform. He straightened his back, squared his shoulders.

      “From the sea we come.” The words whispered across deck, thousands of voices murmuring at once, his own included, all bouncing back from the cliffs they’d anchored off.

      In one heft, they sent the woman’s body overboard. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. A splash, then she was gone.

      They lifted the next body. This was one they’d found in the water, bloated and half-eaten, but someone had recognised the tattoo, and one of Nassau’s tattooists, a woman from Hinomoto, had confirmed their identity. A pirate from one of the ships they’d lost in Nassau’s harbour, sunk by the kraken.

      Had someone found Vee and done this for her?

      “On the sea, we live.” He couldn’t get the words out.

      No, he would know. He turned inward. Violet light crackled along the edges of his buttery-yellow magic. Both were dim—he’d used his gift for so much healing this past week, it was no surprise. But they were both there. If she’d gone, he would know. Surely.

      With a swing, he and Aedan sent the body overboard. I’m sorry I left you.

      Perhaps he was a fool for hoping. Perhaps the flicker of lightning inside him was the only thing left of Vee.

      That was what Perry thought. He could even pinpoint the moment she’d lost hope.

      Not lost hope—given it up.

      Yesterday, they’d spotted a makeshift camp on an isolated beach, and his heart had soared as he’d rowed the jolly boat closer with Aedan, Clovis, and Erec. Saba and Lizzy clung to the gunwales, eyes fixed on the folded canvas and charred remains of a campfire, their oars forgotten. Effie and Wynn huddled together in wide-eyed silence, hands clasped. Perry gripped the tiller, knuckles white. None of them had said a word when news of a camp had come down from the watch. But the looks they’d shared had spelled out their hope. Was it Vee? Had they finally found her?

      For the first time in days, Knigh had been able to move his face in something other than a tight mask or even tighter frown. And when he’d spotted the figurehead of a ship lost in Nassau’s harbour planted in the camp, he’d almost choked on a laugh. It had to be her.

      Fool.

      All they’d found was a haze of flies and the corpse of one of the pirates who’d attacked Nassau. He was curled up, arms around his belly as though he’d died in pain. Nearby lay the pale core of a fruit with white flesh that even the flies left well alone.

      The idiot had eaten a manchineel.

      His was the last body lined up on deck. An attacker from Vane’s fleet, but he deserved a burial all the same. That was duty. That was honour. Even in the Navy, they’d done as much for the enemy.

      Duty. Honour. Navy. They didn’t mean much anymore. Not when she was lost. They were just patterns his body knew how to follow. Empty comfort.

      He hefted the last body, throat burning with the memory of the laugh—the stupid, hopeful laugh he’d given at the sight of that figurehead, like hope was trying to choke him. He bowed his head, body hollow, as though that laugh had carried the last part of him away.

      “On the sea, we die.” As the rest of the crowd spoke, his lips moved around the syllables, but no sound came out.

      Just as they had for the others, he and Aedan sent the attacking pirate’s body overboard. With a splash, the canvas disappeared beneath the waves. Sunlight glittered on the ripples and the bubbles popping to the surface, and then it was like he’d never been there.

      Movement from the next ship, the Sea Witch, made him look up. Crew and townsfolk stood at the rail, FitzRoy to one side, alone. They had no bodies to bury today, but they threw something else into the water, and now he raised his head, he could see the same happening on the other vessels in the fleet.

      Orange, pink, white, and red—petals and flowers drifted across the island’s coastal waters in a hundred shades. Even that hot coral pink that often came at sunset and reminded him of the flush of Vee’s cheeks. It was a painting, a symphony in colour for those lost.

      His eyes burned, blurred, and he gripped the rail, holding his breath like that would let him hold on to control. Because if he lost it—if he let the tears come, they might never stop.

      “To the sea, we return.”

      He couldn’t say it. It felt too much like admitting defeat. Admitting that she had returned to her beloved sea.

      Perry cleared her throat and rustling paper sheared through the silence. The names. The list.

      “Alicia. Joan.”

      He clung to the rail, daring to take a breath. Not Vee. She wasn’t on the list. She wasn’t lost, just temporarily misplaced. They would find her. He would find her. He had to. He’d promised it.

      I’ll always come for you.

      The names were a litany, on and on. They’d saved many that night, but they’d lost many, too.

      “Donald. Demelza.”

      All that work and desperation, and they’d still failed all these lives. He hung his head and let the names crash over him like a wave on shore.

      At last, Perry fell quiet. But it was a pregnant silence—they had not been dismissed yet. She drew a long breath like she would go on, like there was a name left that she hesitated to say.

      No.

      Dashing his eyes, he whirled to face her. Whether it was the speed of his movement or that she was expecting his objection, she finally met his gaze. The shadows under her eyes, the hollowness of her cheeks—she’d aged a decade in the past week, and it seemed half of that had been as she’d read those names.

      But she was not going to add another one to the list.

      Jaw so tight it felt like his head might explode, he shook his head.

      Perry’s lips flattened and her throat bobbed. Her gaze skimmed away to the paper, then back to him. She touched the arm of the blond person helping amplify her voice and took a step closer.

      “Knigh,” she whispered, reaching out like she would touch his arm too.

      “No.” He wanted to roar it, but somehow kept his voice quiet. Still, his fists knotted at his sides. Vee wasn’t dead. That wasn’t possible. The world without her was unthinkable.

      Rage bubbled horribly close to the surface, hot and wild. He would burn the world before he’d accept she was gone.

      But… No. He had to keep himself together, somehow; he couldn’t lash out. Surrender to that terrible, beautiful, brutal mistress was not an option—it had already caused too much damage to Billy, to Aedan, to so many others, and to himself. One breath. Two. Three.

      Perry folded her arms, brows drawing together. “We need to—”

      “Don’t you dare include her.” The words scorched his throat, sizzled in the air. Four. Five.

      Because if she was gone, that was his fault. And he’d borne a lot of things in his life, done more than his share of wrong and carried the guilt of it, but this? Losing Vee because he’d left her at the top of that tower? Unbearable. Unforgivable.

      “But—”

      “Perry.” The breaths came too quickly to count, threatening to break him open. “Please.”

      Her eyes narrowed and passed over him, but her shoulders sank, and she returned to the fae-touched person. With a nod, she instructed them to resume broadcasting her words. “They are the lost of the Battle of Nassau, and we honour them. Friends, sisters, brothers, lovers, fathers, and mothers, sons and daughters, too, walk in the sun and know you carry our love until we see you again in the next place.” She nodded as though acknowledging a friend across a room, and a watery gleam entered her eyes. “Until then.”

      The crew and townsfolk nodded back. A few raised cups and bottles. “Until then.”

      “I will see you in this place,” Knigh muttered, head bowed, “not the next.” He squeezed the pocket containing the small, hard shapes of Vee’s dagger earring and the little abalone shell: talismans to bring her home. “Until then.”

      Now dismissed, the townsfolk retreated to the canvas awning set up on deck, and the crew returned to work.

      Perry tugged on his sleeve as she passed.

      And now for the dressing down.

      “Blackwood, my cabin.”
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      Knigh kept his gaze on the deck, but he could feel their eyes on him. And although their voices were too soft to pick out the exact words, he’d heard them before—he knew what they were saying.

      The hero of Nassau. He saved us.

      It was enough to make him want to fling himself over the side, follow those bodies to Davy Jones’ locker, and never have to hear such nonsense again. He was no hero. No saviour. He’d just done his job. The one who’d really saved them was gone.

      The one time he glanced up, he met Waters’ eye. The bookseller stood beneath the awning, mouth twisting in a smile of apology—no, of pity.

      Good gods, which was worse, the gratitude or the pity?

      It was a relief to duck into the passageway running beneath the quarterdeck, away from too many grateful faces. He followed Perry into her cabin. It wasn’t his first time being reprimanded by his captain, and he’d take it as he always did, with back straight and face still. He shouldn’t have questioned her in front of everyone, but he couldn’t let her add Vee to the dead.

      He stood to attention, despite the hollowness in his bones that groaned about how easy it would be to sink into his bunk, pull the covers over his head, and disappear from the world.

      Perry stood, hands on hips, silhouetted against the stern windows. “What was that?”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, I shouldn’t have questioned you.”

      “Good gods, Knigh.” She huffed, eyes shutting as she shook her head. “I don’t give a damn that you questioned me. I’m talking about the fact you looked about ready to swing for me—or anyone else who strayed too close, for that matter.”

      Anger. The enemy inside that he just couldn’t shake. Had it been that obvious? His shoulders slumped. This wasn’t a military dressing down from his captain—it was something far more personal from his friend. “I didn’t… I wasn’t angry at you.”

      “Let me guess. You’re angry at yourself?”

      So transparent. Maybe only to Perry, though—she had a way of seeing people, even the things they tried to keep hidden. Infuriating woman.

      Vee would’ve seen it, too. She knew him well enough.

      Throat tight, he crossed his empty arms to buy time until he thought he might manage to speak. “I should never have let her stay.”

      There it was, the words as raw as his throat.

      Perry snorted, though the grim lines of her lowered brows and tense jaw held no amusement. “You think anyone lets Vice do anything?”

      “Then I should’ve stayed. I should’ve carried her out of there—tied her up, if necessary.” Why hadn’t he done that? Why? “I should’ve done anything other than let her stay alone.”

      “Knigh, we all…” Perry took his arms and gave him a shake, eyes beseeching. “We’re all grie—worried, but it isn’t your fault, you know. You have to stop beating yourself up about it.”

      He didn’t deserve this kindness. Not any of it.

      He backed away, pulling out of her grasp until a chair hit the backs of his legs and he sank into it. Covering his face, he hid from the gratitude, the pity, the compassion from everyone.

      “I can’t, Perry.” His voice came out ragged, pulling from somewhere deep inside, from a truth he couldn’t fend off. With a sigh, he dropped his hands. “I’m sorry. I know you must be… You miss her. But it isn’t just that. Do you not understand? There’s no escaping it. I’m going to regret this for the rest of my life because I think…” It was as though a grip closed around his throat, but he’d started now and it couldn’t be stopped.

      “I think she might be dead,” he whispered like that might make it less true, “and if she is, I’ll never get to tell her how I… how I…”

      Eyebrows shooting up, Perry sucked in a breath, the picture of realisation. “Oh, Knigh.” She crouched beside him, laying her hand over his.

      “I love her.” It was the first sure sentence he’d managed since the truth had started bubbling to the surface. “I love her. And I let her stay in all that.” A tiny figure at the top of that tower. Alone against an entire fleet. What had he been thinking? How had he let her talk him into leaving? “And now I’ll never be able to tell her or hold her or…” Talk to her. Listen to her. Walk with her. Work with her. Laugh with her. Touch her. Kiss her. He shook his head. “Or anything.”

      Perry looked up at him, brow screwed up in confusion. “You mean you hadn’t told her?”

      “No, I… I’ve felt this way for a while, but I only just realised what it was.”

      Her palm slapped against her face. “Oh, Lords, how? I—bloody hells, I realised months ago.”

      In different circumstances he might’ve laughed—at her, at himself, but…

      He shot her a frown, and she lowered her hand. “I’m sorry, Knigh. I… I just… Good gods, for intelligent people, you two can be so dense.”

      “You’re not wrong.” He rubbed his forehead, the ache still drumming away. “I know it’s been long enough. I know the chances are slim.” And getting slimmer by the day. “And I’m sorry that this might make it harder for you. But do you understand why I can’t give up? Not yet.”

      “We’ll keep looking. If anyone can survive that, it’s Vice.” She cracked a lopsided grin, but it didn’t meet her eyes. “She’s stubborn enough to tell death to bugger off—she’s got too much to do.”

      He exhaled the ghost of a laugh. He could almost hear Vee saying those words.

      “I think we need a drink.” Perry rose and fetched glasses and a bottle of spiced rum from her stash. She paused at the cabinet and gave him a level look, tension around her eyes. He wasn’t the only one suffering: she was bowed by Vee’s absence, too. “And you can still feel her”—she pointed the bottle at his chest—“there?”

      He closed his eyes and sank inside. His power glowed a little brighter than earlier, and around the gold, threads of violet flashed.

      “I do.” He placed his hand over his heart, trying to trap the feeling there so he’d remember when despair raised its head.

      Even if the despair was right, he couldn’t give in to it. Not yet. He could pretend there was hope a little longer. “I do.”
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      Vice grinned at the keg of palm wine. Its sweet scent mingled with the woodsmoke from her signal fire. Mouth watering, she filled a small bottle that had washed up the previous day.

      This would be her first drink in a week, but today she had cause for celebration. True, no one had found her yet—she hadn’t seen a single ship since her arrival—but this morning, amongst the seaweed washed up on shore, she’d discovered a rare treasure.

      The cheerful blue, yellow, and gold sign for Waters’ bookshop.

      A scrap of home.

      It was propped up against a thick log near the fire, and now she sat beside it and clinked her bottle against its gouged frame. “I dub thee Camp Waters.” Lifting the drink in a toast, she nodded to the sea and the blazing sunset before taking a sip.

      To avoid wasting her freshwater, she’d rinsed the bottle in the sea, so its rim gave a salty edge to the sweet palm wine, which… She nodded. It actually worked.

      And if she drank enough, maybe she wouldn’t dream tonight.

      Her brow tightened, and she took another gulp in an attempt to banish the tension.

      Because every day and every night went the same.

      While the sun shone, she gave herself to the constant work of survival. There was always food and water to gather, especially now the stream was little more than a trickle. The fire was in constant need of fuel. She’d started building a raft, ready to escape once her gift was more than a guttering violet flame. It was tiring—her limbs ached—but it kept her body busy and her brain quiet.

      Then night came, and without knowledge of what made those whooping and rustling noises in the island’s forest, she stuck to camp. There were only so many timbers she could lash to her raft, so many ways she could make and re-make her bed.

      And once the work ran out, the demons came.

      That first boom of cannon fire. The blast of stucco and dust. Saba and FitzRoy. The woman in the rubble, eyes unseeing. The crowd outside the Laughing Kraken looking to her for instruction.

      “Not thinking about that now.” More palm wine, that was what she needed. Much, much more. She downed the rest of the bottle. It was still burning her throat as she got a refill.

      “Happy thoughts, like getting away from here.” With its emerald forest, pale sand, and clear waters, this island was a beautiful prison, but a prison all the same.

      The opal on Evered’s ring winked in the firelight, mocking her attempts at cheer.

      She glared at it. Damn it, there was hope.

      There had to be.

      The others had escaped. They’d be looking for her. It just might take a little while.

      But Knigh had said and proved it true more than once: I’ll always come for you. He would. Whether he found her on this island or floating on her raft or maybe even in whatever town or village she managed to reach—he would come. They would find each other.

      With a huff, she returned to her seat on the log. Above the horizon, flaming orange and hot pink deepened into ember red, and a crescent of pale moon rose.

      There had been no moon that night…

      Searching for Knigh, full of desperation. Blast after blast after blast, and trying to stop it all from the top of that tower. What could she have done differently? Should she have just struck the kraken and the ships with lightning? Becoming that person, however monstrous, might’ve saved Nassau. Or if she’d suggested they place a watch at the harbour entrance… She’d known Mercia would be pissed off after—

      “Stop it.”

      She drank.

      She drank to drown the questions, the endless replay of that night, the wondering.

      But…

      It’s your fault.

      It was Perry’s voice. Sensible, wise Perry. She always knew best, even when Vice didn’t want to believe it.

      If you’d asked others to help sooner… If you’d relied on them…

      The world swam and she wobbled on her way to the next refill, but that voice was still too firm in her mind.

      So she drank some more. She drank and drank and drank to drown that damned voice.

      Nassau was lost because of you.

      “Fuck off.” Her words came out slurred, and her head spun as she staggered to her feet. “Shut up.” Drink was meant to be a comfort—it had always helped her forget. This was—

      You failed them all.

      “I said: shut up!” It was a shriek as shrill as any of the nighttime cries that came from the forest.

      Wasn’t that voice right, though? Wasn’t that why she was trapped here alone? Her punishment.

      Her deserved punishment.

      She swayed on her feet, scrubbing her face with one hand, the empty bottle dangling from the other.

      Even with the forest noise at her back and the shore at her front, when she held her breath, the quiet pressed in. No voices. No songs. No stomp of dancing feet on sand. No guitar in Knigh’s hand as he strummed its sweet tune.

      That was the emptiest silence of all, one without his voice, his hard-won laughter, his slow breaths in the night.

      “Not thinking about him.” Can’t. Her fingers tightened around the bottle, mirroring the squeeze in her chest.

      When she’d found Waters’ sign, there hadn’t even been anyone she could show and tell about her good fortune.

      The emptiness inside her expanded, pushing and pushing, like it wanted to meet the quiet pressing in. And if it did, it would crush her out of existence.

      It wasn’t the drink that had helped in the past—it had been the people. The friends. The family she’d been born to and the one she’d found.

      The people she’d always relied on, even though she hadn’t realised it.

      The people she’d taken for granted.

      From the start, Mama had tried to be a buffer between little Avice and Papa. Kat had been her only friend—a sister who’d played with her despite being years beyond little Avice’s silly games. Nanny Alder had let her help around the house, turning a blind eye to the things that weren’t ladylike, letting her learn to be herself.

      And Vice, for all that she tried to be self-reliant, she’d leaned on others for so many things. Sailing a ship—she couldn’t do that alone, even though Perry had joked she would give it a good try. Food—most of her waking hours on the island were spent searching for the stuff, but on the Venatrix, they shared that burden and others did the cooking. Her boarding party—yes, she’d saved their lives, but they’d also saved hers a hundred times over.

      Smaller things, too—little gestures and deeds that didn’t have the drama of battle. Aedan’s arm around her waist as they’d rammed the Veritas. Saba’s jokes and exquisitely crafted gifts. Perry’s unwavering patience as she coaxed more and more from her over the years, piecing together who Avice Ferrers had been and helping Vice to discover who she’d become.

      And Knigh. His steering as she’d used her gift—even from so early on, when she’d have sworn to anyone who’d listen that she hated him, he had been her partner.

      But now she was alone. Really, truly, utterly alone.

      So many times she’d wanted to rely only on herself: that was what captaincy had meant to her—only relying on herself. Well, she’d got her wish, hadn’t she?

      Everything blurred and it had nothing to do with the alcohol.

      No, not sadness. That was weak and powerless. She would not do that, be that. Heat surged through her. With a bellow, she flung the bottle into the fire. The flames flared, dancing blue.

      Breaths heaving, she searched for something else to throw or…

      The sign, with its colours flickering in the firelight, mocked her misery. So jolly. So happy. So bright and welcoming.

      Another shout, and she kicked it over, but her leg kept going, pulling her off-balance. The world tipped and she staggered, shredding her shin down the side of the log before landing in a heap.

      The blurring came back in full force—tight, hot pressure in the back of her eyes, and she was powerless to stop it. It streaked down her cheeks, salted her lips, crushed sobs from her chest.

      I miss them. I need them. I’m alone.

      There was no fighting it. She sank into it, lost herself in the wheezing breaths, let it drown her.

      When the tears finally subsided, a throbbing pain in her shin rose to the surface. She wiped her eyes and nose and tugged at the jagged tear she found in her breeches. A series of thin cuts, oozing blood. Not deep. She’d had worse, but it hurt like a bastard. The drink must’ve masked the initial pain.

      The beach wheeled as she sat up, but she managed to drag herself to the barrel of palm wine and slosh it on the wound, hissing at the sting. “You’d be proud of me, Lizzy. Taking my medicine like a good girl.” She gave a hiccoughing laugh that veered dangerously close to more tears before crawling into her bed and closing her eyes against the spinning starry sky.
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      Another day, another island littered with flotsam from the Battle of Nassau. Knigh trudged along the beach. Rope lay strewn across the pale sand, tangled with seaweed. A ship’s figurehead sat half in a pool of saltwater, making it look like the unicorn was drinking. His boots scrunched over splintered timber.

      A short distance away, further up the shore, Perry scanned the edge of the beach where it gave way to trees. Ahead the sand narrowed at a headland and disappeared out of sight, probably to another cove.

      The searches hadn’t turned up any survivors in days, but this and the flicker of Vee’s magic in his chest were the only things keeping him sane right now. Although even that was questionable.

      For days, he’d studied the notes from the Copper Drake. Or rather, he’d stared at them, unable to focus for more than a few minutes at a time.

      Instead, he’d resorted to tidying Vee’s cabin and gathering together all the items relating to Drake—the map, the Copper Drake, even the rectangle of purple linen with its flash of white lightning that had so disappointed Mercia. With that folded and stacked neatly, he’d been able to focus a little longer, fingertips stroking the curves of her handwriting.

      Sanctuary. That word kept coming up. And the more he read, the more he was positive her theory was correct—Drake’s treasure was, somehow, a place.

      On the sand at his feet, something round interrupted the strands of rope and weed that were so commonplace, he’d stopped seeing them. He blinked and rubbed his gritty eyes.

      An abalone shell, right at the tip of his boot. It was as big as his hand, far larger than the one in his pocket, and the inside gleamed with a paler iridescence, but it made his heart ache all the same.

      “Found something?” Perry picked her way across the sand, eyebrows raised.

      With a sigh, he strode on, fighting the urge to crush the shell under his heel. “No.”

      “Oh.” She sounded deflated, as she fell into step beside him. “We’re due to meet up with the fleet again at the end of the week.”

      “Mm-hmm.” More sand, more seaweed, more shells and cuttlebones. No Vee.

      As he’d suggested, the fleet travelled in pockets and met every week. Smaller groups didn’t draw attention, and it was easier to gather supplies in port and on quiet islands for two or three ships rather than dozens.

      So of course he knew about the rendezvous. And if Perry thought he’d lost track of the days, she must not have been paying attention, because every single one that passed weighed more and more heavily.

      “The Council will want a meeting.”

      When the quiet dragged on, punctuated only by the sea against the shore and gulls wheeling above, he raised one shoulder. “I expect they will.”

      “Will you come with me?” A waver in her voice made him look up from the endless sand. One hand raised against the sun, she met his gaze with wide eyes. “Please?”

      “If you really want me to, but…” He shook his head. “You’re our captain. Do you not think having me by your side all the time risks undermining that?” Wasn’t it a bit late to worry about undermining her, considering the way he’d hissed at her in front of everyone at the burial? He held back a wince.

      “Do you think I care about that?” She scoffed and kicked over a shard of planking that must’ve come from a hull. “I never wanted this, Knigh.”

      “None of us—”

      “I don’t mean this.” She gestured at the wreckage littering the beach. “I mean being in charge, making the big decisions. People, I get.”

      That was an understatement and a half. He raised one eyebrow. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Someone’s sarcasm has rubbed off on you.”

      They took a few paces in silence.

      “It’s why FitzRoy made me his quartermaster,” she went on, voice quiet. “He knew I was good at dealing with people, but… the rest of it? Where to go… What to do… I have no interest in making those choices, and they aren’t people decisions, so I never feel like I know the right answer.”

      Did any captain? Except, he had felt sure, once upon a time, hadn’t he? With the Navy’s rules and procedures behind him, he’d been confident in his plans, and his cunning had caught countless pirates. Going after the notorious Lady Vice had felt like an easy decision.

      He’d seen the price for having an indecisive leader—it was one that lost lives and sometimes entire ships, along with every soul on board.

      Still, Perry was smart and wise. He stepped over a section of mast as they started around the headland. “Not so long ago, I asked you about decisions. Do you remember what you told me? You have to do the best with what you’ve got. That’s all anyone can do.” It wasn’t an easy truth, but it had helped. He lifted one shoulder. “There isn’t always a right answer, just the one that works with the information you have.”

      “Except I’m not sure I have any answers. And it’s hard to do your best when you haven’t got the things you usually rely on.” She took his offered hand and clambered over the mast. “Taking on the Covadonga was only meant to be a temporary measure while we took it to port—I was only captain as a formality. And then searching for you and Vice—that was an obvious plan. An objective we were all behind. I thought… hoped the crew would make her captain after that, but…” With a wince, she made a low noise in her throat. “Well, she wasn’t ready yet. And now…”

      Now, Vee wasn’t around, and she needed his help. But he’d been too busy wallowing in Vee’s cabin, as though he’d find her hidden away there. “Now, you have me.” He bent his mouth in an attempt at a reassuring smile. “Of course I’ll come with you, and I’ll help with anything you need. Even if it’s just reassurance that your decisions are sound, which they usually are.”

      With a snort, she squeezed his hand, then dropped it. “Thank you. I—”

      She stopped in her tracks, eyes wide ahead.

      “What?” Was it Vee? And if it was, did he want to see?

      Even if it was the worst, he needed to know.

      Shoulders squaring, he followed Perry’s gaze. Around the headland they stood upon, a smaller cove opened up. Except where waves should’ve washed up on shore, they broke upon a huge rusty brown mass. Mottled and knobbly and gleaming wet, a great long shape stretched out on the sand like a serpent. Pale circles stood out on its underside.

      Suckers. Not a serpent, but a tentacle.

      And that bulbous shape in the cove…

      The kraken.
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      Pulse surging, he stepped in front of Perry, hand already on the hilt of his sabre. Pointless—a blade would be little more than a splinter to it.

      Only, it wasn’t moving other than with the rise and fall of the sea, and the cove’s turquoise waters were stained a dark, inky blue.

      The creature’s blood.

      “Is it dead?” Perry touched his sleeve.

      After all that thing had done, it deserved to be. The lives it had taken, the terror and suffering. Entire ships crushed in moments, whole crews gone in one fell swoop.

      “I think… perhaps.” As useless as it was, he drew his sabre and approached. The soft crunch of sand said Perry followed. “If it isn’t, it soon will be.” He would find its eye—maybe a sabre stabbed right through would be enough to end its miserable existence.

      And its suffering.

      He’d felt it—in Nassau’s harbour. The instant he’d stabbed it with the bowsprit, it had been as though something had stabbed him, right through the gut. That blinding agony—it had been the kraken’s. It had spoken to him, begged him. Please, no!

      With teeth gritted, he pushed on faster, as though that would help him escape the troubling voice from his memories. The thing worked for Mercia. It killed and destroyed.

      They reached the tentacle lying on the beach. The great bulbous body didn’t just rise and fall with the waves—it expanded and contracted. Its unblinking eye with its horizontal slit of a pupil wasn’t dull and dried out with death, but still shiny beneath the bright sun.

      Perry gasped. “Good gods. It’s alive.”

      His stomach turned as he raised his sword. Was that eye on him?

      A cavernous space opened up, beyond vast. A shadowy presence twisted and coiled on the edge of his perception. The triple beat of the kraken’s hearts echoed through the void, softer than the thunderous drumming they’d been at Nassau.

      Please, no. Not hurt. Please.

      He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. The kraken was begging for its life—begging him.

      You killed my people—my friends. He thought the words, focusing on each in turn. Maybe that would make the creature understand.

      Not choice. Controlled.

      Controlled. Lords and Ladies, if that was true, the kraken didn’t work for Mercia, it was used by him. His own personal nightmare to inflict upon the world.

      And here Knigh was, having a conversation with the creature. No, not the creature, the being.

      But it was a dangerous one. Controlled or not, it was Mercia’s. You live, you kill more for him. He built a picture of Mercia in his mind—that red hair and insufferable smile, the calculating coldness of his eyes.

      The shadowy presence recoiled. No, no. Pain break control. He not here. A pause and the vast space thrummed as if to indicate here.

      The kraken had fled the instant it was free from the bowsprit, and it hadn’t rejoined the battle. There had been no sightings by the refugee fleet. Perhaps that was true. But Vee had hurt it with lightning, and it had still done Mercia’s bidding.

      Not help that one more. This one sorry for loss—for great loss. This one know loss—is last of kind. A deep sadness spread through the void, like ink dripping into water.

      It filled his throat, salty like the tears he’d tried to hold back, choking and thick. The kraken wasn’t lying about this, at least. It had lost all its kind and felt that familiar grief.

      The bodies floating in Nassau harbour when they’d returned. The folk who’d died from their injuries on board the Venatrix and the rest of their fleet. Those who’d died, crushed beneath their homes.

      There had been enough loss. Enough death.

      I help.

      The shadows cocked to one side. End suffer? Make quick?

      No. Fix pain. Fix body.

      With a breath, he was back on the beach, under the sun, with Perry staring up at him.

      “What happened?”

      “I…” He worked his tongue around his mouth, speech alien after the experience of thinking his way through a conversation. “I spoke to it—to them.” The kraken didn’t seem to be male or female that he could tell, but it was a them rather than an it.

      Sheathing his sabre, he approached the tentacle and placed his hand on the knobbly flesh. It was warm. For some reason, he’d expected it to be cold. The mottled brown and rust colours shifted under his touch, until maroon bloomed around his hand and flowed out along the tentacle and across the kraken’s skin.

      “Knigh?” Perry sidled up to him, staring. “What’re you doing?”

      “Healing them.”

      “What? You know that thing tried to kill us? You know it’s Mercia’s weapon? You know—”

      “Not anymore. And…” He hung his head, leaning into the muscular flesh that still rippled with maroon and rust. “Somehow we’ve stumbled across an injured enemy—a survivor when there haven’t been any in days. If someone, even Mercia, found Vee hurt, I hope they’d help her.”

      Perry exhaled and shifted closer. “I hope so too.”

      Closing his eyes, Knigh turned inward. His gift had strengthened with rest, shining brighter, still edged with Vee’s. But the kraken blazed. At his side, they glowed cherry red, like the deepest embers of a fire.

      The kraken had their own magic.

      The world tilted on its axis. He’d heard of different kinds of magic across the world, just as there were different gods and religions, but only fae and the humans they blessed had magic inside them. Or so he’d thought.

      Use for fix. The kraken’s voice thrummed through that ember red glow and into his hand.

      With a deep breath, he pulled on his golden power with one hand and drew upon the kraken’s with the other. He’d never used two sources of magic like this before, though. How could he get both to work together?

      Vee would’ve shrugged and given it her best shot. Perry would tell him that he knew and to believe in that.

      The power felt like threads or rope, so perhaps he could work it the same way. He spliced the ends together like lines on the Venatrix and followed the great being’s pain to the wound he’d inflicted.

      Veins with blood pumping through. Flesh that had been torn apart and needed to be woven back together. The kraken wasn’t so different from a human. Their magic though? That was as alien as their voice in the void. Still, it seemed to obey his command.

      Strange power throbbing through him, he shucked away dead skin and pulled living edges together. Edge to edge, flesh to flesh, splicing and weaving, he worked and worked until it was whole.

      Blinking back to himself, Knigh staggered. The sudden absence of that pulsing magic made the world tilt.

      “Are you alright?” Perry caught his elbow.

      “I…” He pulled himself upright. “Yes.”

      The kraken heaved, like a person taking a deep breath, and their tentacles slithered, pulling together around the bulbous body. They coiled and undulated, slow and hypnotic, as though the kraken was testing their muscles or perhaps just enjoying the absence of pain.

      One tentacle reached up onto the beach, its tip coming for him.

      They were going to kill him. After all that, he’d placed his trust where he shouldn’t have, and the kraken was going to kill him.

      He only had time to grip his sabre’s hilt before they were upon him.

      But the tentacle didn’t circle his body and wring the life from him. It didn’t splatter him to oblivion.

      The very tip brushed his arm, as gentle as any mother touching her child. This one give thanks.

      Then, in a gout of water and heave of flesh, the kraken shot out of the cove, disappearing into open ocean.

      Knigh and Perry went back to the jolly boat in silence. When the others asked if they’d found anything, they shook their heads. How on earth could he explain what had just happened?

      As he rowed back to the Venatrix, he dipped inside for just a second. Vee’s violet lightning still traced his gift. And at the centre of his golden light glowed a deep red ember. Frowning, he blinked back to himself and heaved into the push and pull of rowing.

      What was that? A thank you from the kraken? A little bit of that immense power to draw upon.

      Truth was, he didn’t need the thanks—the kraken had given him something far greater.

      A reminder of hope. A glimmer of respair.

      Because if they could chance upon the kraken by pure luck—well, they were actively searching for Vee. That had to mean he would find her eventually.

      He just had to remember that, and he knew the perfect, permanent reminder.
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      Vice woke with a pounding head and a powerful thirst. Groaning, she stabbed her way into one of the coconuts she’d gathered yesterday and drank deeply. So much for getting rid of the cruel voice in the corner of her mind: the only thing she’d drowned last night was hope.

      The cut on her shin twinged as she rose, but it had scabbed over and didn’t stop her walking around camp. Still, it wouldn’t have happened if not for the palm wine.

      No more drink. Not while she was on her own. Shaking her head, she righted Waters’ sign and dusted sand off it before pouring the last of the palm wine into the sea.

      Another day on the island and another day of the usual chores. Gathering wood. Scooping up what little water she could from the stream. Foraging for yuca, fruit, and various shellfish that lived around the rocks at the headland of her beach.

      Today, she also tore strips from the hem of her shirt and the softer pieces of canvas she’d found. After a wash in the sea and boiling over her fire, they would work as bandages to help keep the cut on her shin clean.

      And that night, she flopped onto her bed beside the fire, muscles tired, leg throbbing. She couldn’t dwell on the things she missed—that way lay darkness… and maybe madness, too.

      Back when she’d first joined The Morrigan as a crewmate, rather than a passenger, not long after Evered’s death, Perry had encouraged her to name the things she was grateful for, rather than focusing on what she’d lost. That would work now, right?

      “Coconuts.” She drank from the last one. Tomorrow, she’d need to find more—the cut on her shin wasn’t bad enough to stop her climbing. That was another thing to be grateful for.

      “This fire.” It kept the forest sounds at bay, and someone was bound to spot it eventually. “The spyglass that let me light it.” She tugged the scrap of canvas that served as a blanket over herself and snuggled into the makeshift bed.

      “Beachcombing… I’m grateful for that. And a full belly.” Yuca baked on the edge of the fire had made a filling supper. “Saba”—she smiled—“for showing me which are safe to eat.”

      The next moment, she opened her eyes to full darkness and the patter and hiss of rain on the trees above. She’d positioned her camp under the overhanging branches of a pigeonplum, so her fire was mostly sheltered and not in danger of being quenched by the rain.

      “Rain. Thank you.” It would replenish the stream. With a groggy smile, she grabbed a couple of logs from beneath her bed and threw them onto the fire before sinking back into sleep.

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      Hot. So damn hot. Groaning, she kicked off the canvas blanket and sucked in a sharp breath as the throbbing in her shin doubled. “Buggeration. I’m not grateful for you.” It was even worse than yesterday.

      She winced her way around camp and gulped down her last bottle of water. Overhead, the trees still dripped from last night’s rain. That was a stroke of luck. One she needed to take advantage of.

      Over the course of the morning, she filled every vessel she had with water from the newly replenished stream and gathered a couple more from the beach, limping all the while.

      Once the midday sun beat down on the beach, she retreated to the shade of her camp. She carved crude stoppers for the bottles she’d found, but the pale sand still bounced the glaring light into her eyes.

      “Also not grateful for you.” She scowled and kept up her work.

      That afternoon, foraging took longer than usual, but she gathered enough to send herself to bed full.

      The next day, her limp was worse, but she kept up her work and found another small keg that would be perfect for storing water. With a large leaf and some string, she could keep insects out of it. Another thing to be grateful for, especially as it was thirsty work. The heat had grown worse, even in the mornings, even in the shade, making her sweat so much, she moved her bed away from the fire.

      That evening, when she pulled the bandages away, the skin around the cut was red and puffy. Not good. And the faint smell of ammonia, made her wrinkle her nose. Really not good.

      It needed cleaning again. She tapped another palm tree. By morning it would have fermented and she’d have another batch of palm wine—not for drinking this time.

      “Lizzy. I’m grateful for Lizzy. Even if I’ve shown it so damn poorly.”

      How many times had Lizzy patched her up after battle? And how did she repay her? By taking from her medicine chest and ignoring her expertise.

      She needed to apologise properly. As soon as she got back to the Venatrix, it was the first thing she’d do.

      With a sigh, she topped up the fire and made sure a couple more logs were in arm’s reach.

      “Why do I only realise these things when I’m alone like this?” Like appreciating Knigh only once she was away from him on the Sovereign. She eased into bed, not bothering with the blanket—it was too hot for that.

      Blinking up at the leaves and stars peeking between them, she rubbed her chest. It was hollow from the lack of the people she loved, yes, but in a way, that was something to be grateful for, wasn’t it? Wasn’t she lucky she had people she cared for, even if they weren’t here right now? And she could learn from this enforced isolation.

      She could be more appreciative in the moment, more mindful, pay more attention. Hells, maybe even make time to be alone deliberately so she could reflect and think rather than always running off to do.

      Perry would be proud. She closed her eyes with a grin. “Perry. I’m grateful for you.” Sleep tugged on her, as heavy as her tired limbs, and smothered any further words.

      But the throbbing of her leg battled it, hot and tight. Shit, it was infected, wasn’t it? Washing the cut with alcohol would clear that up, though, and she’d feel better after some sleep.

      Eyes screwed shut, she shifted onto her side, the injured leg on top. The pressure at her back wasn’t the pole forming the side of the bed, it was Knigh. That breeze on the back of her neck was his breath. He had his arm around her. He would keep her safe.

      He lay cool hands on her burning brow and dulled the ache until sleep swallowed her whole.
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      It was still dark when she woke with cheeks burning, throat dry. It was an effort to grab the stoppered water bottle she’d left by her bed. How was it so heavy? She drank the whole thing, but it barely made a dent in her thirst.

      The dull pain in her shin spiked as she swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Shit. Shit. Shit.” One breath. Slowly. Another and another until the pain passed or at least subsided to a continuous throb.

      Not better. Definitely not better.

      She hobbled to the keg she’d left collecting sap from the makeshift tap. The milky white palm wine burned the back of her nose at the slightest sniff. Good and strong. Too strong to drink, but perfect for what she needed.

      With that full and the other small keg filled with freshwater, she settled on her bed and unwrapped the bandages. Fetid and rotting—she smelled it before she saw it, and it made her stomach spasm. The pain of peeling off the last layer sent waves of grey nothingness over her.

      Yellow pus and angry red flesh, clear even in the flickering firelight. An infection. A bad one.

      With a deep breath, she steeled herself for another look. It turned her stomach, every bit as bad as her first assessment. The redness around the wound was darker than it had been yesterday, and it streaked away up her leg and down to her ankle. Spreading.

      Would the palm wine help or make it worse?

      Then again… She gave a bitter laugh at the swollen skin, the oozing pus. It couldn’t get much worse, could it?

      On went the palm wine. It stung. Oh, dear gods, it stung, slipping over into burning, dragging a low cry from her throat. Then it was over.

      Panting, she used clean water to wash away the sticky palm wine, then covered the wound with fresh bandages. Maybe Lizzy would’ve advised her to leave it open, but she wasn’t here to ask, and this wasn’t a clean sickbay. It would be too easy for sand and insects to get in if she left it uncovered.

      Especially as she still needed to work. If this heat really was a fever setting in, she had to prepare.

      For now, though, it was still dark, perhaps a couple of hours away from dawn, so she added another log to the fire, settled back into bed, and waited.

      The fire snapped and cracked. The sea sighed. The leaves overhead shushed. And her leg throbbed.

      But her body was heavy, so heavy, and it sank into the stretched canvas of her bed, down, down, down.

      She sank through the sand and into a vast, empty space.

      A question echoed through it, but she couldn’t make out the words, only the rise of query.

      She tried to ask them to repeat themselves, but her body wouldn’t work. Who was it? Something about this was… familiar.

      You?

      What did that…? She groped after meaning, after the source of that voice, but then she was on the deck of the Venatrix, laughing with Knigh and Perry as a rainbow soared overhead. But there was no rain or any clouds. And the dolphins leaping alongside the ship were a vile shade of yellow with dark red eyes and razor-sharp teeth.

      The same shade of yellow as pus.

      A dream, a—

      She jolted upright, gasping in full daylight.

      Fever dreams. Buggeration.

      That was a bad sign. Really, really bad.

      She was going to have to ride out this fever and fight the infection. Eat and drink. Try to clean out the wound. That was all she could do.

      It was harder to walk, each step a special kind of agony that pricked the corners of her eyes with tears. But she leant on a stick and fetched as much water as she could carry. Then she gathered as much food as she could reach: a fallen coconut, limpets from the rocks, bananas and yuca from the forest. Armful upon armful of firewood—as hot as she was, she didn’t need the warmth, but if she could keep the fire blazing, someone might finally pass and see its smoke.

      A memory tugged on her. Lizzy had said honey could suck the infection right out of a wound. It was a wonder of the natural world. But in her travels across the island, she hadn’t seen any beehives and with her leg in this condition, she wouldn’t be able to climb to reach one.

      Were any of these plants the ones Lizzy would use to treat an infection? White flowers, emerald leaves, pink buds: they all looked innocuous enough.

      But then again, a manchineel didn’t look so different from an apple, did it? She knew well enough to avoid that tree. One stood at the far end of the beach and she’d arranged her camp far away from it; rain dripping through its leaves was enough to burn flesh and blind the poor fool who sought shelter beneath its branches.

      But she didn’t know all the plants of Arawaké, which were medicines and which were poisons. One wrong decision and she could be in a far, far worse situation. So she stuck to the plants she was sure of.

      By midday, she was shaking and soaked in sweat, but she’d gathered a stack of supplies and arranged them all within reach of her bed. With a sound that was half-whimper, half-groan, she fell into it and let exhaustion drag her under.
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      Knigh had been up all night on watch, so Perry had sent him to get some sleep. But sleep wasn’t so easy these days. Instead, he lay on Vee’s bunk, reading one of the books on fae magic she’d stolen from Mercia’s rooms.

      Well, reading a couple of sentences before finding himself staring at the copied map he’d pinned over the bed. Somewhere on that page was Vee’s location. But unlike Drake’s treasure, he had no clues to lead the way.

      The fresh tattoo on his chest itched. He could’ve used his gift to heal it, but the irritation helped cement the reminder. Keep hope. You will find her. As the days passed, it was harder and harder to even say the words, never mind believe them.

      Inside, the kraken’s red magic was still a solid ember, with his glow around it, but the violet lightning was only a flicker. Definitely dimmed compared to yesterday. Maybe he was wrong to think that light meant she was still alive.

      He squeezed his gritty eyes shut and gripped the book harder. It was meant to be a distraction to help him sleep. If he could just focus on it for a few pages, his eyelids would start drifting, especially with Flotsam and Jetsam curled up behind his knees, and Anchor and Cable tucked against his chest, their purrs thrumming into him.

      This book must’ve been a disappointment to Vee. It didn’t seem to have any practical application and instead focused on the history of fae and human interaction, or what was known of it, which wasn’t much. Speculation and description. No wonder he’d found it discarded under stacks of other papers, open on the tenth page as though she’d given up there. This chapter towards the end of the book was about rituals and how the fae had influenced Albionic culture.

      
        
        Even our wedding ceremony, with bound hands, owes something to the fair folk’s ‘bonding ritual.’ Though it, obviously, lacks the licentious aspect of the latter…

        

      

      Licentious? That suggested a sexual aspect to some fae rituals. Perhaps she’d have found this chapter interesting after all.

      
        
        … and humans are only bound by law and society, whereas fae couples (though there have been shocking reports of trios and even harems) who choose to bond with each other, link their magic and their very lives.

        

      

      He blinked, paused, re-read. Link their magic and their very lives.

      Her gift in his. She’d said his was there inside hers, too. And hadn’t it happened as they’d made love? Had they inadvertently performed this ‘bonding ritual’? If their lives were linked, what the hells did that mean?

      But when he read on, the chapter shifted to speculating about what other rituals fae might have, the ways they might’ve influenced funerary rites. Nothing more about the bonding.

      Lives linked. It sounded like if one died, so too did the other. Didn’t it? Breaths coming faster, he sat up, hand over his heart and the healing tattoo, resisting the urge to scratch it. Did it mean that? Did it mean—?

      Shouts outside. Dismay in the tone.

      Within seconds, he was at the door, yanking it open, the book discarded, kittens scattering. Before he reached the end of the passageway, a cry rose.

      “Kraken!”
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      On deck, crewmates gathered at the port rail, Perry’s blond hair bright amongst them. Aedan stood at her side, pointing out over the water.

      Saba appeared, eyes wide, normally smiling mouth flat. “Off the port bow.” She nodded, before hurrying fore to help gather townsfolk out of the way.

      “Every inch of canvas,” Perry shouted as he reached her. “Not that we can outrun it,” she added more quietly. She needn’t have bothered to lower her tone—every member of crew knew it. Still, it might prevent panic amongst the townsfolk who hadn’t faced the kraken out on open sea.

      So much for healing it—them.

      He followed Aedan’s line of sight across the water between their hull and the Firefly. No sign of the V-shaped wake he was all too familiar with.

      “It was there.” Aedan frowned from Perry to him. “I swear it. Coming this way. I didn’t—”

      “I believe you.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “The kraken can plummet into the depths and leave no—”

      You. Found you. The words trembled in his head, resonant and thick, making everything else slow as treacle.

      He gripped the rail, head spinning, nausea welling in his gut. I helped you, why would—?

      Look for you. Tell you. Find one like you.

      “Knigh?” Perry touched his hand, but she seemed far away, like a distant island.

      Like me? A human?

      The water to port churned, and a dozen screams broke across deck even before the familiar red bulk of the kraken broke the surface.

      “It’s attacking!”

      “We’re dead!”

      Their huge, unfathomable eye fixed on him as a tentacle lifted from the waves.

      “I’m not going down without a fight!”

      “Hold fire.” That was Perry, her shout ragged. “I said hold gods damned fire!”

      One with light. The tip of the kraken’s tentacle touched a silvery line that traced across their body. As waves of lighter and darker red flowed through their flesh, that line remained pale. A scar? One this one knows.

      Knigh’s pulse thundered. That scar… His healing hadn’t left any scar from the bowsprit, but there was another time the kraken had been injured with magic—that had to be what light meant.

      “Is he…?” Aedan’s voice, low, awed. “Is he talking to it?”

      Knigh’s breath shook. The one who did that?

      That one.

      He inhaled and held it. Is… is she alive?

      When this one saw.

      Vee. The kraken had found Vee. He lurched against the rail. If he could just move quick enough, he’d reach her. Where? When?

      This one show. Be fast. The kraken sank beneath the waves, a red shape between the flicker of sunlight on the water.

      Wait!

      “Perry, the kraken knows where Vee is.” The words scoured his throat, but they were hope. Real hope.

      “What? Are you…?” She stared out over the waves.

      Hurry. Not good.

      Vee wasn’t good? Or waiting wasn’t? The dimming of her magic in his. If that was a link between them, that had to mean… “We need to go.” His fist was somehow knotted in the sleeve of Perry’s shirt—in desperation, not anger. “Now.”

      She stared up at him, eyes wide. “What if it’s a trap?”

      “What if it isn’t?”

      She sucked in a breath, pressed her lips together. Considering. Weighing up the options, the safety of her crew, just as he would in her position.

      “You know what happened—what I did.” He released her shirt, nodding towards the waves. “The kraken owes me. If this is the truth… Damnation, it has to be.”

      Hurry. Hurry. Hurry. Not long.

      “Please, Perry.” His words cracked, choking shards that scraped his throat and lodged in his pounding heart. “She’s hurt. I think she’s…”

      Perry’s eyes went even wider, the whites showing all around. “Full sail. Get a message to the Firefly—get Teal to speed us all up.” She gave him a grim smile and squeezed his hand, before striding from the rail. “Follow the kraken.”

      Leaning over the rail, he choked in a long breath, squeezing his burning eyes shut. We follow. Take me to her.

      The great red body expanded, contracted, and shot ahead, their V-shaped wake cutting through the waves, an arrow pointing the way home.
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      The sea stretched out below, but… a huge dragon flew over it, so close she could’ve reached out and touched its pearl crown. And beyond, huge symbols were painted on the waves, like…

      No, not the sea—a map. And those symbols, a key, a mermaid, a cloud… Not just any map, Drake’s.

      A dream, some corner of her mind whispered. This was a fever dream.

      The serpentine dragon with scales that glittered like rubies streaked and snaked through the air, wings tucked close to its long body. Even knowing it was a dream, she had no choice but to follow, like she was tethered to the beast.

      On the waves, two more symbols came into view: an oyster and a dragon.

      With a shake of its great head, the red dragon flying below her changed trajectory and dipped towards the map. Vice reached for it, no hand visible when she did, but she remained high in the air above as the creature landed, body over the dragon symbol, head coming to rest over the oyster. Its arrow-tip tail looped in on itself until it pointed to an empty spot of open sea.

      That was…

      But her head swam before she could work it out, and the map rippled. No more painted waves, these were real now, churning with white foam as something rose from the depths.

      A treasure chest.

      Even in the dream, her heart leapt, and again she reached out as though she could grasp it. But again, she was powerless and could only watch as the chest opened and sand poured out.

      What did that mean?

      But then the dragon’s glinting eyes flicked up. Baring its huge teeth, it rose once more, coming straight for her.

      No. No. She reached for her gift, but it guttered violet-gold-red, slipping between her fingers like it too was sand. She was too weak.

      The great crimson maw opened, pearly-white teeth glinting in the phantom sunlight, closing in.

      And all she could do was scream.

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      When she woke, the sun was high, but stiffness had settled into her muscles. And the day had turned cold, even though there were no clouds overhead. She groped for the canvas blanket. It had been hot—too hot—when she’d closed her eyes. Now her teeth chattered.

      What day was it? And… something dug into her neck. Twisting to free it sent the world spinning.

      Her drake pin.

      Red dragon. Pearl crown. An arrow-tipped tail.

      “Shit.” Placing the pin on the map with the body over the dragon symbol, the pearl crown over the oyster—that would point the way.

      That would point the way to Drake’s treasure. To Sanctuary.

      She choked on a laugh that became a wheeze. When had her chest grown so tight? She had to lie and wait until her breathing steadied, lungs aching, throat dry as sand.

      After all that time consumed with searching for the answer, she knew the way or at least how to find it. And she had the thing that would take them there—she always had. Her eyes burned like she might cry, but she was too dehydrated.

      Pain seared from her shin through every vein as she turned over, but all she could summon was a raw grunt.

      Her fingers closed on the cold, smooth glass of a bottle, but her gaze fixed somewhere past that… on something black on the beach… something that…

      She blinked. She should be able to understand what it…

      Ash and charred wood.

      Her fire.

      Gone out.

      No signal fire. Her lips cracked as she put the bottle to them and drank. Her arm ached with the weight.

      Even if the signal fire still burned, it was too late for her, wasn’t it?

      This pain. The fever dreams. Her galloping heart rate. The cold chugging through her veins—that wasn’t the weather. This wasn’t just a little infection. It wasn’t something she could fix with palm wine and a bit of sleep.

      She was dying.

      If Lizzy appeared now, she wouldn’t be able to save her. Vice had seen this before, in the days before Knigh joined them, when a shrapnel wound got infected and that infection spread into the body. Death could come in hours or days, but by that point, it was inevitable.

      Even if Knigh were here, it was probably too much for his gift to heal. He would risk burning too much power, and he had his mother and sister relying on him. No sense in him dying for her sake. He hadn’t let his family down.

      It dragged on her, making her screw her eyes shut.

      If this really was it, then she’d truly failed Mama once and for all. When I have my inheritance, my own home, my fortune, I’ll send for you. I promise. She hadn’t. The time had never been right. This life was too dangerous, too chaotic. There was no safe place here for her, so she’d left her at Papa’s mercy all these years.

      So many excuses.

      Despite the chills running through her body in rolling shudders, her cheeks burned. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

      She lay in those thoughts a long while, throat raw, heart sore. At some point she blinked, and she must’ve passed out for a while, because the sun was lower in the sky, coming down from midday, where before it had been high above.

      This might be her last afternoon. What a cheery thought. She gave a bitter scrape of a laugh.

      At least everyone thought Avice Ferrers was dead already—that saved Mama, Kat, and Nanny Alder mourning her again. Spreading rumours of her death had stopped Papa and her uncle from pursuing her all the way to Arawaké. Killing Avice had erased Papa’s legal claim over her, and so death had kept her safe.

      It was different to truly die, though.

      Especially with so many things left undone.

      If the others found her, at least she could leave them a clue about how to get to Sanctuary. Heaving herself upright on shaking arms sent her head spinning, pulse spiking, but she would do this.

      If it was the last thing she could ever do for someone else, she would bloody do it.

      With swollen fingers, she pulled a stick from the woodpile and wrote in the sand:

      
        
        PIN

        

      

      Those three letters had her swaying, nausea churning through her gut, breaths wheezing through her throat. She needed to keep the message brief.

      
        
        + M

        

      

      Her body spasmed, doubling over, and she fell from the bed, pure white pain shrieking through her leg. It made her retch, but nothing came except for a bitter flavour coating her tongue.

      Lying on her side, panting, she waited until the thundering of her heart calmed. But she couldn’t push herself upright again. She couldn’t even curse the Wild Hunt.

      “Come on, Vice.” On aching, shaking arms, she heaved, but… “Shit.”

      From her prone position, she scratched out what she hoped looked like the last two letters:

      
        
        AP

        

      

      The stick fell from her fingers. Between the bone-deep weariness and the waves against the beach, she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

      So tired. So thirsty. She should’ve had more water rather than writing a message no one was ever going to see.

      No, they would come. Knigh would come. Always. He’d promised.

      It wouldn’t be his fault if it was too late, and at least he’d get this clue.

      She managed to flutter her eyelids, but that was the most she could do.

      Sun and sky and leaves. Wind sighing in the trees. The erratic pitter-patter of her heart, weak against the throbbing thunder of pain in her leg and chest.

      She should’ve added to the message. The words burning on her tongue that would now go unsaid. The thing she hadn’t quite been able to identify when they’d been standing at the top of that tower saying goodbye.

      But she knew it now. It rose in her like a tide, all comforting golden warmth.

      She loved him.

      And she’d never get to tell him.

      Behind her eyelids, a deeper darkness threatened, rising on the tail of that golden warmth.

      Stay awake. For some reason she had to, but…

      She was dying and in so much pain. Maybe that warmth was death coming for her. She reached for her gift, which had always been true comfort, but her power guttered and slipped between her fingers.

      A wave of obliterating blackness rose behind her eyelids. Out in the world, the surf hit the shore, sounding so like the splash of oars, it cracked her open. Even the sea was mocking her.

      The black wave broke over her and it was all and it was nothing.
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      The Venatrix cleaved through the waves, and Knigh stood at its bow, barely daring to blink. His fingers bit into the rail every time an island came into view, but the kraken led them past each one.

      Come on, Vee. Where are you?

      With help from the Firefly’s sea witch, Teal, they followed the kraken’s wake at speed, but it still wasn’t fast enough.

      His stomach churned, as agitated as the waters breaking against their prow.

      “Knigh?” Perry.

      “Mm-hmm.” Ahead, no islands pierced the waves, but he couldn’t look away. Wouldn’t.

      “Do you think…?” In the periphery of his vision, she rested her hand next to his, like she might reach across that gap and squeeze. A pointless comforting gesture.

      The only comfort possible in all the world was finding Vee. In his grip, the rail groaned.

      Perry cleared her throat. “Maybe it isn’t a good idea to get your hopes up.”

      “It isn’t a trap.” It came out as a growl. He’d explained it enough times. He’d seen inside the kraken, knew this was no lie, that the creature was free of Mercia. Hells, maybe they were grateful for the fact and that was why they were doing this.

      “No, I don’t mean that.” She huffed a sigh. “I mean… after we found that camp and you hoped… Gods, you hoped so hard that it was Vice, and when it wasn’t, it near broke you.”

      The desolation inside his chest had been overwhelming. Even now, it was still there, a speck on the horizon, one that could so easily get bigger.

      He’d heard his crewmates as they’d set sail after the kraken. Wishful thinking, they’d said. But they hadn’t touched the kraken. They hadn’t seen the truth inside that vast mind.

      And they hadn’t lost a part of themselves.

      If they had, they’d do anything to get it back.

      Anything.

      When he’d still been a pirate hunter and said he’d do whatever it took to get the job done… Good gods, he’d never expected this. It has always been so impersonal. A matter of pride and cold, hard cash, never… never something that was etched on his very soul.

      He touched his chest. Etched on his skin.

      “If this doesn’t work out, I just don’t want to see you broken by it.”

      He scoffed. “Don’t you understand?” He finally turned and fixed her with a smile that was every bit as bitter as these past two weeks had been. He’d hidden it as best he could with the blank mask he’d perfected over the years. Even when that had cracked, like at the burial, he’d only let a fraction of the heavy pain peek through.

      Now… this was all of it.

      All these attempts to cling onto hope—they’d been makeshift patch-jobs, attempting to keep his ship afloat in the midst of battle. A distraction from the truth he was sinking.

      He shook his head. “I already am broken.”

      Eyes gleaming, Perry stared up at him. Her mouth opened and closed, but it seemed even she had run out of wise words.

      There.

      He jolted fore, shaking fingers fumbling for the spyglass at his belt.

      “What did it say?” At his side, Perry leant over the rail.

      Ahead, a lone island broke the horizon.

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took an age to reach that island. Knigh stared through the spyglass until his sight blurred, cataloguing each detail that came into view.

      The charred remains of a large fire. His heart leapt—this had to be Vee’s camp.

      “More speed,” he bellowed. “More speed!”

      No smoke nor scent of it on the air. No glowing embers, either. It had burnt out some time ago.

      A low object behind it, shaded by the trees—something made from timbers lashed together. A crude camp bed, perhaps? There was something else on the floor beside it, but the remnants of the fire stopped him identifying it.

      Where was she? Perhaps she was gathering food or water.

      He scanned left—nothing. Right—in gold, yellow, and blue, Waters’ Bookshop. His breath shook. Definitely Vee’s camp.

      “Perry,” he called, the unfamiliar tug of a genuine smile on his cheeks, “look.” For the first time in weeks, he could breathe. This was her sign, her fire, her bed, her…

      That shape.

      His heart missed a beat. His blood stilled, as cold as glacial waters.

      They’d changed angle, sailed a little closer, and now he could see.

      Feet. Ankles. The start of a pair of calves before they disappeared behind the charred logs… before she disappeared behind the charred logs. It was Vee. The knowledge pulled on his chest with certainty.

      Lying so still. And she’d let her fire go out. A fire that large—it had to be for signalling passers-by, and she’d let it go out.

      It was only when Aedan pried the spyglass from his numb fingers that he realised they’d reached the cove and were casting anchor. There were words—someone was speaking, but…

      He staggered for the jolly boat, ears ringing, every beat of his heart too heavy, too loud, like an alarm bell. Somehow he rowed. Or at least, he held an oar and the boat moved.

      Sea-spray hit his face, salting his lips, cool on his face, welcome. It made him drag in a long breath and woke his brain from its stupor. The beach was a hundred yards away. Around him, Perry, Aedan, Lizzy, Saba, and the sisters laboured to get them to shore as quickly as possible.

      Heaving on the oar, he turned inward. His magic shone, buttery and warm as always. The kraken’s burning ember glowed.

      But there was no lightning.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      Vee, he whispered into the power. Vee?

      The faintest, barest flicker of violet on the furthest edge of his magic, almost inside the wellspring itself.

      “Harder,” he roared, hauling the oar against the water, again. Again. Again.

      The instant he could see sand through the clear waters, he leapt across the gunwale and waded through the waves. His burning, salt-crusted eyes, his ragged breaths, his pounding heart—everything fixed on that prone form between the bed and the campfire. Still no movement. “Vee?”

      He sprinted across the beach, and there she was.

      As pale as the sand. Lips cracked. Face puffy. And so still.

      Was she…?

      He fell to his knees and gathered her close. “Vee?”

      Nothing.

      Bandages on her leg. Blotchy skin on her feet and hands, such a dark red, it was almost purple. An infection. Bad enough to make her stink of sweat and rot. No vanilla or petrichor.

      “Vee. Vice?” He shook her. No response. “Avice?”

      Don’t call me that. Like she’d said in Portsmouth when he’d called her Avice, but now? Nothing. Not even a flutter of eyelids.

      Cold. In all his life, he’d never been so cold.

      “I need you to wake up now.” His voice cracked as he stroked her cheek. “Please?”

      Footsteps behind him, stopping now. A low cry.

      She couldn’t be dead. Not her. Please, gods, not her.

      Eyes burning, threatening to spill, he bent close until his cheek was just above her parched lips and willed himself still.

      After long seconds that felt more like hours, the barest breath tickled his skin.

      “She’s alive.” He laughed, somewhere between relief and surprise, and the tears coursed down his cheeks, spattering her still face.

      Alive. But barely.

      “Knigh”—it was Perry, voice broken—“I’m not sure we can—”

      He plunged into his gift. The song from the wellspring was louder than usual, like it was calling her home.

      Well, it couldn’t damn well have her. She wasn’t done here yet. He needed her.

      Magic gathered, he squeezed her closer, but she was only a dark shape. To do this would sap her strength as well as his and she… she had none.

      Come on, you’ve got something. I know you have.

      Even if he pulled from himself as much as he could, he still needed a spark in her to connect with. He reached with his gift—it usually gravitated to her so readily, drawn inextricably, but only a thin line stretched between them, and there was no sign of her blazing power on the other end.

      No. Not like this. He couldn’t find her and then fail at this last hurdle.

      Back in his core of magic, he approached the tiny flicker of hers, afraid to move quickly in case he destroyed it. With utmost care, he scooped it up.

      Please. I need you to help me find her.

      He released it on the thin line linking them and held his breath. It melded with the line and dimmed. No. That couldn’t—

      The violet spark fizzed back to life and raced down the thread. He sped after it and knew the moment he’d entered Vee’s body: putrid yellow rot blotted out all else, leaving only his golden cord and the little racing spark. He followed it.

      The way opened to a chamber that pulsed erratically. At its centre, a tiny violet flame guttered, on the verge of fading away.

      No time. He cupped it and poured in his gift.

      The yellow rot writhed and fought as he sliced with golden light, only using her power as an anchor point, drawing everything from his own magic.

      But for every swathe he cut through, another yellow wave rolled in, rotten and sickening. It was in her blood; it had bedded into every organ; it held the wound on her leg open as he tried to splice it back together. Just carving out a toehold weighed on his body.

      “Knigh?” That was Perry. “Stop. Stop, now.”

      He couldn’t. She wasn’t healed, and this rot was virulent and vile. And there was the damage it would leave behind, even if he managed to clear it—her kidneys and liver limped to work.

      So he slashed and slashed and slashed, even as the rot surged against him, as overwhelming as a ship-killing wave.

      When he looked back, the foul stuff had flooded the path he’d cut, leaving his magic nothing more than a ball of gold churning around the cherry-red ember.

      It was hopeless.

      Out in the world, his limbs ached and his head pounded, and here, Vee’s body was still choked with pus and death, swollen and toxic. And there was still skin to stitch and clean blood to multiply and organs to strengthen.

      Shaking, he pushed and pushed. Hack. Slash. Parry. Slice. All against an endless enemy.

      “Knigh,” Perry shouted from outside. “You’re going to kill yourself. Stop. Knigh!”

      Didn’t matter. Needed to make her right. Needed to bring her back.

      But the magic inside him guttered, near nothing. He couldn’t give up. He couldn’t let her down. He’d promised he’d always come for her.

      Inside, the kraken’s magic glowed. Tempting. Unknown. It could kill her… kill him… destroy the whole world, for all he knew.

      But he’d only cleared a tiny stepping stone in a sea of yellow rot. All that effort for a square foot of healing. Hopeless, perhaps, but he refused to be helpless.

      He took up the red ember.

      It was a full broadside. A tidal wave. A bolt of pure and unbridled power.

      It roared through him. Sheared him. Shattered him. Explosive energy that burned through the rot, shrieking, scorching. It obliterated any hint of yellow, any brokenness, any weakness, any thought, any direction, any her, any him, any… any… anything…

      Everything.
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      VENATRIX, OFF THE COAST OF MAYAGUANA

      Conditions remain challenging.

      Who am I kidding? No one reads this, anyway, so I might as well be frank.

      We’re buggered.

      We’ve been turned away from Kaiman, normally a friendly port. I can’t blame them, since there’s news out of Karukera that they were invaded by a naval contingent looking to arrest anyone who’d aided and abetted pirates.

      There are whispers that folk in Borikén Port have been hanged for helping other ships from the fleet. It seems Mercia survived Nassau and still has a long reach.

      The last time we met with the fleet, two ships were missing with no news. We waited, but they never came. Had they met with other crews who weren’t at Nassau that fateful night, told them about the battle, and decided to stay with them to ease the pressures on the fleet? Were they attacked? Or did they just decide to leave and try their luck alone?

      Again, if it was the latter, I can’t blame them.

      We have no home and we’re running out of ports where we can resupply. With such a large fleet, we can’t just stop at an island and stock up with game and water from a stream. We are too many.

      Yesterday, we were meant to meet another contingent with a supply ship, but they never showed. When we traced the course they most likely took, we spotted wreckage and other signs of a battle. An hour later, we found survivors washed up on shore, as well as some who were less lucky. A naval raid. They took prisoners and our supply ship.

      We can’t carry on like this, getting picked off one by one by the circling sharks. The town of Nassau is gone, and soon I fear its fleet will go the same way.

      Doom and gloom. But that’s what happens when Vice isn’t around to make me laugh.

      It’s been a week and she and Blackwood are still unconscious. I’m informed by Lizzy that the longer this goes on, the lower their chances of ever waking.

      And I need them.

      Blackwood knows fleets and the Navy better than any of us. For all his self-doubt, he makes sound decisions and he knows how to see them through and adapt plans when the unexpected comes calling. No matter how he started with us, I count him as a friend. I trust him. I depend on him.

      As for Vice. I damn well miss her. She’s the bravery and dynamism a captain needs. Her loyalty and bloody-minded determination make me more steadfast and push me out of safe ruts. For all her flaws and mistakes, I can’t help but admire her. More than that, I love her; she’s family.

      But the two of them lie in sickbay. They look perfectly healthy, like they’re just sleeping, but they haven’t responded to shouting or shaking. When Lizzy wasn’t looking, I even tickled Vice’s foot, but nothing. Saba wanted to prick it with a needle to see if she flinched, and I’m ashamed to say I’m so desperate, I let her. She didn’t move an inch.

      Before we found her camp, I was positive she was dead. I should’ve believed Blackwood. Those two have a connection I can’t even begin to understand.

      I only hope it hasn’t cost them both their lives.
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      Thud, thud, thud. Soft footsteps on wood. Beyond her eyelids, someone moved with the faint clink of glass against glass. This place rose and fell like a breath… like the sea. She wasn’t on the beach. There was no breeze or birdcall, only the faint creak of a ship. But she’d been on an island, alone.

      Was this the next place? She’d expected something more… otherworldly. Less domestic with that scent of honey and alcohol.

      Or was this the world? The living world? Was that—could it be Knigh?

      The weight of her body was too much to move so she could turn and check. Even her eyelids were heavy.

      On that island, when her eyes had shut, she’d known that would be the last time. Known. There was never meant to be a world beyond them ever again, but here she was and ‘here’ seemed very real.

      The footsteps came closer, stopped. Friend or foe? Knigh? It was a foolish hope, but maybe…

      With a deep breath, she heaved her eyes open.

      Strawberry blond hair and hazel eyes, freckled nose and cheeks. She knew that face.

      “Lizzy.” Her voice came out as a dry rasp.

      Lizzy’s eyes went wide and she squeaked. Then she ran for the door to Vice’s left, flung it open, and yelled, “Perry. Perry? Perry!”

      The door was surrounded by shelves filled with jars and bottles. This was sickbay.

      Vice stretched her arms and legs, shifted her shoulders and torso. Stiff, but no pain. Lizzy must’ve done an amazing job on that wound to clear it up so quickly. Or had she just been here that long? Her clothes were clean; her hair and skin, too. It had been long enough for someone to bathe her.

      She was just pushing herself upright to check her leg when Lizzy returned, staring like the Faerie Queene and her whole court had just arrived mounted on unicorns.

      “Easy.” Lizzy rushed in, smile bemused, reaching out as if to help. “Easy, you’re… you’re sitting up.” She pulled back. “Unaided.”

      But Vice stopped Lizzy’s retreat, yanking her into her arms.

      The first time in gods knew how long that she’d felt another person’s touch. The first hug. The first smile. The first words. It was like the first dawn, as wondrous and as precious.

      Choking on tears and burbling laughter, she tried to speak, but it was a croaky, burning rasp again. “Not alone. Never alone.” She knew better now. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Shouldn’t have gone in your chest. I should’ve asked you.”

      “Good gods, why the hells are you apologising for that?” Lizzy pulled away, eyes bright as she shook her head. “And your voice sounds terrible. Let me get you some water.”

      Her mouth was dry. As Lizzy busied herself at her workbench with a jug and cup, Vice blinked at the empty beds opposite hers, at the—

      The bed to her right wasn’t empty. Chest rising and falling, he looked like he was sleeping, but this was sickbay. No one came to sickbay just to sleep.

      Maybe this was a dream or death or something else entirely.

      Or had he come to watch over her and fallen asleep waiting? Please, gods, say it was that.

      Trembling, she reached out for the white streak she knew so well. Soft, silken, thick. And his cheek? Warm, firm, covered in a beard that was just the wrong side of too long. He always kept it trimmed so neatly.

      Cold dread unfurled in her chest. How long had he been here?

      “Knigh?”

      He didn’t move. The cold tendrils spread, as slow and horrible as the infection that had streaked from her shin.

      Outside, footsteps pounded in a flat out sprint, growing louder and louder until the door flew open to a chorus of clinking bottles and rattling shelves.

      Then someone bowled her over, arms around her waist, blond head against her shoulder. “You’re awake.”

      Perry. Vice squeezed back. Another hug. Another laugh, this one tighter because Knigh still wasn’t moving. More tears.

      Pulling away just far enough to give her a wild-eyed look, Perry shook her head. “You’re awake!”

      “I think so.”

      The moment there was space between them, a ball of grey and white fur darted onto Vice’s lap. Barnacle. My little goblin-beast. But her throat was too thick for words, so she stroked the cat, who purred and butted her head into every part of Vice she could reach.

      “Yes, yes, she’s awake.” Lizzy laid a firm hand on Perry’s shoulder. “But if you stop her having this water, she might not stay that way for long. Here.” She offered the cup, and Vice gulped down every last drop.

      It wasn’t fresh or cold, but it was glorious.

      With a clearing cough, her throat felt something like normal, even if her chest was still crumpled, tight and aching. Despite all the noise, Knigh hadn’t stirred. “He isn’t just sleeping, is he?” She couldn’t bear to look at Perry or Lizzy and see whatever pity or guilt or sorrow would show on their faces. And while she couldn’t bear to look at Knigh so still, she also couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      Perry’s swallow was audible. “No.”

      “What happened? How did you find me? How long have I been here?” What’s wrong with him? Why isn’t he moving? Jaw tight, she gripped his hand.

      Perry explained it had been almost two weeks since they’d found her camp. Haltingly, she unravelled the tale of a refugee fleet falling apart, friends losing hope, and the kraken needing help.

      “Knigh healed the kraken?”

      Perry lifted her shoulders. “I wouldn’t believe it unless I’d seen it with my own eyes.”

      “And that’s what made him like this?” Healing something as big as the kraken could be enough to burn through his magic. He should’ve held back. The kraken wasn’t the monster from the tales, but it wasn’t worth his life. Her jaw popped, clenched too tight against the burning in her eyes. Barnacle headbutted her fist, purring furiously.

      Perry shifted and looked away. “No.” The story continued, with the kraken leading them to her island.

      That dream of empty vastness… She’d thought it a fever dream, but had it been the kraken touching her mind as she slept?

      Perry’s words faltered.

      “You were in a bad way.” Lizzy pressed her lips together as though she didn’t want to go on. “Really bad. We thought you were dead.” She shook her head and poured another cup of water, then offered it to Vice. “But he felt you breathe, just. You were too far gone, though. No medicine could’ve saved you.”

      Vice’s mouth was every bit as parched as it had been when she’d woken. No medicine. Something else had saved her. Her hand shook as she accepted the drink, holding it against herself, staring at Lizzy, waiting for confirmation.

      “He healed you.” It was Perry who spoke, frowning at Knigh. “He wouldn’t let go, even though the air smelled like burning and I could see him beating back the infection, but…” The lines between her brows deepened. “It was a battle. You were… Vice, I was sure you were gone, but he refused to allow it. I couldn’t drag him off, until the air popped, and then I had both of you lying there unconscious.”

      Burning. Beating back the infection. The air popped. Vice blinked. They were words she knew, but…

      She shook her head. He’d healed her when she should’ve been un-healable, hauled her back from the brink of death. It shouldn’t have been possible.

      “I’ll be honest”—Lizzy folded her arms, tension lining her jaw—“I don’t know if he’s ever going to wake.”

      “He will.” The words came out without Vice telling them to. “We didn’t…” The Morrigan. Her lie about killing Avice. Him arresting her in Portsmouth, then breaking her out. That horrible crossing back to Arawaké. Surviving Mercia and the kraken—hells, surviving each other. Getting through the Battle of Nassau. Healing the damn kraken, and then it leading him, finally, to her.

      But it was too much, and some of it too personal, so she shook her head and gripped the cup like it was the ship’s wheel in a gale. “We didn’t go through all that just for him to…” Die. No, she wasn’t saying that either. “To stay like this.”

      Because that was another option. Burning through magic killed some, yes, but it left others just… empty. They remained unconscious forever or empty husks of people who moved where directed, ate and drank when fed and watered, but who never spoke or moved of their own accord or showed any sign of inner life.

      She’d heard of one fae-touched man who’d lost control and over-extended his gift trying to prove a point to a rival. After he’d burned himself away, the rival had cared for him out of a sense of guilt perhaps, but one day there was a house fire. The fae-touched man didn’t flee the flames; he just sat there as they consumed the building and him.

      This time she shook her head so hard, the water sloshed over the rim of the cup and earned her a prickle of claws and a glare from Barnacle. “He just needs time.”
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      A short while later, Perry returned to work, leaving Lizzy to finish checking Vice over. She showed Vice the silvery scar left from her wound, speculating that the infection must’ve been too much for Knigh to heal it back to smooth skin.

      No matter. It would be a permanent reminder of her lessons on that island. Lizzy checked the pulse at Vice’s wrist against her pocket watch. She took her temperature, and nodded, apparently satisfied with everything she observed.

      “Look up.” Lizzy peered into her eyes.

      Obeying, Vice cleared her throat. “I’m sorry I took supplies from your chest before.” Lizzy pointed left and Vice followed with her gaze. “I should’ve asked you and let you manage your own supplies and, you know, do your job.” She gestured in open-handed contrition as she followed Lizzy’s finger pointing down. “I thought doing it myself meant not relying on you to do it for me—it meant I was independent.” When Lizzy pointed right, she followed. She could be a good patient, a good friend and crewmate. “But I rely on you and everyone else on this crew every bloody day.”

      Frowning, Lizzy sat back.

      “Actually,” Vice went on, “I was just stamping on your skill, your responsibility, your expertise.” Shaking her head, she squeezed Lizzy’s shoulder. “And for that I am truly sorry.”

      “Is that what you were trying to apologise for earlier?” Lizzy scoffed and pulled her into a hug. “You great big idiot. I forgave that long ago.”

      Vice nudged her head against Lizzy’s. “Doesn’t mean I didn’t owe you the apology.”

      “And I appreciate it… and the fact you seem to really understand now.”

      “Finally.” Vice pulled back and grinned, though the tightness in her cheeks suggested it looked more like a wince. “And since I can’t work… If you’ll have me—if it’ll save you time, I can be your assistant and help look after Knigh.”

      Lizzy’s eyes widened. “You don’t have to—”

      “You’d be in charge of his care. You’d make all the decisions. But you have other patients, too—I’m sure sickness is just waiting to sweep through deck with so many people living so close together.”

      With a low noise, Lizzy tilted her head in agreement.

      “And I… I can’t leave him.” She sighed. “Though I’m sure I’ll have to at some point—responsibilities and all that.” She flashed a grin, and Lizzy’s easing shoulders said it was more like the Vice she knew. “But at least let me be useful while I’m sitting here, waiting.” Going slowly mad. “I’ll follow your orders to the letter. If it’ll help you, that is, and only if—”

      Lizzy planted a hand over her mouth. “Yes.” Lowering her hand, she exhaled, laughter lacing it. “Thank you. I’ll take the help. The Sea Witch lost its surgeon at Nassau, so I’m covering two crews. But I’m anxious every time I leave him alone.” She shot a frown at Knigh’s still form, lips tightening. “I don’t know if he might start vomiting or wake up or…” She shrugged. “I have no idea—I’ve never had a patient like this.”

      The unknown opened up, the question they were both avoiding. Will he ever wake up?

      The gorgeous fool lay there, lashes resting against his cheeks, hands folded over his stomach, chest a constant rise and fall, so peaceful.

      If he didn’t bloody wake up, she would wring his damn neck.

      Swallowing back the blockage in her throat, Vice leapt to her feet and made for Lizzy’s workbench that ran down one side of sickbay. “Where do we start?”

      “You don’t have to do it right now. You’ve only just woken up.”

      “I feel fine. And yes I do. What do I need? Show me.” She grabbed a clean cloth from the shelf Lizzy pointed to. “I’m never going to sleep on an argument or an apology owed ever again.” With a thin smile, she gave her friend a pointed look. “You never know when it’ll be too late to make amends.”

      Lizzy arched one eyebrow as she arrived at the workbench. “Maybe you should get marooned on a desert island more often—it’s made you all… thoughtful.” She narrowed her eyes as she poured a pitcher of water into a small bowl. “Then again, I’m not sure if I like it—feels wrong, like stroking a cat the wrong way.”

      Laughing, Vice bumped her hip into Lizzy’s. “I wasn’t that bad.” She huffed a theatrical sigh. She’d always been a bit thoughtful, at least, it was just half the time she didn’t show it, and the other half, she leapt into action to try and crush the thoughts down before they led to places she didn’t want to go. “Come on, Doctor, I’m your student. Show me how to look after our patient.”

      It was all simple stuff. Checking his temperature. Watching him for signs of distress or vomiting. Monitoring his breathing and pulse regularly for any sign of change. Wetting his lips with a clean cloth, squeezing so just a trickle of water went into his mouth, then checking his throat moved to swallow it. Giving him a sponge bath every couple of days. That revealed the biggest surprise—a fresh tattoo on his chest. In fresh black ink, exquisitely wrought, was a compass rose with a key at the north point. She ran a soft sponge over the healed skin before continuing over the rest of his body. He wasn’t feverish or working hard, so there was little sweat to wipe away.

      It really was like a deep sleep. One he would wake from.

      “That’s everything.” Lizzy dusted her hands on her apron. “You’re now officially my assistant.”

      “I’ll do my best to be the perfect nursemaid.” Vice tore herself from Knigh before bowing and sticking her tongue out.

      “Nurses don’t normally do that.”

      “I said I’d do my best to be perfect. I didn’t say I’d succeed.” She shrugged and clapped Lizzy on the shoulder. “Now, please, go and get some fresh air and sunshine. I’ll inform you if there’s any change in his condition.”

      Chewing her lip, Lizzy glanced between her and Knigh. “The instant.”

      “The instant.”

      Lizzy’s shoulders lowered again and she nodded. “Thanks, Vice. I’ll get some lunch sent to you, too—you must be starving.”

      With Knigh’s condition, her stomach had been too tight for her to even think of food, but at the mention of lunch, it gave a soft growl. “Apparently so.”

      Lizzy chuckled as she left, calling over her shoulder that she wouldn’t be far if she was needed.

      Stillness settled over the room. Normally when she and Knigh were left alone, it was the opposite. Laughter, teasing, flirtation, and chatter. The stillest they got was whispered conversation and the quiet embraces that came after making love, but those moments were always infused with what had come before—the roaring heartbeats, the heaving breaths, the constant push and pull of their bodies coming together like tide upon shore.

      This?

      This was alien.

      She sank into the chair beside his bed. “Knigh,” she whispered, bent low enough that her breath ruffled his hair, “I know you’re in there. You must be able to hear me.”

      No response. Not that she’d been expecting one, but hope was a funny thing—it didn’t always listen to logic.

      “Guess what.”

      Of course, nothing, but she pretended he asked.

      “I know how to find Sanctuary.” She left a dramatic pause, when, if he’d been awake, his grey eyes would’ve gone wide.

      Lords and Ladies, she missed his eyes. The glint when he was amused but let no one else see it. The way they followed her around a room. The spark that was wicked-smart and said he was up to the kind of no good she loved best.

      Frowning against the burn at the back of her eyes, she trickled water from a flannel onto his lips and checked his throat, just as Lizzy had shown her.

      “It’s my pin. We just need to place it on the map. We had the answer all along.” She scoffed, but the fact his mouth didn’t quirk in that lopsided way of his killed the laughter in her chest. “So you’d better bloody wake up soon, because I want to know where Sanctuary is and I’m not putting the pin on that map without you.”

      Nothing, just those same slow breaths of slumber.

      “Do you hear me?” She gave him a shake. “We’re doing this together.”

      He didn’t even flinch.

      Sighing, she smoothed his hair from his brow and checked his forehead—not too hot or too cold. She nodded, setting her jaw. “Even if I have to wait weeks, months… years, Knighton Blackwood, we’re doing this together.”
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      But the next day there was no change. Nor the next.

      Vice’s friends had come to see her as soon as they heard she was awake, but even half a dozen people crowded in sickbay hadn’t stirred Knigh.

      “You’re a stubborn sod, you know that?” She scowled and pulled the comb through his beard. Snip, snip, snip. “Why don’t you just wake up? It’ll be easier on everyone. If I make your beard wonky, you’ll have no one to blame but yourself.”

      The idea of something not being neat and symmetrical was surely enough to rouse Knigh from even the deepest sleep. But no.

      Not this time.

      She was just blowing the trimmed hair off his face and into the bin—even that light breath didn’t make him so much as flinch—when the door opened. Lizzy entered with a basket tucked against her hip. “How’s the patient?”

      “Lazy as ever,” Vice muttered, brushing a loose hair off his lip.

      Lizzy grunted. “Blackwood is the last person I’d call lazy.”

      “He’s making up for lost time.”

      With a low hum, Lizzy leant against her workbench. “Well, I’m still not signing you off for physical labour, but Perry needs your help.” She nodded at the door. “Up on main deck.”

      Vice frowned at Knigh. Perry had sat with her a while yesterday, asking her opinion on ship-related matters. Surely she could come and ask any other questions in here, rather than dragging her away. Other than using the toilet, she hadn’t left this room since she’d woken. “But I’m—”

      “It’s fine. I’ll take over here. I need to replenish some of my poultices and so on, anyway. I can keep an eye on him while I work.”

      “All right.” With a sigh, she rose and stretched, groaning at the stiffness in her limbs. She tidied the scissors and comb away, pasted a kiss to Knigh’s brow, and hurried up on deck.

      She had to pause for a moment, letting her eyes adjust. Sunshine. Warmth. Wind. It whipped around her, touched her, salty and fresh. The deck fell silent.

      When the glare faded, she spotted a shock of blond hair on the quarterdeck, and then she spotted the dozens and dozens of faces turned this way. Mouths open, crew and townsfolk watched her pass. It prickled down her back.

      Saba fell in beside her, half a smirk on her lips. They’d had some time alone the day she’d woken. She’d apologised to Saba for not telling her about her and Knigh, but Saba only laughed and said she’d worked it out anyway. The giveaway had been the way he’d backed her up about the true nature of Drake’s treasure after they’d found the chest.

      A few folk they passed smiled, and Vice returned a bemused smile of her own before asking Saba out the corner of her mouth, “What’s going on?”

      Saba leant close. “You and Blackwood are the heroes of Nassau.”

      “Oh.” Of all the things Vice had done in her life, destroying a town with a tidal wave was the last one she expected to be called ‘hero’ for. She nodded to the folk they passed, who returned the gesture with sombre expressions.

      A little girl pulled from her mother’s side, scuttled across deck, and touched the toe of her boot as she strode along.

      “What’s…?” But the girl had already scuttled back to her mother.

      Saba let out a guffaw before stifling it with the back of her hand. “The fact you survived and we found you? That’s nothing short of miraculous.”

      “Oh, gods, no. I’m not going to be some sort of holy relic.”

      Grinning, Saba eyed her head to toe. “Hmm, I’d say you’re not quite old enough yet. Don’t worry, I’m sure the pure and holy wonder of you will wear off soon.”

      Vice rolled her eyes. “I bloody hope so.”

      Saba peeled off when they reached Perry. Lips twisted, their captain chewed the inside of her mouth. “I hate to ask this, but I have a meeting with FitzRoy and I could use your support.”

      “FitzRoy. Deep, deep joy.” She gave Perry a one-sided grin. “Now I see why you didn’t want to go alone.”

      Perry winced. “Sorry. I want to feel him out for what he’s going to say at the moot.” In a few days the entire fleet would rendezvous, and the council of ships’ captains and Nassau’s leaders would meet to decide what to do next.

      “Good gods, don’t say anything to him about feeling him out—he’ll get over excited.” She gagged. Yes, she’d shared his bed, but that was a long time ago and men certainly lost their lustre when they betrayed you to the Navy… or at least some men did. Nothing could dull Knigh’s shine, apparently.

      Clearing her throat, Vice jerked her chin towards the jolly boat. “Come on then.”

      With Aedan and Clovis on the davits, they launched with just her and Perry aboard. Using her gift, Vice propelled them across the waves to the Sea Witch. Rather than dipping into the wellspring, she used her own strength, the effort barely tugging on her muscles. This way she could enjoy the spray on her face, the salt air in her lungs, the cool calm of her connection to the sea.

      But here she was enjoying herself, spread out in the boat, smiling into the warm sun, while Knigh lay in sickbay, possibly close to oblivion.

      With a heavy exhale, she hunched over, pulling her knees to her chest. What if he never woke?

      “Hmm.” Perry adjusted the tiller and cocked her head. “It’s one of two things.”

      Vice raised an eyebrow in question.

      “One, you feel responsible for Nassau.”

      Twisting her lips, Vice scraped the gunwales with her thumb nail. Even though she hadn’t been thinking about it that instant, she’d dreamed of Nassau again last night. Was she that obvious? “If I’d just done things differently. If I’d asked for help sooner, told the town to put on extra watches that night, asked—”

      “Vice.” Perry gave a sad smile. “You saw that fleet. Navy and pirates together—there were too many of them. Nassau would’ve been lost whatever help you asked for in that battle.”

      Lifting her shoulders, Vice gave a non-committal grunt. “And two?”

      “The more obvious of the two, and the option I’d put my money on. Knighton Blackwood.”

      The world was suddenly very cold, and Vice pulled herself very small. The cold squeezed her throat. “I’m scared.”

      Perry sucked in her lips and dipped her head, but no comforting words came.

      “What if he doesn’t wake up?”

      Gaze slipping away, Perry swallowed. “You… you’ll always have pieces of him in your memories. And the way you feel for him—nothing can take that away. Not grief, not loss. Nothing.”

      “How I feel for him?” She blasted out a breath, too dull to be a laugh, but close. She loved him. That was how she felt, and yet… “I can’t.” She shook her head, rubbing her aching chest. “I can’t hand my heart over when there’s every chance it might get destroyed. If he doesn’t wake…” Her world would crumble, just as Nassau had.

      “Oh, Vice. Come here.” One hand on the tiller, Perry held her other arm open.

      Tight and hunched, Vice slid from her bench and knelt at Perry’s feet, head in her lap. The way Perry’s fingers eased into her hair, combing through the thick strands—just like Mama. She closed her eyes to shut in the threatening tears.

      “I understand your fears. It’s always been the same with you—afraid to let your heart out in case it gets broken again, but…” Perry sighed and smoothed hair from her face. “You wouldn’t lock the Venatrix away, would you?”

      Vice squinted up and the confusion must’ve shown on her face, because Perry chuckled and went on. “A ship is safe at shore, but that’s not what ships are built for. Your heart is the same.”

      “Urgh.” Vice buried her face in her hands. “You and your bloody wisdom.”

      Thankfully, they passed into the shadow of the Sea Witch and there was no more time for Perry’s bloody wisdom as they boarded FitzRoy’s frigate.
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      Vice welcomed the walk across deck with no sign of its captain—it was a chance to square her shoulders and take a few breaths after her softness with Perry. FitzRoy was not a man you faced soft. She lifted her chin and knocked on his cabin door.

      “Come.”

      Perry entered first and when Vice followed, FitzRoy shot up from his seat, eyes bulging, fixed on her. His long steps swallowed up the deck, and he spread his arms like he was going to hug her.

      Jaw tight, she stiffened. They were far from hugging territory.

      He stopped a foot away, arms dropping to his sides as though he noted her response or maybe just remembered himself. “You’re alive, awake.” A breath shook through him as his gaze skimmed over her. “And you look so well.”

      Her arms itched and she had to clench her hands to keep from scratching. She’d seen her reflection—she looked very well indeed. All thanks to Knigh channelling far, far too much of his magic into her. She made a soft noise, nodded, then took one of the chairs near his desk, escaping his incursion into her space.

      He coughed as though suddenly self-conscious, and offered them drinks and Perry a chair. His hazel eyes kept slipping to Vice as he poured from a jug. By the rum-and-citrus smell and the cinnamon stick floating inside, she’d guess it was grog. “So, you wanted to see me”—he took a seat and raised his eyebrows at Perry—“and by the timing ahead of the moot, I assume that’s what you want to talk about.”

      Lifting her drink, Perry inclined her head. “Seems you know me too well. You’ve met up with a couple of other contingents more recently than we have. What do you know about general feeling in the fleet?”

      With a snort, he sat back and shrugged. “The same things you’ve probably already worked out for yourself. Most have no idea what to do, but some are raising their voices.”

      While Vice had been on her island fighting to survive, battling that infection, then in sickbay, unconscious, the world had continued. She couldn’t decide if it was comforting or unsettling, though. Sharp lime cut through the faint caramel tones of watered down rum as she took a sip. “And what are those voices saying?”

      “That they’d be better off splitting from the fleet and going it alone. That we’d be better off not having a fleet at all—it only draws attention—and instead we should disband, pretend we’re not pirates or Nassauians, and start new lives elsewhere.”

      The grog turned in her stomach. “We do that and we really have lost Nassau.” And Nassau was… it was comfort. A place she didn’t have to pretend to be anything other than what she was. A place where they made their own rules and lived by them, rather than being stifled or threatened by old laws made by old men long before any of them had been born.

      Mouth flat, FitzRoy gave her a long look. “You didn’t see the aftermath, did you? Nassau is already lost.”

      Teeth gritted, she shook her head. “No, no it isn’t. Nassau is its people and we still stand. Scattered for now, yes, but we’re still part of this same fleet, we have a council, and we’re still having this moot. That is the living, beating heart of Nassau.”

      He held her gaze, a thoughtful line forming between his brows. “Perhaps.” Exhaling, he tilted his tankard. “Perhaps. But those voices have a point. We can’t remain a fleet forever. Every vessel is overcrowded. Provisions are low. And no one wants to sail into battle and raid other ships—you know, piracy—when they have a hold full of civilians. I’m not risking cannon fire with children on board.”

      “Careful, FitzRoy, it sounds a lot like you caught feelings for your fellow human being. Don’t want that spreading around—think of your reputation.”

      He remained sprawled back in his chair, apparently nonchalant, but his jaw rippled. “I’m not joking around, Vice.”

      She huffed and scraped a nail over her tankard. “You know I only do it to get by.” To paper over the gap in her heart that was Knigh’s absence and Nassau’s destruction and the way she’d left Mama with a broken promise.

      With a sigh, that thread of tension eased from him. “I know.” He said it quietly, as if he really did understand.

      Maybe she’d revealed more of herself than she’d realised in the years they’d been together, even if she’d told herself it was only physical. And his actions in Nassau: she’d heard how after they’d parted, he’d led the fort until the last possible moment and that the Sea Witch had been one of the last ships to leave dock. Perhaps he’d changed, too.

      “The problem is…” Perry sat forward, placing her tankard on the desk, gaze fixed on it as though that was the problem. It would’ve been a nice and easy one to fix. “What other option do we have? It might only be a few voices suggesting we disband, but without a viable alternative—without a different message—those ideas will spread until every voice speaks in chorus.”

      A viable alternative? There was no returning to the ruins of Nassau. Mercia could just gather fresh forces and attack again. And even after it was all cleared, who would want to live in the midst of all that death?

      Much as it pained her to admit, FitzRoy was right: they couldn’t remain a fleet forever.

      Just one option. “Then we found New Nassau.”

      FitzRoy scoffed. “Just like that, eh?”

      “Of course not,” she snapped, cheeks heating.

      “Vice,” Perry sighed. “We can’t just claim an island. Those deals with the Arawakéan Union that got us Lucaya were done a long time ago through some dodgy back channels. We don’t have those contacts amongst their leaders anymore. Saba’s mother, Shoko, likes us, yes, but I doubt her sway spreads that far.”

      FitzRoy waved his tankard. “And Mercia would only come after us as soon as the location got out.” He narrowed his eyes at Vice. “Seems someone pissed him off mightily.”

      Bristling, Vice sat up. “Someone’s about to piss me off mightily.”

      “You two.” Perry raised her hands like she was calming drunks spoiling for a fight.

      They both grumbled, sitting back, looking anywhere but at each other.

      Again, though, FitzRoy was right. The agreements with the Arawakéan Union that had granted them the island of Lucaya where they’d founded Nassau had kept their base safe from the Navy. Mercia clearly didn’t give a damn about such things anymore and there was nothing to stop him attacking again as soon as they tried to create a new home.

      They needed somewhere safe. A haven. A sanctuary.

      She bolted upright, breath catching.

      “Vice? What’s wrong?”

      “The book—Drake’s book. It says, ‘Sea witches will find sanctuary here.’”

      That thoughtful frown back in place, FitzRoy straightened. “Drake’s treasure?”

      “If the real treasure is a place, it’s been lost for centuries. That means it has to be well-hidden, maybe even well-protected.” Perhaps with a storm or whirlpool like the ones she and Mercia had cleared in order to reach the island with the cipher key. “It could be our sanctuary.”

      With a whooshing breath out, FitzRoy sank back in his seat, eyes wide. “That… That would count as ‘treasure greater than gold and gems.’”

      Perry ran her thumb over the rim of her tankard. “Knigh said something similar while you were gone. Not about us going there, but that it’s a place.”

      Her heart leapt. “Then you believe me?”

      FitzRoy canted his head. “It fits with everything I’ve heard about Drake’s treasure. But, shocking as it is to imagine, what I think doesn’t matter on this occasion. The question is, will a whole fleet of pirates and our land-dwelling brethren believe you enough to chase after a legend?”
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      FitzRoy’s words tolled through her head for the rest of the meeting. He and Perry discussed practical matters, like stock levels for various supplies and their rendezvous tomorrow with another small contingent from the fleet before meeting up with their full force.

      And then, the moot. Perry had encouraged her to put forward the idea of sanctuary. A new home was a heady prospect, after all. But would it be enough?

      The question dogged her all the way back to the Venatrix and even followed her under the quarterdeck. Maybe reviewing their notes from the Copper Drake would give her quotes to use as ammunition.

      When she threw open the door to her cabin, her steps stilled.

      Every surface was clean and clear. A neat stack of books sat on the table, with writing implements perfectly aligned alongside. Her sea chest was shut, no clothes hanging out of it or strewn across the deck like flotsam washed on shore. It had been tidied to within an inch of its life.

      It gripped her heart, making each beat hard and heavy. This was the most Knigh thing he could have done.

      She could see it now—him sorting through their mingled belongings, putting away as she so rarely did, folding clothes. Yes, she checked the drawers and everything was so carefully folded, he might’ve used a set-square.

      All a distraction while he waited for her to come home.

      The kittens had taken up residence in Perry’s quarters since she and Knigh had been unconscious, so there’d been no little paws to tap things out of line, and here it was in all its neat and orderly glory.

      Once, it would’ve driven her nuts. Hadn’t she mocked him for keeping everything so damn ship-shape when she’d broken into his quarters on board this very ship? And now…

      Damn it, she missed him.

      Eyes burning, she paused at the stern window a long while, taking every inch of the space in.

      Their space.

      Her shoulders were heavy as she rifled through the books, every day she’d been on that island evident in the small changes in the cabin. He’d gathered everything relating to Drake in a single, simple chest.

      The copy of the map was still pinned above the bed. How many times had she lain beneath it, staring up at the symbols, not realising she had the final clue all along? She fingered the bobbly shapes of the tiny pearls on the dragon’s crown. No wonder she’d remembered every detail of the map in that fever dream: not only a fever dream, but her subconscious screaming the answer because it had already realised.

      With a huff, she plopped onto the bed.

      “Ow!” Something dug into her backside. Something out of place.

      She pulled it out from under herself. One of the books on magic she’d stolen from Mercia’s quarters when she’d taken the map. A bookmark peeped out from its pages, near the end. Knigh must’ve been reading it and was interrupted.

      Hugging it to herself, she let the hard edges of the cover dig into her fingertips. “What have you been reading?” She flipped to the bookmarked page.

      Show Vee, a scrap of paper said. Knigh’s smooth, neat handwriting. Bonding?

      Brow tight, she read. Chapter 10: Rituals of the Fae. It explained how Albionic wedding ceremonies had been inspired by… “The fair folk’s ‘bonding ritual.’ Is that what you wanted me to see?” She flicked the page and read on. Fae could perform a ritual with a ‘licentious aspect’—she hummed, burning to know its exact nature—and thus bond together, linking their magic and their very lives.

      Her heart sped. Is that what they’d done? She touched her chest, turned inward. The gold of his gift was a dim glow around the edges of hers. He’d said hers was there with his, too, mingled together. They’d used magic as they’d made love and everything had shifted. Was that licentious enough for the old bore who’d written this book? After, a taut line of magic had stretched between their chests, a link. And the morning after, the day of the battle, she’d felt his approach before she’d caught any glimpse of him.

      They’d inadvertently performed this bonding ritual. What exactly that meant she couldn’t guess, and when she read on, the book gave no further details, but…

      If their magic and their lives were linked, maybe she could pull on the link to bring him back from wherever he was?

      Breathless, she leapt to her feet and ran for sickbay.

      Lizzy pursed her lips when Vice burst into the room. “I told you, no manual labour. Sprinting around the ship still counts.”

      “No change?” Vice panted. He lay there, no different from when she’d left.

      With an apologetic smile over her pestle and mortar, Lizzy shook her head.

      “And you’ve tried calling his name, shaking him, cold water to the face, a little slap on the cheek…” She gestured as though she could pluck more ideas from the air.

      “Everything I can think of, I’ve tried.” Lizzy set aside her work, shoulders sinking, expression downturned, though pity laced the meeting of her eyebrows. “That’s what worries me so much.”

      “Do you mind if I try something”—she wriggled her fingers—“magical?”

      “At this point, I’m willing to try anything.” Lizzy folded her arms, frowning at Knigh. “Until a patient leaves my sickbay, I’ve failed them.”

      That sad look made the ache in Vice’s chest worse. Not just because it was about Knigh, but because Lizzy’s self-blame was unfounded. She rubbed her friend’s back and shook her head. “You’ve never failed me, and I dare say you’ve patched me up more than my fair share of times. Remember that time I got shot?”

      The sad look disappeared as Lizzy’s mouth twisted in amusement. “Good gods, how could I forget? Your screams still ring in my ears.”

      Vice scowled, pouting. “Hey, it hurt.”

      “Of course it did—you’d been shot.”

      That sobered her expression to a wince. She raised one shoulder. “It might not work, but… worth a try, right?” She took her seat beside Knigh, pulling the chair so close, her knees hit the edge of his bunk.

      Lizzy stood at the end of the bed, arms folded, watchful. She gave a single nod of encouragement, or perhaps permission.

      With a deep breath, Vice placed her hand over his and sank into her gift. The sea below. The sky above. Both moved with tide and wind, like breath, like a pulse.

      Turning inward, her magic churned and crackled, like it too was disturbed by Knigh’s state. His power was a dim gleam of gold around her edges, but now they were together, that cord stretched from her chest to his.

      Hand over hand, she followed it. She was like the hero from a myth she’d read as a child, feeling his way through a dark labyrinth with only a skein of thread to guide him.

      Into darkness, the gold and violet cord led her. The silence, the stillness were oppressive, pushing on her ears, so heavy on her chest, it made breathing difficult. It would be so easy to get lost in this place. Maybe that was what had happened to Knigh. She called his name.

      There was no answer.

      Onward and onward, always gripping their braided rope, she kept going. Ahead, the darkness faded into a dim and distant light. “Knigh?”

      A flicker. Pale, but maybe it was that buttery golden colour that marked him, his.

      “Knigh?” Hand over hand, faster. If that was him, he was very weak—maybe that was what kept him so damn far away. If she could lend him strength…

      Grip tightening, she gathered her gift and pushed it into the cord. It was her power, not the wellspring’s—she was too far from it to draw upon that—and it dragged on her muscles. But she pushed anyway and called his name again.

      Movement, yes, definite movement. The barest tinge of gold. Or was that wishful—?

      “Lizzy!” A crash.

      Knigh?

      Jolting back into herself, Vice blinked into heart-pounding awareness. Aedan stood in the doorway, door still swinging on its hinges. He was saying something about the Sea Witch needing her help.

      It took many beats and Lizzy replying to Aedan that she’d be right there for Vice to understand it had been Aedan’s voice calling for Lizzy, not Knigh’s.

      He lay still. Breaths slow and deep. Eyes shut. Hand unmoving under hers.

      It had been a long shot.

      That was no comfort.

      As Lizzy gathered the new ointments she’d been working on into her medicine chest, Aedan stalked closer. “Is it me, or does he look a better colour?”

      It was just him. Knigh looked exactly the same as he had before she’d tried reaching him. All she’d achieved was making her muscles ache and filling every corner of herself with bitter, bitter disappointment. She pushed a smile in place, though. It was kind of him to try and give her some hope.

      “Right”—Lizzy hefted her chest—“I’ll be back in a bit.” She gave Vice a nod and that same apologetic, pitying smile as earlier, before leaving.

      “I’ll keep you company.” Aedan sank into the bunk she’d woken in days ago.

      “Don’t think I’ll be very good company.”

      He shrugged and grinned without pity. “It’s all right—I’m great enough company for both of us.”

      Despite herself, she snorted, and they settled into a companionable silence. She stared and stared until her eyes burned, but Knigh didn’t stir, and she couldn’t see any sign of this ‘better colour’ Aedan had mentioned.

      After a long while, Aedan shifted, leaning closer to Knigh, a thoughtful frown creasing his face. Something in his eyes hit her, a distance, an inward turn, a… longing. “How did you know he was the one for you?”

      The way she and Knigh had kissed on that tower as Nassau had fallen, Aedan must’ve seen it was more than just a kiss, more than just bodies. And that look of longing, it wasn’t for her—he hadn’t looked at her like that since she’d turned him down a couple of months ago—but for what she and Knigh had.

      She shrugged, opened her mouth, closed it. It was obvious and yet… there was no way to pinpoint the exact moment or the precise words Knigh had said or the thought that had passed through her mind and marked the boundary between not knowing and knowing. Yes, she’d finally been able to form the word love while lying on her island, dying, but words were superficial—the outer sign of something far deeper.

      And the thing far deeper had been there a long while.

      It had taken root organically, like a tree establishing itself. You didn’t go to an empty spot of land one day and return the next and poof there was an oak. An acorn landed in the dirt. It split and slowly slid a root into the earth and one shoot into the sky. It spread its leaves to the sun, sent out little branches. More roots crept through the soil, questing deeper and deeper for water and solid purchase as it grew taller and more branches spread above. Over time, that shoot became a sapling, then a small tree, until eventually a mighty oak stood in its place and no one could’ve named the day the tree had appeared, only that it was there now and they could take shelter beneath its great boughs.

      So it was with them.

      Their oak had battled their own failings and cruelties, as well as Mercia and his, but here it stood, as sudden and inevitable as anything that grew in the earth.

      “How did I know he was the one for me?” She shook her head, eyes hot. “After everything, how can he not be?”
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      “It’s time.” Lizzy stood in the doorway. Vice hadn’t even noticed the door open, she’d been too intent on dripping water into Knigh’s mouth and making sure his throat moved to swallow it.

      She wiped away a droplet before it ran into his beard. Did his lip just move? She paused, watched, held her breath. No. Nothing. He’d been unconscious for sixteen days and still nothing.

      Wishful thinking, Vice.

      “Tease,” she whispered at him, cupping his cheek.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll supervise him.” Lizzy gave that small, tight smile that said she’d run out of hope.

      “Aye, there’s no telling what trouble he’ll get into unsupervised.” Vice flashed a grin before kissing Knigh’s brow and rising. Losing hope was not a luxury she could afford for the sake of her own sanity. She squeezed her friend’s shoulder on the way out.

      “Good luck,” Lizzy called as Vice made her way along a corridor thick with the stink of too many people, too close together. With all the Nassauians, life aboard the Venatrix and her companion vessels was crowded. The stale air followed her to the main deck.

      The sky was a forest of masts, their sails stowed. Dozens of ships and boats sat at anchor, the sea around them unnaturally calm.

      As she approached the waiting jolly boat, she opened her awareness, brushed the mirror-like water, and felt another presence there—another sea witch. The hold wasn’t stiff and brittle like Mercia’s had been, this one was as fluid as the sea, welcoming. It ebbed at Vice’s touch as if offering to cede control to her. Teal, the Firefly’s sea witch. She held the waves still, helping keep the vessels from straying too close to one another and colliding. She was doing a good job. Vice withdrew, leaving her to continue.

      When Vice reached the davits, Perry gave a stiff nod. Her jaw and shoulders angled with tension as she clambered into the jolly boat waiting to take them to the Sea Witch.

      Waiting to take them to the moot.

      Vice’s pulse jumped as Aedan and Clovis worked the lines, launching the boat. It wasn’t anxiety at the prospect of speaking in front of so many people, but at the weight of the decision to come and the responsibility for ensuring it was the right decision.

      She would be the only one arguing that they should seek Sanctuary. She was the only one who even knew it existed. Perry believed her, mostly; FitzRoy had looked thoughtful but kept his cards close to his chest, as usual. If the council and gathered refugees didn’t believe in her—if they just saw the frivolous, rash, strutting Vice, the one the Respair’s crew hadn’t chosen as their captain… well, this vote wouldn’t go her way either.

      Maybe someone else had another idea, a better one that didn’t rely on information from two centuries ago.

      Or maybe this was their only option.

      If so, then she was responsible for persuading them to take it, rather than abandoning the very spirit of Nassau.

      One thing for sure, they couldn’t continue as this scattered fleet. Not if they hoped to survive.

      As they splashed into the narrow stretch of water between the Venatrix and the Sea Witch, Vice took an oar alongside Saba, grateful for something to expend her energy into. But even that was over too soon, and within minutes, she took her turn clambering up to the Sea Witch’s main deck.

      To fore, aft, port, and starboard and every point in between, pirates and townsfolk gathered in their factions, leaving an open space before the mainmast. Each captain had brought a few members of crew—mostly quartermasters and first mates, judging by those Vice recognised. Between them, folk from Nassau gathered in their own groups. Waters and Vivienne sat in the shade of a canvas awning with a couple of other shop-keepers Vice knew from running errands.

      Elsewhere, two sailmakers and a trio of shipwrights stood together, huddled in conversation. Were they talking about leaving? They could be assured of work anywhere in Arawaké. Good shipwrights were welcome in any port, no questions asked, and sailmakers could make their living on sea or land, fitting out new vessels or mending those that came limping into harbour. That seemed a better bet than an unknown sanctuary.

      Vice winced and weaved into the crowd. Whispers followed them, rippling from person to person.

      “… saved us all.”

      “… disappeared and then returned, but…”

      “… heard she’d died and come back. It’s a bloody miracle.”

      “She’s fae-touched. Bewitched that Blackwood fella into giving her his life. Heard he still ain’t awake.”

      Wrong on so many counts. She hadn’t died—almost, but not quite. She wasn’t fae-touched—fae-blooded, yes. And she certainly hadn’t bewitched Knigh into overextending his magic. That was something she’d give anything to undo. Teeth gritted, she forged on.

      FitzRoy’s tall form stood above most around him, and he caught her eye as though he’d been seeking her out. He beckoned and revealed an empty space at his side. He’d saved them a spot. Did he expect a favour in return? Like she didn’t have enough to worry about without adding FitzRoy’s unknowable agenda to the mix.

      Lips pursed, she tugged on Perry’s arm and led the way to him. Favours could wait, and the Venatrix’s crew had more than earned their place here. They deserved a say in Nassau’s future.

      Perry had told her Rae, a fae-touched person, would broadcast their voices across the gathered ships so all could hear the discussion before a vote across the entire fleet.

      And there were so many people to persuade.

      Despite herself, Vice smiled when she eased into place beside FitzRoy. He was an arse, but they’d stood together in plenty of battles and always survived. The memory of those times were somehow still a comfort and eased the weight of responsibility dragging on her shoulders.

      “Ready for your adoring fans?” he asked out of the corner of his mouth.

      “Ready to toss you overboard if you keep that up.”

      “Now, now, is that any way to speak to your host?”

      Vice grunted and gave him a sidelong look. “You’re a crap host: I’m still waiting on my canapés.”

      For the briefest moment, his teeth flashed. “Good luck, Vice.” Striding forward into that empty space before the mainmast, he clapped his hands twice.

      A tall person with pointed ears looked up from their conversation and took a step forward. The air around Vice’s ears shifted like someone had riffled through a deck of cards right behind her. The fae-touched broadcaster, Rae.

      “I call this moot to order.” FitzRoy’s voice boomed over the dying chatter as he turned and met gaze after gaze in the crowd.

      He’d always enjoyed power and it turned out having the biggest ship in Nassau had got him a measure of it. Despite his lack of canapés, playing host to the council for this meeting put him front and centre, and he stood there, shoulders back, head high, sun gleaming on his dark hair, drinking in that authority.

      This was the version of him who’d tempted her into his bed, not the sulky captain who brooded over people singing The Song of the Pirate Queen. Maybe they’d just been bad for each other and now she was off his ship, he flourished again.

      “Nassau, the town, is destroyed,” he said when there was perfect silence and every set of eyes on the Sea Witch were on him. To port, dozens more eyes from the Firefly turned this way, too. “And for a month we have sailed, split apart for safety, and reconvened. But I and the other council members have decided the time has come to make a decision about our future. Your chosen representatives stand with me on the Sea Witch and they will get to speak. Then you will all have a chance to vote for the best course of action.” His dark eyebrows pulled together, determined, like he was hauling canvas in a gale. “There will be no second moot, no further votes, no second chance. The decision we make today must serve our future”—his gaze settled on Vice—“and ensure it’s on solid ground.”

      That look. Did he mean literal solid ground as well as metaphorical? Solid ground like Sanctuary? At the meeting with Perry, he’d been vague about whether he believed in Sanctuary enough to go after it. Did he support the idea?

      But he bowed his head and indicated the floor was open before resuming his spot by her without another word or meaningful glance.

      “FitzRoy is right.” A short man with a crop of tight curls stepped forward. His bare arms flexed as he moved with ease, making the sunlight gleam over his deep umber skin.

      “Dimitrios, of the Walrus,” Perry whispered.

      “We’re on the run with nowhere to go. This is a non-existence. We can’t continue in limbo.” Lips flat, he turned, gaze flicking over the crowd who murmured agreement. “I’ve heard talk that we should set out on our own. And that talk is right.” His gaze dipped as though he didn’t like the fact. “A single ship is easier to supply than an entire fleet or even a small one. Easier to hide from pirate hunters. Easier to explain to the authorities.”

      Vice’s shoulders sank along with her heart. The whispers that suggested dismantling the fleet had already spread too far, had sunk too deeply into too many ears. Buggeration. Had she lost this debate before it had even begun?

      Dimitrios blasted out a sigh, thumping a fist into his palm. “But in Nassau we were our own authority. If we split, we are alone, we are nothing. It might seem the best option for now, but purely because it’s our only option.”

      She swallowed. Maybe there was still hope. If people would listen…

      “There are other seas.” A husky voice rose from the crowd and an older woman with jaw-length silver hair entered the ring. Nore, Nassau’s dockmaster, well-respected amongst dockhands and shipwrights. “A fresh start is what we need. We should leave Arawaké and begin again, out of the Royal Navy’s reach.”

      “Nowhere is out of their reach,” a young man scoffed, swaggering forward.

      Leave. Stay. Split apart. Stick together. The conversation went on for long minutes, looping back to the same arguments. Each option had a sound case against it—leaving, for instance, would be a long voyage and a difficult start in a new place without contacts or resources—all except for splitting apart. The only argument against it was that many didn’t like the idea, but they couldn’t offer a solution that didn’t come with a steep cost.

      Nassau was disintegrating right before her eyes. The only home pirate-kind had ashore. The only home she had ashore. Her stomach churned as though losing even the idea of Nassau left it untethered.

      “Nassau is already lost,” the swaggering young man pronounced. Perry had told her his name was Rob. He was one of the newer captains, young and cock-sure as anything.

      Vice stiffened. Nassau is already lost, just as FitzRoy had said.

      “This moot is moot, since we have no Nassau to consider the future of.” With a smirk, Rob tossed his head as though pleased with himself for that wordplay.

      “Nassau isn’t only a town.” Vice found herself striding forward.

      A sea of faces looked back at her. One beneath blond hair watched with wide eyes: Perry looked so hopeful it closed her throat. FitzRoy gave a single nod, the ghost of a smile on his lips. He’d believed Nassau lost and she’d maybe persuaded him otherwise. If she could persuade a few more folk, this could work.

      Those in the ring had fallen silent, but Rob scowled and started towards her, blustering as though he wanted to give his argument right in her face.

      But she wasn’t here to win him over. She lifted her chin and turned away, addressing the crowd. “It never was only a town. Nassau is its people—it’s you and me, and as long as we still stand, so too does Nassau.”

      A ripple of conversation ran through the gathering.

      “Dimitrios is right.” She caught his eye and nodded in acknowledgement. “So too is Nore.” Another nod. “But what if we can get that fresh start closer to home?”

      Nore’s dark eyes narrowed, glinted. “What are you saying, girl?” She didn’t say it cruelly, but rather with a guarded curiosity.

      “What if there was somewhere in Arawaké that had remained hidden from the Royal Navy… from everyone for centuries?”

      Nore frowned and exchanged a glance with Dimitrios, then with FitzRoy. He nodded and gestured to Vice as though inviting Nore to listen.

      Here goes, this is the moment they’ll decide I’m mad or a genius.

      “You all know I’ve been searching for Drake’s treasure.” She turned, finding Rob at arm’s length, his teeth grinding, hands fisted. He could fume all he liked, but it seemed he knew who she was and maybe her reputation as the ‘hero of Nassau’ was good for something, because he didn’t interrupt. “Some would say we’ve found it.” She gestured to starboard, where movement stirred on the Venatrix’s deck. Maybe they were straining to see, now she’d started speaking.

      “We haven’t.” She shook her head and smiled at the consternation that spread across everyone gathered—except for Perry, Saba, and FitzRoy. “Drake himself called it ‘a treasure greater than gold and gems.’ We were never after a chest of jewels and precious metal.” Her heart thundered, and she had to swallow before she could say anything more. “Drake’s clues speak of Sanctuary. Over and over again, Sanctuary. A place where sea witches can escape the Royal Navy.”

      How many fae-touched people would that information have saved from life-long conscription against their will? She caught a glimpse of blue-green hair at the Firefly’s rail. Had Teal run away to sea to avoid that fate? If Vice’s own gift had awoken earlier, would she have been forced to do the same?

      With a long inhale, she squared her shoulders as though bracing for an oncoming wave. “Drake’s treasure is not gold or rubies, it is a place.”

      A wave of chatter crashed across deck, and no doubt the same thing surged over the other ships, too.

      She waited for it to die down before continuing. “Sanctuary has remained hidden for two hundred years. Hidden and safe.”

      “Hidden and lost,” Rob growled, crossing his arms. “Even if it exists, we’ll never find it before the Navy, who you brought down on us, finds us and destroys us.”

      The guilt was a physical blow, as powerful and painful as when she’d been shot. She sucked in a deep breath.

      “We were always on borrowed time, boy.” Nore only came up to his chin, but the look she gave him was just as imperious as a queen on her throne. “The Navy coming for Nassau was inevitable, as our deals aged and the legacies of the folk we’d made them with grew weaker. Still”—she pursed her lips and turned to Vice—“you tell a pretty story, but it’s a shame the boy’s right. We’ll never find this Sanctuary of yours in time.”

      Nore had that same shrewd quality as Perry and it had the same effect, a balm upon her guilt.

      Vice gave a faint smile—if she wanted everyone to believe her, believe in her, this wasn’t the time for smug grins or swagger. “Then it’s lucky I already know how to find it.”

      Nore’s eyebrows crept up.

      “What?” Rob’s glare turned from Nore to Vice, then to FitzRoy.

      FitzRoy only nodded and gestured to her again.

      Dimitrios folded his arms, shut off, but he rubbed his lower lip as though thoughtful, as though he wanted to believe. “A new home in a place hidden from the outside world.”

      “This would mean breaking from everything we know.” A man from Nassau stepped forward, shaking his head.

      “The Battle of Nassau already broke everything we know.” Waters rose from his seat and emerged from the shaded awning, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s gone.”

      “But what about—?”

      “And there are—”

      “Who will—?”

      “How can we—?”

      “Does she really know—?”

      “Of course she—”

      “Hidden for two centuries and suddenly—”

      “—bit convenient, isn’t it?”

      Too many voices came at once as half a dozen more people entered the ring, their words clipping against each other as they dissolved into their own conversations. Some argued against her, against the mere existence of Sanctuary. Others supported her. After a few minutes, several supported her.

      She held still, but her pulse kicked that little bit faster. Maybe this would work. She exchanged a look with Perry, a guarded smile. Maybe they’d—

      Something tugged on her heart. Not something for words. A knowing. A feeling, like the sea beneath the Venatrix’s hull or knowing where her hand was in relation to her face even in the dark. It was something like spring after a long winter. Something like hope or respair. Something like home.

      But not quite. She rubbed her chest. Not quite.

      “Enough of this!” Rob shoved past Dimitrios and into Vice’s space until they were toe-to-toe. His jaw ticked. His nostrils flared.

      Hands on hips, she pushed down her confusion and the inexplicable desire to turn aft, to run to the quarterdeck. Instead, she held her ground, took up space. She was of a height with him, perhaps even half an inch taller, and she used that now to meet his gaze. No man who thought he could win an argument by throwing his weight around would cow her.

      He huffed, so close it blasted her face. “You can’t seriously tell me you think any of this is—”

      “She’s right.”

      A voice she knew. A voice that for weeks she’d only heard in the murk of her dreams and had lost by the time the sun rose. A voice that made her heart leap into her throat. A voice that was like spring, hope, respair, home—all those things and so many more.

      Heads turned, quiet spread in the wake of fae charm cutting through the bickering, and up on the quarterdeck stood Knigh Blackwood.
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      He walked down the steps from the quarterdeck and Vice couldn’t breathe. If she did, she might blow away the illusion. Because he couldn’t really be here, could he? He was lying in the Venatrix’s sickbay, in a room heavy with the possibility of death. No way was he striding down the steps upright and sure, fae charm rolling off him like he hadn’t almost burned through every scrap of his gift to save her life.

      Everything else in the world receded, faded, swam, like it was underwater and the only things left above were her and him. His boots thudded on each step in time with her pounding heart.

      Never taking his gaze from her, he reached the main deck and stepped from the mast’s shade. Sunlight gleamed on his hair, flared bright on that streak of white, carved his cheekbones and the line of his jaw beneath his trimmed beard. His skin was paler than its usual tan. Blueish shadows pooled beneath his eyes, which fixed her with a haunted intensity like maybe he was thinking the same thing: Is it really her?

      This was the man from sickbay, not the version of him she’d conjured in her dreams and imagination. He was real.

      Her feet knew it a beat before the rest of her, lurching forward, but when Knigh entered the space before the mainmast, he stopped, still yards away.

      “She’s right.” He nodded, rolling his shoulders back as though anchoring himself in place. Although at a glance he looked like a sailor at easy attention, his hands were clenched into fists, and tension thrummed from his square shoulders and the muscles of his arms. “No one in the world knows more about Drake’s treasure than Lady Vice.”

      Her name from his lips when an hour ago that had seemed like it might never happen again. With a low, wordless sound, she took another step closer.

      Lady Vice. Not the nickname he always used. The moot. The crowd. Persuading them. She couldn’t just run across deck and fling herself at him—it risked undoing everything. She blinked, dragged in a breath, tore her gaze away.

      Around her, Nore, Dimitrios, Rob, Waters, Vivienne, and half a dozen more, stood in the ring, their arguments silent. Beyond that, the crowd stared, eyes wide. One or two whispered behind their hands as the full force of Knigh’s fae charm faded from the air.

      “She’s uncovered clues that have remained hidden for centuries.” His jaw rippled and finally his grey eyes turned from her. “And she’s spent months, months studying them, deciphering them. She even recruited me, an old enemy, to help.” A smile threatened at the edges of his mouth, but it was as tremulous as the laugh tickling the back of her throat. An old enemy.

      Lords, this man knew how to spin a tale to best effect.

      And he was alive and awake, not an empty shell of a human whose magic was spent.

      She folded her arms, squeezed her biceps, all an attempt to battle the trembling and the need to reach out for him.

      At her side, Rob sneered, nose wrinkling. “You don’t believe all this. You just want to get in her breeches. Why are we listening to this fool?”

      Vice’s fingertips bit into her flesh. It was that or let them bite into his damn throat.

      “He’s the saviour of Nassau,” Dimitrios snapped.

      Rob scoffed. “That’s a laugh, Nassau’s destroyed.”

      “The place may be,” Nore said, each word clipped and icy calm, “but we still stand and that’s only thanks to him”—she pointed at Knigh—“and her.” She thrust a finger at Vice. “Now shut up and show them some respect.”

      Eyes bulging, Rob opened and closed his mouth like a stranded fish. “But he’s… he’s…”

      Face a perfect, blank mask, Knigh fixed him with a long stare. Maybe it was the fact he was so unruffled by the young man’s insults, but somehow that stillness was all the more intimidating than any glare.

      Vice fought a smile as fierce, hot pride bloomed in her chest. Good gods, she loved him.

      Love. The word coated her tongue, filled her mouth, desperate to break loose. It was impossible that she’d ever resisted saying it when now it was the only thing she wanted to do. Pressing her lips together, she held herself still, silent, but it was even tougher than battening down hatches in a gale.

      For long moments, Rob gave no reply and eventually lowered his gaze.

      With a nod, Knigh turned away, dismissing the hot-head, and took in the crowd. “I’ve seen the clues, read it all, and she’s right. There is a place, long-hidden, and Drake called it Sanctuary. That is the true nature of his treasure.” His attention returned to her and all that coldness, the blank mask disappeared, leaving in its place a private smile. For all it was small, it ploughed through her, tugging on the mooring line of violet and gold magic that tethered her chest to his.

      It nearly brought her to her knees.

      Holding her with his gaze, he inclined his head. “Anyone who doubts her is a fool.”

      Despite being fit to burst, Vice managed a small smile back. At least, that was what she tried to do—it might actually have been a great big, stupid grin. But bugger it—Knigh was alive. And she loved him. And he was here and awake and supporting her in this enormous, ridiculous bid to find them all a new home on an impossible island.

      “Tell us about these clues, then,” someone called from the crowd.

      Inclining his head, Knigh gestured to her. “Here’s your expert.”

      It took several swallows and a clearing of her throat before she was able to speak. She explained about the Copper Drake, the cipher key, the map, the treasure chest with that rubbing carved inside its lid, the work of decoding it all, and they listened in silence.

      More questions followed. She answered them all with a voice so remarkably calm, it was as though her body wasn’t fizzing with the demand to run to Knigh. To touch him. To remind her fingers of the exact movement of each of his muscles as he held her. To damn well kiss him to within an inch of his beautiful, precious life.

      He chipped in, adding to her answers, supporting them, then others came forward, discussing whether it was possible, how much stock they could place in such old clues.

      That was Vice’s cue to fall quiet—she’d given the information and now it was their turn to digest it. Knigh fell similarly silent, but every line of his body remained tense, each angle focused on her, and his gaze only skipped from hers for a second at a time.

      It was a special kind of torture. The sweetest, most impossible kind. Biting her lip, clenching her fists, measuring every breath, she somehow held still.

      Ha! Let anyone try to tell her she had no self-control. Too reckless? Not today.

      Somewhere along the way, conversation turned from whether they should do it to how. Logistics. Provisions. When. What needed doing before they could set off.

      Like this really was a possibility. Like they really did believe in her… in Sanctuary.

      By the time the council agreed to adjourn to their respective ships and hold votes, just over half, not quite two thirds of its members were behind her plan.

      The dissenters ranged from Rob, who was just stubborn and sceptical, to Nassauians who hesitated to turn their backs on the world they knew. Nassau had always thrived on trade—albeit the illegal smuggling kind—and there was a question mark over how that could work on an island so well-hidden it had remained undetected.

      Despite her belief in Sanctuary, Vice winced. They weren’t wrong. It was a place, no doubt of that, but it was an unknown quantity. If they had a better option, a place they knew, which would be safe from Mercia, it would’ve been foolhardy of her to try and lead them to Sanctuary—she’d have pursued it alone… No, not alone, with Knigh. But she wouldn’t have dragged a whole fleet of refugees after a legend.

      Still. They couldn’t seek asylum with one of Arawaké’s sovereign nations. Mercia would’ve been forced to respect that, but it would’ve caused a diplomatic incident with Albion. Sanctuary was their only option.

      The voting tokens would be sea shells for Sanctuary, stones for disbanding the fleet, and wooden gambling chips for those choosing to abstain.

      With two claps from FitzRoy, it was over. The council and the crowd crossed the deck, making for their boats, murmuring about how they would vote.

      Before the mainmast, amongst all the movement, a single point of stillness remained, focused entirely on her.

      Knigh.
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      Her muscles, her pulse, her breathing, all jolted, and now the moot was done, she could listen to them. As though her body had forgotten quite how to work, her first step faltered, but he broke from his stillness, crossing the deck with an intense determination that shook her. Somehow she went from that awkward step to a stride to a run. Then her arms were full of him.

      Their bodies, their mouths, their gifts came together, whole and full at last.

      This.

      This was right.

      This was home on sea or land. Whatever Sanctuary ended up being, she would always have a place here.

      Solid arms around her, squeezing so tight that if she weren’t fae-blooded and used to the physical labour of life on board a ship, it would’ve squeezed the breath from her lungs. The scent of soap and cinnamon without any tinge of sickbay’s sharp, herbal antiseptic. The scrape of his beard on her skin, at once prickly and soft.

      And most of all, the way he consumed her like she was air and he was a man drowning.

      Yet, he was also light and she was a growing thing that craved it, needed it, reached for it with greedy desperation, and she clung to his shoulders, revelling in their glorious solidity. Her gift felt it too, that need, that joy, surging around and through the bright glow of his.

      The kiss was everything, always, trembling through her limbs, leaving her breathless, until at last they pulled apart, just far enough to gasp for air.

      His gaze flicked across her face, followed by the pad of his thumb along her cheekbone, across her lip, lightly gripping her chin between it and his forefinger. “I thought…” He shook his head, brows clashing together.

      Eyes closed, he rested his forehead against hers and she sank into that sweet sensation, ruffling the hair behind his ears—the ridiculously thick hair that always sprang right back into shape.

      He gave a shuddering exhale, then kissed her once more, firm but quick, like it was a reminder. His next breath out was almost a laugh. “I think you might’ve tipped our hand. They’re going to know I definitely want to get in your breeches now.”

      She scoffed, but her throat closed on the humour. She’d been an idiot to hide their relationship. Why had that ever seemed important?

      There were words she needed to say. Three truly important ones.

      She shook her head, hands trailing to his chest, fingertips settling on the ridge of his collarbones as she took a long breath to say the only thing that mattered. “I don’t care if everyone else knows. I’m past putting on a show for them or denying what I feel. I—”

      “No.”

      She froze. She blinked. No? He didn’t want to hear it? Didn’t want her to—?

      “I’ve been unconscious for…” He frowned and rubbed his beard. “Wait, how long has it been? Lizzy acted like it was ages, but this isn’t that long.”

      “I trimmed it,” she murmured. “It’s been sixteen days.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh.” It took a moment, a few breaths, before he went on, “I’ve been unconscious for over two weeks and for two weeks before that I searched for you”—a shudder rippled through his body, echoing in her own—“and I feared you were dead and that I’d never get to say it.” One arm around her waist, he squeezed her tighter, closer, and cupped her cheek.

      The calluses scraping her skin confirmed it. This was real. No dream was ever so detailed, so accurate, so true. That truth almost choked her, salty at the back of her throat, burning in her eyes.

      As though he realised the same thing, his breathing grew ragged and raw, and he held her gaze a long, long while before the knot of his throat bobbed. “I am gladly your subject in all things, my Pirate Queen, but let me have this.”

      Have what? Why didn’t he want her to say she loved him? “I don’t—”

      “Vice.” Her name was a rumble in his chest, reverberating into her, thrumming along her nerves, tingling in her toes. “Queen of Pirates, Queen of My Heart, the best bounty I ever chased, the most infuriating woman I’ve ever known”—the corner of his mouth quirked—“the most wonderful, too…” His chest rose and fell under her hands. “I love you.”

      “Oh.” The sound fell from her lips, little more than a soft breath. He felt the same. He… “Say it again.”

      His teeth flashed in a grin, and he slid his fingers into her hair, the sensation tickling across her scalp. “I love you.”

      She smiled into the kiss that followed, the kiss that sealed his words. When they parted for air, she cocked her head. “That’s a remarkable coincidence, you know. I was going to say the same.”

      One eyebrow rose. “I’m queen of your heart?”

      She laughed and swatted at his chest. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      “Then?” He grinned and it was the brightest thing she’d ever seen. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “I don’t want the first time to be while we’re both laughing.” She swallowed, like that might force her heart down from her throat. “For once, this is something I’m deadly serious about.”

      As he exhaled, his brows peaked together, his whole expression shifting into something serious, something so intent it stole her breath. His forehead rested against hers, their noses touched. “I’m not laughing anymore, Vee.”

      A shiver chased through her, like she’d unbuttoned her coat on the coldest winter day. She’d thought all this, but saying it was still a different matter… an exposing one. “Even on that island, I wasn’t alone. I could feel you here still.” She pressed into him, sandwiching her hand between her chest and his. “Even when I thought it was over, that was my little spark of comfort. And you came.” Her voice cracked.

      It was impossible that she was here, alive. That little girl on the Venatrix’s deck had touched her shoe like she was a miracle, but really, Knigh was the miraculous one.

      “Again. You always do.” She tugged on his collar and pulled back just enough to focus on his grey eyes, while her own burned. “I don’t want to push you away. I don’t want to pretend I don’t feel what I feel. I’m done with all that. I don’t want anyone else, just you. Only you. Always you. I love you, Knigh Blackwood.”

      A low hum ran through him, almost a purr. “Again,” he breathed, gaze skimming to her mouth as though he could see the words.

      “I love you.”

      He bit his lip, and she tiptoed, but before she could kiss him, he said, “Again.”

      “I love you,” she whispered against his skin, before he sank and claimed her in a kiss so tender it closed the cracks she’d tried to paper over. The fullness, the wholeness made her ache, made her hands fist into his shirt as his fingertips traced over her scalp.

      “Ahem.” Close-by.

      That was someone else’s concern, though. Right now, she had a Knigh to reacquaint herself with, and—

      “I said, ahem.” That was FitzRoy’s voice.

      They were on the deck of the Sea Witch in full view of his crew and whatever other folk still remained from the moot.

      With a sigh, she pulled away, but Knigh kept an arm looped around her waist. He gave a half-shrug and wore a foolish grin so cavalier she couldn’t help but return it.

      FitzRoy crossed his arms, scowling.

      Next to him, Perry’s broad smile couldn’t have been a more opposite expression if she’d tried. “It’s about bloody time, you two, but there’s still the small matter of a vote.”

      Sanctuary. The moot. One big problem in her life—maybe the biggest—was solved, but there were still these others stacked up. “Right. Yes. The vote. Come on, you”—she stroked Knigh’s shoulder, still held in place against him—“let’s get home.”

      His fingertips stroked her waist before he loosened his grip. “I already am.”
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      The vote went their way. Just. Of the near three thousand souls in the fleet, just over fourteen hundred voted for Sanctuary. Two hundred and twenty-one voted to disband the fleet. Just over thirteen hundred abstained.

      Knigh knew the moment Vee’s mouth twisted that she wasn’t happy with the slim margins between Sanctuary and abstaining votes, but before he could take her to one side and reassure her, they were swept into meetings.

      Meeting after meeting after meeting. With the council. With the captains of the larger ships. With the captains of the quicker vessels. With the quartermasters and townsfolk in charge of provisions.

      When all he wanted was to be alone with Vee, to marvel at the fact he loved her and she loved him, and they were together at long fucking last. Yes, there was still a fleet without a home, but with the two of them side by side, they could solve that, solve anything.

      Sitting at her side, thigh brushing hers, shoulders skimming—it wasn’t enough. Every time she spoke, the rest of the room drifted away and he lost himself in the rich tones of her voice, the way she inflected certain words, the seductive hum of fae charm that came through when she was determined. Being fae-touched, he was immune to it, but he was far from immune to her.

      It still wasn’t enough.

      He’d been lost. As thoroughly lost as she had been after the Battle of Nassau, first because of her absence, then while unconscious. He was sure he’d been inside the wellspring. The familiar-yet-alien song had surrounded him, like welcoming arms. But the place was strange, and he’d spent a timeless age wandering, searching and confused, not sure exactly what he was looking for, only that the place wasn’t right.

      Now, when he tried to think his way back there, it was all dim impressions of bright light, the song, colours more brilliant than he’d ever seen, and utter wrongness.

      Until something had called. A familiar voice. A familiar word that he hadn’t even recognised as his own name. A glimpse of someone in the far, far distance… A glimpse of a way out.

      He’d followed, each step falling away beneath him. Even when he ran, he only gained in slow, slow inches, as frustrating as a dream.

      But he’d persevered, ignoring the song calling him back, trying to lure him deeper into the wellspring’s realm, and he’d chased that long-vanished flash of violet that was far more compelling. Eventually, he’d made it to the solidity of his body, with a bunk beneath him and a carefully tucked-in blanket, and he’d woken in sickbay.

      Now, when he turned inside, his magic was different, like that inner realm had been rearranged. His own gift glowed, gold like usual, though a little dim, like the dawn sun just creeping over a wheat field. Vee’s lightning crackled with renewed vigour, racing back and forth along the tether between their chests, like an overexcited hunting hound. If magic had emotions, he’d have said it was excited at their reunion.

      But another tether trailed from his gift back into the wellspring, as thick as an anchor cable, a bright and burning gold, like looking directly at that dawning sun.

      And a fleck of crimson floated through the haze of his gift, like the tiniest chip of ruby.

      What that all meant was a mystery, but right now only three things mattered. Vee was safe and well and here. He was safe and well and here with her. And they had a fleet to lead to a new home.

      Which meant enduring the meetings.

      It was long past sunset, long past midnight by the time they finished, and his eyes burned. Apparently one could be unconscious for two weeks and still feel tired. A hundred questions on his tongue, he followed Vee to her cabin, or as she referred to it when wishing Perry a goodnight, ‘our cabin.’

      Ours. It choked him, stopping the questions forming, and before he could find the words again, Vee mumbled that she needed to go and check on something and disappeared.

      He sat on the bunk—their bunk, and the next thing he knew, daylight slanted through the stern window and a warm and welcome form lay at his side. He drew a long breath of vanilla and thunderstorms and pulled her close, savouring the soft sound she made, the little stretch before she curled into him and slid an arm around his waist. If every day for the rest of his life could start like this, he’d die a happy man.

      The kittens were all still in Perry’s cabin, so they’d have no audience. Perhaps he could make Vee a happy woman to start her day.

      Irritatingly, she was still wearing clothes, and he’d been so exhausted after all the meetings, he’d fallen into the bunk fully dressed, too. But he slid his hand under her shirt and traced spirals on the small of her back.

      Hellfire and damnation, he’d missed the softness of her skin, the curve and ripple of muscle beneath as she pushed into his touch. That one action was enough to get him hard, a tense ache building low in his gut. He dipped his hand below the waistband of her breeches and—

      “Hmm!” Vee jolted, eyes shooting open. She smiled, pecked a quick kiss to his lips, and slid out of bed. “Not yet.” She shook her head, thumbs rubbing against her fingers.

      That restless action, the flush of her cheeks and wide darkness of her pupils, the way she bit her lip after speaking, the stiff peaks of her nipples against her shirt—he knew her well enough to know she was aroused. “Are you joking?” He sat up and reached for her, but she backed away.

      “Not in the slightest. You’ve been…” She huffed out a little breath, frowning. “You almost died. You’re not doing anything strenuous until Lizzy’s checked you over.”

      A laugh burst from him and he rolled to his feet, muscles springing into action without a hint of ache or weakness. “Oh, now I know you really are joking. I feel fine—better than fine, fantastic.” And it wasn’t a lie to persuade her. For all the wellspring had been strange and wrong, it was as though it had fortified his body—he’d never felt so strong.

      Perhaps she feared he was weakened as she had been after her imprisonment in the iron gibbet. But the one part of him not at full strength was his gift, which was only to be expected after he’d expended so much energy healing her. That certainly wasn’t going to make any difference to his ability to make love and make her scream.

      Not bothering to hide the smirk that brought to his mouth, he stalked towards her.

      For a second, she stood stock-still, lip trapped between her teeth, gaze on his mouth, a deep, deep breath pressing her breasts against the almost sheer linen of her shirt.

      But only for a second.

      With a heavy exhale, she darted around the other side of the table and shook her head with a whispered no like she was trying to remind herself.

      “Knighton Blackwood.” She planted her hands on her hips—that and the use of his full name stopped him in his tracks. “Lizzy is the ship’s surgeon. It’s her job to say you’re fit or not. There might be something we’ve missed. She’s only just cleared me for manual work, and you’re not doing anything physical until she says so.”

      He leant across the table, pressing his palms into it, wishing he had her this side of it, her hands trapped between his and its surface. His cock strained at his breeches, painful. “I’ll let you in on a little secret, Vee”—he lowered his voice—“it’s not work I’m interested in.”

      Jaw rippling, she folded her arms. “I’m not joking about this. She’s the expert and you were unconscious for two weeks.” Her eyes flicked to a point below his waist, undoubtedly the bulge in his breeches, and she cleared her throat. “So hurry up and get changed so we can get to sickbay.”

      He hurried. Good gods, he hurried. He stripped, washed, and dressed in record time like it was a naval drill, and they walked so quickly down to sickbay, they broke into a jog halfway along the last passageway.

      Lizzy checked him over—temperature, pulse, etcetera, etcetera. He even dropped and gave twenty press-ups without losing his breath in an effort to prove that he was at peak physical fitness and more than capable of giving the love of his life a damn good seeing to.

      Finally, Lizzy nodded, eyebrows raised. “To be honest, I’ve never seen someone so healthy.” She sent them on their way with stern instructions to come straight back to her the instant anything felt wrong.

      He ran out the door, tossing a goodbye over his shoulder, dragging Vee in his wake. He would make her pay for forcing him to wait like this. In the horrible time she was missing, he’d found a deliciously smutty book in her cabin and it had given him several intriguing ideas.

      Before they reached the companionway, Aedan came trotting down it. “Just who I was looking for.” With a bright smile, he raised his hands, blocking their way.

      “Not now,” Knigh growled as he drew to a stop.

      “Really not now.” Vee shook her head, eyes wide like she could force Aedan out of the way with a look.

      Aedan shrugged. “Perry sent for you.”

      “Are you serious?” Knigh gripped Vee’s hand like it was a storm trying to pull her away and not their captain.

      “Uh.” Aedan flicked a confused frown from him to Vee and back again. “Yes. She needs you both, now—more meetings.”

      Knigh shook his head. “Thirty minutes.”

      “Twenty will do.” Her voice came out breathy.

      “No”—he squeezed her hand—“I definitely need thirty.” He wanted to make her cry out his name as many times as possible. “At least.”

      A slow grin of realisation spread across Aedan’s mouth. “Captain’s orders.” He made a noise that sounded a lot like he was holding in a laugh. “Being the heroes of Nassau comes at a price, my friends.” He clapped them on their shoulders as they passed.

      “I don’t suppose we can disobey,” Knigh muttered as they ascended the companionway.

      “Does Knigh Blackwood disobey direct orders now?” She gave him a sidelong look.

      To save her life? Yes. But for this? With a long and aching sigh, he shook his head. Sometimes duty was a complete bastard.
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      So they made their way to Perry’s cabin, steps mechanical and slow, and began yet another discussion with the council about fleet formations and supplies. It was damn tempting to be wholly inappropriate just to make them all so uncomfortable they’d cut the meeting short. But something told him Vee wouldn’t appreciate being pulled onto his lap in front of everyone.

      Good gods, he was supposed to be the one with self-control and a sense of naval professionalism, but here he was, seriously entertaining every ridiculous idea that popped into his head, all in order to get Vee to himself at long last.

      At one point he was sure he heard Vee whisper to herself, “Very serious and important business.” So he wasn’t the only one having to keep his mind on-topic.

      But as the discussions deepened and they checked figures in logbooks, his frustrations faded and he took pleasure in working with Vee, their ideas complementing each other until firm plans took shape. When they spoke, the council fell quiet and both Nore and Dimitrios silenced any who tried to interrupt with a reminder that they were the heroes of Nassau. It made his skin crawl. Vee shifted in her seat.

      At last, as the afternoon started into evening they were done. Everyone stood and packed away their papers, and he blew out a sigh. That had to be the longest meeting in the history of piracy.

      Nore shot him a narrow-eyed look as though she disapproved of his relief. “And exactly where is this island of yours, Vice?”

      Vee fingered the pin at her collar and inclined her head. “We won’t be sharing that until the entire fleet is ready to move.”

      Much as he wanted to get her alone to get reacquainted in more physical ways, there were so many things he wanted to ask about, too. How she knew the location of Sanctuary was one of them. Others were how she’d survived on her island, how she’d been injured, how she felt. He needed to explain what he’d discovered about the bonding, and it wouldn’t hurt to tell her a few hundred more times just how much he loved her. They could spend the whole night awake, talking, and he would still want to know more about the time between leaving her at the top of that tower in Nassau and their reunion on the Sea Witch.

      For now, he only raised an eyebrow.

      “Hmm.” Nore pursed her lips. “I suppose that’s sensible.” With that, she nodded and followed the last of the council out, leaving him and Vee with Perry and FitzRoy.

      Bloody FitzRoy. But, truthfully, he had been… not terrible in the meetings. He’d been full of smirks and smug remarks, of course, but he’d backed Vee and the idea of Sanctuary to the hilt, and had even told a belligerent Rob, “Be quiet, grown-ups are talking.” Knigh had almost—almost laughed at that.

      When the door shut, FitzRoy gave her a long look. “You do know where it is, right?”

      Vee lifted her chin. “Mostly.”

      Knigh cocked his head at her, expression tightening in question.

      “I have to show you later,” she murmured. “When we’re alone.”

      FitzRoy exhaled through his nose. “Of course, the heroes of Nassau need their little secrets.” With a roll of his eyes, he waved and stomped out, leaving Knigh’s jaw tight.

      He gripped the back of his chair, stomach dragging like an anchor on the sea floor. “I wish people would stop calling me that.”

      “But you are a hero.” Vee shrugged, trailing out of the captain’s cabin.

      He grunted, but had no choice other than to follow, nodding a goodbye to Perry, who was trying to wrestle a kitten off her logbook and failing.

      “You saved so many lives, risking your own.” Vee opened the door to their cabin, entered, and closed it after him before continuing: “You’re my hero.”

      He scoffed and leant his backside on the edge of the table. “I thought you were your own hero.”

      She flashed a grin. “A person can have more than one.”

      Then there was silence and all traces of her grin faded as though she realised it at the same moment he did: they were alone. Suddenly he wasn’t leaning on the table and she wasn’t at the door. His pulse kicked up, thudding louder with each step he took, drumming double time with each of hers. Hunger burned in her ocean-blue gaze, as though she would consume him with just a look. He’d gladly give himself to that—give himself to whatever she desired. He reached out, fingertips tingling in anticipation.

      A knock rapped at the door.

      They stopped in their tracks, a few feet apart.

      She huffed, nostrils flaring. “Go away!”

      A low sound came from his throat—it was meant to be agreement, but it came out closer to a growl, and it made her eyes light up.

      Lips parted, she edged closer. “Definitely go away!”

      But the door opened and in stepped Perry, forcing them apart. He held back a theatrical groan, even though his body throbbed with frustration.

      “So, where’s this island, then?” Perry’s gaze raking over the table as though she expected to find a chart there.

      Charts were the last thing on his mind right now.

      Vee pinched the bridge of her nose. “I haven’t done it yet.”

      Perry blinked, frowned, glanced from her to him and back again. “I thought you did it last night?”

      He was fairly sure she didn’t mean sex, but what she was referring to, he had no idea.

      “You mean”—Vee shoved the hair from her face and gave Perry a withering look to rival her own—“last night while we were in all those endless meetings?”

      He cleared his throat. “Would one of you two please explain what you’re talking about.”

      Lips pursed, Perry gestured to Vee.

      “While I was… away”—she unpinned the drake from her collar—“I realised this placed on the map would show the way to Sanctuary.”

      So they’d had the answer all along—or at least part of it. But the tight frustration coiled in him wouldn’t let him laugh at the fact. “Right.” He drew the word out as she opened the chest where he’d stored all their clues to the treasure. “So where is it?”

      “She still doesn’t know.” Perry’s voice came out gritted, like she said it from between her teeth.

      Vee shot her an apologetic look before shrugging and placing the map on the table. “While you were unconscious, I promised I wouldn’t do this without you—that we’d find this final answer together.” Her throat rose and fell and she gave a small, tremulous smile. “No matter how long I had to wait.”

      That look. It answered many of those questions he held in his heart. It called them partners—a team. It said her love ran as deep as the currents she shifted with her gift. It throbbed in his chest, whispering that she knew about the bond, that she felt it as keenly as he did.

      It told him exactly how frightened she’d been that he wouldn’t wake.

      He nodded to say he knew—it was how he’d felt finding her so still and silent on that beach. He knew that terror. He knew the soul-scouring pain. He knew.

      Her smile firmed and she nodded once in return.

      “Well, come on, then.” He smoothed the map’s crinkled surface. “Let’s find out where Drake’s real treasure is.”
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      Breath held, Vice placed her pin on the map. The drake’s body over the dragon symbol. The pearl crown over the oyster.

      At her side, Knigh bent over the table. “A perfect fit.”

      Mouth dry, she could only nod.

      “And where is—?” He sucked in a soft breath. “Of course, the arrow.” He chuckled, disbelief in the sound. “It’s literally pointing the way.” The arrow-head tip of the drake’s tail landed in an empty space at the western end of the Arawakéan Sea. He tapped the spot.

      There was a chance that was the location of another clue, but the hairs on the back of her neck rose. No, this was it. Drake’s treasure. Sanctuary. Gods willing, their new home.

      Placing a pin on a map. So simple. So easy. And yet everything that had led here had been far, far from easy.

      Other than the lapping waves outside and the soft creak of the Venatrix, silence filled the cabin.

      “Well.” Perry’s voice came out a rough whisper. She unrolled a map she’d brought with her and held down its curled edges.

      “Vee?” Knigh touched the small of her back. “You’re awfully quiet. Are you all right?”

      She blinked, nodded, huffed a laugh. “This is it, isn’t it? We’ve… we’ve found it.”

      His arm slid around her shoulder and he squeezed her close, planting a kiss on her crown. “We have.”

      All these years. All the challenges. It had started as a project with FitzRoy, one that had gone slowly but promised wealth and fame. Then in Portsmouth she’d vowed to find it to spite him. And now… now it just might be something greater than fame, greater than wealth—a safe anchor for three thousand lost souls.

      She grabbed Knigh in a tight, tight hug, burying her face in his shoulder, inhaling his scent of cinnamon and clean leather. They would find it.

      Heart skipping, she grabbed a pencil and pair of compasses. “I should’ve known it was on this side of the map.” She flashed a grin at Perry’s querying look. “The eastern end is all out of alignment and not to scale, but this side…” She spread the compasses between two points of land on the treasure map, then adjusted them to another two, making a note of the measurements. “This side is perfect.” She measured the same points on Perry’s map and wrote them alongside the others.

      Knigh tapped the figures. “Exactly one and a quarter times the size.”

      “Which means…” She charted the tip of the drake’s tail, measured north to south and west to east. “It should be…” She did the multiplications and plotted the same point on Perry’s map, marking it with an X. “There.”

      Perry’s smile was as wide as her eyes. “I suppose we’d better get to setting our course.”

      “Yes”—Vice picked up Perry’s map and thrust it at her—“you had.” Not we and not in here. Not when she had a former pirate hunter she needed some alone time with.

      Perry peered at the map, muttering about currents and which course would have the best stopping points for freshwater.

      “Mmm-hmm.” One hand on Perry’s shoulder, she steered her friend to the door. “Fascinating, yes. I’m sure you’ll work it out just fine.”

      When Vice opened the door, Perry looked up, blinking as if she didn’t know how she’d got there. “We… Uh…” She frowned from Vice to Knigh and back again, then her eyebrows shot up. “Oh, I see. I see.” With a broad grin, she inclined her head. “You kids have fun now.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Vice nodded and all but shoved Perry out. It wasn’t a slam, but she closed the door firmly, emphatically, and leant both hands against it, letting out a long sigh. “Remind me why we don’t have a lock on this door.” Scoffing, she turned.

      All hint of laughter died on her breath, because very close, very serious, and suddenly very solid, Knigh was right there. Right there where she could lift a hand and it would be on his chest, over that new tattoo. Right there where his warmth radiated across the scant space between them. Right there, with his grey eyes burning into her.

      It pushed the air from her lungs, made her skin tingle, made her heart dip, then soar.

      Her fingers closed on the front of his shirt, but she didn’t need to tug—he surged to her, hands running up her sides, mouth landing on hers, as devastating as the wave she’d summoned at Nassau.

      He gripped her shoulders as though for a moment that and kissing were all he could do. His breaths heaved against her, crushing in the most glorious reminder that they were alive and together.

      Her eyes stung like she might cry.

      Instead, she clung to him. Every inch of him she could reach, she touched—his strong arms, his broad shoulders, the dip of muscle into his spine, the soft hairs at the back of his neck, the brawny expanse of his chest, as solid as the door against her back. The stubble at his throat abraded her fingertips. His hair tickled her palms. His lips caressed and teased until eventually, he slid his tongue against hers, sending bright sparks of pleasure through every nerve.

      When she was trembling under the onslaught, he ran his hands over her arms, up her neck, into her hair, leaving a tingling trail in his wake. Across her collarbones, thumbs up and down her throat, then down over her breasts, which he palmed and teased, and her body tightened in response.

      After a long, long while, he pulled his lips away and rested his forehead upon hers. “You don’t feel trapped, Love?”

      Love. Like it was the most normal thing in the world. Like he’d always called her that. A small part of her was sad he hadn’t. But a bigger part of her was too happy at hearing it now. Four letters had never sounded so perfect.

      She pulled him closer, if that was possible. “On land or the seven seas, there’s no place I’d rather be.”

      The widest, brightest smile, then his mouth was on hers and her legs wrapped around him to prove her point. Here. This was what she wanted. He was what she wanted. And if she was trapped, willingly, then so too was he.

      In this position, the straining bulge in his breeches pressed against her at such a soft spot, their breaths grew ragged, their movements more urgent. They tugged at each other’s shirts, only pulling apart long enough to get them over their heads. He squeezed his hands between her and the door, massaging her back and shoulders, her neck and scalp as though reacquainting himself with all the parts of her. She couldn’t help but groan at the firm sweep of his fingers upon flesh and muscle, kneading away the pain, the fear, the desperation.

      “I love you,” she breathed between kisses and gasps. She whispered it over and over again, like she could somehow make up for all the times she hadn’t said it. Even with her eyes shut, she knew he smiled each time—she felt the curve of his lips against hers, heard the pleased little hum that reverberated from his chest into hers.

      His chest… that tattoo. Hand over it, she pushed him away just far enough to get a good look at it. “What is this?”

      The corner of his mouth rose as he took her hand. “A compass rose over my heart.” He traced her fingertip over its black lines. “A key for my north.” He touched her finger to the tiny key at the north point, then kissed her palm and held it up. Light from the stern window silvered her padlock-shaped scar. “It’s a promise in ink and blood that I’ll always come back to you.”

      The hairs on her arms rose. Her cheeks tingled. Her throat thickened so she could barely swallow. She tried to speak, but no words would come.

      “I was so afraid,” he whispered, as though he too struggled to say it. Swallowing, he placed her hand over the fresh black ink. “So close to despair. I got this to remind myself of hope, of respair, of all I would do to get back to you. No sea too wide. No cost too high. No risk too great.”

      “Even trusting the kraken,” she choked out. She couldn’t be angry at him for it. As insane as his behaviour, she understood. She would do the same for him. She’d choose that danger, take that risk every time. “Even burning everything in yourself to bring me back from the brink.”

      “Even that.”

      “A promise in ink and blood.” She scraped her fingernail over the little key.

      “A promise that I’m yours.”

      What the hells did she say to that? To this ink etched into his flesh? She squeezed shut her stinging eyes and let her touch say what she couldn’t find words for. She cupped his cheek and grazed her lips over his, ran her nose along his, nuzzled against his bearded jaw, simply enjoying his closeness, that he was hers, that she was his.

      She kissed his throat, sucked and licked the point of his pulse, which leapt under her tongue.

      That must’ve crossed some line she hadn’t been aware of, because with a low growl, he crushed her into the door and ground against her. It seized her heart, her nerve endings, her core. Somehow he made space to pull open a few buttons on her breeches and slid his hand below the waist band and…

      That first slick touch had her moaning into the crook between his neck and shoulder. So right. So perfect. So missed.

      He traced her edges, slow at first, so fucking slow, but when she groaned her agony and nipped his shoulder, he reached her pearl and pressed that little harder, built his pace that little faster. Her breath hitched. Her legs tightened around him as she rocked against his fingers. It sent her rocketing to the edge of her precipice, but the ache…

      The ache was too much. Too much for his hands, too much for just a climax. The only thing that would soothe it was him—his full length in merciless rhythm inside her. She didn’t only want satisfaction; she wanted him.

      “Knigh,” she panted against his shoulder before somehow finding the strength to lift her head. “Foreplay is great and all…”

      A flicker at the corner of his mouth suggested he was well aware she thought it was more than ‘great.’

      “But I want you right this second.”

      Now the corner of his mouth rose fully, a teasing amusement. “And where is it you want me, exactly?” Thumb still circling her tight bud, he dipped a finger inside, building her aching tension.

      “There,” she said on a groan as he pushed deeper. “Oh, gods, there.”

      “Are you close, Love?” he whispered, like he didn’t know, like he couldn’t read the way she could barely breathe, the little tremors running through her, the way she pulled taut like a line ready to snap.

      “So close.” Her grip dug into his shoulders as she tightened and—

      He pulled his fingers away. The trembling threat of her climax hung there, waiting.

      “What the…?” Wide-eyed, she stared at him in confusion that became something more like fury by the second.

      But he only returned a knowing smile. The bastard: he’d done this deliberately, taking her so close to the edge, she could taste its glorious obliteration, before stopping. Like… like the hero in the book she’d read a few months ago who’d tormented the heroine in exactly that way. Had he…? No, she couldn’t picture Captain Knighton Blackwood reading a scorching romance or… “Gods, you didn’t.”

      That damned smile broadened into something wicked. “Oh, yes, I did. I found that smutty book of yours, Vee”—his finger slid against her, stealing her breath—“and I read it cover to cover.” He circled her once, twice. “I found it quite informative.” On the third time, he slipped inside again.

      “You’re…” She shook her head, skin burning, heart thundering faster and faster as his pace against her slick flesh did the same. “You’re evil.”

      His eyes lit up. “Only to you. Only for you.” When he claimed her mouth, laving his tongue against hers, it breathed new life into her suspended orgasm, driving waves of irresistible pleasure out from her core. But again, the moment she climbed, he denied her. His touch remained upon her, but fell still.

      “I’m…” She huffed for breath, glaring at him. “I’m going to murder you—”

      “With my own dagger?” He arched one eyebrow, a lazy grin on his lips. He nipped her earlobe, which was still missing the dagger earring she’d given him for safe keeping.

      But Vice had considerably more important things to worry about than jewellery.

      Like the unbearable tightness in her body, and the man between her thighs who seemed only intent on teasing rather than satisfying. Like the way that tightness brought her breaths horribly close to frustrated sobs. Like exactly how she was going to murder him with that smug smile still on his face.

      Except at that moment he gave her his fingers and mouth again, his other hand fisting in her hair. Breaths searing, she dug her nails into his shoulders. His touch forced a moan from her, but she followed up with a nip to his lower lip.

      He pulled back and watched her, hooded eyes reminding her that he was still hard, still as turned on as she was. “Trust me, Love.” He added another finger to the rhythmic stroke inside her.

      “I hate you,” she hissed, but she gritted her teeth at how much it was a lie. “I love you.” It came out on a helpless breath, as though even her frustration couldn’t keep back that truth.

      Ghost of a smile in place, he curled his fingers against her front wall, hitting a spot that brought both her denied orgasms thundering back to life. She whimpered at the knowledge he would stop it all again, just as the much-needed storm clouds came to drench her parched earth.

      Bastard. Damned insufferable, wonderful bastard.

      But he didn’t stop. Her breaths hitched, as though she couldn’t trust in them, but he kept circling, kept thrusting, kept stroking, building that thunder. And at last he let it roll through her, deafening, staggering, like all three climaxes hit her at once, leaving nothing but his touch and his eyes upon her, drinking up every tremor, every cry, every gasped breath.

      And she let him see how he made her come undone, the earth-and-sea-shattering effect he had on her. Not only on her body, but her heart and soul.

      She was undone in a million ways by him.

      In the trembling aftermath, he held her close, stroked her hair, kissed her forehead, her temples, her brow, and cheeks, telling her over and over again how much he loved her.

      When she could finally open her eyes, he gave her a small smile. “I could spend the rest of time doing this.”

      She exhaled, almost a laugh, and squeezed her legs around his hips. “You’ll get no complaints from me.”

      “Hmm.” He narrowed his eyes. “I definitely recall being on the receiving end of some complaints. I believe you said you hated me.” He was teasing, but it nudged at a truth inside her.

      “I’ve never hated you.” She fixed her gaze on him, let him see there was no joke or lie.

      His expression sobered, turned earnest, and that intense look entered his grey eyes as he watched her, unblinking.

      “Even at the start”—she gave a sheepish smile—“I only ever hated how you made me feel, how dangerous that felt, how much I didn’t want it while all the while horribly, desperately wanting it.”

      “I know.” With the insistence of his single nod, she believed him, too. “I didn’t want to find you intriguing or attractive. I didn’t want to wonder if maybe you weren’t what the Navy claimed.” His jaw tightened. “But most of all, I didn’t want any of the things you made me feel. Like perhaps I wasn’t awful and undeserving. Like I could make myself worthy of you and of forgiveness. Like I could live and enjoy the world, rather than battling it and punishing myself. I didn’t want to want you, but every day I craved everything about you.”

      It was the same. It had always been the same. The threads of fate had brought them together as pirate and pirate hunter, but their bodies and their hearts had always known those things were just labels painted on the surface by the world of men, not truth etched into their flesh like his tattoos.

      They lived in that silence for long seconds, until eventually she loosened her legs from around him and wriggled out of her boots and breeches. Giving her a faint smile, he rid himself of the last of his clothes, too.

      For a short while, they stood there, naked, bared. Together.

      Back against the rough timber of the door, she took him in, the way his breaths had fallen into pace with hers, the way his lust-darkened eyes grazed over her, the way his cock strained at attention. “Come here, Blackwood.” She placed her hands on his shoulders. “Come home to me.”

      He needed no more encouragement and gathered her up, pulling her thighs around him, and guiding his dick to her waiting entrance. “Home,” he whispered as he slid inside.

      They shared a shudder, and he stopped, fully-seated. Even without dipping into her gift, she could feel the tether between them blazing, like it had tugged him here to her. “Home.” Her voice came out thick as she rested her forehead against his.

      Gaze locked with hers, he took up a long, languorous stroke.

      I love you. He didn’t need to say it—it was there in his eyes, in the reverence of his hold, in the quake of his breath. And it was inside her, a golden glow that filled her, brimming higher and higher, until it burst in pure brilliance that fractured all awareness.

      When she could make sense of the world again, he was still watching, breaths beyond ragged, a wondering light in his eyes. “I felt that.” He drove into her again, harder this time. “I felt it.” He exhaled, shaky. “Felt you.”

      Did that mean she would feel his peak, too? “Show me.”

      He nodded with another hard drive that filled her so thoroughly, she couldn’t help the cry that came out.

      The smile he gave at that was feral, baring his teeth. “I will,” he growled as he bent to her ear. “I will show you everything, Love.”

      He pounded into her, making the door and her bones rattle, pushing the air from her lungs. It stoked electricity in her nerves, more heat in her veins. It outlined her body and soul with the glow of his gift.

      She fought to roll her hips in time with his thrusts, chasing his peak. She would give him as much joy as he’d given her. She would. She would. She would.

      They crashed against the door now, and it was lucky this cabin had been fitted out recently, because with his fae-touched strength ramming into it through her, they would’ve driven through rickety old hinges.

      Under her hands, his muscles strained, and inside her, he twitched. Good gods, he was so close she could feel the thrumming tension not only in his body but the very air. It lifted the hairs on her arms and the back of her neck. It hummed in her nerves and especially that tight bundle of them at her apex.

      With a low, wordless sound, he grabbed her backside and angled her, finding some way to drive just that bit further in, just that bit deeper home. Her throat was too raw for words, for any noise, so her pleasure came out in sharp, hard breaths. All she could do was cling to him, force her eyes to stay on him, despite the tears at their corners.

      He palmed her breast, just rough enough to push her a hair’s breadth from climax.

      “I love you.” His voice grated, sending sparks of white-hot joy through her before he pinched her nipple. And that point of pain against all the pleasure sent her spiralling into bliss.

      With a roar, he followed.

      They came together, apart, bound in the grip of each other’s rapture, in her lightning and his sunshine, and their obliterating waves.

      When their completion was a series of aftershocks, when only their breaths were left, she sagged against him, sweaty and spent, muscles slack. “I can’t move. You’ve broken me.” Her voice came out soft, wondering.

      Cupping her cheek, he brought her head up from where it had sunk against his shoulder and sought her gaze. “In a good way, I hope?”

      She gave a tired scoff and leant into his touch. “In the best way.”

      With a smile, he kissed her brow and murmured against her skin, “Good.” He took her to bed, and she sighed when she sank into the mattress. It felt as though she sank for a long, long time, like the bed was made of clouds and she’d landed somewhere in their centre.

      A moment later, he returned with a damp cloth and wiped her clean, the cool touch soothing against her chafed, swollen flesh, making her whimper. He kissed her knees and thighs as he worked, then tucked her into bed, climbing in alongside.

      When he pulled her close, she sighed against his chest and fell into a haze.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” She frowned, fighting to open her eyes, but only managing a flutter of eyelids. “Not something to apologise for.” She couldn’t even summon a laugh at the fact he’d put so much work into giving her the most intense series of climaxes in her entire life and was now apologising for it.

      “I wanted to do more.” He stroked her hair, her temple, the edge of her cheek.

      “I don’t think I could’ve survived more.” Her voice sounded very far away.

      His breath fanned against her face as though he’d almost laughed. “I read all of that book, you know. All of it.”

      “Even the bit in the stables?” Despite the slackness of her muscles, her heart managed a pathetic leap. Good gods, that section had made her squirm, sent her mind spinning off into a hundred fantasies.

      “Especially the bit in the stables.” His voice lowered an octave, purring into her. “I was going to ask if you wanted to—”

      “Yes.” FitzRoy had wanted to touch her there, but she hadn’t trusted him. Knigh, though? A fresh fantasy played out in her mind—him taking her over the table, his thumb dipping between her buttocks, exploring new territory. “Yes, I want to.” She loved him all the more for knowing she might like it and for asking.

      Another huff of breath, then his arms tightened around her. “Next time, Love. There’s always next time.”

      “Always.” She smiled around the word, let it coat her tongue. If they were bonded, they were always.

      “Hmm,” he hummed. “Just like I’ll always love you.” His voice lapped over her in a warm wave.

      As he stroked her hair, she sank into always.
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      Knigh woke with a jolt at the first rap on the door. By the second, he was sitting up. He must’ve slept deeply, because the morning sun already streamed through the stern window, long past dawn. At his side, Vee grumbled and snuggled closer, burying her face in a pillow.

      With a smile he couldn’t control, he found himself pulling the sheet up over her breasts—after all, as she’d reminded him they had no lock on the door. “What is it?” He couldn’t resist scraping his thumbnail over the peak of her nipple pressing against the sheet. Her answering gasp sent blood roaring to his cock. He let the pad of his thumb circle and watched her bud, tight and hard. If it was only Perry checking in on them, they had time before they needed to emerge and get on with the day.

      “Sails.” Saba’s voice. “Two vessels coming this way.”

      Vee rolled her head from the pillow and opened one eye. The way her face screwed up, she knew the same thing he did: they didn’t have time.

      With a sigh, he let his hand drop. “We’ll be right out.”

      Minutes later, they were on deck, fully clothed, bodies mostly under control. The Venatrix was already manoeuvring to the northern end of the gathered fleet and beyond their rails, the other more heavily armed pirate ships followed suit.

      “Not flying naval colours,” Wynn reported to Perry as they arrived on the quarterdeck.

      At her side, Effie shielded her eyes from the morning sun and fiddled with a spyglass. “But it could be a trap.”

      “It could always be a trap,” Perry grumbled, nodding greetings to him and Vee.

      “Not a ship we know?” He canted his head as Vee squinted to the north.

      “We can barely see it, with all this.” With a jerk of her head, Wynn indicated the other vessels they passed. “We’ll get a better look once we’re clear.”

      Vee had gone still and the Venatrix’s passage sped. They turned a tight corner around a small schooner. “Working on it.”

      The instant they emerged from the sea of masts, he lifted his spyglass and honed in on the speck near the horizon. The second ship was tucked behind, so he could only get a clear view of the first. It came closer by the instant, making good time in their direction, features growing clearer. Two masts. A large boat, around the size of the Venatrix, he’d wager. Brig-rigged. A sail plan he knew. One that had haunted him in Portsmouth and that he hadn’t seen since.

      He sucked in a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Vee touched his shoulder.

      “It’s The Morrigan.”

      Others gasped.

      “What?” She tugged on his arm and he handed over the spyglass.

      “The Morrigan?” Effie and Wynn exchanged wide-eyed looks.

      Perry craned, peering into the distance as though that would help her understand. “I thought FitzRoy sold her.”

      After he and Knigh had betrayed Vee. Knigh’s stomach tightened into a solid fist. He swallowed down the bitter taste flooding his mouth. They’d got past that now. She’d forgiven him. Hells, she even seemed like she’d half-forgiven FitzRoy.

      “He did.” A deep breath rose and fell in Vee’s chest as she stared through the glass, suggesting surprise, yes, but no hint of anger. “To someone who fancied himself a privateer but couldn’t even get her out of port, so he told me.” She lowered the spyglass and shivered as though she’d seen a ghost. “But that’s her, all right.”

      Despite the reminders, it was a warm flood of relief when she leant into him. He was forgiven and had been for a long while. He splayed his fingers across her back and frowned towards The Morrigan and her companion. “Question is, who’s sailing her now?”

      Only time would give the answer.

      With the Sea Witch, Firefly, and another larger frigate, the Fortune, they pulled away from the rest of the fleet, setting up a protective blockade. Vee stood ready to take The Morrigan aback if it looked like she was now an enemy.

      Spyglass in hand, Knigh waited until the tiny figures on deck resolved, bit by bit, into recognisable forms.

      The figure at the bow—blond, a woman in sky blue. Her long braid whipped in the breeze.

      Stomach dipping, his grip on the spyglass seized.

      “Isabel?”
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      As they waited at the davits, Knigh held very still. How had they found them? Why the hells were his sister, his mother, and Billy on The Morrigan? And why was that sister wearing a sky blue waistcoat and breeches? She looked like some ridiculous notion of what it meant to be ‘ready for action’ combined with a lady’s spring wardrobe.

      “Knigh.” Vee’s voice was low and close. “I’m sure there’s an excellent reason they’re here. Stay calm.”

      “I am calm.” There, his voice even sounded convincing.

      “That’s not what your jaw is saying. If you grit your teeth any harder, they’ll crack.”

      His jaw did ache. Rubbing his beard, he worked it up and down, loosening the tension a notch.

      Then the jolly boat rose into view, along with the determined set of Isabel’s shoulders.

      It seared through his veins—an anger hatched from fear, but anger all the same, and he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “What the hells have you done?” His hands fisted at his sides. “Again.”

      She stood from the bench, where Billy remained, having the good grace to bow his head and look suitably contrite. He was meant to be keeping Is and Mother at his home, safe, not bringing them to him in a former pirate boat with the Swallow in convoy. Opposite, Mother sat, straight-backed, expression a calm blank.

      “Good to see you, too, dear brother.” With a sweet smile, Is offered her hand for him to help her from the boat onto the Venatrix’s deck, as though she were alighting from a carriage ready for a spot of afternoon bloody tea.

      Nostrils flaring, he obliged but fixed her with a look that demanded an answer.

      When she set foot on deck, she turned and made an expansive gesture towards The Morrigan. “I have gone into business.”

      He knew all the words, but together, coming out of his sister’s mouth, they made no sense. He shared a glance with Vee, but she widened her eyes, suggesting she was just as bemused.

      Forcing a pleasant smile, he offered his hand to Mother. “And what exactly does that mean?”

      Billy refused to meet his gaze.

      “I decided to invest my dowry, and Billy seemed a smart choice—someone I know and trust.”

      “No, Is, you’re still not making any sense.” He helped Mother onto the Venatrix, but his eyes remained on Is the whole time. “Because it sounds an awful lot like you’re saying you’ve taken your dowry and used it to invest in Billy’s business, and I know you wouldn’t do something as ridiculous as that. Furthermore, it still wouldn’t explain what the hells you’re doing here.” Despite his best efforts, his voice rose at the end.

      Vee touched his arm. “I’m sure this will all make sense once we sit down with a drink of something soothing.” Her smile was too bright. “Chamomile tea might do it,” she mumbled to one side.

      Minutes later, their party entered the captain’s cabin, and he slammed the door shut behind him. Arms folded, he raised his eyebrows at Is. “Well?”

      “I told you.” She whirled on her heel to face him, planting her hands on her hips. “It’s a business investment. It’s just in this particular instance, the business was buying The Morrigan and coming to save my big brother.”

      “Save?” He shot Billy a frown. Perhaps he would make more sense.

      But he only raised his hand as though helpless. “Don’t look at me—she gave me no choice.”

      Knigh drew a long breath and pinched the bridge of his nose. One. Two. Three. It turned out Perry’s calming techniques didn’t only work against the threat of berserking, but also sheer irritation at family members. Convenient.

      Four. Five. Shoulders sinking from their knotted tension, he cleared his throat. “So, let me get this straight. You have indeed taken your dowry and used it to buy The Morrigan under the mistaken belief that I needed saving.”

      “We heard about Nassau.” Her mouth set in a thin, straight line, but her blue eyes gleamed. “We didn’t even know if you were alive or dead”—she thrust a finger at him—“because you didn’t think to tell us.”

      “I haven’t exactly had the opportunity to send a message, Is.” He shot Mother an apologetic look. She had two sons away on ships fitted for battle. Even though she was used to having one in such a position, it had to be a strain to fear losing them both.

      She gave a faint, thin-lipped smile, then raised her eyebrows. The exact same look she’d given him when he’d been a child and complained that his irritating little sister wouldn’t leave him alone. She’d always accompany it with an admonishment: Your sister loves you. She only wants to spend time with you before you go away to naval college. Be kind. Be patient. Try to see things from her point of view.

      He bit back a groan. Is had been worried about him, understandably. If she’d heard Nassau was utterly destroyed, he couldn’t blame her for assuming that might mean he was dead… or if alive, that he was in ongoing danger. And in a manner, the fleet was in danger—with rations dwindling and a prince of Albion on their tail.

      With a sigh, he bowed his head. “I’m sorry.” He opened his arms, and Is pursed her lips even tighter, frown deepening as though she wanted to continue giving him a tongue-lashing.

      But then her chin wobbled and she launched into his arms. “You stupid, big lummox. I thought you were dead.”

      He stroked her blond hair as she buried her face in his chest, sniffing repeatedly. “I know.”

      “Do you have any idea how long it took us to find you?” Is slapped his shoulder. “It was only because we found a smuggler who recognised Billy was your friend, and he knew someone who knew someone who’d seen several pirate ships heading this way. I thought we’d be too late.” She shook against him.

      “I know.” When he held out his other arm, Mother joined them, squeezing tight like she feared he might disappear.

      When Isabel’s sniffles abated, he released them and pulled out a chair for Mother. “Now.” He gave Is a reassuring smile as she patted once under each eye with a handkerchief she’d pulled from the pocket of those ridiculous breeches. “I appreciate you being worried for me, but we’re not in any immediate danger. But I fear you might be if you remain with us… or on The Morrigan.”

      “If you’re not in immediate danger, then why would we be if we stayed with you?” Despite the damp patch on his shirt from his sister’s tears, the hard sapphire glint was back in her eyes.

      And damn it, she had him there, didn’t she? “Well, we…” He glanced at Vee with a silent plea to help. But she cocked her head, echoing Isabel’s question. “We may have to fight at some point, and you’ll be much safer at Billy’s house, as we agreed.” He couldn’t keep the growl from the last three words or stop himself shooting a sharp look at Billy.

      He was supposed to be keeping these two safe, not enabling Is in her endeavours to buy a boat. Good gods, she owned The Morrigan. A former pirate boat. His little sister.

      One deep breath. Two. Three. “I’m sure we can spare a ship or two to escort—”

      “Well”—Is lifted her chin—“it’s lucky for you that women aren’t entirely useless in a fight. Isn’t that right, Mother?”

      He scoffed. “Of course women aren’t—”

      “Billy’s taught us how to fire and reload pistols and rifles. We might not be able to stand toe-to-toe with someone like you or Vice, but we can support. And”—she leant forward, eyes wide—“did you know Mama is a freakishly good shot?”

      Mother blushed, gaze lowering. “Really, it isn’t so difficult. I’m not sure why you men make such a fuss about it.”

      Billy shook his head. “I’ve never seen someone, man or woman, shoot clean through a cord at three hundred yards.”

      Knigh blinked. Vee’s mouth dropped open. That was sharpshooter territory.

      “And,” Is dived into the pause, “The Morrigan is well-armed. It has sixteen—”

      “I’m well aware of how many guns The Morrigan boasts.” He’d hunted it long enough.

      “So you know it will be helpful in a battle. Besides, where else will I be safer than with my big brother and my…” Her gaze flicked to Billy. “And my friend protecting me? Plus, I thought you might not have had time to bring all you needed from Nassau when it was raided”—she fell quiet for a beat, a frown cracking her composure before smoothing away again— “so we brought a boat full of supplies.”

      Ship. The Swallow was a ship, not a boat. He bit back the correction, though. Lords and Ladies, his little sister who didn’t even know the difference between a ship and a boat was the owner of one.

      “We are low on provisions.” Perry shot him a wince of apology.

      “Thank you, Is, that was very thoughtful.” He inclined his head and pushed a smile in place. “However, there will be no battles, not for you. We’ll unload the Swallow with Captain Hopper’s assistance.”

      Billy grimaced, undoubtedly at Knigh’s use of his formal title.

      “And then you will go home and be safe.”

      Is smacked her fists down on the table with a huff. “For goodness sake, Knighton! What makes you think we’ll be any safer there?”

      Vee cleared her throat and rose. “Give us a moment.” With a firm grip on Knigh’s forearm, she pulled him out of the cabin.

      Blood simmering, he gave the closed door a first-rate scowl. “Do you think if we knock them out, Billy will—?”

      “I am not conspiring with you to knock your sister or mother out.”

      “Fine. We’ll just tie them up and—”

      “Not that either.”

      He scowled. “Then what did you drag me out here for? We need a way to get them back to Billy’s.”

      She arched one eyebrow and he folded his arms, knowing that whatever she was about to say, he didn’t want to hear it. “So they can sit at his home and wait for Mercia to come for them? When he can’t find us, he won’t just give up. You know that.”

      He wrung his biceps, knuckles aching. She wasn’t wrong. Lips pressed together, he only made a non-committal sound.

      “And if Sanctuary works out the way we hope, they’ll have a home that is truly safe.” Her eyes softened and she touched his chest, right over his tattoo. “Always.”

      Gods damn the woman. That word. The way she’d said it last night had seared into his mind. She’d looked so content, so pleased—the complete opposite of the way she would’ve reacted a year ago to any such suggestion. And now? Now she was damn well using it against him, and he was powerless to resist.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You know last night when you said you hated me?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Right now, I hate that you’re right.”

      “I know.” She tiptoed and kissed his cheek. “Let’s go and tell them the good news.”
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      The afternoon sun seared after the darkness of the hold, and Knigh shielded his eyes as he stepped onto the Swallow’s deck. At his side, Vee’s grunt suggested she had a similar struggle.

      They’d spent the past hour belowdecks, assessing the sizeable stash of supplies Is had brought and working out how to allocate them amongst the fleet so all their proverbial eggs wouldn’t be in one basket. And it really was a sizeable cargo. Much as it rankled him that she’d done something as rash as spending her dowry in this way, he had to admit she’d got a good deal. Undoubtedly Billy had helped. And undoubtedly his heart was what had caused him to do so.

      Isabel’s dowry was meant to help her find a husband in the upper echelons of Albionic society, but perhaps it had helped her find a future husband in a very different place.

      He huffed a soft laugh as they crossed the deck.

      “Is that relief or disbelief at your sister?” Vee smiled at him sidelong.

      “Yes.” He flashed her a sardonic grin. Both those things and more.

      “Well.” Perry fell into step beside them. “That’s Billy brought up to speed on…” She gestured as if to say everything.

      “I’m surprised it only took you an hour.” Vee scoffed. “So, he has the details of our course?”

      Perry nodded. “As does every other captain in the fleet.”

      Now they were almost ready to set off, they’d decided to disseminate the course in stages. Much as their concerns about Sanctuary’s location becoming common knowledge was a factor, there was also the issue that the coordinates alone might not be helpful. The rubbing from the chest wasn’t exactly fraction-of-an-inch accurate, meaning there was room for error in the coordinates. Once they got closer to the expected location, Vee and Teal would use their gifts to search for an island in the waters.

      For all its potential inaccuracy, Drake had set up an ingenious system. If someone only had the pin, it wouldn’t help them find Sanctuary. If they only had the map, it wouldn’t help. If they only had the chest, likewise.

      Complex, but ingenious.

      Perhaps the intention had been for those items to always be kept separately and only brought together in need. Or perhaps he’d always had them all and only split them up as he grew older and death became a greater risk.

      Perry jerked her chin at the townsfolk erecting an awning off the forecastle. “As soon as everyone’s finished settling in, that’s every item ticked off my list. Anything you two can think of that we’ve missed?”

      Vee shook her head.

      Up on the forecastle, a gleam of bright blond caught his eye. Is, helping secure a corner of canvas. Now his family had appeared, it did add one task to his list. One he wasn’t entirely sure he’d ever be able to tick off. “There is one thing,” he muttered, brow tight. “A personal matter.”

      “Oh?” Vee touched his arm, her tone light.

      He swallowed down the knot in his throat. She and Perry knew it all; they’d seen him at his worst, heard all his troubles and dark secrets. And they were still here. “I owe my mother an apology… and an explanation.” He tugged at his collar. He’d already given that to Is when she’d first arrived in Arawaké, but Mama had been so quiet and withdrawn. And, frankly, he’d been avoiding it.

      “Do you?” Perry raised her eyebrows.

      “The way I withdrew after…” He hung his head. “After I started berserking—yes, I do owe her an explanation. And for putting us in such a difficult position by leaving the Navy.” He sucked in a breath and reached for Vee, but his hand stopped short. “Not that I would change the decision to free you from that gibbet for anything, but I can’t ignore the consequences for them. This entanglement with Mercia has torn them from their lives and it ultimately comes down to me.”

      Good gods it was all so heavy. It pressed on his shoulders as though he carried an anchor across deck.

      Vee caught his fingers and squeezed. “I know. It’s complicated.” One side of her mouth rose. “Ripples starting here and crossing the ocean, until they hit Albion’s shores as huge waves.”

      Perry made a low hum. “Exactly that.” She watched Vee, a crinkle at the corners of her eyes, and something warm there. Something like pride.

      Mama had always looked at him like that. His heart shrivelled and he tore his gaze from Perry. She wouldn’t once he told her the truth. “I should’ve done it before, but… I wasn’t ready. And, now I think perhaps I am, but then I ask myself: what will she think of me?” A man who’d almost murdered his friend and had instead left him maimed. A man who’d killed many others while in the grip of battle lust.

      No, not a man. A monster. A beast out of control.

      Perry stopped and tugged on his shoulder, forcing him to face her. She gripped his arm and held his gaze, that warmth still in her eyes. That warm pride he didn’t deserve. “I think your mother will be more understanding than you think.”

      At his side, Vee made a low sound of agreement and interlaced her fingers with his, a reminder that he wasn’t alone. “I vowed never to sleep on an apology owed. Life has a habit of taking away those opportunities and dumping you on uninhabited islands.” She gave a lopsided smile. “It’s a policy I recommend, and you have the chance to act upon it.”

      Did he imagine the catch in her voice, the brightness in her eyes?

      “And”—she cleared her throat and nodded aft—“there she is.”

      Emerging from the companionway that led belowdecks, Mother was a void in the world, dressed all in black. Since Father’s death, she’d lost weight, she’d stopped all social engagements, and perhaps worst of all, she’d stopped singing.

      Now, even in the bright afternoon sunlight, she was a shadow.

      It had been almost four years, but the change in her had never been so stark. It was a fist tightening around his heart, a dark smear on all the good he’d found over the past year. Wouldn’t his confession be a further weight on her? Was it selfish to ask her forgiveness? Would it be any help at all to promise to give her a new home where she’d be safe, where she could escape Father’s shadow and rebuild her life at long last?

      “I see you in there,” Vee murmured, “stewing over it all, considering keeping it all inside until it crushes you. Don’t.”

      When he tore himself from the shadow of his mother, he found Vee staring up at him, eyes wide and beseeching. It stilled any argument on his tongue.

      “Please don’t.” Her thumb grazed his cheek, cool, comforting. “You’ve only just fought your way out from under one rockfall of feelings, I’m begging you not to bury yourself under another.”

      Begging. The Pirate Queen who didn’t beg was making a habit of doing just that. She’d invoked that word at the top of her tower in Nassau, using it to show how serious she was that she needed his help to lead the fleet to safety, to save thousands of souls.

      And now she was begging him to save himself.

      His eyes burned. Damn it. She was right.

      “When did you get so wise? And what the hells did I do to deserve you?”

      A grin flickered into place, but her eyes were still that bit too sincere to fully carry it off. “The first, time alone on an island. And the second, I’ll say it was last night, but that’s a lie.” She pressed her palm into his chest, warmth radiating through the linen of his shirt. “You always deserved more than I was, so here I am trying to be that.”

      He could argue that. And would, thoroughly, but this wasn’t the time or place, so he only shook his head. “Vee.” He breathed her name out on a sigh and pulled her in for a kiss. It was only a firm press of his lips to hers, but if it could convey a fraction of what he felt, what he wanted to say, how much he loved her and was falling even more deeply for this flourishing version of her… If it could do that, it was enough.

      When she pulled away, her cheeks were flushed. “Now, go and speak to your mother.”

      He smoothed a stray lock of hair from her temple, even as he forced his feet to back away a step. They had an audience—some folk from Nassau had paused their work on the awning, and much closer, Perry stood, mouth open, hands clasped over her chest.

      At his throat clearing, she shrugged. “My work here is done. You two don’t need me anymore.” The smile that dawned on her face was joyful, and she turned that warm pride upon them both. “You can do this, Blackwood. And maybe you should’ve done it before, but the next best time is now.”

      “Oh, that’s a good one.” Vee nodded.

      He exhaled a laugh—somewhere along the way, that heavy anchor had fallen from his shoulders. If not for the pair of them, he wouldn’t be able to even consider doing this. “And that’s why we do still need you.” He nodded once, as much to persuade himself of his next words as to affirm them to the others. “I’m doing it.”
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      Before he could change his mind, he strode aft, paused to ask Billy if he could borrow his cabin—the answer was yes—and asked Mother to accompany him.

      His chest was going to crack open from how hard his heart hammered inside it. Body stiff, he somehow reached the cabin, pulled out a chair for her, and lowered himself into another. He only sat on its edge, elbows on his thighs, like he could stand at any moment and escape. He wouldn’t—he pressed his feet into the deck—but it was an odd comfort to tell his body that he could.

      With his head bowed, he could only see her out of the periphery of his vision, but it was enough to know her eyes were shadowed by a frown, either of concern or confusion. Perhaps both. “What’s wrong, Knigh?”

      Her words broke the spell of silence on the room and let him draw a long breath.

      “I owe you an apology. I have for a long while, in fact. And an explanation, too. Some of what I say might be hard to hear, and some of it will be a shock, and some might change how you see me, but…” He clasped his hands, picking at a spot of dirt under his thumbnail. “But I owe you the truth.”

      Opposite, she shifted in her seat and knotted her hands in her lap. Her attention on him was so absolute, he could feel it, like it changed the quality of air in the room.

      She was a good mother. Even in the grip of shock and grief when Father had died, she’d come to each of her children. She’d held them, comforted them.

      At the time, he’d turned away, throwing himself into the business of clearing up after Father, but now it struck him like a cannon blast: had anyone done that for her? He’d busied himself with the practical, while the emotional had seethed inside him, and told himself that she’d be best comforted by having a roof over her head, food on the table, and a plan to clear the debts hanging over their heads.

      But was that even true? Was that all she’d needed or was it what he had needed?

      He tugged his shirt collar and swallowed, but she didn’t step into the silence and try to fill it. For that he was grateful.

      At last, into the space she left him, he spilled the story. How he’d been so, so angry at Father. How later that anger had turned inward. How he’d returned to duty and found himself changed. He’d given himself over to rage, let it carry his body away on its crimson tide, while his mind bathed in fury, until he’d found himself standing over Billy, a blade raised, his friend’s hand on the floor. He hadn’t been able to face her, Is, or George after that. He’d barely been able to face anyone, but at least he could wear that cold, calm mask with the Royal Navy. It was expected of officers, after all.

      “And that was why I withdrew after Father’s death.” He pressed his lips together, like that firm touch could keep him firm. “I told myself that sending money was enough, that you needed me to head the family and solve our financial problems, that I only needed to show up in body when I was on leave. But now I understand how wrong I was, and I’m sorry for that and for landing you and Is in such a difficult position by abandoning the Navy without so much as a warning.”

      His breaths heaved in the silence, heavy as though he’d run from bow to stern.

      “I’m not,” she said at last with a shake of her head, the smallest movement. “I’m not sorry for any of your actions to me, because they brought you here.”

      He glanced around Billy’s neat, homely cabin and Mother let out a soft scoff.

      “Not this room. On your ship, with your people.” A smile pulled on the corner of her mouth. “I think your pirate lady is good for you. I dare say this life is good for you, too—better for you than that one, certainly.”

      He bowed his head to hide the flush of pleasure at the truth in her words. The Navy had been such a still, tight space; he’d had nowhere to voice his hurts, no one to share his shame with. A stiff upper lip, the harsh veneer of duty, and a toxic kind of masculine pride that praised violence and scorned tears. How had he ever survived there?

      Wasn’t the truth that he hadn’t? Hadn’t he been a little dead inside? So rigid, it was as though rigor mortis had already set in.

      But now… This life was freer, it had given him space to breathe and feel and be.

      Still, that had all benefitted him. “That may be true, but those same decisions have cost you and Is so much. For that I am sorry.” He held her gaze, eyes burning. “Please forgive me.”

      She shook her head and his stomach sank. “My dear, sweet boy, you have nothing to apologise for. I have never seen you so, so… alive or at ease—not since you were a little boy. And because of that, all apologies and requests for forgiveness are mine and mine alone.” Her voice wavered. “I knew something was wrong, and I hoped you’d come to me when you were ready. I tried to leave that door open for you… but perhaps I should’ve pushed. I should’ve asked.” She frowned. “I’m the parent, and I should’ve kept you safe—heart as well as body, whatever your age.”

      His mouth dropped open. Words so close to the ones Vee had told him when they’d sparred and he’d said all the words held bottled up for Father for so long. He was your father, and he was meant to protect you. “No, Mama”—he shook his head, words choking—“I’ve never blamed you for any of it. Never.”

      “Perhaps you should have.” She gave a small smile, part sad, part warm like the look Perry had given him and Vee earlier. “We are more alike than you realise. I withdrew first. As soon as your father died, that was what I did. No wonder you did the same when that was the example I’d set.”

      She came closer, taking his hand in both her own. “You weren’t much more than a boy when they made you captain. I should’ve still been looking after you, even if you were so capable.” She squeezed, her touch cool as though the Arawakéan sun hadn’t reached her. “You might be able to captain a ship and do”—she lifted her shoulders—“other naval things, but you are still my boy, and I should’ve known you still needed me. I should’ve protected you from your father. I should have dealt with him while he was alive. I should have realised something was wrong, not left it to you to discover after his death.”

      Eyes gleaming, she shook her head. “If I’d only thought to check the accounts. I’m so sorry, Knigh. I should’ve known.”

      I should’ve known.

      There it was. His own words reflected right back at him. Just three, so innocuous, and yet they were a full broadside right into his chest.

      Throat too thick to speak, he sandwiched her hands between his. “No,” he managed at last. “No. You do not owe any apologies for him and you do not carry even an ounce of blame for his actions. No.” He shook her hands with that last word, like he could shake the belief into her. “You said you thought Vee was good for me, well you’re right—she is and I’m going to pass on one of the wisest things she’s ever said to me. Father made his own choices, and he wilfully chose himself, chose pleasure and excess and selfishness above us again and again and again. He did all that, not you.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes as a low sound fell from her lips. She pulled her hand from his and covered her mouth, taking a long, shaking breath. When she blinked, those tears streamed from her eyes.

      Were they relief at realising he was right or guilt?

      Did it matter right now? She’d heard his words, and maybe they’d take time to work their way through her, but the important thing was that he’d told her. If need be, he’d tell her again another day, and again and again until she believed it.

      “Mama.” He dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around her. “He did all that, not you.”

      Face buried in his shoulder, she nodded.

      Perhaps he had got through to her. The vice around his heart fell into pieces as he stroked her back. He would be her anchor as long as she needed it.

      There were a lot more tears, but eventually, she fell still against him, gathered her breath, and pulled away. Despite the red rims of her eyes, she wore a wide smile. “My boy.” She patted his cheek. “You’re not a boy, though, are you? My son, all grown up. And what a brave, wise man he’s become—a great man.”

      His own eyes stung at that, and he shook his head. “It’s only that I’ve had great teachers. You included.” And Vee and Perry. Even Aedan and his steadfast friendship. So many who had shown him a new path, a new life. One where laughter and dance were as important as hard work and solemnity. One where he as a person mattered more than his duties as a cog in the human machinery that kept a ship running. One where he was still learning to be himself and trust that man.

      It was a life of possibility.

      Perhaps Mama could find something like that out here, away from the weight of Father and his mistakes and the murk that had cast over their past.

      “I’m going to find you a home, Mama. You and Is. And I will do my best to make sure you’re happy and safe.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dried her cheeks.

      Laughing, she waved him off and snatched the linen from his hand. “Goodness, just because you’re a man doesn’t make me the child who needs her tears wiping. Next thing, you’ll be blowing my nose!”

      The look she gave him, all wide-eyed in mock shock had him laughing before the realisation crashed into him and pushed tears into that laughter.

      Mama had made a joke. Possibly the first one since Father’s death.

      He wiped the corners of his eyes and they sat together a while longer, catching up on life, wondering how Aunt Tilda was, speculating about how long it would be before Billy came and asked for Isabel’s hand in marriage.

      Marriage. The idea sobered his laughter. In his younger years, he’d seen it as a given, a thing his parents had arranged that he would do, just like joining the Navy. Then, when Father’s secrets had come out and Avice Ferrers had disappeared into the night, eloping with another man, he’d sworn off the very concept. If his father had hidden his dark self under that veneer for almost twenty years of marriage, then it was a broken institution. And with all he’d done, some corner of himself had whispered: you’d be just as bad. He would’ve married a woman who’d had no idea what he was and what he was capable of, the dark secrets he carried.

      But now.

      He rubbed his chest, breaths a little tight, heart a little hurried.

      “Perhaps,” Mama said into the silence that had fallen. She fell quiet just as suddenly. Then, eyebrows drawing together, shoulders squaring, she nodded. “Yes, I think it’s time I came out of mourning.” She rubbed the black silk of her skirts between her fingers and thumbs. “I’m not sure I mourned him for very long anyway. It was more a way to hide from the world, to mark myself with my own mistakes.” Her smile wasn’t one of joy; it carried a tinge of sadness and perhaps even a touch of pity for her past self.

      “I think that’s an excellent idea. You always loved colour, and I’ve almost forgotten how beautiful your singing is—it’s been such a long time.”

      “Oh.” Blushing, she waved him off. “You charmer. Is that how you won your pirate lady?”

      He grinned, unable to help it. The idea of winning Vee over with compliments was as ridiculous as it was far from the truth. Good gods, how had he won her over? That was an impossible and long story. He shook his head. “Don’t change the subject, Mother. There are plenty who called your voice the most beautiful in all Albion.”

      And her face as she’d sung—she’d always looked so serene. And truly serene, in a peaceful, content way, not in the distant, blank expression she’d worn so often since Father’s death. Not a blank mask. Wild Hunt, they were too similar, weren’t they?

      “Well, whether or not that’s true”—she cleared her throat, but the small smile now on her mouth was pleased and it brought a light to her eyes he hadn’t seen in a long while—“I’ve had enough of black. I’m sure some of Isabel’s gowns will fit me.” Then she was on her feet, dusting her hands off on her skirt as though she’d finished cleaning and was ready for her next task.

      He grabbed the door just before she reached it. “Where are you—?”

      “Knighton Villiers, you’re not the only person with work to do.” She shook her head and huffed as though he were a little boy, but the twitch of her mouth and glint in her eye made it another joke. “I’ve got a daughter’s wardrobe to pilfer from and a son’s pirates to manage. Did you know many of them don’t have mothers?” She shot him a wide-eyed look as though that were the greatest tragedy to befall them. “One lad was showing me how to mend sails this morning, and I promised I’d show him how to embroider a floral alphabet for one of the town girls. I think he has a soft spot for her and wants to send a message.” She winced. “Goodness, you don’t think he’s planning to say something unseemly, do you?”

      Knigh snorted as they stepped out into the sunshine. The awning was up now, and the deck bustled with sailors loading the ship’s boat with casks of freshwater and timber for repairs, ready to go over to another vessel in the fleet.

      “He’s a pirate, Mama, I dare say he is planning exactly that.”

      Her wide eyes fixed ahead and the flush of her cheeks deepened. “Well, I hope they use the preventative. Hmm. Perhaps I should procure him some.” She paused and turned to Knigh, whose mouth had dropped open again. “Now”—she cupped his cheek, smile bright—“I’d best get to work and save this poor boy from himself, but…” She exhaled and her smiled softened. “Thank you, Knigh, my darling boy. I couldn’t be prouder of you and the man you’ve become—whoever helped you get there.” She kissed his cheek and wandered off. A hummed tune trailed back in her wake, drifting through him, warm and glowing.

      It wasn’t quite singing, but…

      Almost.
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      Vice, Knigh, and Perry were saying goodbye to Billy, Isabel, and Lady Villiers at the top of the Swallow’s port side steps, about to return to the Venatrix, when a call went up. “Sails! East-north-east!”

      Vice shot Isabel a frown. “Expecting company?”

      Isabel glanced in all directions as though she’d spot the approaching ship. No doubt, she didn’t understand that those on watch above could see much further than anyone on deck. “No. And Billy was sure no one followed us.” Her eyes widened as she turned to him.

      “No one did.” He nodded, reassuring in his positivity.

      “Whoever it is,” Knigh said, “they’d have been here sooner if they were trailing you.”

      By the time they reached the Venatrix’s main deck, more information had come through. Five fifth rate ships of the line, flying Albionic colours. Vice’s heart stuttered in her chest and she exchanged a look with Knigh. “We’ve stayed in one place too long. They’ve found us.”

      “They’d be stupid to only send five against all of us.” His lips flattened as he fixed his gaze on that distant speck on the horizon. “Unless there are more hidden.”

      “Unless it’s a trap.”

      So they prepared. Once again, the Venatrix and a contingent set off, ready to block the warships from reaching the rest of the fleet. By the time they halted, the Albionic vessels were close enough that Vice could count every mast and sail. She stood at the helm with Knigh, eyes burning as she stared at the approaching enemy, fingers tingling with readiness to reach into her gift.

      He gripped the wheel, knuckles white, everything about him still and tight. There was none of that spark he got before battle—the little hum of excitement that radiated off him. It had to be weighing on him the same as it was on her: they had over a thousand civilians depending on them. Normal folk—parents and children, crafters and merchants—not people who’d signed up to risk their lives each day or who knew their way around a sea battle.

      If just one warship got past their blockade…

      She shuddered and curled her hands into fists.

      “We’ll stop them, Love.” Knigh gave her a sidelong look, the ghost of a smile on his mouth. When he inclined his head, she believed it.

      “They’re raising flags,” Erec called from the main top. “Two white. Yellow and red stripe. White with a blue cross. Plain white. Yellow and red stripe. Blue with a yellow X.”

      With each word, Knigh’s eyebrows slowly rose. “Truce,” he translated, eyes narrowed at the approaching vessels. “And talk. They want to meet.”

      Erec leant out over the edge. “Wait, there’s more. White and blue cross again. Half white, half blue on the diagonal.”

      Knigh’s mouth clapped shut. What was it?

      “Blue with a white square. And the half white, half blue again. That’s it.”

      “V and K.” Knigh turned to her, a small, tight frown in place. “They want us.”
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      Fifteen minutes later, a familiar figure entered Perry’s cabin, mousy hair catching the light coming through the stern windows, hat under one arm. Munroe. She bit back saying it out loud as immediately after followed two younger officers she didn’t recognise.

      Today, he wasn’t the sort of friend and one-time ally who’d given them the Venatrix: he was a captain of the Royal Navy here on official business. He’d already taken huge risks with his career by saving the pirate crew of the Respair and then ‘losing’ the ship under his command—she couldn’t give these other officers the impression they were friendly.

      His soft brown eyes flicked to her and he gave a nod so subtle, Knigh must’ve been proud. His companions stood at rigid attention, jaws tight, gazes wary as they went from her to Knigh to Perry and back again, cycling between them. And well they might be nervous—they were on an enemy ship, a dozen of their comrades waiting out on the main deck, surrounded by pirates.

      “Commander Munroe,” Knigh said in a voice of cool indifference.

      “Blackwood.” Munroe’s lips pursed in disapproval.

      “I believe you’ve met.” He gestured to her, then to Perry. “This is Captain Peregrina.”

      “Led by women,” one of the younger officers muttered. His strawberry blond hair burned in the late afternoon light as he tossed his head. “No wonder we destroyed them.”

      His hair may have burned, but Vice’s veins seared not only at his cocky arrogance nor at the fact he was wrong, but at his apparent pride about an attack against civilians. “You destroyed us?” She scoffed, but her face was so tight, it bared her teeth in a snarl. “You attacked us in the middle of the night, and we still came out with over two dozen ships intact. How many of yours survived my tidal wave?”

      His eyes widened, and the knot of his throat rose and fell. “She’s the sea witch,” he hissed to his companions.

      “I’m well aware who Lady Vice is,” Munroe said, voice laced with a sigh. “I wasn’t at the Battle of Nassau, but I’ve heard what happened.” His expression tensed into a frown. “I am sorry for your civilian casualties and losses. That… that is not behaviour to be expected from the Royal Navy.”

      The long look he gave Knigh, then her, the tight line of his mouth, the words in between the ones he said out loud confirmed her suspicions: Mercia had acted unilaterally, without approval from the Admiralty. But these men, just like those at Nassau, were bound to follow his orders. Somehow Munroe had avoided the attack—perhaps Mercia had kept him at arm’s length after he ‘mysteriously lost’ the Venatrix.

      “We appreciate that.” Knigh tugged his sleeve, an apparently absent-minded gesture, but he did nothing casually, certainly not in a meeting like this. “The Venatrix was lucky enough not to lose a single soul from her crew.”

      She exhaled a sharp breath through her nose, not quite a laugh. With such an apparently innocent remark, he’d just told Munroe that Saba was safe and hadn’t alerted his companions that there was a pirate he cared for.

      Sure enough, his uniformed shoulders dipped half an inch. “That is good to hear. Not that you deserve to have such a fine ship.”

      “Of course not, but that’s what pirates do—we take what isn’t ours.” She gave him a fierce grin—the kind people expected from the Pirate Queen. “Now, what the hells is it you want? I’m sure you didn’t come to ask after our health.”

      “I have a message from His Royal Highness the Duke of Mercia, Prince of Albion.”

      No mention of his status as an admiral, only the princely element of his titles. That had to be another signal—Mercia was using his family and status to swing things in his favour. Any Albionic subjects he encountered would be obliged to follow his commands and with his fae charm, they’d feel all the more compelled to do so. It would certainly help him silence the merest whisper of dissent within naval ranks if anyone should dare to question him for acting outside of Admiralty orders.

      A tense silence ticked on after the mention of his name. Maybe Knigh was poring over the same thoughts. Maybe he just didn’t trust himself to speak, considering how much he hated the man.

      “Oh, goody.” She flashed a sardonic smile. “I do so love hearing from His Royal Slyness.”

      Munroe’s eyes widened and his mouth twitched like he was holding back a laugh.

      “Tell me, Munroe,” she went on, “how did the Sovereign fare in my little wave?” Is George safe?

      He cleared his throat. “Much like the Venatrix, not a soul lost. The benefits of having an admiral who’s also a sea witch.”

      “Pity.” But warm relief flooded her, and at her side, Knigh let out a soft breath.

      He crossed his arms. “What’s this message?”

      “The Duke sends his apologies for attacking your supply ship. We’ve loaded our launch with provisions as a gesture of our goodwill. I’ll have my men row it over, if you’re happy to accept?”

      Her eyes widened, but when she glanced at Knigh, his face betrayed no surprise. His cool mask was firmly in place. Maybe he needed it when they were talking about Mercia.

      “That is appreciated.” Perry kept her voice measured and slow. “And as it’s an apology, I expect it’s offered without strings attached.”

      Munroe inclined his head. “It is, though I expect there’s an expectation that it shows the sincerity of the rest of his message.”

      His, not our. Munroe sounded like he was slipping further and further from the Navy.

      “He asked that I speak to you two directly, perhaps because he thinks you’re the leaders, or perhaps because of your history.” His lips pursed. “He wishes to meet in order to discuss peace.”

      Peace? Her mouth dropped open. Did Mercia even know that word? But peace… that could mean… She rubbed her chest. It would give everyone from Nassau a chance to live in the wider world without being branded fugitives. They hadn’t signed up to fight, but they hadn’t signed up to be criminals either, and anyone sailing with a pirate fleet was considered such. Would they be allowed to return to Nassau? Could they rebuild? Would it mean pardons for smugglers and pirates, too?

      At what cost? This was Mercia, there would always be a cost.

      “Munroe.” Knigh’s voice was low and firm as he fixed his former lieutenant with a level gaze. “We may be enemies now, but it wasn’t always so. We served together for a long while and I even called you friend. So I ask you now, man-to-man: do you believe this offer is genuine?”

      The red-haired officer frowned, but nodded once, as though Knigh’s request made sense.

      Munroe’s lips twisted like he was tasting his words before responding. “We lost many ships at Nassau. His Highness has been calling in favours and buying vessels with his own personal fortune to attempt to fill in the gaps. But”—he made an expansive gesture—“it’s common knowledge that his numbers are depleted. It would be difficult to attack your fleet without great losses on both sides and… to be frank, I’m not positive he’d be assured victory. Perhaps he does want peace.”

      She let out a breath, brain circling around and around that word. Peace.

      They’d won the vote for Sanctuary, but only just. Many had abstained. And it wasn’t a sure thing—they were operating based on information two centuries old.

      Peace. If there was a chance, didn’t they have to take it?

      Knigh glanced at her, a question in the hair’s breadth rise of his eyebrows. He hated Mercia and yet he was willing to negotiate with the man.

      His Royal Slyness had chained her in iron, tried to keep her as a pet, but if Knigh could deal with him, so could she. She owed it to everyone who hadn’t placed a sea shell in the moot’s ballot boxes.

      With a long exhale, she nodded. There would need to be rules for any meeting, though. “Let’s talk terms.”
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      No weapons. No magic. And the meeting would be on dry land.

      The sickly twist of iron squeezed Vice’s awareness, keeping her eyes on the small velvet box Munroe had left on Perry’s table. Rich navy blue, embossed with gold waves, like it contained some beautiful item of jewellery, not that vile metal. She wrinkled her nose.

      “The felt covering means it won’t burn you, right?” Knigh appeared in the doorway, arms folded as he leant on the frame.

      “Mm.” Shuddering, she dragged herself away from the box and the table. “It still makes me feel sick.”

      “We’ll get it off as soon as the meeting’s over.”

      “And you”—she tugged his arms loose and stepped into them—“are you all right with this? I can go without—”

      “You can. But you won’t.” His hands stroked up her back, their warmth easing away the dull, cold numbness of iron. “Just like the pin, we’ll do this together.”

      He pressed his mouth to her brow, her cheek, the corner of her smile, then full on her lips, again, again, again. Their shoulders eased as though this could obliterate not only the threat of iron but the thought of Mercia.

      “I was,” he said between kisses, one hand sinking into her hair, “coming to say—”

      But he squeezed her close, their bodies coming flush together, and she opened to him, giving his tongue something else to do.

      “To say… something,” he murmured after a long while, “but I’ve utterly”—another kiss that stole her breath—“forgotten why”—another—“or…”

      “Blackwood!” A shout from on deck.

      He pulled away far enough to get out a deep sigh, but his arm tightened around her waist. “Oh, yes. I was meant to be fetching you. We’re ready to go.”

      “They don’t need us for that,” she said against his lips, the whispering touch sparking through her.

      “I’m inclined to agree with you”—another sigh—“but Captain’s orders.”

      “Bloody Captain. Who does she think she is?” But with a half-laugh, half-groan, she pulled herself from his arms and forced her steps along the passageway and onto the main deck. It was quiet as though they’d all been waiting.

      “At last,” Perry huffed, shaking her head. When Knigh emerged, her eyes narrowed and flicked between them. “I see. You’ll have plenty of time for that later.” She flashed a grin before striding out to the middle of the main deck.

      “All right, you reprobates,” she called and the last bits of work stopped as she paced. “You all know where we’re going, who we’re meeting. Stepping into the beast’s den, some might say. But this beast just may give us back our lives.”

      Pursed lips, folded arms. Of all the ships in the pirate fleet, the Venatrix’s crew were the ones who’d had the most dealings with Mercia. Considering all he’d done to Vice and Knigh, they had plenty of reason to distrust him even before the fall of Nassau. Now? Now, they looked downright mutinous.

      But even with the tense scowls and tight shoulders, they nodded. It was a necessary evil. After Munroe’s visit, they’d met with the council and, despite their misgivings, they’d agreed: they had to try for peace. Word had spread through the fleet and here they were, ready to set sail for this meeting.

      “But”—Perry fell still—“I’m not the one to lead you into this.” She cleared her throat and swept a hand towards the quarterdeck. “Vice is.”

      Heart leaping, Vice gasped and glanced at Knigh. He blinked, then nodded as though he wasn’t entirely surprised.

      Buggeration. Perry was calling for a vote for captaincy.

      Vice pulled her to one side. “What are you doing?” She shook her head. “You don’t need to do this. I don’t need to be captain anymore. Being here with you all is enough.” Around them, the deck was quiet, but it was full too. Full of faces she knew and loved. Full of smiles. Full of people whose lives she’d saved and who’d saved hers in big ways and small. Chest full and warm, she gripped Perry’s shoulder. “It always was, I was just too much of a fool to realise it.”

      Perry’s eyes gleamed and she caught Vice’s hand. “Be that as it may—and I’m glad you understand it now—but…” She shook her head. “This isn’t my future. Being captain isn’t what I want.”

      What did that mean? With a frown, Vice canted her head. “Then what is your future?”

      But Perry was already turning back to the crew. “You’ve voted on this once before, but that was different—she was different. She’s the one to lead you into this beast’s den and on to Sanctuary, if that meeting fails.” With an open hand, she gestured for Vice to take the deck and make her case. Again.

      She wasn’t wrong. That vote was months ago, though it felt more like a lifetime; she’d been a different person then. And now…

      She glanced at Knigh, who stood against the door they’d emerged through, arms folded loosely, a lopsided smile in place, like he wanted to beam but was fighting it and only half winning.

      Now even her perspective of leadership had changed, in part because of him. And in part because of the Copper Drake.

      Drawing in a long breath, she took in her crew—her friends. Saba nodded, teeth flashing in a grin. Aedan winked when she met his gaze. Wynn and Effie clutched each other, bouncing on the balls of their feet as though a mere nod wasn’t enough and they needed to use their entire bodies. And Lizzy…

      Lizzy’s lips pressed together in a flat line. But her mouth twitched and twisted, like she was fighting it, and at last her shoulders sank and she broke into a bright smile, inclining her head. Her seal of approval.

      Bloody tease. But they’d all benefit from this, because she had a better idea.

      “Perry says she isn’t the one to lead you into this.” She let her words settle over the deck. “And neither am I.”

      A ripple of murmurs spread through the crew, like a pebble had been dropped in a pond.

      They fell silent, brows creasing, heads cocking in question. Perry’s mouth hung open and Vice turned away with a wince. She’d declined Perry’s gift, but maybe what she offered in return would be better and not feel like she was throwing it back in her face.

      “You know my strengths,” she went on, “my skills, my gift—I’ve told you about all that. And you’ve all worked with me since my return—you’ve seen the change. Being captain means serving you, not myself—I understand that now. And what Perry says is true: I’d be a much better captain now than I would’ve been back on the Respair.”

      When she turned, she found herself a few feet from Luned, who’d spoken against her at that last vote. The woman’s assessing gaze struck Vice still. After a beat, she inclined her head with the faintest smile.

      With a low exhale, Vice returned the gesture. Maybe this would work. “But I’ll be a much, much better captain with someone at my side. Someone with years of naval experience. Someone who’s far more sensible than I am but still knows how to take a calculated risk. Someone who doesn’t disappear into their gift when directing wind and wave.”

      She swept her gaze over the crew, hand over her heart. “It would be my great honour and privilege to serve you as captain and accept your votes, but it’s one I can only accept if I stand with Blackwood and your votes are for us both as co-captains.”

      She turned towards the quarterdeck where he stood frozen, eyes wide. He took a jolting step forward, expression asking what the hells she was doing and whether she was out of her mind.

      But she’d never been more sure.

      They would be just like Drake. His co-captain had been written out of history, but the mentions in the Copper Drake suggested they were someone whose skills and strengths complemented his, someone who balanced him. For all she’d once mocked and even hated his discipline and tidiness, Knigh was that to her.

      She let the crew finish muttering before clearing her throat. “It’s no secret that I love him, yes, but he and I make an incredible team—you’ve seen us at the helm together and in a fight.”

      “And we’ve heard you in your cabin,” someone shouted.

      She barked a laugh, and Knigh rubbed his forehead, but she still spotted how he grinned as though pleased everyone knew his prowess in bed as well as in battle.

      When the laughter died down, she made an expansive gesture. “Aye, that too. He is my complement, my match in drive and determination, and my opposite in the things I lack. He’s my partner in crime, and I want him to be my partner in captaincy.” Her heart was in every word. She wanted to share everything with him, because it wouldn’t mean less for her, it would mean more for them both. Having him at her side took nothing away, rather it amplified every experience.

      She cleared her throat, which was suddenly thick, and turned to the crew. “You should want that, too. There’s a reason he’s the youngest man to ever make captain in the Royal Navy—he’s damn good at what he does. Many of you followed him in the Battle of Nassau, and all of you followed him away from that place. So follow him and me together now.”

      Finally, she dared to look directly at Perry. Stray blond hairs stuck to the tears on her tanned cheeks, but she smiled. Good gods, she smiled. The brightest she’d ever seen. It made Vice’s eyes water as she fought to return something even half as beaming.

      “All right, all right.” Chuckling, Clovis stepped out from the crowd and clapped her on the shoulder. “We get the picture. I think we can get this over with nice and quick.” He gave her a gentle shove aft. “Go busy yourself with that fine specimen while we all vote for you.”

      Perry had already set up the tokens at the base of the foremast—pebbles for herself, shells for Vice and Knigh. With a sketched salute, she hurried to be first to vote.

      Vice weaved her way through the crew flooding fore, sharing grins and receiving plenty more claps on her shoulders, each propelling her bit by bit towards Knigh.

      He waited in the shade of the quarterdeck, both a smile and a frown on his face.

      “Well?” She spread her hands as she crossed the deck and paused a foot away.

      “Don’t you feel robbed of your victory?”

      “They haven’t voted yet.” It could all still go against her—against them.

      “After that?” He scoffed and pulled her close. “I have zero doubts about how this will go. Unanimously. It would’ve if you’d stood alone, too.”

      She shrugged into him, giving a low hum when his hands eased into place at the small of her back. “It’s a moral victory.” She fiddled with his collar, focusing on that rather than the intensity of his grey eyes. “I meant everything I said out there. I want you at my side, not above or below me.”

      “Shame.”

      “Later,” she whispered, pressing flush against him. The promise of his hard body almost made her groan. But right now… “I want you here, beside me”—she shook his shoulders gently—“where I can rely on you.”

      His eyebrows peaked, and he trapped her in the steel hold of his gaze, eyes widening just a touch as though her words had shot through him.

      Placing her hand over his heart, she nodded. Let him have no doubts—she had none. Not in this. “There’s no one else I’d rather share a captaincy with—no one I’d rather share the world with. And I think Perry’s proud of me for this… Maybe it means I’ve done something right. Maybe I’ve grown.” She leant into him, relied on him to take her weight and keep them both balanced. “I take that as a far greater victory than winning any vote.”

      “Oh, Love”—he cupped her cheek, rubbing his thumb over her skin—“maybe? You have grown so, so much, and I couldn’t be prouder to stand at your side.”

      She couldn’t help kissing him. Not when he said things like that. Things that made her come over all unnecessary. Things that weaved through her, all warm and bright. Things that made her all the more sure of her decision.

      As Clovis predicted, the vote didn’t take long.

      And it was unanimous.
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      They moored at the western end of Borikén Port. The hulking great shape of the Sovereign was already at the far side of the docks, with many jetties and vessels in between. Just the glimpse of it through masts was enough to make Knigh grit his teeth.

      Even worse was the fact Is and Mother had insisted on joining them. Munroe had revealed George would accompany Mercia to the meeting. The instant they got wind of the fact, they’d latched onto it like limpets on a hull, sure that if he only knew what Mercia had done, he would see sense and return to the family.

      This morning, Knigh had gone to forbid them from attending, but when he’d rowed up to the Swallow, Mother had been singing. On sight, she’d pulled him into a hug, saying how excited she was at the prospect of seeing George. He hadn’t had the heart to deny her.

      It didn’t mean he had to like it, though.

      Is and Mother waited on the dock already, Billy alongside. The flat set of his mouth suggested he was as pleased about this as Knigh was. They exchanged a look, jaws tightening.

      Perhaps his family’s presence would put Mercia off trying anything underhand. Vee claimed he genuinely cared for George, and they were his family too.

      Regardless, if this turned out to be a trap, they’d done all they could to mitigate it. Vee fiddled with her collar, which was bare of her drake pin—if Mercia tried to take her again, he wouldn’t have the means to find Sanctuary. But it wouldn’t come to that. He’d rip the man’s fingers off, if he lay so much as one of them upon her.

      He took a deep breath.

      No weapons, no magic, equal presence of Venatrix and Sovereign guards at the meeting point—that had to mean they’d be safe from capture.

      “Are we ready?” Vee squeezed his arm.

      “Nearly.”

      She wasn’t going to like this, but they’d agreed the terms and Munroe would see to it Mercia wore one, too. He pulled the blue velvet jewellery box from his inside pocket and flipped it open. The proximity made his skin crawl, but Vee? With a gasp, she took a step back and shuddered.

      He winced. “I’m sorry, Love.”

      “Not your fault.” Nose wrinkled, she picked out the bracelet covered in navy blue felt and snapped it around her wrist. She went still, the only movement her flaring nostrils.

      “Are you—?”

      She held out a hand and nodded, eyes shut.

      That left his bracelet. Uncovered iron, a cold, dull grey that tingled to the touch. The clasps and hinges were strong and, according to Munroe, they would only open with the tiny keys provided. He would be caretaker for Mercia’s, and they’d left theirs with Perry.

      Knigh closed it in place on his left wrist and took a long breath as he adjusted to the sensation. It was a discomfort, like mild and constant nausea. When he turned inside, he could see his gift: the gold, still low after healing Vee, the violet, and that lingering red mote. But he couldn’t feel it or reach it, as though it was behind a glass wall.

      Still, at least the stuff didn’t burn him, as it did the fae-blooded, like Vee. Her usual easy smile was nowhere to be seen, instead replaced by a stiff flatness and wrinkled tension around her eyes.

      “Come on”—he took her hand—“let’s get this over with.”

      Billy wished them luck, and Is, perhaps on a moment of impulse, tiptoed and planted a kiss on his mouth. “Is,” he said, eyes wide, but she only gave him an impish smile and smoothed her skirts.

      Clearing his throat, he shook his head and turned to Vee and Knigh. “My men have gone with yours to ensure everything is as agreed at the meeting point. Morholt just sent word back—it’s all as arranged.” He took a deep breath, lips pursing. “Be careful.” His gaze flicked to Is.

      “She’s my sister.” Knigh squeezed his shoulder. “Of course I will be.”

      The muscles under his hand loosened and Billy nodded. “Thank you.” As they said their goodbyes, he touched his hip and frowned.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No”—Billy shrugged—“I just couldn’t find my pistol this morning. It must be in the lockers with the others, but I feel naked without it.”

      Vee snorted and patted her hip. “Tell me about it.”

      It was unnatural to be weaponless. All the more reason to get this over and done with. With a grim nod, he wished Billy goodbye.

      When they reached the agreed place, the clearing had already been secured with both pirates and marines forming a loose perimeter. In Albion, the place would’ve been called a park, albeit a small one, but in Arawaké these areas of greenery and growth were just as much a part of town as the buildings or roads. This park was just off a bustling market square, open in all directions, with a dense row of pigeonplum trees buffering the noise from storekeeps hawking their wares.

      They stopped when they reached a set of armed guards. Two from the Venatrix—Clovis and Erec—and two from the Sovereign. All four checked the iron bracelets and asked Is and Mother about weapons. While they checked Vee for concealed blades or guns, Knigh scanned the park again.

      Several entrances also meant several exits. The tree trunks could provide cover, if necessary. He tugged at his iron bracelet. The catch was quite strong and being iron, it weakened his fae strength, but with a bit of time and perhaps some leverage from a stick or help from Vee, he would be able to pull hers off, then she could use her gift to help them escape.

      At the opposite end, a small knot of people had now gathered and one crimson head of hair stood above the others. Mercia.

      The red-hot streak of anger shot through him, leaving every muscle tight.

      One breath. Two. Three. The counting, the breaths—they helped, and Vee’s cool hand closed on his arm, further dampening that anger.

      “Your turn.”

      One of the men from the Sovereign checked him for weapons, as across the park a member of the Venatrix’s crew did the same to Mercia.

      At last, their guards whistled to the others and those opposite responded in kind, and both parties were given the go ahead to approach.

      He might’ve held Vee’s hand if his own hadn’t been stuck in fists.

      Chin in the air, George swaggered closer. Isabel’s shoulders squared and she gave an irritated little hum as her pace sped. Mother placed a hand on her back—a reminder or a warning. At his side, Vee stalked forward, movements stiff, her tanned skin ashen. They needed to get this meeting over with quickly so she could remove that damn iron. He’d happily throw the stuff overboard and watch it sink.

      His fingers flexed around the spectre of her skinny body as he’d removed her from the gibbet in Portsmouth. That night, he’d been so afraid she’d die. And the way she’d reacted, the hurt and anger after—it had all been because she’d feared the same.

      After today, he’d see to it she was never subjected to the foul stuff again.

      But for now, they had a damned duke to face, and here he was, smug smile in place, drawing to a halt some six feet away. “Blackwood, Lady Vice. Ah, and I see Lady Villiers and Lady Isabel were able to join us, too.” He inclined his head as though this were a ballroom and he’d come to ask for a dance.

      “Mother.” George kissed her cheek. Is spurned him when he started in her direction.

      As he returned to Mercia’s side, the duke went on: “So good to see you, and both looking so well despite the company you choose to keep.”

      “As opposed to keeping your company.” Lips thin, Is glared at Mercia. “George, do you know what he did? He had spies watching us, watching the house all the—”

      “I know.” At her gasp, George gave her a bored look, eyes hooded. “I asked Mercy to keep an eye on you in order to make sure you were safe.” He glanced at Knigh, eyes narrowing further. “After all, you’re the sister and mother of a naval deserter. There are some who’d call such a man a traitor to queen and country.”

      Nausea from the iron built in his belly like a stormy sea. Traitor. He didn’t give a solitary damn what the general populace of Albion thought of him, but George and Aunt Tilda… Was that what they thought?

      Is stomped into the no man’s land between the two parties, a finger raised at George. “Better to be a traitor to queen and country than to your own family.” She may not have been armed, but her words shredded the air like shrapnel.

      Peace. Good gods, that was a joke. He couldn’t even broker peace amongst his own family. “Is,” he said, voice a low warning.

      Mercia laid a hand on George’s arm as he started forward, undoubtedly to meet Is. “Now, now, children.”

      That won him a glare from his beloved, but at least it did the trick and George settled into a sullen silence.

      “We’re here to discuss peace.” Vee’s voice was firm, laced with fae charm despite her iron bracelet, and with a huff, Is succumbed, slipping back into place next to Mother. “You requested this meeting, Mercia, what is it you want?”

      “Just to talk.” He raised his hands, all innocence, as though he hadn’t blasted a town to smithereens less than two months ago. “I’m sure we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement. After all, you took something that belongs to me, and the weight of all that gold upon your head must make life difficult.” He smiled, but his eyes narrowed, cool and calculated.

      “So we give you back your map and you remove the price from our heads.” Vee snorted. “Not executing us isn’t much of an offer. I’ve been evading capture for years, it’s shockingly easy.”

      Mercia’s smile tightened and it took all of Knigh’s self-control and a count to ten to stop himself from stepping between them. Vee didn’t need his protection, but damn it, Mercia set off every alert in his body.

      “That’s funny,” the duke said with a thoughtful lilt, “because I’m sure someone not too far away arrested you in Portsmouth not so very long ago.”

      Vee held Knigh’s shoulder and smiled at Mercia. That firm grip was a reminder: It’s in the past. You’re forgiven. “Aye, after you’d sent how many other pirate hunters after me? And look whose side he’s on now. Your star pirate hunter, defected from your leadership. I wonder what the others think.”

      Mercia flinched. Actually flinched. A direct hit.

      He could’ve cheered, could’ve got down on his knees and kissed his Pirate Queen’s boots right then and there.

      “And when you were on my ship?”

      “But Mercia”—she fluttered her lashes, hand going to her chest—“you said I was your guest. Don’t tell me that was a lie.” She tugged theatrically on Knigh’s sleeve. “Say it isn’t so!”

      With a slight raise of his brows, Knigh inclined his head to her. Remember what we’re here for. He couldn’t blame her—Mercia had his own special way of knocking people off course.

      With a sigh, she released him and levelled Mercia with only a faint scowl.

      Knigh folded his arms to keep from jabbing his finger at Mercia or wringing his throat. “Did you come here to talk peace or not?”

      Mercia met his gaze and lifted his chin. He paused there, smug smile ghosting around his lips.

      The slap of running feet echoed from the alley leading into the park’s north entrance. He caught movement on the periphery of his vision from that same direction. Children playing, perhaps.

      Still, his pulse sped like it was danger, and he fought to keep half his attention on Mercia, whose eyes narrowed further. Did he think that sound was their crewmates staging an ambush? Knigh forced his shoulders down, his face at least halfway relaxed.

      “Aedan?” Vee peered past Knigh to the north.

      “Let me through!”

      That movement became a scuffle as guards blocked Aedan, and a smaller shape with long black hair tried to dart past—Saba.

      A distant crack sounded in the distance, then two more.

      Knigh stiffened, and Vee jolted, eyes wide as she turned northwest. Towards the docks. Towards the sound of… Was that gunfire?

      “Did I come here to talk peace or not?” Mercia’s ghost of a smile solidified into something corporeal and far, far beyond smug. “No, actually. I didn’t.”
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      “It’s a trap,” Saba cried out as a guard grabbed her. “They’re sneaking onto the Ven—”

      A hand clapped over her mouth.

      Every drop of blood in Knigh’s body went cold. The world was suddenly very slow and very loud.

      Mercia wasn’t after him or Vee or even the rest of his family. His men were breaking onto the Venatrix to steal their clues.

      “The map.” Vee’s hand went to her hip where there was no blade or gun.

      Knigh’s fingers closed on that same emptiness at his own side.

      “Can you blame me?” Mercia tilted his head, toeing a line into the sandy soil at his feet. “It’s what you did, using Blackwood to distract me while you stole my map. I’m merely retrieving my rightful property.”

      Movement at his side—Vee acting, as decisive as always. She was going to rip out his throat. Knigh probably wouldn’t stop her.

      “You dog.” A female voice, but—but not Vee’s. Knigh blinked as he turned and the world reshaped. It was Is taking a step forward, reaching into the pocket of her skirts, pulling out gleaming wood and metal. A pistol.

      Billy’s missing pistol.

      The world froze.

      The sight of it broke Mercia’s smug smirk, sending his mouth dropping open, his eyes bulging. That wasn’t part of his plan. Not at all.

      Breaths roaring in his ears like the sea hitting a cliff face, Knigh blinked from Is and her shaking hand to Mercia. “Isabel, don’t—”

      Cries rose from the guard perimeter. Damnation. Is had broken the terms of the meeting, which meant they had broken the terms of the meeting. No weapons. This could very quickly break into a gunfight, and he was standing in the middle of the open park surrounded by his family.

      “Isabel.” A voice that almost matched his own, just a tone lighter in pitch.

      Beyond Is, George took a step forward, in his hand another pistol. He held it levelled at Is.

      Mercia stared at him, wide-eyed. The look spelled out his shock. He had no idea George was armed. The guards must not have checked him very carefully, just like they’d only given Is and Mother a quick glance. After all, Mercia was the naval officer and Vee and Knigh were pirates—they were the ones who’d bring weapons, not these mere civilians.

      Knigh gritted his teeth. He’d had the same concerns: his suspicion all on Mercia, never on his own brother and sister.

      “George,” Mother gasped. “You brought a gun?”

      “She did it first.” His voice was low, but it shook. Was it with anger? Fear? Shock at finding himself pointing a pistol at one of his siblings for the second time?

      “You sound like a child,” Is growled. “I only brought this because of him.” She jerked her head towards Mercia. “I can’t believe you’re pointing that thing at me! I can’t believe you brought one when you were meeting with us.”

      From this angle, he could only see the edge of her eyes, but they were wide and again, it could’ve been anger, fear, or shock. Perhaps all three.

      Somehow, he had to stop this. He spread his open hands, non-threatening, and took a step around Is, trying to get into her view and George’s. No one needed any surprises right now, certainly not those two, with their fingers on their triggers. Vee edged closer to Mother.

      “Of course I did,” George spat, “Knigh can’t be trusted.”

      The air whooshed out of him as though he’d been punched in the gut. Can’t be trusted. I can’t be trusted.

      Such terrible judgement. Believing in Father. Believing in Mercia. His blood burned. His hands clenched.

      No. Wait. He was a captain and not because he’d passed some exam, but because their whole crew had chosen him. They trusted him and Vee, working together, and she’d asked him to be her co-captain because she trusted him. I want you here, beside me, where I can rely on you. And even before that, Perry had asked his advice, listened to him.

      He’d led in battle. He’d saved lives. He’d made Vee, the woman who was convinced everyone in the world would let her down—he’d made her believe in him.

      I can be trusted.

      “You’re wrong,” he somehow managed to say through his thick throat.

      At Mother’s side, Vee nodded, her brow tight as she glanced over her shoulder. She angled her body, blocking Mother from the guards closing in from the left. But more came in from all directions.

      “No, no.” Mercia raised his palm at them. “Back away, now.”

      Is sucked in a breath, side-stepping away from Knigh and the guards who’d crept up behind him. Shit. He followed Vee’s lead and positioned himself to shield Is. If he could get just a little closer to the brown-haired lieutenant at the front, he’d be able to grab the man’s pistol.

      “But, Sire, she has a—”

      “Yes, I’m quite aware. However, I’m ordering you to remain calm and back away this very instant.”

      Is pointed her pistol from Mercia to George and back again. “You tell them—”

      “My dear”—Mercia inclined his head, splaying his fingers like that would reinforce the fact he was unarmed—“I am telling—”

      Is shrieked as a hand closed on her elbow and an arm looped around her waist.

      The blood boiled in Knigh’s veins. Hellfire and damnation. The brown-haired guard was too far for him to dart and get his weapon. The one who’d grabbed Is held her between him and Knigh like a shield. She yelped as he twisted her arm, turning the gun away from Mercia.

      “Get off my sister,” George bellowed the words burning on Knigh’s tongue and leapt towards her, pistol flailing.

      This was a mess, a total and utter mess. Deep breaths. Control. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t thinking of Father. But he needed to act. If he could disarm the pair of them, he and Vee could deal with the rest of this madness, including Mercia’s treachery. He reached for George’s outstretched arm.

      “Oh”—Is tossed her head—“so you can point a gun at me, but—”

      A flash. Crack!

      Smoke rose.

      Another flash. Another crack.

      More smoke.

      That was George’s pistol. And Isabel’s.

      While everyone paused in a beat of shock and Isabel’s guard released her, his mouth dropping open, Knigh stayed the course. First, he yanked George’s pistol from his grasp, grunting at the burn of a freshly discharged firearm. Then, he turned to Is, who stared at the smoking gun in her hand, and snatched it from her.

      Breaths heaving, he blinked at her, then at George. No crimson. No spilling blood. Is peered down at herself; George patted his chest and belly. They both sighed, as though they realised in the same instant that they were unharmed.

      With trembling hands, he threw the pistols to the ground. “You stupid children—”

      “I’m not a child,” George snapped.

      “Well you’re bloody well acting like one.” He glared from him to Is. “You’re lucky neither of you were killed. What the hells were you thinking, bringing—?”

      “Knigh?” Vee’s voice, wavering.

      His heart stilled. Something was wrong.

      Very, very wrong.
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      He knew what he was going to see before he turned to her. He would find her clutching her bleeding chest, dropping to her knees, a look of mingled apology and shock on her face. But he turned anyway, the rest of the world dropping away into distant grey shapes.

      She was pale, mouth open, eyes wide, the exact look of mingled apology and shock that he’d expected. But she wasn’t staring at him. And she wasn’t clutching her chest. In fact, she wasn’t bleeding at all. Her gaze was on—

      “Mama!” He was already moving, already there, skidding to his knees and reaching out when she fell and he finally understood. Her sky blue gown, borrowed from Isabel, was stained with a deep wine purple that just kept spreading and spreading.

      She coughed and blood trickled from the corner of her mouth.

      He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. Couldn’t… couldn’t… reach for his gift. Why couldn’t he reach for…? His hand absently tugged at his wrist, dimly registering something cold there.

      “Mama.” Is and George were there, saying it over and over. “Sorry. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      Mama and I’m sorry and Mama.

      “Hush, hush, now,” she whispered with a red smile. “Just an accident. No one’s fault.”

      Vee knelt at his side, pressing over the blood that just kept spilling. “Knigh?” She looked at him like he could, but…

      But he couldn’t.

      “George”—she grabbed his hand and covered the wound—“hold here. Hard.” Then she turned to Knigh, tapped his cheek. “Knigh, Love. Let’s get this off, hmm? Yes?”

      She grabbed his wrist and—

      Oh. Oh! Of course. The iron bracelet. His conscious mind hadn’t understood, but his fingers had known. He pulled on it again, but its hinge and clasp didn’t budge.

      “Mama, I’m so sorry,” Isabel sobbed.

      “Forgive me.” George pushed on the wound even as tears streamed down his cheeks.

      Knigh tugged at the bracelet again. Again.

      “There’s nothing to forgive, my loves.” Mama touched Isabel’s cheek, George’s. “You mustn’t blame yourselves. I couldn’t rest knowing you lived like that.” She cupped Knigh’s cheek, leaving a smear of something warm behind.

      “You won’t rest,” he growled, muscles straining as he hooked the toe of his boot through the bracelet and heaved.

      “Just know I love you all, and I don’t want you living in the past,” Mama went on, like he hadn’t said a word. “Don’t immerse yourselves in wrongs—yours or others, especially if there’s nothing you can do about them. I did that with your father…” Her laugh gurgled. “What a waste of singing; what a waste of life. Do what you can to mend the here and now… to make the future better.”

      With a hiss, Vee grabbed the other side of the bracelet. The sickly stink of scorched flesh seared his nostrils. She shook, sweat breaking on her brow as she gripped so hard, her knuckles went white.

      “Go find your island.” Mama’s voice wasn’t much more than a breath. “Make a new place, a new home, one with your own rules. Live.” She wheezed and coughed again. “Live.”

      “Now,” Vee gritted out, and as one, they pulled.

      Metal groaned. Vee fell back with a cry.

      The bracelet was gone, that glass wall with it.

      He reached for his gift and—

      “Mama?” Isabel’s voice, sharp and high. “Mama!”

      No reply.

      George shook her.

      Her gaze went on and on into the distance, into nowhere.

      Knigh’s gift surged, ready to answer his command, but…

      But she was gone.

      Gone.

      Face tingling, he pressed his hand over the red hole in her gown and reached out with the weak gold glow of his magic.

      But there was nothing. No pumping blood to divert and multiply. No spark in flesh and muscle to knit together.

      Nothing.

      “George.” It was Mercia’s voice, cracking. “George, come… come on, my love.” He paused and there was the dim sense of movement on the edge of Knigh’s sight. “I’m sorry, but we need to go.”

      Crack. Crack.

      Gunshots. It was as though they broke through the shell he’d been living in, because now he could hear the rest of the world. Grunts and cries of fights breaking out in the park. Shouted orders. Fleeing footsteps in the market square.

      “You need to go, too.” Mercia again. “With no weapons, you’re sitting ducks.”

      Knigh blinked at him, found him slinging George’s arm over his shoulder and rising.

      “Back to the Sovereign,” Mercia shouted.

      His guards had formed a protective ring around them. The lieutenant glanced back with a frown. “But, Sire, the plan?”

      “Damn the plan.” One arm around George’s waist, Mercia pulled him away. “Go,” he said over his shoulder. “Take her and go.”

      George stumbled along, his tear-stained face turning back, one red hand reaching. He mouthed the word Mama, but no sound came out.

      Holding one hand awkwardly, Vee tried to lift Mama and failed. Her burnt hand, he realised. The iron.

      He raked his fingers through his hair, nails scraping over his scalp too hard. The pain scratched through the tingling numbness. Come on, Blackwood. Wake up. No time for shock. “I’ve got her.”

      Vee blinked up at him, her ashen colour all the more stark against the blood on her forehead. With a nod, she helped Is to her feet.

      Even with her full skirts, Mama was so light. That was the thing that cracked his heart. But there was no time for that, either, so he held her close and nodded to Vee as the tears fell. “You lead the way.”

      It was all he could do to put one foot in front of the other and follow.
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      Their flight to the Venatrix was a blank space. They must’ve escaped the harbour without incident, because he couldn’t remember any cannon fire, but then again, he couldn’t remember much of anything, only flashes of moments.

      The slight weight of Mama in his arms. Slick blood on his hands. Later, dried blood cracking at his knuckles. Muttering, I promise. Is stumbling along, shoulders hunched. Vee’s ashen face turning back to him over and over, a smear of blood on her brow. Leaving Mama with Lizzy in sickbay. I promise.

      By the time he and Vee helped Is to their cabin—now the larger captain’s cabin—the world was more solid and time had resumed working in its usual way. One moment flowed into another, instead of staccato snatches with no connective tissue.

      Is hadn’t stopped crying or blaming herself, and now they weren’t running, she shook and shook. He helped her to the bunk and exchanged a look with Vee. Her tense jaw and the clean lines running through the blood and dust on her cheeks said she was sorry. He nodded to the door—she would have to captain alone for a while. Is needed him.

      As the kittens came to investigate this new arrival, he sat with her, stroked her back, insisted it was an accident. Again and again.

      George. Was he blaming himself, too? Was Mercia doing the same for him? He couldn’t picture that man being soft and comforting, but the way he’d spoken to George…

      As impossible as it was to conceive, it was as Vee had said: the man cared about his brother. Genuinely.

      Although this wouldn’t have happened if not for Mercia and his damn trap.

      That glimmer of hope for peace, for a return to the world? Nothing more than lies. The whole meeting had been a distraction so he could steal back the map. A flash of Perry reassuring them Mercia’s men had failed—they’d spotted someone trying to sneak aboard and that was how the fight at the docks had broken out.

      And Mama…

      If that guard hadn’t grabbed Is… If Is and George hadn’t brought pistols… If he’d insisted Is and Mama stayed behind… If Mercia hadn’t arranged this meeting… If they’d never stolen the map from him in the first place… If George had never met Mercia… If he’d never served under the man…

      So many ifs had led to that moment. So many decisions that could have set them on a different course. But this was the way all those little choices had intersected, and now Mama lay in sickbay being cleaned by Lizzy, and Is lay here in a tight bundle of tears.

      Flotsam pushed onto his lap and butted into his hand, demanding strokes. It was something to do with his hands while he sat with Is, answering her self-blame with love. Maybe the other kittens agreed with him, because Jetsam, Anchor, and Cable tucked themselves around her and purred in concert.

      She’d made a foolish mistake in taking a gun, but the fault wasn’t hers alone, and hadn’t Mama begged her and George not to blame themselves with her dying words?

      The world blurred.

      Much later, Is calmed into a staring kind of exhaustion, and her hand found Cable’s head, absently petting the little smoky tabby. Knigh managed to persuade her to drink some brandy he found at the back of a cabinet and take a few pieces of chocolate from Vee’s stash. She hadn’t accepted any of his insistence that she wasn’t to blame.

      He swirled his own glass, peering into the rich coppery brown. “I owe you an apology, Is.”

      She snorted a humourless laugh and scratched Cable’s chin. “You’re joking, aren’t you?”

      “Do you think today is a day for jokes?”

      She stared at him with bloodshot eyes, blinked, then shook her head.

      “I’m sorry for tipping the domino that tore your life apart.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together and her jaw hardened. “Do you really think that’s relevant today?”

      “It’s never been more relevant.” He took a sip of brandy. Its sweet burn was the first physical sensation to truly register through the numb haze that had surrounded him since… since…

      He swallowed thickly and shook his head. “You and Mama would never have been here if not for me leaving the Navy. This is ultimately my fault.”

      Is jolted upright, eyes wide, sending the kittens scattering. “That isn’t true. Knigh, no. You can’t blame yourself for this.”

      He sat back. “I could say the same to you.”

      She twitched away.

      “No, you shouldn’t have taken a pistol with you, but did you intend to pull the trigger? Could you have ever foreseen that outcome? Would we have been there if not for Mercia’s actions and enmity? Would we have been there if not for my actions? Would that have happened if not for Mercia’s treachery?” With a sigh, he shook his head. “So many factors came together to create that perfect storm today.”

      Gaze distant, Is leant back against the pillows. Her silence suggested she was sifting through everything he’d just said, perhaps searching for other contributors. After a long while, she drew a deep breath and gulped the last of her brandy.

      “We don’t even know if…” His voice rasped, close to breaking as his throat thickened. “If it was your pistol or George’s, and we’ll never know for sure. Would you want George to torture himself like this over an accident?”

      “Oh, George!” Her eyes went wide, filling with tears, and she covered her mouth. “What must he…? Do you think he’s all right? I wish that idiot were here.”

      Something tugged at one side of his mouth. Perhaps it was a smile, but that seemed impossible right now. “I suspect he’s much the same as you. But I hope not. And much as I hate Mercia, I hope he’s also reminding George that she begged you both not to blame yourselves.”

      “She was…” Her voice broke. “She was dying; she didn’t know what she was saying.”

      Mama’s pale, pale face. The blood on her lips. The way she’d reached for each of them, trying to comfort them as she was the one dying. Each moment was a crack running through him. His lip trembled.

      But he couldn’t crumble. Not yet. He had to look after Is.

      With a long inhale and an even longer gulp of brandy, he dragged himself together.

      When he held up the bottle, she accepted a top-up. “Is.” He sighed, replacing the lid. “Please don’t torture yourself. I’ve done enough of that for all of us.” It was definitely a smile tugging on his mouth now, a bitter, sad one. “I’ve spent the past four years tied up in Father’s wrongs. It’s a dangerous net to tangle yourself in, and I don’t want to see you caught up in it.”

      She clutched the glass to her chest, tear-filled eyes staring as though she feared blinking would unleash another torrent. Her throat undulated in a slow swallow. “So that’s where you’ve been all this time.”

      So much like shrewd Aunt Tilda—of course she’d noted his emotional absence. “It isn’t a nice place, Isabel. Trust me.” Hadn’t he once warned Vee not to trust him? Now here he was asking for it, and no small voice at the back of his mind argued.

      He was worthy of trust. At long last.

      Isabel’s lips pursed before she took another sip of brandy and gave a slow blink. “This is strong stuff.”

      “Why do you think I chose it?”

      “Mm.” She nodded and downed the rest in one go before snuggling into the pillows. “Good choice.”

      He pulled a blanket around her. “Do you think you might sleep now?”

      Eyelids drooping, she nodded. He sat with her, watching until her breaths fell into the slow rhythm of sleep.

      At last, his shoulders eased. It would take time, but at least she was in a better place than she’d been earlier. That tiny step was still progress. And if she took another step back tomorrow or the next day, well, he’d be there.

      He scrubbed his face. He must’ve washed his hands at some point, in sickbay, perhaps, because they were mostly clean, but lines of brownish red followed the edges of his nails and lingered in the creases of his knuckles. He stared at them an unknown amount of time, all those flashes coming back.

      Mama. Blood. Two gunshots. Smoke. Vee’s ashen face.

      Vee. Where was she? This was their cabin. He hadn’t even thought through putting Is to bed in here. He’d have to sling a hammock somewhere. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      It tugged on his chest. He needed Vee. Needed to find her, to feel her arms around him, to close his eyes and listen to her voice. He’d be able to crumble then, but not yet. Not yet.

      And perhaps she knew that, because when he opened the door, there she was. The way she looked at him, so soft, so sad, it made all the cracks open up. A deep ache bubbled through the widening gaps.

      He stumbled into Vee’s open arms.

      Mama was gone.
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      A lone canvas-wrapped figure lay on the Venatrix’s deck. The sight always gripped Vice’s throat and sent her back years, when Avice stood on The Morrigan’s deck, and Evered’s body lay upon it.

      When she realised her thumb was rubbing the opal ring, she pulled it away. Eyes squeezed shut, she took a long, shuddering breath. She was Vice, not Avice, and this wasn’t Evered’s funeral. Knigh needed her today.

      She gripped his hand, trying to push strength down that connection. I’m here.

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, and his chin lowered a touch in acknowledgement. He pulled her closer until they stood shoulder to shoulder.

      Given the choice, that’s where she’d stay. Last night, she’d stuck to him, helping him to bed in their old cabin, now Perry’s. “She’s a good friend,” he’d choked out around his tears.

      “The best,” she’d agreed, stroking his hair.

      She’d sat with him, listening to his grief, letting him cry, holding him close. He’d apologised, explained that he’d spent the day trying to be strong for Is, but he had nothing left and he couldn’t stop crying. “I’m so weak.”

      She’d told herself a hundred times that soft feelings were weak, crying included, but hearing that from him? Its wrongness physically hurt. Cupping his cheek, she’d made him meet her gaze. “You cry. You feel. This isn’t weak. This is living. This is loving.” He hadn’t said anything more about weakness after that.

      This morning, she’d spotted his knees were still grazed. He must not have noticed through the haze of grief. He’d healed himself and then insisted on healing the burns on her fingers from tearing off his iron bracelet. She’d watched as the blisters disappeared.

      If only people’s hearts and minds were so easily mended.

      Once everyone had gathered, Knigh’s grip on her hand tightened, then he released her and stepped forward. She edged into the gap he left beside Isabel and touched her bowed shoulder.

      “You know how we lost my mother. But I want to say a few words about her life.” His red-rimmed eyes turned to the body at his feet.

      He and Is had sewn the canvas closed themselves. Is had pierced her fingers pushing the needle through the stiff fabric but refused his healing. She’d said she wanted to remember. Maybe she thought she deserved the pain, too.

      “Helaine Villiers was an intelligent and gentle woman.” He lifted his chin, throat rippling as he swallowed. “She married a man who didn’t deserve her, but she didn’t let that stop her inspiring and teaching all three of her children. She reminded us to temper intellect with kindness, to marry firmness with fairness, and to always, always sing.”

      The wind picked up, then, as though it agreed and its faint whistle and flapping canvas were its answering song.

      He nodded to Aedan and they lifted his mother’s body between them.

      “From the sea we come.” Vice joined in the murmur, the words deep and cold, like an ocean trench. Maybe the familiarity, the repetition was meant to be a comfort.

      But not for her. Not when that first time had been so painful, and not when this time marked the man she loved losing his mother in such tragic circumstances.

      After helping his sister all day, he’d seemed so broken last night, but here he was, holding his mother’s canvas-wrapped body with his back straight, his shoulders square.

      “On the sea, we live.” Even his voice was firm amongst the chorus.

      With a strangled sound, Is clutched Vice’s hand, grip shaking.

      Of course. That was it. He was still trying to be strong for Is, maybe even for their whole crew.

      She would shoulder both burdens with him. But what could she say to a girl who might’ve accidentally killed her own mother? Words had never been her forte, after all. All she could do was hold on tight and rub her arm. Gods, give her strength, please.

      “On the sea, we die.”

      Knigh and Aedan approached the rail and lifted her. Aedan held his friend’s gaze, no doubt trying to offer comfort in these final moments.

      “To the sea, we return.”

      With a single swing, they sent her over. A splash, and then she was gone. Isabel’s shoulders shook and Vice hugged her close, letting her cry against her chest. Knigh paused at the rail and silence reigned over the Venatrix as more than a hundred heads bowed in respect and shared grief for their captain.

      When Knigh turned, his mouth had set in a straight line. Below his frown, his eyes were flinty as he regarded their crew.

      “Mercia’s treachery at Borikén yesterday has made it clear: there is no turning back to the old ways, to our old lives. And my mother agreed.” His jaw ticked like he was clinging onto determination in an attempt to hold himself together.

      Her heart ached for him. Her fingertips itched to stroke his hair and smooth his furrowed brow. Instead, it was Isabel’s hair she stroked.

      “We gave him a chance.”

      On any other day, in any other circumstances, she’d have laughed bitterly at that. Good gods, had they given him a chance. And he’d proven himself just as, well, just as cunning as she or Knigh. His Royal Slyness had never been such an accurate nickname. And yet…

      When she’d realised Knigh’s mother had passed on, she’d looked up, vision blurred from crying. She’d found herself face to face with Mercia, his anguished expression the mirror of her own, his cheeks tear-streaked. His attempts to comfort George hadn’t been so different from hers with Knigh.

      Was he a monster or something far more complicated, like the kraken?

      Knigh hammered his fist into his palm. “We gave him and the old ways of Albion a chance, but they’re corrupt, nepotistic, outdated. A system that gives a man like him power over the lives of hundreds. Laws that state a woman is little more than her husband’s property while handing him everything that is hers.” He must’ve been thinking of his mother and how she’d lost everything she’d brought to the marriage. But his grey eyes turned to Vice, so maybe he also thought of how Evered had treated her. “I don’t want any part of that.

      “We must forge forward and create a new way of life. As my mother lay dying, she said, ‘Do what you can to mend the here and now, to make the future better. Go find your island. Make a new place, a new home, one with your own rules. Live.’” His voice cracked on the last word, and he stopped, chest rising and falling as he dragged in several breaths.

      “That was her dying wish and she was right. There is no way back, only forward. We can’t sail against the wind. The Royal Navy was never going to let Nassau shelter pirates indefinitely. Whether it was next year or next century, it was always going to fall eventually. But Sanctuary? My mother believed in Sanctuary. And so do I.”

      His gaze fell distant. “Her last lesson still burns in me: there’s no time to waste; life is too short. And I promised her I’d live.”

      Those words burned in Vice, too. She’d already spoken to the council, leaving him to spend the time with Is. Before, they’d agreed to the meeting with Mercia, to giving the old ways that chance, and this morning they’d agreed to press on to Sanctuary as quickly as possible. Even those who’d been reluctant before had given grim nods. Mercia’s treachery had sealed it for them: there was no going back, no chance for peace.

      Sanctuary was their only option.

      And deeper than that, his words burned for her own mama. For the heart-wrenching possibility of losing her. What if she died tomorrow? She’d go to the next place believing her youngest daughter dead, and there would be no chance for Vice to try and fix her broken promise.

      “So.” Knigh breathed a heavy sigh. “Give us every sail. Let’s get to Sanctuary. Let’s live.”
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      It was a week before they found the storm; a week where sickness swept through several of their ships, taking advantage of the close living conditions. Just as news of the sick had grated on Knigh and his desire to save them with his gift, even though there were too many, these clouds grated on Vice’s bones. Their dark shapes sat in the middle of the sea, contained to one area.

      An unnatural storm.

      She exchanged a look with Knigh on the helm. He was a little paler than usual and shadows ringed his eyes, but he canted his head in question. “This is the right area. Is that…?” His gaze returned to the churning clouds threaded with lightning.

      “It isn’t natural. Let’s see if it’s hiding anything.” She opened her awareness, breaths rising and falling with the sea. She raced through the waves, was the waves, and when she reached the churning water beneath the storm, she found—

      “Land.” Heart leaping, she clutched his sleeve and circled the solid shape—shapes in the water. “Two islands.”

      “Two?” The word was a breath, almost a laugh. “Large? Small?”

      “Hmm.” It was difficult to get an idea of human scale when feeling with something as vast and eternal as the sea, but the islands couldn’t be much smaller than the storm surrounding them—large enough for everyone. Hells one of the islands alone could probably house everyone comfortably. She blinked back from the sea and smiled up at him. “Big enough for us all.”

      For the first time in days, he smiled back. “You did it, Vee.”

      “We did it. But”—she cracked her neck and drew a deep breath—“we need to get there, yet.”

      He nodded, mouth setting in a determined line, arm coming around her as he took the Venatrix in closer. “Focus on the storm; I have you and I have the ship.”

      On her next exhalation, Vice gave herself to the sky. What looked like a solid storm from the outside was actually a ring.

      Just as she had with Mercia approaching the island with the cipher key, she reached into the wellspring. The crackling energy snaked up her arm, fizzed in her veins, raced along her nerves, part pleasure, part pain. It shook through her, seeking release.

      She aimed at the ribbon of unnatural storm ahead and let go.

      Roaring wind, seething waves. Ice blue lightning and the crack of thunder. Writhing clouds and pelting rain. It all fought her.

      Already up to her elbow in the wellspring, she reached in deeper, to her shoulder. Its power burned through her now, tingling across her skin, shredding at her sense of self, trying to pull her under.

      But she was Vice. She’d used the wellspring before, and she would master it again.

      Hand closing into a fist, she held it like a cracking whip with a mind of its own, and she willed it to pull apart the very fabric of the storm.

      Lightning fizzled out. Thunder silenced. The wind’s roar calmed to a sigh, no longer stirring up ship-killing waves. The rain stopped, and the clouds fragmented and fluttered apart, the storm’s end as unnatural as its origin.

      When she blinked back to herself, Knigh’s arm was around her waist, keeping her upright as she swayed, but he’d gone very still. The deck was silent.

      Above, the sun beamed across a clear sky and ahead…

      Her breath caught and she scrubbed her eyes, because that couldn’t be.

      A broad harbour glittered in the sunshine. Ships at rest dotted the water.

      Ships. And jetties beyond, and beyond that, wharves and towers, houses and shops.

      Sanctuary was no uninhabited island—it was a thriving town.
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      With the storm gone, they pulled into the harbour. The rest of the fleet hung back as per Knigh’s instruction. Between Vee’s gift and his hand at the wheel, they could easily manoeuvre the Venatrix through any obstacles like shallow reefs or narrow gaps between rocks. That was what they’d expected to find, but this?

      This?

      A bustling port town. Figures at the docks working, turning to them. Distant cries. A bell—two bells. Three.

      Alarms.

      “Vee,” he said in low warning and gripped the wheel with both hands, ready to act or react.

      She blinked as though waking from the shock of discovery.

      Perhaps these people weren’t friendly. Perhaps they didn’t think the Venatrix was friendly. His pulse marched just that little bit faster.

      A burst of activity broke out at a small fort on a rocky headland at the north end of the bay, mirrored moments later by another at the south. Cannon turning. Damnation.

      Two frigates manoeuvred on the spot, so unnatural they must’ve been aided by sea witches. Regardless of how it happened, the movement was turning their port sides to face the Venatrix.

      Ready to attack.

      Feet planted, he tightened his grip on the wheel. “We’re going to need to—”

      “Shit, I see it.” She covered his hand with hers. “I’m ready.”

      The two frigates still turned, creaking as they went, their sails stowed rather than full of wind. The wrongness of a ship moving so unerringly without a single scrap of sail made him shudder. Only their flags fluttered in the breeze.

      Their purple flags. An unusual colour and design, with a white lightning bolt. Familiar, somehow, and not only because every vessel in the bay was flying one.

      He gasped. The same flag Vee had brought back from another storm-shrouded island.

      And flags identified friend from foe, didn’t they? Perhaps—

      Boom.

      A gout of water, yards from port. A warning shot.

      Perhaps he was wrong, but…

      He ran from the wheel. “I’ll be back,” he called over his shoulder and leapt over the rail down to the main deck. Vee’s objections echoed after him, but he was already beneath the quarterdeck and sprinting for their cabin. It took seconds to grab the matching purple flag from their chest, but in that time another boom of cannon split the air. The ship didn’t shake in response. A miss.

      But there was no time to thank the gods, because he was already running back outside, letting the flag unfurl in his wake. It was the perfect size to fly from a vessel—he should’ve realised. He took the steps to the quarterdeck two at a time and waved the flag over the rail to port.

      “What are you…?” Vee stared after him as he took the flag to starboard.

      He panted but didn’t dare stop waving it left and right, letting the island’s ships and forts see it. A moment later, a gentle breeze tugged on the linen, flying it without any effort from him. She’d realised he hadn’t just been seized by madness and was using her gift to help.

      And… and the islanders hadn’t fired again. A minute passed with no more cannon fire, only an uneasy quiet. Another minute.

      It had worked.

      He ordered the flag hoisted and returned to the helm as Vee’s gift glided them towards an empty berth.

      Her shoulders sank when he approached. “How did you know?”

      Chest still heaving, he shook his head. “I wasn’t sure, but the other ships…”

      “They’re flying the same flag. Of course.” With a tight smile, she touched his arm. “That quick thinking just saved us a fight.”

      Lips pursed, he surveyed the jetty ahead. Dockhands gathered, their profession obvious from their practical clothes and brawny arms. They swapped looks, expressions tense, then glanced at the Venatrix’s new flag and out to open water. The storm hadn’t reformed yet.

      When Clovis and Aedan threw their mooring lines to the dockers, the islanders caught them deftly and helped moor the ship, but they did so in silence.

      Knigh and Vee made their way to the main deck, and he took the opportunity to inspect the folk working, in case that might give a clue as to who they were and where they came from. They wore shirts with the sleeves rolled up, breeches or skirts with the hems tucked into pockets, all in shades of red, purple, blue, and sunshine yellow. Albionic styles in Arawakéan colours. All tanned, they looked much like any pirate crew with complexions ranging from light gold to deep jasper and rich bronze and hair that toned from straw to ebony and every shade in between, even bright autumn red.

      They worked efficiently but paused with their gangway on the docks, not yet closing the gap. Not yet welcoming the Venatrix or inviting them to cross.

      Vee nudged him and bent close. “Do you think they speak Albionic? I wasn’t expecting…”

      None of them had been expecting any of this, never mind had stopped to consider what language the island’s inhabitants might speak. How were there people here? They appeared to be a mix of folk from Europa, Alkebulan south of there, and Arawaké. Had they been here since Drake’s time or were they more recent arrivals? Beyond the docks, the town seemed to be built of stone and stucco, sprawling across a low hill, with the bay bracketed by those two forts. Established.

      They’d found their island—two, in fact—but it was already a community. What did that mean for the fleet?

      Vee cleared her throat. “Hello? Hola? Bonjour?” She glanced from one to another and repeated her greetings in three of the local languages, then Latium and Ancient Hellenic, and another two he didn’t recognise.

      No one responded, but at last, the dockers slid the gangway into place and parted. Two women and a man stepped into the gap, mouths tight, frowns creasing their faces. More people flanked them, some with hands on the hilts of their blades, others with rifles levelled.

      Not good. But they left a space at the end of the gangway as though expecting someone from the Venatrix to cross.

      “We understand you,” one of the women said, her voice a low, authoritative contralto. Her hair was black, just brushing the olive skin of her shoulders. She wore smart green breeches and a sky blue blouse that hung off her shoulders. In her hair nestled a red dragon clip that snatched his breath. Its design was the mirror of Vee’s pin. The woman’s jaw flexed as she glared back at him.

      Swallowing, he showed his palms and approached the ramp, Vee at his side. “We’re sorry to arrive uninvited.” He took one step onto the gangway. “We weren’t expecting anyone to be here. We mean no harm.” Admittedly, they were a well-armed ship for their size, so that might be hard to believe.

      Vee followed his lead, her shoulder brushing his like a reminder: we’re doing this together. “We were searching for something on a very old map.”

      “Whatever your intentions, you have already done harm—great harm.” The black-haired woman’s scowl deepened. “Come. You must account for your actions, and there must be a reckoning for their cost.”
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      The large and airy chamber housed a round table. Its walls were decorated with brightly woven textiles in geometric patterns that drew Vice’s gaze along their lines. Their beauty did nothing to ease the knot coiling in her stomach. A reckoning. What did that mean? What had they done?

      All the way here, she’d played over and over their actions on arrival, searching for the harm they’d inadvertently and unwittingly caused. Islanders had watched her and Knigh pass, eyes wide, speaking behind their hands. Someone had called the black-haired woman Olwen and asked what had happened; she’d only shaken her head. Most remained silent, staring out at the bay, covering their mouths, shaking their heads. Was it the sight of the unknown ship flying their flag or something else? Was the harm that obvious to them?

      Out beyond the bay, the rest of Nassau’s fleet waited. Did they fear the sight of such a large force? Did the fleet look like invaders?

      Head pounding, Vice scrubbed her face as more folk filed into the room, until a dozen stood behind the chairs surrounding the table, all shooting her and Knigh glares. Maybe one or two were tinged with curiosity. Olwen had pointed her and Knigh to a pair of mismatched seats, as though someone had hurriedly shoved them in place to accommodate the additions.

      “Before the gods of here and our blood,” Olwen intoned, “we call this meeting of the Chamber to order.” At her nod, her colleagues sat, and exchanging a glance, Vice and Knigh followed suit.

      Her heart hammered and that knot in her stomach added another tangle to its growing mass. At least the moot had been a friendly crowd. This one? Definitely not.

      “Whatever damage we’ve caused”—she leant forward, fingers splayed across the smooth wood of the table as though that would anchor her—“I’m sorry. We came here because we need help. We have no home, we have people who are sick, and our supplies are running low. I am sorry, truly, but we had nowhere else to turn.”

      “You have all the world out there.” A grey-haired man with an eyepatch steepled his fingers over the great table. “An entire world, and yet you came to our little islands and tore away our only remaining protection.”

      Only protection. The storm still hadn’t reformed by the time they’d entered this building. The folk they’d passed had stared out at the bay, shocked, afraid.

      Chest tight, she turned to Knigh. His face was still, mask in place as though he didn’t want to reveal anything to these strangers, but the way he looked at her sidelong, yes, he wondered the same thing.

      Olwen shook her head now, a look of bone-crushing disappointment on her face. “You destroyed our storm.”

      A low sound came from deep in Vice’s body, like that tightness had squeezed it out. There it was. Confirmation. She must’ve drawn too much from the wellspring and destroyed the storm permanently, rather than only opening a temporary path through it. Shit. Shit!

      Not only was that storm supposed to shield their fleet from Mercia and any other danger, but now its absence left all these people vulnerable. Their homes, their lives: they could be as easily crushed as Nassau had been.

      Shaking her head, she clutched her chest, the cold shame and bitter dread pumping through every vein. Beneath the table, Knigh grabbed her hand, squeezed, but his warmth wasn’t enough.

      “That storm has raged for two centuries,” Olwen went on, “has kept us secret, kept us safe for two centuries, and you broke it because you wanted to dock here, when there are a hundred other places out there you could’ve docked.”

      Vice couldn’t stop shaking her head, but she also couldn’t push anything more than air out from her mouth. No words, no explanation, only air that burned her lungs.

      “We couldn’t.” Knigh’s face was cool and calm, but his grip on her hand was a fierce comfort, the only hint of the man he truly was. “We are hunted by our own Navy. They destroyed our home. We stop in a port for provisions, they come. We anchor in a quiet cove for too long, they come. They have found our allies, and they have hanged them.” His carefully enunciated words cut through the air, thrumming with tension like a blade about to snap. “We had a map that led here. We thought the storm would protect us. We never meant to destroy it.”

      A slow frown pulled the man’s grey eyebrows together, one only just visible at the edge of his patch. “You’re fae-touched.” He turned a curious smile on Olwen. “I can feel it in his words—fae charm.”

      “He’s the one who broke it, then.” She was small, with a bronze braid coiled around her head that gave her a homely air, but her eyes glinted more fiercely than those of someone twice her size, and she turned them upon Knigh.

      He pressed his lips together, not denying it. Protecting her, perhaps. Certainly not revealing too much to these people who were looking more like foe than friend.

      But could she blame them? She had just obliterated the one thing shielding them from the outside world. If that had happened to her, she wouldn’t have stopped at a couple of cannon blasts. Daggers, tongues, cutting out—all of it. She’d have been too full of rage and fear to stop.

      Didn’t she owe them? Might cooperating not turn them into friends… or at least further from foes?

      “No.” Olwen pinched her lip and shook her head. “He must be fae-blooded. That kind of power…” Eyes narrowed, she inspected him anew.

      “How did you manage it?” The black-eyed woman tilted her head to Olwen. “Maybe he can rebuild it,” she said as an aside.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Sancha,” the man spluttered.

      Murmurs rippled across the table and several raised their voices in response, calling out his name in admonishment: Torsten. Some questioned whether it was possible to recreate the storm, others told him that wasn’t suitable address for the table.

      Torsten bowed his head. “I apologise to you, Sancha, and to the rest of the Chamber and the gods of here and our blood, I got carried away. It has been a trying day. Please forgive me.”

      Around the table, everyone touched their brows and inclined their heads.

      “The storm has been weaker recently,” Sancha went on, as though all was indeed forgiven and they hadn’t paused for the apology. “Perhaps it didn’t take much to break.”

      “Hmm.” Olwen pursed her lips. “A sea witch who didn’t understand the shield could break the whole thing if they pressed in the wrong place, but…”

      “It would still require a great deal of power.” Sancha nodded slowly. “More than one fae-touched person could wield. Otherwise every time we train a new sea witch, they’d risk shattering the shield, and that hasn’t happened in two centuries.”

      Maybe knowing how the storm had been broken would allow them to fix it. Vice chewed her lip.

      “So he’s blooded, then, yes?” Torsten’s blue eye widened, an eager light in it.

      Olwen tilted her head. “Well, sea witch?”

      Knigh’s jaw flexed in time with his fingers tightening on hers. “I—”

      “I’m the sea witch. And I am fae-blooded.” Her voice echoed through the chamber, settling into the silence left by the staring Chamber members.

      Knigh exhaled through his nose, mouth flat. She could practically hear him berating her for giving out too much information to these people who were an unknown quantity. But his silence wasn’t winning anyone’s trust and her cooperation just might.

      “I am truly sorry,” she went on. “I didn’t realise I would break it by using the wellspring’s power. And if I could bring your shield back, I would. I can pull a storm from a clear sky, but I have no idea how to make a permanent one.”

      Olwen’s mouth twisted, like she was testing a response before giving it. “So you tried to clear a path and instead broke it entirely?”

      “Yes. I did the same at another island, but the storm returned after. I don’t know what happened this time…” She winced and glanced at Sancha, who watched intently. She seemed to know about sea witches and this storm. “Are you sure it won’t come back on its own?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was firm, filling the chamber. “I can feel it’s gone.”

      Vice’s shoulders sank. She’d broken something that couldn’t be fixed. Something that had stood for two hundred years, keeping these people safe. And in a matter of minutes, she’d destroyed it. Knigh rubbed the back of her hand, but it wasn’t going to fix this, was it? Nothing would.

      Torsten cleared his throat, and when Vice looked up, his glinting eye was on her. “The question we should be asking is: how in the world did you find us?” He swapped glances with Olwen.

      She explained about the Copper Drake and clues they’d found, with Knigh adding a few comments, slowly emerging from his reticence.

      “So”—she gestured to the chamber—“we came here seeking sanctuary.”

      The room hissed with the sound of half a dozen breaths being drawn at once.

      She blinked. What had sparked that reaction exactly? The idea of them needing protection or the word sanctuary? “We thought we’d find a new home here, but we see this isn’t empty land. And yet we still need your help. Please? Even if it’s only while we work out a new option.”

      “There are no other options.” Knigh surveyed them, jaw set. “We need a home.”

      But the dozen Chamber members were too busy muttering about sanctuary.

      “… means we have to help.”

      “We didn’t make that promise.”

      “No, but our ancestors did, and we’re bound by it all the same. Besides, she’s a sea witch—”

      “But she isn’t fleeing conscription and she was never in the Navy herself—she said so in her tale. It doesn’t count under the terms—”

      “Terms!” One woman with piercing green eyes sucked her teeth. “This isn’t a negotiation to buy plantain from some dodgy merchant at the market. This is a sea witch seeking sanctuary with us. That is our founding purpose. It is our name for a reason, and names are power. You can’t weasel your way out of this through a loophole.”

      “Tove’s right. They are fleeing naval hostility. A lot of it, too. A whole town. Such destruction. So many lives lost.”

      Sancha sat back with a sigh. “Gods know we could use another sea witch with Hesta missing.”

      “You are good and noble, Tove, but what if their intentions aren’t?”

      Olwen raised her open hands and called for quiet. “As you can see, your request for sanctuary has given us much to discuss. While we consider, you may bring your injured and sick ashore and your ships into the harbour’s shelter, but the crews must stay aboard. We will send fresh food and water to your vessels.” She gestured towards the doors and a young woman approached. “Ana will show you to a place where you will stay tonight. You may bring ten members of your crew. Other than your ten guests and the sick and injured, no one else may set foot in Sanctuary, and your people will remain under guard. You understand?”

      They couldn’t have strangers running around their town, especially not when those strangers were still under suspicion. “We do.”

      When Olwen cocked her head at Knigh, he nodded.

      It was only after they’d left the chamber that Vice could take an easy breath. The air in there had been thick with tension, and it left her head hammering. She and Knigh held hands as they followed Ana in silence.

      They’d finally, finally found Drake’s treasure and led a whole fleet to Sanctuary. And yet after everything, whether or not they could stay would be decided in that chamber without them.
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      It was the next morning before the Chamber reached a decision. Ana returned to collect Vice and Knigh and they walked to the chamber in tense silence. The knot in Vice’s belly hadn’t eased, despite the pleasant house they’d stayed in, with Perry, Isabel, and others from the Venatrix. Knigh had pointed out there were twelve of them to match Sanctuary’s twelve council members. Did that mean something or did they just like the symmetry?

      The Chamber members stood behind their chairs when she and Knigh entered through the great double doors. The two mismatched seats remained where they’d left them yesterday, and once they took their places behind them, the members repeated the words from the beginning of yesterday’s meeting before sitting.

      “We have reached a decision,” Olwen announced.

      Vice reached for Knigh’s hand. The future of the whole fleet rested on this. Could she have just temporarily dissipated the storm instead of destroying it? Was there some way she could’ve set them off on better footing? Those questions had plagued her all night and here they still lingered, not burned away like dreams or dew in the dawn sun.

      With a firm nod, he sandwiched her hand between both of his, the moment of softness hidden by the table. His face was all calm, blank business.

      “You may have gathered from our discussions yesterday that Sanctuary has remained a secret for two hundred years. We allow no outsiders.”

      Vice’s stomach dropped like that knot inside it was made of lead.

      “When we visit other ports,” Olwen went on, “we pose as merchants from other Arawakéan countries. But the world is a smaller place than it once was. Our sea bustles with trade from Europa as well as”—she angled her head and Vice swore she caught a flicker of a smile—“pirates and smugglers looking to benefit from that trade. In time, our isolated location will be no protection. Our magic keeps away the occasional passing ship, but what do we do when it becomes more than only occasional?”

      Around the table, heads dipped in thoughtful nods.

      “We need our shield.”

      Which she had broken. Her stomach was somewhere below the building’s foundations now.

      Olwen raised her chin, resolute. “And we need a shield out in the world, too. Our decision is to make you an offer.”

      Vice bit her lip. An offer wasn’t a no.

      Knigh rubbed the back of her hand. “And that is?”

      “We once lived on our sister island across the channel, Haven, as well as Sanctuary, but over the years, our numbers have dwindled and we abandoned the island. There are still houses there. Without too much work, they’d make good homes.”

      Vice straightened. Was she saying…?

      “We will give you that land to settle, and you will deal with the outside world—trade deals, diplomacy”—Olwen waved her hand—“all of that nonsense, so we don’t have to. If…”

      Eyes burning where she didn’t dare blink, Vice held her breath. They could deal with other nations, take care of trade. Nassau had done that for years. And if it would give them a home, they could learn diplomacy. If…?

      “You reinstate the storm.”

      With a soft sound, she deflated. Knigh’s strokes stilled. They wanted the one thing she couldn’t do. “I can’t.” They were the bitterest words she’d ever had to say. “I don’t know how. If I did, I’d—”

      “We do.” Sancha sat up straight, eyes bright. “But we need a fae-blooded sea witch. We haven’t had one of those in a long while, but look what the sea has delivered.”

      Did that mean they needed her blood? Or just her magic?

      Knigh cleared his throat and glanced at her, concern in his eyes as though he’d had the same thought. “You need a fae-blooded sea witch. What does that mean, exactly?”

      “We have fae-touched and fae-blooded folk, descendants from our Albionic founders. But we also have our own magic that blends the cultures and religions all our founders brought to Sanctuary.”

      That made an odd kind of sense. Just like religious belief varied across the world, so too did magic. Often the two went hand in hand where different deities had gifted their followers with their own tools to access magic. Some argued Albionic deities were merely ancient, powerful fae who’d glutted themselves on magic when the world was young, and had passed into legend and then into godhood in the stories of humans.

      It still didn’t explain how she could reinstate the storm.

      “And?” She gestured for Sancha to continue.

      “You access the wellspring, yes?” Vice had barely nodded before she went on, “You must draw from the wellspring and your connection to the weather, while we use our ritual magic to pull your spirit from—”

      “Ease,” Olwen said. “We ease it out.”

      “—your body.”

      The knot in her gut froze. Her face tingled as the chamber took up a slow spin.

      Pull her spirit from her body. Ease it from her body. It still involved ripping out her essence. It was still insanity.

      “Only temporarily, of course,” Sancha said with a reassuring smile, like she was explaining to a child that they would have to wait until after dinner to have dessert, not telling someone she was going to tear their soul out of their body.

      But only temporarily.

      Well, that was fine, then, wasn’t it?

      Vice swallowed back a hysterical laugh.

      Maybe it looked like a smile, because Sancha nodded like she’d agreed. “Just while you create the storm and connect it to the wellspring, which will make it permanent, then we’ll help you back to your body.”

      Just. Only. Such casual words.

      And yet, hadn’t she just destroyed their only protection from the outside world? After the way Mercia had crushed Nassau, she couldn’t blame them for wanting no part in it. Wasn’t that why she and Knigh had led the fleet here? A fresh start in a safe place away from people like him.

      Sancha went on, but Vice only caught the odd word. Wellspring. Storm. Haven.

      After yesterday, didn’t she owe the islanders? She owed the people of Nassau too. They’d trusted her to bring them to a new home. And her crew—she’d taken them for granted so long, she owed them many times over.

      Once upon a time, Knigh had told her I’ll do whatever it takes to get the job done. He’d meant capturing her, but he’d applied that same steadfast determination to so many other things since. Going after her on the Sovereign. Taming his berserker rage. Facing his feelings about his father. Saving her from the brink of death. And now he went to his sister every day, trying to stop her tumbling down the endless pit of grief and self-blame he knew all too well.

      This job was one only she could do, and whatever it took meant relying upon these people, these strangers, and upon a magic she didn’t know or understand.

      Sancha had fallen quiet, an expectant look on her face like she’d just asked a question.

      Knigh shook his head, neck corded like he couldn’t do it hard enough. His chest rose on a breath and he opened his mouth to speak.

      But this was her responsibility. And much as she loved him, he couldn’t protect her from that.

      “I’ll do it.”

      Sancha beamed. Olwen’s shoulders sank on a sigh of relief that echoed across the table, all except for at Vice’s side.

      Knigh’s jaw twitched, and he gripped her hand so tight, it was as though he feared they were trying to pull her soul out right then and there.

      “How do we do this?” She rose and glanced around the room, searching for whatever ritual equipment they might need.

      “Hold your sabrecats.” Olwen chuckled. “We need some time to prepare.”

      Sancha nodded, palms rubbing together as she said something about the full moon and luna water.

      “In the meantime,” Olwen went on, “you may begin clearing Haven. We’ll help with whatever building supplies you might need to get the houses there ready. We’ve kept the docks serviceable for access, so your ships will be able to moor.”

      Despite the risk to her very soul, Vice’s heart leapt. A home. They could begin building New Nassau. Though Haven was a better name: it was safety and a fresh start, just as the place would be.

      “I’ll let our people know.” She patted Knigh’s shoulder and they made for the exit, his movements stiff and sharp.

      “And, Vice?” Olwen turned once they were at the door. Her hazel eyes speared Vice in place as though they could reach that spirit she wanted to separate from her body. She inclined her head and something in her look softened as her eyebrows creased together. “Thank you.”

      Vice’s heart dipped at the reminder of that requirement to part soul from body, but she grinned like the cocky Pirate Queen. “Least I can do. Besides, it sounds like a real adventure.”

      Knigh gave a soft grunt, and they returned to the house in an even tenser silence than the one they’d arrived in.

      Once they were inside, Knigh ignored the questioning looks from the others and dragged her into their bedroom. He whirled on her, body trembling, gaze piercing. He shook his head as though he couldn’t even form words.

      Then she would. “I have to do this.”

      “You heard what they said about your soul, right?” His voice lashed the air, somewhere between fury, fear, and sheer disbelief. “You understand the risk?”

      “I do.” She laughed, an edge of hysteria to it. “Good gods, believe me, I do, Knigh. But I took that storm away. I led the fleet here—”

      “We did that.”

      “We did.” She pulled him closer, body arching to fit his despite the inch-wide gulf between them. “But this is something I alone can do.”

      His mouth flattened, and he looked away as though he hated the fact but couldn’t argue against it.

      “These people are relying on me, and our people are relying on me.”

      With a sigh, he lifted his gaze to hers and slid his hand against her cheek. She pressed into the roughness of his calluses. “Is it selfish of me to wish you hadn’t grown so much that you’re now running towards this responsibility? It is, isn’t it?”

      “Selfish, yes, but also sweet.” She gave him an apologetic smile and tugged on the front of his shirt. “I know you want me safe. It’s how I feel about you, which is another reason why I must do it. This also gives us a home on land, when we want it.”

      He grumbled and rested his forehead upon hers, hand slipping around her waist and pulling her flush against him. “I’m beginning to understand you hating it when Perry’s right. Can’t I just keep you to myself forever, away from everyone and anything that might hurt you?”

      “As appealing as that idea is, I suspect it’s not possible.” She slid her fingers around the back of his neck and ruffled the hair there, hoping he took as much comfort in their closeness as she did. “But even if it was, that isn’t living, is it?”

      He closed his eyes and swallowed. “It isn’t.” His voice was soft and thick. “And I promised Mama.”

      “And if there’s one thing I know about Knigh Blackwood: he doesn’t break promises.”

      He scoffed at that and his grip on her waist tightened. Maybe he appreciated her reminder of who he was: a man of duty and honour, despite everything.

      “I’ll let you in on a secret,” she whispered. “It’s one of the many, many things I love about him.”

      With that, she kissed him and showed him just how much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            FOUNDERS

          

        

        
          
            
            
          

        

      

    

    
      Ana showed Vee and Knigh the key places in Sanctuary, pointing out where they could get supplies. All the way, tension radiated off Vee. The ritualists needed the full moon to prepare a special water. Much as she undoubtedly wanted to leap into action, this couldn’t be rushed. He squeezed her shoulder as Ana led them into the main market square, passing shoppers and folk riding sabrecats.

      Sanctuary was a bustling town, comparable with Nassau, though fewer of their buildings were timber-built. Someone had painted thick white lines along the dark paving stones and some slabs were textured, with the dimples picked out in the same paint, so it appeared to be deliberate, but to what end, he couldn’t fathom. Ana led them along those lines, though, so perhaps they marked specific routes through the town.

      Their market stalls were much like the ones he’d seen in Redland and Kayracou Port, full of vibrant wares and fruit that sweetened the air and made his mouth water.

      The back of his neck prickled, and Vee shivered. Magic. From Vee’s reaction, she felt it too. But he couldn’t see anyone using a gift or performing a ritual. Perhaps this was some side-effect of their bond. There was still so much they didn’t know about their connection, but he gave her a reassuring smile and tilted his head at the statue in the square’s centre, just a few yards away. “That doesn’t look like Ser Francis Drake.”

      Indeed, it wasn’t only a man who looked nothing like Drake, with his clean-shaven chin and broad cheekbones, but at his side stood a woman in clothes not dissimilar to Isabel’s breeches and waistcoat. He was clearly some sort of hero, with a gleaming sword, and she held up one hand, fingers splayed, her eyes fixed on the sky.

      “That’s because it isn’t.” Ana brought them to a halt before the plinth that held the pair a few feet above the paved ground. She touched her brow and inclined her head as though greeting the statues. “Meet Fararin and Lettice Archer—the people who led you here.”

      “Lettice?” Vee’s eyes were round, and she jerked a step closer to the statue. “As in Drake’s sea witch?”

      Ana snorted. “Well, he was her admiral. She wasn’t his anything though.”

      Knigh frowned, that prickle still tracing his spine. “What do you mean, they led us here?”

      “The clues.” Ana cocked her head as though it were obvious, gaze distant. “You said you followed their clues to the treasure. Well”—she gestured to take in the square around them—“we are Lettice and Fararin’s treasure.”

      He blinked as the words ground their way into his head, wedging between incompatible ideas. Drake’s treasure. Drake’s clues. Drake’s…

      “Not Drake’s,” Vee breathed, fingers closing around his sleeve.

      “Never Drake’s.” Ana frowned, then her eyes widened. “Wait, has no one told you how we began?”

      He shook his head. “Only some obscure comments from the council.”

      “Ah, I see.” Hand outstretched, Ana approached the plinth and stopped when her fingertips brushed the stone.

      That gesture. Her distant, often-drifting gaze. Was she blind?

      In the village near his parents’ estate, they’d had a blind florist. She’d been able to see light and shade and a little colour, she’d told him, and she’d felt her way around arrangements. She said her fingers knew which flowers wanted to go together, and she must’ve done something right because aristocrats for miles around ordered her work for every ball and wedding.

      If Ana could see a little, she might be able to see those symbols painted on the pavement. Perhaps that was their purpose—to help Ana and others navigate through town.

      “Like most sea witches,” Ana went on, “Lettice was conscripted against her will. Before her power awakened, she’d had plans, a life.” She shrugged, fingertips tracing an inscription on one end of the plinth: Caliburn. “The Royal Navy didn’t care. Once they found out what she could do, she was theirs.”

      Vee stared up at Lettice’s bronze face with a look as dark as gathering storm clouds. He took her hand, a reminder that she’d escaped that fate, and their fingers interlaced.

      “At that time”—Ana canted her head—“the Hesperians had a strong presence in Arawaké. They invaded several smaller nations and tried to take on others. Albion thought they could endear themselves to the Union by taking them on.”

      “They hoped for a foothold here.” Vee nodded, mouth flat.

      “And trade. When Lettice arrived, she met Fararin, a local guide and resistance fighter. I hear they clashed at first, but as they worked together, something changed and, well, look: their hands say it all.”

      They held sword and sky, yes, but at the centre of their linked statue, their bronze fingers wove together. Just like his and Vee’s.

      They loved each other. They were a team. They were—“Co-captains.” Just like they’d read in the Copper Drake. Chest warm, eyes burning, he blinked up at their show of togetherness.

      Vee huffed in surprise. “They were the co-captains. The Copper Drake is theirs.”

      More ideas ground together like mismatched cogs, but that did explain some things. “You said Drake only spoke Albionic and a smattering of Hesperian.”

      “And yet the book’s in Latium.” The storm clouds had disappeared from her eyes and now they were a bright, clear turquoise as she grinned at him. “Of course it’s theirs.”

      Ana’s brow creased as she turned from the statue to them. “Book? You have something of theirs?”

      Together, they explained about the Copper Drake, and her eyes grew as big as saucers. “We—the Chamber, the country, would love to see that. If you—”

      “Of course,” he and Vee said at the same time.

      “Thank you.” Ana rubbed her heaving chest, her smile bright with excitement. “We have so few of their writings, but a whole book? The council will lose their minds.” Her warm laughter was infectious. “And,” she said when their chuckles had faded, “I’m sure it will help endear you to my kin who are… Shall we say, less convinced by your presence?”

      Vee shrugged. “We’d do it anyway.”

      “But that’s good to know.” He tugged her a little closer, letting their arms press together. Solidarity. Strength. Just like Lettice and Fararin watching over them. “We’ll take whatever help we can get.”

      As they walked to the Venatrix to fetch the Copper Drake, Ana told the rest of Sanctuary’s story: how Lettice had ended up taking over a ship whose captain had died in battle. How she and Fararin had worked together in command and fallen in love over the ship’s wheel. How she’d found herself pregnant and the prospect of her child being returned to Albion in order to keep her in service had been the final straw.

      Together with other conscripts and the former enslaved who found themselves far from home against their will, they’d planned a mutiny. But Drake was no fool and got wind of their plot.

      He didn’t crush it though; he negotiated. Some said it was because he was secretly in love with Lettice and wanted to see her happy, others claimed he was simply sympathetic to their plight. Unbeknownst to the Navy and to Albion, he helped them find these uninhabited islands and settle. When he returned, he kept their secret, claiming she and the others had been lost in battle. He swore to never tell, but to leave breadcrumb hints for sea witches to follow so they might escape conscription and a life owned by the Royal Navy.

      “Breadcrumb hints?” Vee arched an eyebrow as they boarded the Venatrix. “Try a series of fiendish and sometimes downright dangerous puzzles and clues that eventually lead here.”

      He scoffed and rubbed her shoulder. “At least you were right about the treasure chest—it was designed to satisfy anyone who was after gold rather than safety.”

      She grunted as she helped Ana down the step onto the main deck. She must’ve realised the young woman couldn’t see clearly.

      “There should be more clues than the ones you mentioned.” Ana’s face screwed up. “The stories spoke of rhymes and songs, slips of paper that hinted at safety for sea witches and healers and anyone else who faced conscription.”

      “Hmm.” He led the way aft, checking for stray rope or any other obstacles on deck. “Perhaps they’ve been lost over the centuries? That’s a long time for scraps of paper to survive.”

      Vee huffed a sigh. “It certainly would’ve been easier if we’d had something that pointed straight here.”

      Ana chuckled as they entered the passageway under the quarterdeck. “That’s fair. I think those hints were always supposed to point you towards the Keeper—someone who had this logbook or maybe some other source of information—and they would direct seekers either to Sanctuary or on a wild goose chase, depending on whether they were after safety or just treasure. There was a system.”

      “A system.” Knigh pulled out the chest with the clues. “Well that’s so comforting after all these months—”

      “Years.” Vee shook her head. “For years I helped FitzRoy look for the treasure.”

      One corner of Ana’s mouth rose. “And yet you only found it when you needed it for the right reasons.”

      “Huh.” It came out on a breath. Vee’s shoulders sank as she made a similar sound.

      They’d found Sanctuary when that was exactly what they needed. Before the Battle of Nassau, it had been an obsession for Vee and for FitzRoy, the riches and the glory of rediscovering the legend. But now…

      They shared a long look and a slow smile. He lifted the Copper Drake and their notebooks and cocked his head at her in question. Was she willing to hand it all over, after everything?

      She nodded once, firm.

      “You’re right,” he said, turning to Ana and pressing the book into her hands. “And after all these years, it’s brought Lettice’s book back to you.”

      “Thank you.” She hugged it close, shutting her eyes. “I’ll get it copied and returned as soon as—”

      “That won’t be necessary. We only needed it to bring us here.”

      Vee patted Ana’s shoulder, though her movements were stiff, and the crease between her brows betrayed a worry eating at her.

      They’d found a new home. A hope. A place to really live. But it was down to Vee to secure it for them all.

      And to do that, she had to pare body from soul.
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      Haven was overgrown.

      That was an understatement.

      Vice wiped her brow and caught her breath before hack-hack-hacking again. Undergrowth and saplings fell at her feet, she took another step, and hacked some more. The islanders had lent them machetes, thankfully, but they still needed sharpening at the end of each day. This was day two.

      As she worked towards the front door of a house Knigh had pointed out, he slashed through the tall plants blocking its windows. He didn’t stop to wipe away the slick sweat or catch his breath; he worked ceaselessly like an automaton.

      She shook her arm before forging on, glancing up at him between swipes. Some days he seemed to cope remarkably well with his mother’s death. Other days she could see him dive into work as though that could bring the oblivion he needed. It was a quest she could relate to. And those nights, he drove into her with a ferocious intensity that said he still chased after forgetting. She didn’t complain, because he certainly gave himself to her with abandon, but she held him close and the next morning, she coaxed words from him before he went to check on Is.

      The words were familiar but different. Instead of I blame myself, it was Is blames herself, but I’ve told her she shouldn’t. Instead of it’s my fault, he said, I contributed, but it was an accident. It sounded a lot like he’d learned how to forgive himself.

      Still, his single-minded clearing of the garden hinted at some degree of self-punishment, or maybe just frustration that he needed to work out. Either way, it could wear him to the ground. So, when she reached the front door, she pressed her palm into the cracked yellow paint and put away her machete before calling him. “Come on, let’s get some water.”

      Sweat streaming down his face, making his shirt cling to his chest, he blinked up from his work as though he’d forgotten the rest of the world existed. But he nodded and followed.

      Throughout the town, the bustle and thwack, thwack, thwack of work sounded. A team had already cleared much of the central square, where weeds poked between the stone paving, and a well held freshwater. They’d located a handful of wells so far. Between those, the rooftop tanks that collected rain, and the streams snaking down from the hills at the island’s interior, they would be well-supplied with water. After her recent experience on her castaway island, the thought eased her aching shoulders.

      When they reached the well in one corner of the square, they found a dozen others taking a break in the shade of a canvas awning. She raised a hand and a tired smile at Perry and friends from the Venatrix and Sea Witch. Perry nodded, but a frown worried her features.

      “What’s wrong?” Vice asked as Knigh drew water from the well.

      “Oh, we’re all fine.” Saba said with a grin. “I’ve found the perfect house with a workshop, and it’s nearly cleared. Aedan’s spotted somewhere he likes.” She gestured at him sprawled on the floor, his arms cushioning his head. “So I’m going to help him with that next. The Nassauians have all found new homes.” Her dark eyes turned to Perry with a sly glint. “It’s just Perry has nothing to worry about right now, so she’s manufactured something.”

      “Mercia is not a manufactured concern.” Perry’s frown deepened into a scowl.

      From his spot leaning against one of the awning’s posts, FitzRoy dipped his chin. In the shade of his tricorne hat pulled low, Vice couldn’t see his eyes. Was he nodding agreement or just taking a nap?

      “Perry’s right, he isn’t.” Vice accepted a freshly filled canteen of cool water from Knigh and took long, glorious draughts from it. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and sighed in relief. “But that’s true all the time. What’s the matter right now?”

      “It doesn’t look like he’s followed us, but…” Perry fanned herself with a large leaf. “Where is he? What’s he doing? What if he finds us?” The more questions, the more she waved the makeshift fan, each movement increasing in agitation.

      “The islands are vulnerable without the storm.” Knigh had stripped off his shirt and now poured a bucket of water over his head.

      Vice tried not to stare at his shifting, slick skin or the undulating lines of the tattoos on his back—this business with Mercia was serious—but her eyes had other ideas. She took another gulp from her canteen and cleared her throat. “And if there are more clues to where this place is, who’s to say he hasn’t got hold of one?” The idea of those breadcrumbs had been percolating in her mind since Ana had mentioned them.

      “Hmm.” Aedan opened his eyes, wincing. “How long is it before this ritual?”

      Her heart jolted into her throat, making her choke on a swig of water. She coughed, and Knigh slapped her back, but it wasn’t the shock of choking that sent her pulse spiking.

      It was the ritual. When they would tear her spirit from her body.

      Souls were meant to be in bodies, not outside of them. She’d read stories about damned spirits who’d become separated from their physical forms but hadn’t moved on to the Otherworld. They roamed the countryside as monsters, devouring and merciless. Some called them the unforgiven dead.

      Sancha had briefed her on how it worked and the preparations—they needed a full moon to prepare the water, so they could do nothing until then. Thank the gods they had Haven to clear, because without that work, the waiting would’ve driven her insane.

      Knigh rubbed her back, bringing her to the here and now. She cleared her throat and took a controlled sip. “A week and a half.”

      “It would help to know what he’s doing in the meantime…” He frowned towards Haven’s docks. “What he’s plotting.”

      “Exactly what I was saying.” Perry shot Saba a pointed look.

      “But we don’t know.” Saba shrugged, hands spread. “And we can’t. That’s my point—you’re worrying pointlessly about something outside of our control or knowledge.”

      “If we could spy on him…” Aedan trailed off into a sigh.

      “I could try my old contacts.” Knigh’s mouth twisted. He stared into the distance as though running through folk he knew. “Some of them might still be prepared to work with me.”

      Despite the tired ache of her arms, Vice’s muscles tensed. “And when one hands you over to Mercia, what then?”

      He opened his mouth as if to argue, but only exhaled, shoulders sinking. He knew she was right.

      “I’ll go.”

      Everyone turned to FitzRoy.

      He tipped up his hat, eyes glinting in the shadows. “I’ll pretend to turn coat to His Royal Slyness.” His teeth flashed as he used Vice’s nickname for Mercia. “Considering our history, it’s believable.”

      He had written to the Royal Navy, offering her up on a platter. So, yes, that was entirely believable. She made a non-committal sound, and Knigh grunted.

      “Certainly is,” Aedan muttered.

      “Besides”—FitzRoy shrugged—“I already tried life on land. It didn’t agree with me.” He tilted his head at her; even in the shade, his look was full of meaning.

      “Your short-lived retirement.” After her arrest, when he’d taken his payout and bought a grand estate, only to return a matter of months later at the helm of the Sea Witch. “So what are you proposing, exactly?”

      “I go to Mercia, pretend I want to ally with him. I’ll probably have to feed him information to show my good intentions.” He shrugged. “But no one said that had to be current information nor accurate. All the while, I can gather intelligence about his position, his resources, his plans.”

      “Intelligence,” Aedan said under his breath. “That’s a joke, isn’t it?”

      Shoulders squaring, FitzRoy sat up. “Is there something you want to say to me?”

      Aedan pushed up from the ground, hands fisted. “Only the truth. That you betrayed us and Vice most of all. Why the hells would we trust you now?”

      “Frankly, I don’t give a bilge rat’s arse what you think of me.” His hazel eyes turned to Vice, dismissing Aedan without so much as a blink. “I went after the Sovereign for you.”

      “You disappeared partway through the fight.” Vice folded her arms.

      “I was drawing the ships away. They didn’t attack you after that, did they?”

      She grunted.

      “I helped at Nassau, didn’t I? And I’m here now.” He spread his hands. “I could’ve left the fleet, taken the Sea Witch, renamed her, and pretended I had nothing to do with Nassau or you. But I didn’t. And I didn’t breathe a word to anyone about your work on Drake’s treasure or even try to steal your clues. What more must I do to prove myself?”

      At her side, Knigh had gone very still. His grip on his water canteen was white-knuckled, though. Hadn’t he been in FitzRoy’s position asking that question not so long ago? Hadn’t he proved himself trustworthy? And hadn’t he worked hard—so, so hard to do that?

      Could FitzRoy be trusted?

      Hells, could Mercia be trusted not to get him killed? He’d shot Evans when the boy could’ve been saved, all because his injury would slow him down. Even if Mercia believed the turncoat story, he wouldn’t hesitate to use him for his own ends, whatever risk to FitzRoy and his crew.

      Perry was quiet, tugging her lower lip. Knigh remained still, the throb at his corded neck the only sign he wasn’t a statue. He hated FitzRoy—he made no secret of that—but his silence said he couldn’t make this decision. After all, if he spoke against FitzRoy, wasn’t that, in a way, speaking against himself? It wasn’t that way to her, but to him it would be. That was how his sense of nobility worked.

      Saba and Aedan looked to her. She was their captain, after all, and that meant making difficult choices.

      Gritting her teeth, she pointed her canteen at FitzRoy. “Don’t make me regret this.”
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      FitzRoy set sail the next day. All his crew agreed to accompany him, despite the danger, and the council had given their approval for him to spy on their behalf.

      It made Knigh itch to think of FitzRoy out there with Mercia and the knowledge of Sanctuary’s location, but Vee had made the right decision. They needed the intelligence and this was the only way to gather it.

      For the next week, they split their work between clearing Haven and preparing the forts and ships just in case Mercia chanced upon them. The preparations were relaxed—casting shot and preparing gunpowder—since the storm would be back soon and that was their primary defence.

      Which left rebuilding Haven. Much of the town’s infrastructure was intact, and Sanctuary sent teams to help with the rest of the docks, since they were the worst affected, rotting in the seawater.

      One particularly hot day, Vee managed to drag him away from work, and they explored the island. Enjoying the cool beneath the forest canopy, they followed a stream inland, up one of the low mountains. Along the way, they found cocoplums and bananas, and even a small house, as though some hermit had lived up here away from the town. After lunch, they descended and found a small cove just northwest of the bay. Perhaps a fifteen minute walk from the outskirts of town, it was quiet and secluded, and a coral reef lurked beneath the waves, making it poor sailing for anything but the smallest rowing boat.

      They lingered there and swam the reef before barely clambering from the sea to make love in the lapping surf. As they rinsed off the sand and sex, Vee pointed out that the beach looked west and would give a great view of the sunset. He didn’t say it, but in his mind he’d already started referring to it as their cove. Here, they weren’t co-captains or the heroes of Nassau or leaders the council looked to more often than not. They were simply a couple in love.

      As they worked to repair Haven, he carried that in his chest; it beat back any self-blame that came calling and took the edge off his grief for Mama.

      A couple of days before the ritual, Is came to him as he fetched dinner from Erec’s fire pit. He gave her a gentle smile and fought the urge to pull her into a hug. Every day, he’d gone to her, made her talk, reminded her that she was loved and valued and not to blame for Mama’s death. This was the first time she’d come to him.

      He held his breath, and waited for her to speak as they walked away from the gathered workers tucking in to their meals.

      She picked at roasted plantain resting on a broad banana leaf in her palm. “I’ve been thinking about what you said.”

      He bit back a sarcastic remark about her needing to be more specific. Clearly he’d been spending too much time around Vee.

      “And I want to thank you for helping me all these weeks. I did contribute to that day.” She swallowed, frowning at the food. “But perhaps I don’t need to be defined by that… or wallow in it. Perhaps I need to accept Mama’s forgiveness. I’m just not sure how.”

      He cleared his throat, which was suddenly thick. “This is the first step.” He squeezed her shoulder. “The next is forgiving yourself. But it sounds like you’re starting work on that.”

      The look she gave him was wide-eyed, tears gathering in their corners. “Only the first step?”

      “Hey, don’t underestimate that. It’s the hardest one.” His mouth twisted as he looked out over the glittering water. “It took me a long, long time to get anywhere near that. And I needed a lot of help.”

      “Vice and Perry?”

      “Who else?”

      “She’s good for you, you know.”

      “Hmm.” He scooped up some stewed mutton and plantain with a hunk of coco bread, its spongy texture soaking up the rich gravy. “Mother said the same thing.”

      “I know.” She raised her shoulder and gave him a sidelong look. “We spoke about it. When word came back that you’d… left the Navy, I told her how you’d been unable to stop thinking about her, about betraying her, even if it was for the law and crown.”

      He exhaled, grateful for her phrasing his desertion so diplomatically.

      “I’m glad you went back for her.”

      “Even though it cost us everything?”

      “Not everything. We still have each other. Our lives. Aunt Tilda is safe back home, and, well, look at that.” With a tilt of her banana leaf plate, she indicated the bay spreading out before them, the orange and pink sky, the blazing sun sinking towards the horizon as it tipped the waves with gold.

      They watched the sunset for long minutes, eating in silence. Out of the corner of his eye, Knigh watched as she did in fact eat. That loosened his shoulders.

      “I wonder when Captain FitzRoy will be back,” she said at last, folding up her empty leaf. “Do you think he’s all right out there?”

      If Is didn’t spend every moment she wasn’t working with Billy, he would’ve worried at the question. Even so, it made his nose wrinkle. “Are you really worried about him?”

      “He’s your ally, isn’t he?”

      “He’s the one who helped me arrest Vee.” That said it all, surely.

      “Right?” She gestured as if to say, and?

      “So he’s… He was her enemy.”

      “Was.” She nodded as she said it. “And so were you, pirate hunter, or had you forgotten?”

      As if he could forget that. He grunted.

      “Once upon a time,” she went on, “I thought the notorious Lady Vice should be hanged for her crimes, though I confess I was much more concerned about getting a new pianoforte and debuting in Lunden so I could find a husband. Things change.”

      And now she was stuck here. He scraped his fingers through his beard. There was no avoiding it though. “Do you miss it?”

      She cocked her head. “The pianoforte or Lunden?”

      “That life.”

      “Not one bit. I mean, I miss Mama…” The beat of silence that followed was heavy with grief, but perhaps not as heavy as it would’ve been a fortnight ago. “And Aunt Tilda, of course. George, too, I suppose. But not all that… fuss. Here, I feel useful and cared for. B—people like me for me, not for my family connections or dowry or because I’m wearing the latest fashions.”

      Even as relief settled into his weary muscles at her answer, he also smirked at her stumble. “People, eh?”

      “People…” She pursed her lips. “As well as a specific person. Yes.”

      “And would that be a specific person beginning with B, by any chance?”

      She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “You know it is and if you make me say it, I will swat you like the irritating fly you are, Knighton.”

      He grinned but didn’t push further. It was enough to warm him that she was joking and perhaps even touching upon the idea of the future, rather than languishing in the past. He couldn’t get rid of the grin, in fact, so he pulled her in for a hug.

      “What’s this for?” Her voice came out muffled against his chest.

      “For learning more quickly than I did.”

      She pulled her face away from his shirt and peered up at him. There was no hint of sapphire hardness in her blue eyes, only a warmth that might’ve been pride. “I had a good teacher.”
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      Their bonfires licked at the dark sky. Saba’s drum beat thundered through the night, and Perry’s fiddle lilted between the beats and through them. Vice stomped and turned in time, letting the music carry her and blot out the rest of the world. Well, except for him.

      She’d stopped him playing guitar so they could dance together. Tonight, she needed him close because tomorrow…

      Her stomach dipped like she’d missed the last step on a staircase.

      No. Not tomorrow. She was dancing precisely to forget tomorrow. She’d dragged him from his guitar to help drive away all thoughts of tomorrow.

      She caught his eye across the edge of the bonfire. Sparks flecked the air between them and drifted into the sky. His gaze smouldered, as hot as the fire, and he lengthened his stride, turning their dance into a chase. With a twist and turn, she evaded, ducked his open arms, giggling all the while.

      But as well as steadfast and noble, Knighton Blackwood was persistent. When she spun right to avoid his lunge, it turned out that lunge was a feint. First, he grinned, wolfish, then his arms were around her, too strong to escape. And then they were on the sand, laughing and giddy as the song came to an end.

      Breathless, they kissed before rising and finding their way to one of the logs around the fire. Clovis, Erec, Billy, and Is already sat with a bottle of rum. Perry joined them, stretching her fingers, and Saba brought another bottle. Aedan, Lizzy, Wynn, and Effie plopped down, panting.

      “Good gods”—Vice tugged at her collar—“I’m parched!”

      “All right, all right, I get the hint.” Erec offered a bottle.

      “And this is why I like you.” She grinned and accepted before taking a long swig. “Yep, that’s definitely helping.”

      “Not too much.” Knigh rubbed her calf from his spot on the sand by her feet. “Remember to—”

      “I know.” Tomorrow. Bloody, gods damned, stupid, Wild-Hunt-claimed tomorrow.

      She took another swig and handed him the bottle. The rum sloshed in her stomach, sitting poorly. She barely tasted the spiced sweetness.

      Tomorrow, she’d have to create a storm from nothing and fix it in place while her soul was ripped from her body.

      Or at least that was what they’d told her would happen. Gods knew if it was true or not. The only people she could ask had a vested interest in her going through with the sodding ritual.

      In their group, the conversation went on, excitement alight in everyone’s eyes. As far as they were concerned, tomorrow was a cause for celebration because Haven would officially become theirs, hence the bonfires, hence the rum.

      Hence the weight dragging on her shoulders and the sleepless nights. When she managed to doze, she’d been plagued by nightmares where separating her spirit from her body hurt worse than a gunshot, worse than the infection in her leg, worse than betrayal. And the instant that last thread between her body and soul tore, she’d floated away.

      Up, up, up, into the endless sky.

      Drunken forgetting, yes, she’d pursued that plenty of times. And the glorious moment of nothing that came at the peak of orgasm, oh yes, that was a particularly exquisite little death, as the Frankish called it.

      But losing her soul wasn’t the kind of oblivion she’d ever wanted.

      And handing her spirit over to strangers? The mere thought seized her throat in an icy grip.

      But she needed to do this. For her friends. For the rest of the fleet. For the people of Nassau. And a little bit for herself. Even pirates needed somewhere on land to call home once in a while.

      “What do you think, Vice?”

      She blinked and looked up from her fists in her lap.

      Saba’s head was cocked in question.

      “I told you she wasn’t listening.” Aedan grinned and held out his hand. Huffing, Saba slipped him a coin.

      “Were you placing bets on whether I was paying attention?”

      He shrugged. “We were talking about how we’re going to govern ourselves when this place is officially ours.” With that easy smile, he said it so casually, like it was a done deal.

      It curdled in her stomach. She would do it. She would. She had to.

      Knigh tucked her bare feet into his lap. Had he noticed the tension thrumming through her? He’d held her after the nightmares, so he knew she wasn’t sleeping well, but she hadn’t dared voice her fears about the ritual. Saying it out loud might make it real.

      She drew a long breath and stroked his hair: a thank you for his comfort. They would get through this ritual, and she would deliver a new home to everyone. Then it wouldn’t matter that FitzRoy hadn’t returned with information or even if he betrayed them to Mercia. They’d have the storm as their shield, and lacking weather magic, His Royal Slyness couldn’t break through that. Still, the lack of news from FitzRoy tickled the back of her neck.

      “Our own land with our own laws.” Clovis shook his head with a ghost of a smile before taking a gulp of rum. “Never thought I’d see the day where I might get a say in them.”

      “Oh, Lords”—Erec chuckled—“no one’s going to be trusting you with any of it.”

      “Hey!” Clovis ruffled his hair as they laughed. Erec planted a kiss on his lips with a soft apology.

      “It is true, though,” Knigh said, voice distant and thoughtful. “That we get to make our own laws, I mean. We can make our own way.” He squeezed her calf. “We can make it so women can request a divorce when their husbands turn out to be… not who they painted themselves.”

      Like Evered. Like Papa. Like his father, too.

      But that was too solemn for a night that was meant to be for celebration, so she playfully tugged on his hair. “Why jump straight to divorce? So negative! We can make it so men can marry men and women women.” She waggled her eyebrows at Clovis and Erec. “I’ve been hankering for a good wedding.”

      “Women marrying women.” Lizzy tapped her bottom lip. She had no particular lover at the moment, but her gaze had gone distant as though she was considering the future possibilities.

      Vice spread her hands. “Why not?”

      Knigh traced circles on the side of her knee, making her shiver. “One of the books we—ahem—liberated from Mercia said the fae did it. Why not us?”

      “Why? Do you want to marry Aedan?” She chuckled, but he turned away.

      “Not Aedan.”

      “For government, I believe the plan is for a version of the council to continue.” Perry swirled one of the rum bottles, holding it up to the firelight. “Voted representatives from the townsfolk and pirates. Though anyone could put forward proposals for new laws like that.” She tilted the bottle towards Vice. “We’ll also have to choose some lucky people to be our ambassadors out in the wider world. They’ll arrange trade deals with other countries—that sort of thing.”

      “Aye”—Lizzy held her hands out to the fire as though she could stroke it—“but kings only respect the rule of other kings… or queens. We’ll be laughed off the map if we go to them when we only have a council.”

      Queen Elizabeth IV had been kind to young Avice Ferrers, yes, but even Avice hadn’t been naïve enough to think that meant she respected her. During that brief visit, she’d let Avice sit in on her endless meetings and audiences. The queen had murmured witty comments to her and encouraged her to whisper the sarcastic asides she’d only allowed herself to think. It had been her first taste of freedom, but she’d only been entertainment to the woman forced to wear a crown.

      The queen had reigned over her courtiers and tolerated her ministers. Ambassadors, she’d treated with an arch politeness that suggested respect for their nations, if not for them.

      Vice cocked her head at Lizzy. “That sounds about right.”

      Saba pursed her lips, frowning into the flames. “Well, we need to be respected by other countries if we’re starting our own. We want to trade, not have our ships harassed out of the sea… or to its bottom.”

      “What we need,” Wynn said with a slow-dawning grin, “is—”

      “A king.” Aedan pointed at her, nodding.

      “Or a queen.” Effie’s grin matched her sister’s. “Who’s just a figurehead to make them take us seriously.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.” Wynn exchanged looks with Effie.

      Vice bit back a laugh. Of course those two were thinking the same thing. If she didn’t know better, she’d have sworn they were twins.

      “One who’s famous,” Wynn went on, “or infamous.”

      “Who’ll make them respect us.” Effie nodded sagely.

      Saba narrowed her eyes. “You mean, one who’s legendary?”

      “Mmm-hmm. Who has stories and, oh, I don’t know”—Effie said it all too innocently and shot Vice a mischievous look—“a song about her.”

      She and Wynn tilted their heads together and sang, “The song of the Pirate Queen!”

      Vice blinked, fingers jerking from Knigh’s hair. “Wait, what?”

      “Pirate Queen, Pirate Queen!”

      Saba joined in the sisters’ chant, then Aedan and Lizzy followed suit. With a broad grin, Clovis added his deep voice while Erec clinked the bottles together in time.

      Were they saying…? No, it was just a joke.

      But Perry nodded and the way Knigh looked at her sidelong was thoughtful.

      She raised her hands. “I’m not a queen. It’s just a—”

      “No,” Perry said, canting her head, “but we’ll pretend you are. The council will run things, but as far as the outside world is concerned, you’re our queen.”

      Vice snorted. They’d all lost their minds. Thankfully, they weren’t in charge. “The council will never—”

      “Actually”—Knigh traced idle shapes in the sand, suddenly more interested in that than meeting her gaze—“I floated the idea of a figurehead with them this morning while you were working.”

      “What?”

      “I didn’t suggest you.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Several of them did.”

      “What?” Her eyes were about to fall out of her head if she opened them any wider. What the hells was he playing at? And the council?

      He shrugged as if to say it was out of his hands. “They were on board with the idea, so I said I’d ask you about it.”

      “No. Absolutely not.” She let out a disbelieving laugh. This was ridiculous. Utterly. “I have no interest in—”

      “Pirate Queen! Pirate Queen!” The chant drowned her out, only subsiding when she stopped talking.

      Fine. She’d try again now they’d shut up. “But aren’t we trying to escape all that nonsense with queens and kings and—”

      “Pirate Queen! Pirate Queen!”

      “Only a figurehead,” Lizzy added in a singsong accompaniment to the chant.

      She couldn’t be a queen. She’d only just learned how to be a good captain. And she tried to tell them as much, but they only stopped their stupid chant when she gave up arguing.

      Knigh rose, and gave that helpless shrug again. “Sorry, Your Majesty, your subjects have spoken.” He gestured at their friends whose eyes were bright with mirth and perhaps a little excitement. He bowed and offered his hand as though he’d just asked her to dance.

      “I’m going to murder you.”

      “Jumping straight to the murder, are we?” He smirked. “Not even threatening to cut my tongue out with my own dagger? Hmm.” His head tilted from side to side as though weighing up his options. “Still, entirely worth it.” He jerked his chin towards his outstretched hand.

      It was only a figurehead. And they were right: other countries would take them seriously if they presented themselves as a kingdom—or a queendom.

      With a sigh, she took his hand, then she was on her feet, while their friends cheered and whooped. “I’ll make you pay for this, later,” she whispered.

      “Oh, I’m counting on it.” His grin was downright wicked, but she only saw it for an instant before he and Aedan hoisted her on their shoulders and paraded her around the campfire.

      “Pirate Queen! Pirate Queen!”

      It was still echoing in her ears when she dropped into bed hours later, too tired for worries or nightmares.
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      Salty sea air breezed into the ritual chamber, whispering against Vice’s hair. The familiarity was some small comfort, but her empty stomach still churned. The thought of food had made her heave, so she’d come straight here instead of having breakfast. Of course, Knigh had felt her rise and insisted on coming along, holding her hand all the way, even as they’d crossed on the rowing boat. He waited outside, and three thousand more waited back on Haven.

      She swallowed down the bitterness the thought raised on her tongue and forced her focus on this place, this time. Not Haven, not what was about to happen, and not after that.

      Here and now.

      Olwen and Sancha had bathed her, and the scent of lime clung to her hair, stirring each time she moved. They worked together, now, lighting a brazier on one side of the room, while opposite, Ana polished a hunk of opaque blue crystal. She’d told Vice it was a local mineral called larimar. Pale lines ran through it, like sun shining through rippling water as she swam to the surface.

      Torsten’s son Destin, a giant of a man around Vice’s age, had bathed separately from the women before joining them in here, bare-chested, barefooted. His hulking body and thick muscles were at odds with the small bowl of incense he now lit before the entrance.

      Or exit. Her feet edged in that direction.

      But, no. She wouldn’t run. She would stay and do this.

      With a deep zesty breath, she made herself catalogue this place. Hopefully it would anchor her in the moment.

      The floor was cool against the soles of her bare feet. Upon it, someone had painted a large white ring, echoing the room’s circular shape, cutting through the brazier, larimar, and incense bowl.

      Looking more like a warrior practising drills than a man wielding a feather, Destin wafted sweet-smelling smoke around the entrance. His shoulder-length blond hair swung with each deliberate movement.

      Opposite him, the room was open to the sea, its roof supported by stone columns. At the centre stood an altar of dark wood, its surface and edges worn shiny from long use. It tugged on her heart, a reminder of Albion and their seasonal rituals.

      “Oh.” She blinked at the crystal, the drifting incense, the fire, and the small bowl of water Sancha now placed before the columns. “The elements. Like they call the quarters back…” She almost said home, but Albion had stopped being her home a long time ago.

      Olwen nodded and gave a warm smile. “Exactly that. Come.” She indicated the altar and they gathered around it. She requested a strand of hair from each of them, then corded all five together. “This braid symbolises our working together.” With a thread, she bound it before tugging on each end of the tiny braid. “It is stronger than each strand alone.” She surveyed them, hazel eyes alight with gold flecks. “As are we.”

      The three other islanders bowed their heads in agreement, and Vice followed suit, though her pulse thundered in her ears because this was the start of the ritual. The start of—

      “You’ll need to lie down, dear.” Sancha patted the altar. “No risk of falling that way.”

      Vice blinked at the way she said dear, as though she’d known her all her life, like Nanny Alder had always said it. Chest tight, she nodded and obeyed, grateful it was a wooden altar rather than stone like the one in her family’s grove. Mama would stand before it at Midwinter, lifting a chalice of wine and asking for the gods’ blessings upon it.

      “That’s it.” Sancha smoothed the hair from her brow. “Long, deep breaths. Try to relax. Shut your eyes, and I will talk you through each step.”

      Destin and Ana stood at her feet, and Olwen at her shoulder, all looking down on her. Lying here left her body open, vulnerable. Her muscles twitched, telling her to get up, protect herself, run.

      But the hair on the back of her neck didn’t prickle. This wasn’t real danger, only fear.

      She dragged in a long breath and closed her eyes.

      “Good.” Sancha’s voice was low and relaxing. “We will now touch your hands and feet—this gives us all a point of connection.” Sure enough, warm skin on hers. Despite the warning, she still flinched.

      Pirates didn’t lie down and close their eyes unless they were sleeping, and they only did that around their crew—their family. These were people she barely knew. They’d shared a few meals at meetings, but that was all.

      Still, she had to. So, with a shaky exhalation, she tried to ease her muscles.

      “It must be a strange feeling to do this for the first time.” Sancha’s voice held a hint of amusement but no cruelty. “Do you remember what you need to do?”

      “Use the wellspring to create a storm.” Her throat blocked, stopping anything more coming out.

      “And then we will help your spirit rise into it. Once you’re in the storm, you will be able to form a link between it and the wellspring. I’m afraid you’re on your own for that part. But then we will come and find you and bring you back here.”

      Vice swallowed her panic, but her pulse pounded in her throat and temples. “What happens to my body while I’m up there?” The question hadn’t crossed her mind when they’d discussed it before, but now she lay here, she was all too aware of the hard wood at her back, its polished smooth surface, the breeze over her skin, the light touches on her hands and feet… and the fact she would be absent from all that for whatever time it took to create and fix this storm in place.

      “You won’t be dead, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “A natural fear,” Ana chimed in.

      “It is.” Olwen squeezed her hand. “Your heart will continue beating, your lungs breathing. Your body will essentially function on its own. If you were gone a long while, it would begin to shut down, but that takes hours, sometimes days.”

      How did she know that? Had people got lost in rituals? Had… had…? Her breaths came too quickly; her pulse thundered now.

      “There is a risk,” Sancha said softly, “as I told you before. But I’ve only ever lost people who chose this as their route from this world. People who were sick or injured and wished to leave their bodies behind and go without pain. Not anyone disconnecting soul from body with the intention of returning. Do you wish to continue?”

      Her stomach churned, nausea stirring even though she hadn’t eaten today, but she nodded. She had to put her soul in their hands and win her people a home.

      “Then we’ll begin when you’re ready.”

      No more thinking. No more dreadful anticipation. Just action.

      On the next exhale, she opened her awareness. Not a cloud in the sky. The breeze was perfect for sailing—stiff and fresh—and lifted the sea in white-tipped wavelets. Her gift touched the sea, touched the sky, and welcomed her. For a moment, she paused there and basked in that sense of rightness, of belonging. The same sense she had in Knigh’s arms.

      She could do this.

      Like the snowman she’d made on the lawn of her family’s estate and the wave she’d used to destroy Mercia’s fleet at Nassau, this began small. Just a few droplets of moisture. She drew them up into the air, gathered them, pressed them together first into fluffy white clouds, then grey, then black as she dipped into the wellspring.

      She stretched the clouds into a ring around Sanctuary and Haven, using her sense of the sea for direction. Once that formation was solid, she pulled from the wellspring, letting its roaring energy gush through her. Bright and hot. Fizzing with life. It stunned her into stillness, scouring her veins and lungs, threatening to scour her mind, too. Beautiful and brilliant, yet brutal.

      But she was here to use it.

      Somewhere, away in a distant chamber, her hands clenched and she drove that power into her clouds, churning their dark depths just as her stomach had churned earlier. Static energy built, tingling and buzzing. Maybe that far-off sensation tracing across her skin was her hair rising.

      A flash. A rumble.

      That was her lightning, her thunder. Another arc of blinding blue-white, another crack. Another. Another.

      And when she pushed harder, stirring the wind, it whipped up the sea into ship-killing waves.

      No ship was getting through this, not without a sea witch who knew how to part the storm and close it again after.

      Something dragged across a raw nerve. She jolted, still holding cloud and wellspring, but barely. It was wrong, like something touching the back of her throat, or when Lizzy had numbed her gunshot wound and cleaned it out. It didn’t hurt, but she could still feel something prodding inside her body, under her skin, where it shouldn’t have been.

      Wrong.

      Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      Back in her body, her stomach turned.

      Between here and there, a cord frayed.

      One thread split. Another.

      That was the link between her soul and body. She snatched after it like it was a lifeline. No. Not yet. She wasn’t ready. They couldn’t… What if they didn’t find her?

      More threads tore, but she grabbed at their ends, closed her hands over the whole thing threatening to break.

      “You need to let go.” A distant voice. Maybe it was with her body, but she couldn’t be sure—her sense of that was… quiet. Numb.

      Asking her to let go was like asking a man hanging over a ravine to release the rope preventing him from plummeting to his doom.

      No. She couldn’t.

      They’d said they’d catch her, but…

      She couldn’t.

      Panic was a wave, crashing over her, stealing away logic, determination, anything but the instinct for survival, the need to cling on for dear, sweet life.

      Against her palm, another thread in the cord snapped.

      “No!” It was a shriek on her tongue, burning in her throat, grating through her bones, raw in her soul. She was falling, falling, falling, then…

      Curled in a ball, arms shielding her head, she screamed. Every muscle burned, screeched at her to save herself, protect herself. She grabbed like that cord was still there but found only her own hair.

      “Vice.” She knew that voice. It was low, soothing. “Vice, it’s Sancha. You’re here with us. You’re safe.”

      Safe. Safe. She was safe. Her heaving lungs slowed. The roaring in her ears eased.

      She opened her eyes. Outside, beyond the columns, her storm raged. Had she done it? With a shaky exhalation, she pushed upright and blinked at the black clouds.

      “What happened?” Ana rubbed her face as though she’d just woken.

      “She wouldn’t let go.” Destin sighed.

      “The ritual failed.” Olwen’s shoulders sank.

      Not the ritual. She had failed.

      In case that wasn’t enough to confirm it, outside, her storm spat out one more streak of lightning and a weak peal of thunder before the clouds faded from black to grey.

      She hadn’t been able to place herself in their hands.

      No, that wasn’t it, was it? The knowledge was cold dread in her veins and hot shame in her cheeks: she had refused to. These folk, whose storm she’d taken, who had offered her people a home—she’d refused to rely on them and trust that they’d—

      A hammering knock at the door.

      “What is it?” Olwen dusted her hands and turned as it flew open and a panting messenger entered.

      “There’s a boat drifting into harbour. No one’s manning it. No flag, neither. Harbourmaster said I should come here.”

      “Why?”

      “Watch has spotted something lying in the bottom. Albionic flag and a skull and crossbones, too.”

      Vice’s nails dug into the altar, the cold dread in her veins solidifying to ice as the messenger gave her an anxious glance. “What is it?” Her voice was raw, near broken, but the way his throat rose and fell slowly—he’d heard.

      “From the shape, they reckon it’s covering something.”

      The pallor of his face said she didn’t want to know, but she found her mouth opening, her rasping voice asking, “Covering what?”

      “A body.”
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      She ran. Gasps and slapping feet said the others followed her from the room, a few beats behind. Outside, Knigh burst after her, his long legs keeping pace. “What is it? What was the message?”

      “Boat. Body.” She saved the rest of her breath for her flat out sprint towards the docks.

      It was a wonder she could move with the cold knot of failure in her belly and icy dread making its sluggish way through her veins.

      She’d failed.

      She’d let everyone down.

      The pirates. The Nassauians. The people of Sanctuary.

      To her right, out beyond the harbour, there was no sign of her storm. It had already faded, and with it, their hopes for a home.

      No matter how hard or fast she pumped her legs, her eyes burned with tears gathering at their corners.

      Ahead, crowds filled the jetties as a ship’s boat crossed the harbour, alone in the glittering water.

      No one sat at the oars. It had no sail. A prickle at the back of her neck said its course had been set magically.

      With her gift, she pulled on a current and drew the boat towards the nearest jetty.

      “Vee,” Knigh huffed out. “It’s from the Sea Witch.”

      There, on the boat’s side, glinting in gold paint: SW.

      No. Please.

      When the messenger had told them about the Albionic and pirate flags together, she’d known it was one of their people, but if this was from the Sea Witch, did that mean…?

      They reached the jetty. “Out of the way,” she panted, wedging through the crowd with her shoulder. “Out of my way!” She pushed past, one edge of her awareness still on that little boat.

      Then there was no one left to push, just the water and the gunwales coming into arm’s reach. She and Knigh grabbed them and steadied the boat.

      Her breath stilled. Skull and crossbones next to the white dragon of Albion on a red field. Except the white skull and the white dragon were both stained crimson.

      And just as the messenger said, they were draped over a form.

      A person.

      Despite the warm sun on her back, the hairs on her arms rose. Swallowing, she lifted the edge of the flag.

      Black hair. Sharp, dark eyebrows. Under the eyelids, she knew she’d find even sharper hazel eyes.

      FitzRoy.
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      FitzRoy was dead. She’d sent him there. And Mercia had sent him back like a warning.

      He’d known Fitz was a spy. He’d known.

      The flag shook. No, it was her hand shaking—her whole body.

      I’m sorry.

      She couldn’t say it—her mouth wouldn’t move from where it had dropped open, harsh breaths sawing in and out, in and out.

      Like his never would.

      “Help me get him out of there.” Knigh’s voice was rough and distant.

      Blinking, Vice found herself moving, her arm sliding under FitzRoy’s shoulders. Wet and sticky. That had to be the source of the blood staining the flags. She swallowed back bile. What had Mercia done to him?

      Knigh took his legs and on his count, they lifted.

      A low moan ghosted from FitzRoy’s cracked lips.

      With a jolt, she almost dropped him. She gaped at Knigh.

      His eyes were round. “He’s alive.”

      Her heart leapt, or maybe that was her empty stomach trying to throw up. Alive. Just.

      Calling for water, they eased him onto the jetty with his head in her lap. As gentle as they were, he still groaned.

      “Quickly, now.” Knigh snatched away the flags.

      No visible injuries on FitzRoy’s front, but when Vice carefully, carefully turned him onto his side, he bellowed. This was the man who’d never complained of an injury in his life, his voice now breaking on a cry of pure agony.

      And when she craned over him, she found the source. The back of his shirt was nothing more than tatters. It might once have been white, but that had been completely replaced by brownish red. And through the shreds…

      Deep gouges criss-crossed his back. The edges were dark and crusted, merging into his shirt where the fabric must’ve dried against the wounds. Clotted blood and angry pink flesh. Purple and black bruises.

      Eyes closed, Knigh lowered his hands, barely touching the skin. Fitz still whimpered, and when Vice stroked hair from his brow, she spotted tears squeezing from the corners of his eyes. Tears she brushed away and wouldn’t tell anyone else about. Not even Fitz himself… if he survived.

      He would hate anyone seeing his vulnerability—refused to even acknowledge he had any. It wasn’t true, of course, but she’d help keep his secret.

      She took his hand. His grip was loose, but his fingers definitely curled around hers. He had some awareness other than pain.

      “No infection,” Knigh muttered as the warm buttery glow of his magic surrounded his hands. “They’ve already started healing, but not well. He’ll have scars.”

      “But he’ll live?”

      Jaw tight, Knigh nodded.

      His magic tugged on her chest, and she tried to open to it. Maybe the bond meant they could draw strength from each other. If it would help him heal Fitz, she didn’t mind lending her gift to that. Especially as she’d sent him there.

      Fitz grunted, body tensing. This had to be the painful part of Knigh’s healing. His fingers contracted for an instant before going rigid as though he was holding back for fear of hurting her.

      “As tight as you need,” she whispered and squeezed his hand. “You won’t break me.”

      His grip became crushing as a ragged shout came from him.

      “Nearly there.” Sweat beaded on Knigh’s temples.

      Then his shoulders sank as he dropped his hands, and Fitz sagged in her lap, panting.

      Perry arrived with a canteen of water, Olwen beside her. Vice trickled a little into his mouth and watched his throat swallow it down before giving him a tiny bit more, just as Lizzy had shown her.

      Knigh sat back on his heels and wiped his forehead. “He’s fine, just very weak.”

      Fitz cracked an eye open. “Who’re you calling weak, Blackwood?”

      “Ah, there’s the Fitz we all know and love.” She said it with a laugh, but cracks lurked at the edge of her words and her eyes burned. He’d so nearly been the late FitzRoy. That was something she wouldn’t have minded not so long ago. Hells, for a while, she’d actively wanted it. In Portsmouth, she’d held a dagger over his chest, sorely tempted to slide it between his ribs. But now…?

      It didn’t mean they were friends. Or enemies. But she didn’t want him dead.

      “Oh, good.” Knigh rolled his eyes. “I’m already regretting healing him. Let’s get him to a bed where he can be his delightful self away from me.”

      “Wait.” Fitz grabbed Vice’s sleeve, blinking up at her, pale tongue wetting his lips. She gave him a little more water. “He… he said my body would be a message. Thought I’d be dead before I got here.”

      A shiver chased through her, but she forced a smile in place and stroked his hair. “More fool him. Doesn’t he know FitzRoys are tough buggers?”

      The weak turn of his mouth was a ghost of his usual smirk. “But I do have information you need to know.”

      “It can wait. You need—”

      “It can’t.”

      That shiver left frost in its wake.

      “He has my crew.” FitzRoy’s eyes screwed shut. “But he already had a ship from Sanctuary.”

      Over Fitz, her gaze met Knigh’s. The tight flicker at his jaw—he knew just as well as she did that this wasn’t good, because it meant—

      “He knows where we are.”

      Bollocks. Bollocks.

      And no shield.

      She held FitzRoy’s hand in both of hers, like he needed comforting. Truth be told, it was to hide the trembling of her own hands.

      No shield, because of her. No home, because of her. And almost no Fitz, because of her.

      “We’ll fight them.” She nodded at Olwen, voice firmer than she felt. We have to. Without the kraken, they stood a chance. Especially after what Munroe had said about Mercia’s numbers being depleted. They’d find a way to get FitzRoy’s and Sanctuary’s crews back, too. Somehow.

      FitzRoy’s grip slipped from her sleeve, and his eyelids drooped.

      “Come on, you need some rest.”

      “There’s another thing.” His voice went soft, loud enough for only her and Knigh, maybe Perry and Olwen, to hear. The way he frowned said it was an effort to open his bloodshot eyes, but he met her gaze. For long moments there was silence and that long eye contact was the only reason she spotted something in him she’d never seen before.

      Fear.

      “Mercia no longer has the kraken under his control.” The knot of his throat rose and fell like that news wasn’t the relief it should’ve been. “So he has woken the leviathan.”
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      All the way to the infirmary, Knigh was numb. He couldn’t even rouse any irritation at the fact he was having to cradle FitzRoy so close.

      The leviathan.

      It was real. And Mercia had it under his control.

      Until he’d seen the kraken, Knigh hadn’t believed such creatures existed. There were legends, yes, but like dragons and demons, they weren’t real.

      After seeing the kraken, he should’ve known that meant the other ‘monsters’ from the stories might also be real. The largest and most dangerous creatures—giants, dragons, and many more, including the kraken and the leviathan—had been born at the same time as the world, so the legends went. But as humans had grown and overrun the land, those monsters posed too great a danger. So long ago that no two stories could agree on how it had happened or who had done it, someone had trapped them in an enchanted sleep.

      It sounded like a fairy tale.

      It sounded like nonsense.

      But he’d touched the kraken with his own hand and mind. If FitzRoy said Mercia had the leviathan under his thrall now, was it really that unbelievable?

      After FitzRoy was tucked up in a ward, snoring softly, Vee had tried twice more to perform the ritual, but each time was the same. Voice flat, cheeks flushed, she’d told him how she couldn’t let go at that last instant. Every instinct had kept her grip on that lifeline.

      He couldn’t blame her in the slightest.

      Now she’d called the council together in Haven’s main square. She leant against a wall, arms folded, shoulders hunched, while they waited for the last few to arrive. Ever since she’d come bursting out of the ritual chamber, she’d been turned inward, and FitzRoy’s news had only exacerbated it. The wrinkles between her brows, the tight lines of her neck, and worst of all, the bleakness in her eyes as she stared at a paving slab—it all sat heavily in his gut like a bad meal.

      He slid into place beside her, back against the same wall. The way she hunched over, she looked like she was trying to hold it up on her own. “I can do this, you know,” he whispered as Perry greeted the last council member.

      “I have to tell them.” Her voice was flat without even a hint of her usual passion. It carved out his bones. “I’m the one they were relying on. I’m the one who let them down.”

      “I couldn’t help you in there.” He gripped her shoulder. She didn’t pull away like he’d feared, although her eyes closed as she bowed her head. “But you don’t bear this responsibility alone. I’m right here with you.”

      Eyes still shut, she pushed away from the wall. She was going to stride out there and tell them, alone.

      Except… she didn’t. Instead, she took one step into his space and buried her face in his chest and let him hold her. Just for a few seconds, then she took a deep breath and lifted her head, as though strengthened. “Thank you.” She nodded towards the folk gathered, and he followed, shoulder to hers.

      Her chin rose, but that same bleakness remained in her eyes as they surveyed the council. “We must prepare for battle.”
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      For days they did just that. They assessed boats and ships, redistributed cannons, cleared decks to make space and mitigate the threat of shrapnel. They sharpened swords, daggers, axes, and boarding pikes. Knigh gave members of each crew a primer on core flag signals so the fleet would be able to communicate swiftly.

      Smithies belched out black smoke as they churned out frames for the hammock netting that would provide cover on deck from pistols and shrapnel. In homes and yards, folk crouched over fires, melting lead in crucibles to produce ammunition. Fletchers made fire arrows. Wynn and Effie started their own production line to make their signature gunpowder kegs.

      Knigh walked the forts with Torsten. The way he spoke about the defences, he’d clearly earned his eyepatch in battle, and together they formed the best plans they could with their modest forts. Their very modest forts. Sanctuary had relied on the storm to act as their shield—the stone ramparts weren’t even occupied most of the time. There’d only been someone there the day they’d arrived because they’d spotted the storm faltering.

      Of course, they’d started watches every day since it had fallen.

      When they weren’t working, Vee shut herself in their borrowed room in Sanctuary. Even Barnacle and the kittens couldn’t summon her from her gloom, and despite the constant, exhausting work, she disappeared from their bed before even he awoke, and the shadows under her eyes got darker each day.

      She blamed herself.

      He tried turning her words back on her, but they didn’t get through. One lunchtime, he caught her dragging a twig through the sand while her food sat untouched. Erec had cooked his famous whole hog roast and for Vee to ignore that? It was bad. When he drew closer, he saw she’d drawn Sanctuary’s harbour, with its forts and docks. She had to be planning how to work with her gift and their defences.

      In her sand drawing, a thick, twisting shape cut through the water. She scowled at it, every part of her bent towards it as though her whole body was part of that scowl. The leviathan. It had to be.

      It was the most intent he’d seen her in days, but on a sigh, she sagged over, burying her face in her hands.

      The sight cracked his chest open, and every fear he had came rolling in, like the sea crashing through broken harbour walls. He’d already lost Mama, and George suffered her loss, if not alone, then away from his family. He only had Is left, and he’d sworn to make sure she had a safe home. But without Haven or the storm shield, there could be no safe place for her.

      And there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. No wonder Vee looked so hopeless.

      By the time he looked up from the sand, she had gone.
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      Knigh didn’t see her again until that evening. Truth be told, he was looking for her when he wandered into the healer’s hall, but he hadn’t expected to find her there. It was simply the last place in Sanctuary left to look.

      She leant on the doorframe at the entrance to the small ward where FitzRoy was staying. Healers and surgeons bustled around—FitzRoy was their only patient, but they hadn’t escaped the battle preparations.

      Despite Knigh’s healing, FitzRoy still needed observation thanks to days at sea without food or water. Because his wounds had already begun to heal before he’d reached them, they’d formed tight knots and twisted scars that required further care. He could sit up and move his arms now, but he tired quickly and it would be a while before he could lift any significant weight. The way his neck corded and nostrils flared when he moved, it hurt a great deal.

      Knigh had offered to help, but that involved cutting him open again. Even then, it wasn’t guaranteed to fix the snarled muscles. FitzRoy had declined with a few choice words, then thanked him for the offer. Knigh couldn’t bring himself to retort, not when he understood the frustration all too well.

      The way Vee stood on the threshold, hunched over, arms crossed over her stomach, it was as though her former lover was still on the brink of death.

      Knigh touched her shoulder. She didn’t jump, even though his steps had been quiet: she only sank against the doorframe on a long exhale. Still, the muscles under his hand were solid with tension.

      “He’s going to be all right, you know.” He circled his thumb into one particularly tangled knot.

      She didn’t even groan with relief, just shook her head. “I shouldn’t have sent him. Not because he can’t be trusted, but because Mercia can be trusted to be awful every single time.” Her chin dipped to her chest as her crossed arms tightened. “I let him down.” Her voice cracked.

      “Vee, no. Come on”—he pulled her away, and it was worse that she put up no fight—“let’s get some fresh air.”

      She let him lead her outside without so much as a grunt of argument, and when he found them somewhere quiet beneath a tree, she obeyed his command to sit.

      “Vee.” When she didn’t respond to him sitting beside her, he pulled her legs over his, angling her towards him. He needed her attention—it was the only way he might get through to her. And he clearly needed to, because she was a wreck breaking up into flotsam. “Talk to me.”

      Silence and clenched fists.

      “Please. I need you to talk to me.”

      A slow, tired blink, then she scrubbed her face. “What do you want me to say, Knigh?” Once upon a time, back on the Swallow, especially, she’d have snapped it at him, but this came out with a resigned sigh. “That I failed and now we have no home? That I’ve let everyone down? That I’m…” She shook her head, lip trembling.

      “Honestly?” He lifted her chin, but she kept her eyes lowered. “Yes. I do want you to tell me those things. Because then we can talk about them.” He grazed his thumb over that trembling lip. “What is it you aren’t saying?”

      She screwed her eyes shut, and the tears glistened upon her dark lashes. “I’m so ashamed.” It was a whisper, but it cut deeper than any blade.

      “Oh, Love.” He wrapped around her. If only he had blankets and the kittens and perhaps the walls of a home, so they could shut out the rest of the world and just be them. But his arms would have to do. She curled into him and pressed her face against his chest. There she was, the softer Vee that hid beneath her hard shell. He stroked her hair and waited.

      Minutes. Hours. Days. He’d wait for her as long as it took.

      At last, she pulled away, face wet. “I wasn’t honest with you before… when I said ‘I let her down.’”

      He stopped his eyebrows from shooting up at that unexpected turn. “I remember.” He smoothed the pads of his thumbs under her eyes, capturing her tears.

      “I did mean to say ‘her.’ I meant…” Her hair fell around her face in a wavy curtain, as she bowed her head. “Mama.” Her voice rasped on the word, and it deepened that earlier cut, striking right through his heart.

      Of course. Who else would she torture herself over for so long?

      Her hands rested on her thighs, which still tented over his, and he covered them now, reaching out with his gift, just a touch, just for warmth. Perhaps it would be a comfort. Her shoulders eased a hair’s breadth.

      “How do you believe you let her down, Love?” He said it softly, like his voice might break her. The way she’d drifted in despair since the attempted ritual, he feared it might.

      “I told you how he beat me after I swam the lake without you.”

      Again, he fought the intense physical reaction that dragged on his muscles, but only just. He would gladly wring the man’s throat for hurting her. “You did.” There was so much more that he wanted to say—how he was grateful she’d told him that before and was proud of her for speaking now—but if he said too much, it might scare her back into her shell. Hopefully, those two coaxing words would encourage her on.

      “It was the worst he ever physically hurt me, but…” The curtain of her hair stirred as she shivered. “But he ruled us with his words and his power just as brutally. All the time, not just then. I could go nowhere. See no one. No balls. No visits to family or friends. Nothing unsupervised by him.”

      “Only the queen’s Calan Mai celebrations.”

      She lifted her head, though her gaze still avoided his. “Only that. But as badly as he treated me, Mama had it even worse. He cut her with his words, belittled her, questioned her every decision, even about minor household things that were meant to be her domain.”

      Under his light hold, her hands curled into fists. “He told her how foolish she was for asking the cook to prepare duck one weekend. So of course, terrified of displeasing him, she changed the menu. And when the plates came out, he demanded to know where his roast duck was. We lost a whole dining service that day.” Her eyes narrowed as though she were looking back through time and that might make her vision clearer. “Part of me loved the sound of it all smashing, even as I jumped at every crash and wondered when a plate would come flying towards me.” 

      This was worse than any harsh words she’d spoken to him, even on the Swallow, even on the Respair, when she’d hated him most and had twisted the blade to hurt him.

      His heart. His chest. His belly. It caved in for her, for what she’d endured at the hands of her own father, even as rage seared his veins. She’d told him how controlling he’d been, how he’d locked her in a cupboard or denied her food, but he’d never realised the full extent. The man had ruled their house with fear like some wicked king of old. 

      She cocked her head, mouth twisting in a bitter little smile. “He didn’t even let Mama go to her own sister’s funeral. And, of course, she is still stuck with him. Good old Albion and its stupid bloody laws. If she left him, she’d have had nothing—no money, no home. Nothing.”

      “He sounds like a villain.” And exactly why making their own rules in Haven had been so appealing. They hadn’t been asked to leave yet, but Vee had told him it was only a matter of time. What a bloody mess. He stroked her knuckles.

      “He was… is.” Goosebumps rose on her arms. “And I left her with him. Oh, I told myself it wasn’t forever, and I promised I’d go back for her.” She shook her head, that bitter smile widening until it bared her teeth. “I thought Evered and I would start a new life in Arawaké, out of Papa’s reach, and I’d send for Mama to come and live with us. Somewhere safe. Somewhere settled. A proper home that felt like home, not a prison. Even when I realised we were on a pirate ship, I told myself such a pretty story about how we’d find some great treasure and use it to buy Mama a home.”

      Had that started her interest in Drake’s treasure? Had that always underpinned the obsession?

      “But”—even her bitter smile vanished—“when Evered died, I realised it wasn’t anything like the stories. None of that was going to happen.” 

      When her quiet rang out for long moments, he worked his tongue around his mouth. She carried so much guilt, so much pain. Just as he’d blamed himself for his father’s actions, she held herself accountable for not being able to protect her mother from Lord Ferrers. No wonder she shied away from talking about it all. The shame alone… 

      Gods, he knew about shame. 

      That was what made him swallow and shake his head and break the silence. “And that’s why you let everyone think Avice is dead.” And why this setback with the ritual had hit her so hard.

      “I can’t face them,” she breathed, body sagging like it was a relief to admit. “Mama, Nanny Alder, my sister. I can’t.”

      “It isn’t your fault, you—”

      Her hand snapped up, like she was protecting herself from a blow. “Please, don’t. I said those words to you to help you heal. I can’t… I chose to leave. I chose to make that promise. I chose to stay here all these years. I could’ve gone back any time, but I didn’t.” She shook her head, the first firm action he’d seen her take in days. “It’s too late.”

      Of everything she’d said, that was the thing that seized his throat and pressed on the back of his eyes.

      It was wrong, but when did that ever stop someone believing something? Had it stopped him believing his father’s actions were his fault?

      This was something she’d held on to for four years. It had been forged in that desperate flight from her childhood home, in the crossing from Albion, in Evered’s death, and the awakening of her gift. He wasn’t about to erase it in an afternoon, however desperately he wished to.

      After all, it had taken her and Perry months to even begin getting through to him, and even now, he had to play Vee’s words in his mind to remind himself that maybe, just maybe, his father’s actions weren’t his fault.

      So instead of arguing, he pulled her close again and sat with her until the sun went down, leaving them in dim torchlight.

      Tomorrow was another day with more preparations to make, but maybe he could start work on his own project. One that would disprove the lie Vee still believed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            HAMMER & NAIL

          

        

        
          
            
            
          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat dripping down her temples, Vice hammered another nail in place. The sun hazed behind clouds this morning, but it was already shaping up to be a scorching day. Still, there were more preparations to make and they had no idea when time would run out.

      It was a week since the ritual and the waiting for an attack that could come at any time had her nerves ragged. Even now, working in this heat, the thought of Mercia’s ships appearing on the horizon weighed on her gut, heavy and cold.

      The watch would sound their alarms. Reefs, cliffs, and shifting shoals protected the rest of Sanctuary’s coastline and much of Haven’s from any attempts to land. Watchtowers with bells and beacon fires stood at strategic points on the islands. No crews had occupied them for generations, but…

      But she’d destroyed their storm, so here they were.

      Teeth gritted, she hammered some more. Knigh had been kind to her ever since she’d voiced her shame, and she was glad she’d finally told him about Mama. But kindness couldn’t undo her failure. The only thing left was to win this battle against Mercia.

      So she threw herself into it.

      “Easy, easy.” Saba’s voice, suddenly close. “What did that nail ever do to you?”

      Vice blinked up from hammering a spiked timber in place. she didn’t have anything against this nail in particular, since it wasn’t iron, unlike most others in Arawaké. Since it was founded with magic that came from the fae, Sanctuary used steel nails and the blacksmiths whispered prayers over them, just as Albionic blacksmiths did, rendering them safe for fae-blooded folk like her to touch. Vice grunted and tapped this one the rest of the way in.

      Saba offered a canteen. “Here, have some water.”

      Her mouth was dry. “Thanks.” Not only for the water, but for Saba’s care and attention. Things to be grateful for. She gulped down a few mouthfuls and offered it back.

      “No, I brought it for you.” Saba gave a half smile. “Thought it might get you to talk to me.”

      Vice sighed. “You too?”

      “Let me guess, Perry and Blackwood have picked up on your…” She gestured from Vice’s head to toe.

      Unsure how to respond to that, Vice took another sip of water and leant against the wall Barnacle hunched on. She made a poor supervisor, sleeping on the job.

      “I’m sorry.” Vice scrubbed her face, eyes sore from focusing so hard on her work and sleeping so poorly. “I’m sorry for being absorbed in… this.” She echoed Saba’s gesture at herself. “I’m sorry for being a shitty friend at the moment. And most of all, I’m sorry for letting you and everyone else down with the ritual.” She scraped a nail over the canteen’s seam. “I wanted to give you a home to make up for being so grumpy when you told me you were leaving, amongst other things, but I failed in that, too.”

      Saba’s eyes went even wider at that last admission and eased into place at her side. “So that’s why you were off that day!”

      Grumbling, Vice pulled a pouch of cashews from her pocket and took a few. “I didn’t want you to leave me. Still don’t. I know it’s selfish, and I know it’s what you want, but…” She raised her shoulders, careful not to spill the nuts as she offered them.

      Saba snorted and took a handful, throwing one in her mouth. “You’re not quite right. I don’t want to leave you.” She shot Vice a narrow-eyed look, shaking her head as if she were foolish for thinking so. “But I do want that life with that land and that workshop… and a room for you to stay in when you visit.”

      Vice stopped mid-chew. She had a place in Saba’s plans? She featured in some small way in the house she’d dreamed up and had started rebuilding in Haven? Looking at her out the corner of her eye, she swallowed slowly. “A room for me?”

      Saba buffeted her with her shoulder. “Well, I suppose it’ll have to be a double room so there’s space for Blackwood now, right?”

      The smile on Vice’s lips was the first real one in days. “Right.”

      Saba slid her arm around her waist and squeezed. “Wanting that and wanting to leave you are two different things. One I do want; one I don’t. But I can’t have that life without the other.”

      Vice nodded. The dull gleam of the harbour in the watery sunlight mirrored the dull ache of the prospect of losing Saba. But she’d still be there, just like the sun was still there behind the clouds. She’d be able to visit, see Saba’s progress in creating her dream life. Wouldn’t that be an honour, a joy to witness?

      She took the hand Saba held the nuts in and planted a kiss on her knuckles. “Well, I’m sorry it won’t be in Haven, but I will make it happen.” She bit her tongue against saying she promised—she had a big enough broken promise without adding another. Besides, she was trying to be cheerful for her friend, whose eyes were bright for the future she’d dreamed. “I’m excited for you.”

      “And—hey!” Saba stared at her empty hand. “That doesn’t mean you can steal my cashews!”

      Almost, almost grinning, Vice popped one in her mouth and shrugged. “You took too many, anyway.”

      “Bloody pirates,” Saba muttered before bumping her shoulder into Vice’s again.

      They worked together a little longer, building defences at the far end of Haven’s docks, until something tugged on Vice’s chest and minutes later, a shadow blotted out the nail she was hammering in place. When she looked up, the sun had come out and Knigh stood over her with it behind him. The backlight painted the edges of his hair gold, so like his magic, it made her smile despite the heaviness in her heart.

      “I need to borrow you.” He held out his hand.

      With a rap-rap-rap, she finished tapping the nail in place, then dusted off her palms before taking his. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Saba waved. “No rush.”

      “Well”—Knigh threw her an apologetic look—“we might be a little longer than that, actually.”

      “As long as you get a smile on her face, I don’t care.”

      Knigh’s teeth flashed and he interlaced his fingers with Vice’s. “I’ll try.”
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      “Don’t tell me you’ve found some aspect of battle preparations that’s actually fun?” Vice tilted her head, following him inland while Barnacle trotted behind.

      “Something like that.”

      This end of town was only a narrow strip before giving way to the rainforest, and after a few minutes, they passed the last of Haven’s buildings, heading north on a path barely a foot wide. “Wait, are we heading to the cove?” It didn’t need any defences. She stopped. “It’s already protected by the reef. We’ve got work to do here.”

      His fingers tightened around hers, and he tugged onward. “An hour or two isn’t going to make any difference, and…” He eyed her sidelong, grey eyes pale in the leafy shadows. “This is a time for work, yes, but also for respair.”

      Respair. Recovery from despair. Her arguments guttered out at that word. That heavy weight of failure had indeed dragged her into a pit of despair.

      “And if you can’t accept that”—he canted his head and gave a faint smile—“think of it as mental and emotional preparation.”

      “All right, all right. You’ve persuaded me.” She gestured along the path. “Lead the way.”

      Within ten minutes, they reached the cove where they’d swum and made love in that glorious day before the ritual and before Fitz had returned so horribly injured, before that weight had dragged her under.

      She paused on the sand, took a long breath of the fresh, salty air, and let the quiet lull of waves wash over her. It eased her shoulders, just a little.

      “Do you know what I call this place?” He stood at her side and spoke softly. “Our cove.” He shook his head. “The moment I first saw it, I thought ours.”

      It filled her chest to hear that word from him. Ours. It felt right. “I like that.”

      “Isn’t it perfect?” He gestured at the soft sand and the sparkling water. “Away from everyone else and all those responsibilities, but only a short walk from Haven. Close enough to hear the warning bells. Far enough to be secluded.”

      He flashed her a meaningful grin and tugged her to follow along the edge of the trees until they reached a spot that had been cleared of vegetation. Someone had left a number of branches in a large square.

      “I thought…” He released her hand, chest rising in a deep breath as he stepped into the square and turned to her. “This would be the ideal place for a tiny, private home. Somewhere for when we’re not at sea.”

      A home. She blinked at him, at the cleared land, at the square of branches. They marked the walls of a house.

      “It would only need to be simple.” He licked his lips as though nervous and backed away to the furthest ‘wall.’ “Our bed could go here, with windows opposite, so we’ll be able to see the sunset. I can think of more interesting things to do in bed than watching that, but I figure we can’t do that all the time.” Another grin, but yes, the way he exhaled definitely suggested an edge of nervousness.

      She rubbed her chest, which was full to the brim with him and his lovely, sweet dream, and the way he was nervous about showing it to her.

      “Then here”—he took three paces forward, leaving the space that would be taken up by this imaginary bed and stopping at the centre of the ‘house’—“here we would have space for a bath. Now, I know I said simple, but I think it should be big enough for us to share. If we’re going to the trouble of heating all that water, I figure we should both enjoy it.”

      The back of her eyes stung, but she nodded anyway.

      “Which brings me to”—another big step towards the beach—“stove in that corner, window here, bookshelves across that wall”—he gestured left—“and two armchairs. Realistically, the cats will commandeer those, but let’s humour ourselves and pretend it’s one each for you and me.”

      Wild Hunt, was the man trying to make her cry? The stinging was unbearable now. This was a beautiful dream… but an impossible one. Perhaps they could build something like it somewhere else. Near Saba and wherever she ended up settling, maybe. She opened her mouth to say as much, but—

      “Now, this is the best part.” He took a step over the branch nearest the beach—the one that would have the window overlooking the sunset—and stopped a couple of feet from her. “This will be the front porch, and it won’t matter that the cats have stolen our armchairs, because we’ll sit here most of the time on a big swing seat. Just you, me, and a bottle of spiced rum.”

      She swallowed the salt coating the back of her throat. “But—”

      “I’m not finished yet.” He grabbed her hand and hurried into the forest. “You see, there’s another aspect, but it’s a little walk away. Quickly.” He jogged along, not letting go, leading her back towards Haven along the main path rather than the narrow one they’d taken here.

      At first, she couldn’t bring herself to ask questions because of the quaver in her voice that threatened tears, but after a couple of minutes, it was because he’d broken into a proper run and it required all her breath to keep up. At that speed, they reached the north edge of Haven in minutes, but he didn’t let up until he reached the house with the yellow door that they’d been clearing before the ritual.

      Someone had finished the job, cleaned the windows, and given the door a fresh lick of paint. They’d left a trumpet vine growing over the garden wall, and its fiery flowers scented the air and brought the whirr of hummingbird wings.

      She stared up at it, heart sore for the beautiful home it would’ve made someone if she hadn’t failed.

      “So.” At her side, Knigh panted and gestured at the house. “I thought this was a suitable distance for Is to live. Not on our doorstep, but close enough should she need us… when we’re not at sea, of course.” He shrugged. “Which I suspect we’ll be much of the time. But still…”

      Something in his tone made her look up.

      His shoulders sank on a long exhale. “I think Mama would’ve approved of this place.”

      Wild Hunt take her. Yes, she was suffering, but so too was he. Grief didn’t give up ground easily. She stroked his arm. “I think so, too. She wanted this for you both.”

      With a sad smile, he nodded. “She did. Which brings me to…” He led her across the road, where another similar house had been cleared. This one had a green front door and a frangipani shrub by the gate and was just as lovely.

      She raised her eyebrows at him. “Who’s this one for?”

      Clasping her hands, he turned to face her. “I have been wrong about a lot of things in my life.”

      She frowned and cocked her head. What did that have to do with a freshly repaired house in Haven?

      “I was wrong about Father and about Mercia. But I’m not wrong about you.” The intensity in his eyes held her still, but her heart thudded, solid and loud. “I have faith in you, Vee.”

      “Maybe you are wrong for that.” The stinging returned to her eyes with a vengeance. “You saw how I failed to bring back the storm. You heard how I let Mama down. I love you, and I love that you see me like that, but… you shouldn’t.”

      “No.” Lips sucked in, he shook his head. “I’m afraid you’re the one who’s wrong on this occasion. You’re only looking at a chapter.”

      A chapter?

      At her deepening frown, he went on, “When you left your mother, it wasn’t the end of the story. You’re still here, aren’t you? You can still go back.”

      A soft gasp twitched through her, but it stuck in her throat and stopped her telling him that was impossible. Instead, she shook her head. He was wrong to have faith in her. And he was wrong that she could go back. She’d told him before—she couldn’t face them. The tears welled in her eyes, so close to spilling, she had to hold utterly still to keep them in.

      “Just like”—the knot of his throat rose and fell slowly—“when I arrested you in Portsmouth, it wasn’t the end of the story. Not by a long shot.” His voice had gone husky and she caught a glimpse of pain in his eyes. “But if we can get past that and get to here, then you can still go back for your mama.”

      That was different, that was…

      They’d…

      She’d…

      But what Knigh had done was at least comparable to the promise she’d made and broken. And he’d been able to face her. He’d saved her from that gibbet and from his own mistake. He’d proven himself a hundred times over, and she’d not only forgiven him, but fallen completely, gloriously, irrevocably in love with him.

      Not over by a long shot, indeed.

      He gave her hands a gentle shake. “Even if your father tries to stop you, even if he still frightens you, we’ll face him together. Just like we’ll face Mercia together… and his leviathan, too.”

      She didn’t dare blink, didn’t dare breathe, didn’t dare anything because far, far too many tears would fall at the idea that maybe he was right.

      “I know the ritual didn’t work out”—his voice lowered, gentled—“but that isn’t the end of the story, either. Sancha said we can try again. I know”—he silenced her objection before she could voice it—“I know you fear the same thing will happen again. I can’t imagine how terrifying it must be to trust your very soul to people you barely know. For what it’s worth, I’m not thrilled at the prospect of trusting your soul to anyone else, but I think… I think they can be trusted, and, more importantly, I know that you can.

      “I’ll say it again, Vee: I have faith in you.”

      She bit her lip, but it wasn’t enough.

      The tears came.

      She’d had enough of crying, but apparently crying hadn’t had enough of her.

      I have faith in you. It rang down the bond, its truth clear.

      He went to wrap her up in his arms, but she planted her palm on his chest, stopping him.

      She gave him a tremulous smile. “Then I’d better do my best to be worthy of that faith, hadn’t I?”

      Scoffing, he shook his head and gathered her close. She let him this time. “You already are.”

      They stayed that way a long while, the afternoon sun overhead, the streets quiet as they stood in the space between a home for his sister and a home for her mama.

      It wasn’t the end of the story. It wouldn’t be until they’d both taken their last breath. And she intended for that to be many, many years from now.

      But for now… she’d had enough of these damn tears.

      “I will try, Blackwood.” Sniffing, she pouted up at him. “But can you please stop making me cry?”

      He chuckled and nuzzled them away from one cheek. “You know I love you, right?” Now the other cheek. “Hard or soft. Prickly…” He scraped his beard against her skin, making her yelp, but his tight hold stopped her jumping away. “Or squishy.” With a playful smirk, he squeezed her backside. “And everything in between.” He rested his forehead against hers. “In all ways, I’ll still love you.”

      “And I love you.” She planed her hands up his back, but she couldn’t let her touch say this: she had to find the words to spell it out. He deserved that. “Pirate hunter or deserter. Arrogant or nervous to show me the spot he’s marked out for a home.” She gave him a wry smile. “And especially when coaxing me out of a pit of despair. In all ways, and always, I’ll still love you.”
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      When Knigh returned to Sanctuary that afternoon, it was with a full chest and warm cheeks and Vee at his side. She stepped from the boat to the docks without a hint of the crushing despair that had plagued her since the ritual. Instead, she had her shoulders back and an air of calm focus—the picture of determination.

      With a quick kiss, she wished him a good afternoon and said she’d meet him later for dinner.

      He held her hand a moment longer, stopping her from turning away. “Where are you going?”

      She glanced towards the large council building that housed the Chamber as well as the sacred circle. “Ritual preparation.” She lifted her chin. “Next time needs to work, so I’ve got some strangers to make into… not strangers.”

      “I have faith in you.” He grazed his lips over her knuckles then released her.

      The way she paused and ran her fingertips over the spot before turning away made him smile. She approached the building with a clipped stride, filling his chest until it was fit to burst. If she could come to trust him after everything, she could learn about the ritualists and come to trust them to bring her soul back to her body.

      Still, he had a much less tasteful task next. With heavy feet, he made for the infirmary. It wasn’t that he wanted to see FitzRoy or even had any business with the man, but…

      There were things in life that made one feel like one owed a person. FitzRoy spying on Mercia and the price his body had paid was one of those things.

      He hefted the bottle of whisky he’d managed to procure—at no small cost—and entered FitzRoy’s ward.

      “Is this a dagger I see before me?” FitzRoy arched an eyebrow before Knigh was two steps into the room. He sat on the bed, fully dressed, ankles crossed. “Or is it just Knighton Blackwood?”

      “You’re funny.” His voice was flatter than a becalmed sea. “No dagger, but if you’d prefer that as a gift rather than this, well, I’m sure I can arrange it.” He held out the bottle of honey-coloured whisky.

      That arched eyebrow rose further, joined by the other as FitzRoy’s eyes widened. For two beats, he stared at it, then his eyes narrowed. “Wait. It’s poisoned, right? It would be exactly your style to buy an expensive bottle of whisky only to use it for delivering poison.”

      Knigh rolled his eyes. “It’s a gift. No poison. No crushed up glass. No catches. Though I’m beginning to regret not topping it up with arsenic.”

      “No catches?” FitzRoy rubbed his stubbled jaw. “Then… why?”

      Shrugging, he placed the bottle on the bedside table next to a jug of water and a couple of stacked glasses. “I thought you could use some spiritual guidance.”

      FitzRoy’s mouth dropped open. “My word, Blackwood, was that a joke?”

      “It happens occasionally. Consider it another gift. Anyway, enjoy.” He tapped the bottle’s cork and turned.

      “Wait.”

      Knigh exhaled. It was never simple with FitzRoy, was it? He turned and angled his head in question.

      “You’re not going to leave me to drink alone, are you?”

      “Do you really—?”

      “Please.” FitzRoy’s gaze lowered. For once, for the very first time in their year-long acquaintance and enmity, Knigh caught a glimpse of humility in him. Stunned silence followed. “I could use some spiritual guidance, yes… But I could also use the company.”

      Still unable to speak, Knigh pulled up a chair and sank into it.

      “Good man.” A ghost of FitzRoy’s usual smirk accompanied his nod. He grabbed two glasses from the table, emptied the water from one back into the jug and opened the whisky. He poured it and passed Knigh a glass without another word.

      Malty and complex on his tongue, it was good stuff, and it tickled the back of his throat with flame as it went down. “How’s your back healing up?” He didn’t only ask to fill the quiet. The ragged tears through his flesh and muscle had haunted him since the day FitzRoy had shown up in that boat. He’d seen enough floggings to know this had been a particularly bad one, designed to kill slowly rather than merely punish.

      His answer was a shrug and a grunt as FitzRoy’s gaze fell away into the distance.

      Normally it was impossible to get the man to stop talking. He so loved the sound of his own voice. The one time Knigh wanted him to speak, here he was all brooding and reticent. Suppressing a sigh, he took another sip of whisky.

      He’d almost finished the glass when FitzRoy finally spoke. “What do you think he’s doing to my crew?”

      There was no need to say the name; they both know who he was.

      The hairs on the back of Knigh’s neck rose. If he’d had FitzRoy lashed so badly just to send a message…

      He shook his head. “I honestly don’t know.” Mercia had made a habit of feeding prisoners to the kraken, but FitzRoy didn’t need to know that. “He knows where we are from the captured crews, and our strength from Munroe, so he doesn’t need information. There’ll be no point in him torturing them.” With someone else, he might’ve left that unsaid, but FitzRoy was a realist.

      From the bed, he nodded slowly. “Good. Good.”

      “And they’re clever, right?”

      A hint of the usual FitzRoy came through in the way he looked at him out of the corner of his eye. “They’re pirates, Blackwood.”

      “Then perhaps they’ll escape. For all we know, they already have.”

      FitzRoy’s expression pinched and he went back to staring into the distance. “For once, I hope you’re right.”

      He really was concerned about them. As Vee would’ve said, Wonders will never cease.

      Knigh sat with him a while longer and finished the whisky before leaving him to his brooding. He’d ask Perry to drop in and see him later. She had a way of getting through brooding.

      As he stepped out into the sunshine, the clocktower said he had just enough time to walk over to his appointment.

      “Ah, there you are.” Billy hurried across the road, waving. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Knigh bit back a groan. Not that he didn’t want to see his friend, but… “I’m a bit busy.”

      “This can’t wait.”

      Fighting off another groan, Knigh stopped in his tracks. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s not that anything’s wrong.” The muscles of Billy’s jaw twitched though, and he squared his shoulders as if preparing to deliver bad news.

      “We’ve been friends long enough that you don’t need to beat around the bush. Spit it out.”

      “Urgh. This is not how I envisaged this conversation going.” Billy pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Sorry, I assumed…” Knigh cocked his head and grabbed his friend’s shoulder, which was solid with tension. “I thought it was something related to preparations, but it isn’t, is it?”

      “It’s a… personal matter.”

      The clock tower said he had ten minutes. “Walk with me. I have an appointment, but we can talk on the way.”

      “Hmm.” Billy made the sound, falling into step beside him, but said nothing further.

      “So?” Knigh drew the word out. “You said this can’t wait, and yet here you are, waiting.”

      “Yes, sorry, I…” Billy fiddled with his cuff and sucked in his lips. “I need to ask your permission…” He dragged in a deep breath and tugged his collar. “To ask your sister for her hand in marriage.”

      While he was on his way to…

      Knigh laughed.

      Billy’s mouth dropped open, his expression stricken.

      Shaking his head, Knigh patted Billy’s arm in what he hoped was a comforting way. “Not you,” he managed to get out between laughs. The timing. Ah, the wonderful irony of the timing.

      It wasn’t that funny, admittedly, but perhaps his own nerves about this appointment were getting the better of him and sending him a little hysterical.

      That thought was enough to sober him, and he cleared his throat. “Billy, my friend…” He stopped in the street and squeezed his shoulder. “It would be my absolute honour to call you brother, but I’ve already told Is—the only person whose permission you need is hers.” Setting off again, he gestured at the street around them, the white-painted houses and shops that blended Albionic and Arawakéan architecture. “As I’ve said, the old rules don’t apply to us anymore.”

      Billy hurried to catch up. “Is that a yes?”

      “Good gods, man, I don’t recall you being so dense. It’s a ‘you didn’t need to ask me.’ Ask her. I think we both know what the answer will be.” Despite the fluttering nerves in his own belly, he flashed his friend a bright smile. “And I, for one, will look forward to the big day.”

      Billy sagged, relief obvious on his face. “Thank you. Even if I don’t need your permission, I’m glad to have your approval.”

      “Oh.” Knigh widened his eyes. “You don’t have that.”

      At Billy’s face dropping, he couldn’t keep the amusement from his own and burst into more laughter.

      “You’re a cruel man, Knighton Blackwood.” Billy scowled even as he chuckled. “That Pirate Queen of yours has brought out a wicked streak in you… and maybe even a sense of humour. Albeit a terrible one.”

      But before he could defend himself, the fluttering in Knigh’s stomach became a whole swarm of butterflies as he stopped outside his destination.

      In the shop window gleamed dozens of necklaces, bracelets, and hair clips, but they weren’t what held Knigh rapt. A tray of rings winked in the afternoon sunlight, making his heart race. Vivienne from Nassau, who’d made Vee’s dagger earring, was working out of here with a local silversmith. She seemed like the best person for this.

      Billy huffed in surprise. “A jeweller’s.” He chuckled. “That keen to marry Isabel off, are you?”

      Knigh pressed his lips together and squared his shoulders, facing the shop. “It isn’t for you.”

      “Oh.” Billy blinked from him to the shop and back again. “Oh!”

      Gripping the door handle, Knigh angled his head back, not quite daring to look over his shoulder. “Not a word.”

      “My lips are sealed. Good luck.”
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      Two days later, a ship limped into Sanctuary’s harbour. It didn’t fly the purple flag… but it didn’t fly the Albionic one either.

      At the warning bell, Vice jolted from her work. Already reaching for her gift, ready to wreck an enemy vessel, she looked out over the harbour. She blinked. She exhaled.

      At her side, Saba gasped. “Is that the—?”

      “The Sea Witch.”

      They called for the warning bells to silence and ran to meet the frigate and her crew. When the vessel docked, they found tired faces with downcast eyes. The deck was full, so they couldn’t have taken too many casualties, though the top section of their mizzenmast ended in splinters and their remaining sails were torn, flapping around as the crew stowed them.

      Together with others who’d gathered at the docks, Vice and Saba helped the crew to land and caught their fractured story. They’d escaped Mercia, slipping away in the night. It had cost them a dozen lives and damage to the ship, but they’d got away.

      Vice didn’t say it, but, considering Mercia’s record, the fact they’d lost twelve crewmates and not far more was amazing.

      Ula, the tall willowy first mate who always said they weren’t a man or woman, but something else, took Vice’s hand and eased onto the docks. They shook their head, pale blond hair ruffling in their collar. “But… that man murdered the captain.” Large brown eyes wide, they pressed their lips together. “FitzRoy is dead.”

      Of course. The crew didn’t know he’d survived. Smiling, she shook Ula’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t shed too many tears for Fitz.”

      A frown between their pale eyebrows, Ula angled their head in question.

      “He’s very much—”

      “Indeed.” The man himself appeared at the end of the dock, Knigh at his side. He must’ve gone and fetched him at sight of the Sea Witch. “News of my demise was somewhat exaggerated.”

      Ula’s mouth fell open and around them, their crewmates gasped and stared. “Thank the gods.” But there were no celebratory whoops or smiles.

      Fitz reached them and gripped Ula’s shoulder. Maybe it was so long spent deciphering Knigh’s subtle expressions, but she couldn’t help noticing the tightness at the corners of his eyes as he raised his arm. Pain. He’d finally been allowed to leave the infirmary, but it seemed he wasn’t fully recovered.

      “I have to say”—he shook Ula and cocked his head—“you don’t look particularly thankful.” He turned and took in the rest of his crew.

      Bowed heads. Downturned mouths.

      “We bring news.” The way Ula wrung their long, elegant hands, it wasn’t the good kind. “We escaped, but the Navy is a day behind us… two at the most.”

      The air whooshed out of Vice. There it was. Their deadline.

      One that would see them all dead if they didn’t meet it.

      Wild Hunt, get a grip, Vice.

      She pushed in place a cocky grin befitting the Pirate Queen. “It’s a good thing we’ve done all this preparation, then, isn’t it?”

      Spiked timber defences protected every beach and dock where Mercia might try to make landfall. The forts were fully stocked with gunpowder and shot—that went for each ship that carried cannons, too. Decks cleared. Drills practised over and over. Weapons sharpened.

      As for her, she had gone to Sancha, Olwen, Ana, and Destin and done her best to get to know them all. They’d made the arrangements. Tomorrow morning, they would reattempt the ritual, and with Mercia en route, it would be their last chance.

      Gods willing, that would be enough.

      “… reckon we can get the Sea Witch fixed in time?” That was Fitz, lips pursed as he looked up at the damage to his ship. The conversation had gone on without her.

      Knigh twisted his mouth to one side. “We’ll speak to the shipwrights. It will likely be a battle from anchor, anyway.”

      Fitz gave a low hum. “Well, I’m not allowed to sail yet.” His wrinkled nose said what he thought of that. “Anyone else who can’t sail can help me on the forts. Come on”—he raised his voice and jerked his chin towards the town—“let’s get you some food and rest. I’ll show you the defences later.”

      As they filed away, Vice gave Knigh a rueful smile. “Great birthday gift for you, eh?” It had taken some persuasion to get the information from him.

      He snorted. “Ah, yes, nothing says celebration like the night before your worst enemy attacks.”

      “Hey, nothing makes you feel more alive than a battle, right?”

      A wicked glint entered his eye. “I can think of a few things.” He straightened her collar, knuckles grazing her throat, lifting goosebumps on her skin. “Besides. There won’t be a battle, because you are going to show that ritual exactly what the Pirate Queen is capable of.”

      The way he looked at her, unwavering—she believed it.
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      That evening homes across Sanctuary and Haven lit up with candles and lamps as friends and families gathered. Many of the houses in Haven had been repaired, and most Nassauians were in those, sharing food and soft words, but for pirates, old habits died hard and the beach along the town’s bay was dotted with bonfires. The groups around them were more subdued than they’d been the night before her first attempts at the ritual.

      Facing the prospect of your final evening on earth did that to a person. Vice’s mouth twisted as she stared into the flames.

      Erec had outdone himself with the food, so at least her last dinner had been a good one.

      Wild Hunt, you’re being morbid tonight.

      She sucked in a long breath and let it out, leaning back against a log. She would succeed in her part of the ritual. The storm would turn Mercia back. And after, they’d find a way to rescue the crew he’d captured.

      “That’s a big sigh.” Fitz eased into place beside her, a wince on his face when his shoulders met the log.

      On the other side of their little group, Knigh’s gaze flicked over as he spoke to Perry and Aedan.

      Vice reached for FitzRoy. “Is your back still—?”

      “I’m fine.” He flinched away, the skin around his eyes tightening with the sudden movement.

      She dropped her hand and instead offered the bottle of rum she’d been nursing.

      He grunted a thanks and took a long swig. “They make good stuff here.”

      “They do.” All the more reason for her to succeed at the ritual and make it their home.

      “I didn’t mean to snap.” It wasn’t an apology, but for Fitz, it was pretty damn close. He only angled a little towards her. The tightness of his brow, his straight nose, the curve of his lips—it was all shadow against the blazing fire. “I actually came to tell you a delightful piece of news Ula told me.”

      On top of the news that Mercia might attack tomorrow? “Is that actual delightful or ironic delightful?”

      “Actual delightful for you, but I suspect not at all delightful for the subject.” His eyes glinted and in the shadows the corner of his mouth rose. That was the Fitz she knew—a knowing smirk and a wicked-sharp side-eye. “They found Vane.”

      She gasped. “What? Who did? Where? Is he alive? What?”

      “Yes, you said ‘What?’ twice.”

      He handed her the much-needed rum, and she took a gulp, letting it settle her nerves. She couldn’t drink too much tonight, but this particular sip was needed. They’d found the traitor who’d teamed up with Mercia. She’d assumed he was dead in her tidal wave over Nassau. If he was alive, did that mean he’d still want to murder her next time he saw her?

      “He’s alive,” Fitz went on. “But he might wish he wasn’t, considering who found him.”

      She waited, but he didn’t go on. “Wild Hunt take you if you drag this out any longer, Fitz.” She thrust the bottle back at him. “Tell me.”

      His teeth flashed in the firelight, like he was pleased he’d hooked her. “Fine.” He took the bottle and gestured with it. “Just know it’s less fun for me this way. Unfortunately for our dear friend Vane, he was found by slavers. And I’m sure you won’t be surprised that they decided he’d make an excellent slave. Apparently, Mercia doesn’t give a solitary damn about his former ally and so has done nothing to help.”

      The man who’d captained a former slaver ship was now chained in the hold of one. “It couldn’t have happened to a nicer fellow.”

      “My thoughts precisely. I bet he wishes all he had to worry about was your stupid song now.”

      “Huh?” She screwed up her face at him.

      “The song you made up about him.”

      “Song I… What?”

      “Is that your word for the evening or something?”

      “What song, FitzRoy?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Ah, now I know I’ve really pissed you off. You’d started calling me Fitz again, but now it’s gone back to FitzRoy.”

      “If you continue pissing me off, what I call you will be the least of your problems.”

      “Fine. But you’re tetchy tonight. The song I was referring to was the one you made up about him. Why you need that spelling out, I don’t know.”

      “The song I made up?” She rubbed her head, like that might make his words make sense. It didn’t. “I really have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      His mouth dropped open. “Oh.” The way he exhaled was half chuckle, half breath. “You don’t remember, do you? So all this time, Vane’s been furious at you and you don’t know why?”

      “You do?” For years, it had been a blank in her memory. Asking Vane hadn’t exactly been an appealing prospect, and she hadn’t realised anyone else knew the source of his enmity.

      “Good gods do I?” He laughed again and handed her the bottle. “You’re going to need this. One night at Nassau you were out carousing, this is back when we were…” He gave a meaningful shrug and his arched eyebrow was a deeper shadow in the darkness. “He drunkenly propositioned you.”

      She almost spat out her mouthful of rum. With some effort, she choked it down. “He did what?” She snorted. So he’d dogged her steps every time they were in the same port… “All because I turned him down? In all the world, there is nothing more fragile than the male ego.”

      Though it cast new light on his behaviour towards Fitz. He didn’t respect him; he just feared what he’d do when he found out. Yet he’d known all along. Ha!

      “Ouch.” Fitz clutched his chest like she’d stabbed him. “I mean, you might be right, but still, ouch. Besides, it wasn’t so much that you declined him, but rather the way you did it.”

      “This… song?”

      “The very same. I believe you called it The Vanity of Vane.” He spread his hands dramatically as though he were a bard announcing the title to an audience.

      She groaned, covering her face. “I gave it a name?”

      “You did. And some truly delightful lyrics.” He cleared his throat. “The vanity of Vane, nothing to his name. Oh, oh, the vanity of Vane.”

      Something stirred in her memories. “When ladies faint, it’s at his stench, the stupid fellow can’t even pay a wench.” She shook her head, wincing. It didn’t even have any discernible rhythm. “Lords and Ladies, I’m not much of a lyricist, am I?”

      “Hmm.” He nudged her and held his hand out for the bottle. He took a long draught from it, then gave a thoughtful hum. “You’re more for singing songs about.”

      The Song of the Pirate Queen. The beginning of the end of their relationship. The thing that had turned him against her and started so much of this. “I never asked for that, you know.”

      Another thoughtful hum, this time accompanied by a dip of his chin. “Now I do. But… it was never really about the song or that they called you the Pirate Queen. Not really. That was only salt in the wound.”

      “But in Portsmouth, you said…” She gritted her teeth, fists clenched in her lap. “Then what was it? Why did you and Bricus hand me over?”

      “I never really had you, Vice.” His voice was soft as he frowned out into the darkness. “And part of me always knew it… always knew you were too good for me. But I liked being close to your flame, even if only for a while.”

      She’d asked, but she hadn’t really expected an answer, especially not one that sounded so honest. When she’d started screwing Fitz, that was when she’d come up with the idea of ‘only bodies.’ She’d decided it was fine—safe—as long as she only gave him that.

      He was right: he never really had her, because she refused to trust herself to anyone else after Evered. But she didn’t know how to say that, so she made a non-committal sound.

      “I can be philosophical about it now, but then?” He shrugged and huffed. “I was too angry, too… slighted. I knew Bricus had always hated you, and he thought he was manipulating me, but… I can’t blame him for my actions. I knew what I was doing when I colluded with the Navy. I knew exactly what I was doing when I had you arrested.” He hung his head. “And I wanted it. I bloody wanted it. I wanted to show you that you weren’t too good for me… But most of all, I wanted to show myself that I was so clever and cunning, I could catch the Pirate Queen.” He clutched the bottle to his chest. “I was an idiot. And I’m sorry.”

      Fitz apologising.

      To her.

      She scrubbed her face, trying to digest that fact as well as everything else he’d said. He had been an idiot, but she’d done some pretty idiotic things since joining his crew… and some spectacularly idiotic things this past year, to Knigh especially. But he’d forgiven her. And she’d forgiven him for his mistakes, too.

      “Fitz… Thank you.” The apology… the longer she sat with it, the more it was a balm on a wound whose pain had been such a constant, she’d stopped noticing. “For the record, I never thought myself too good for you. That was never the reason I only gave you part of myself.”

      He cocked his head and watched her out of the corner of his eye. “Evered?”

      She dipped her chin.

      “Hmm.” He nodded, took another sip of rum, stared out into the night. “I’d have treated you like a queen, you know.” His teeth flashed in a grin. “I might not have managed to actually make you a queen, like some.” He pointed the bottle at Knigh, who glanced over again. “But I’d have worshipped you like one.”

      “I know.” She ran a fingertip down the bottle’s neck, since he’d flinched away from her earlier touch. “And I’m sure there’s a queen out there waiting for you to kneel at her feet.” She smirked at him. “I seem to recall you were quite good at that.”

      “Only quite?”

      She raised one shoulder. Not many things in life compared to Knigh, and certainly no one’s tongue matched his.

      “Hmpf.” Fitz pursed his lips, accentuating their sensuous lines. “If not for you and Blackwood, I’d have to give you a reminder, but…” He sat back, scoffing as Knigh approached. “Well, there he is, and the way he’s looking at you, I’d wager he wants a word in his sovereign’s ear.” He dusted off his hands. “And I? I need to drink more before this wave of honesty gets me in trouble.”

      It was an honesty she’d appreciated, though. “The night before a hopeless battle will do that to you.” She said it with a grin, but his face was sombre as he shook his head.

      “Not hopeless, Vice. Never hopeless. You’ll get that storm back and maybe wreck Mercia against some rocks.” He gave her a wink and rose. “Smash him.”

      Just like she’d asked him at Nassau before they’d parted ways. So she saluted and gave him the same reply he’d given her: “To smithereens.”

      “That’s my gir—ahem—Pirate Queen.” With a flourish, he bowed and narrowly dodged the pebble she threw at him before he turned away.

      Urgh, everyone needed to stop that. “Oh, and Fitz?”

      He glanced back, face now bathed in firelight. It was a handsome face, maybe tinged with ruthlessness and definitely sharp-edged, but handsome all the same. She could see why the newly-named Vice had sought comfort in his bed. He was the kind of man who’d burn the world for the woman he loved. Just a pity they’d never loved each other. Wrong person. Wrong time.

      Still… “I’m glad you’re not dead.” It was a genuine smile she gave him now. “Try to stay that way tomorrow, whatever happens.”

      “I’ll do my best for you, Your Majesty.” Another bow. Another pebble she hurled in his direction, then he disappeared into the night.

      “Do we need to start wearing armour to avoid your projectiles?” Knigh stood in FitzRoy’s spot.

      “Only if you decide to bow to me. I bloody hate bowing.”

      “Noted.” He looked after Fitz, frowning. “You looked like you could do with rescuing. What was he saying? I’ve never seen him look so… well, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he looked apologetic.”

      “Ah, so you’re playing my knight in shining armour?” She rose, stepping into his space with a teasing smirk. “Maybe that should be your nickname: Knight, rather than Knigh.”

      His nose wrinkled, but his hands ran up her arms to her shoulders as though he couldn’t keep them off her. “Please, no. Anything but that.”

      “Anything?” He must’ve seen the hellish fire light up in her eyes, because he backed away. “Oh, Knigh, you’re lucky it’s your birthday, otherwise I’d spend the rest of the night coming up with terrible, awful nicknames for you.” She shook her head, sighing. “But between the Sea Witch’s return and…” Her stomach dipped, but not as badly as it had the night before the first attempt at the ritual. “And tomorrow, your birthday has been rather overshadowed. However, I did get you something. Come on.”

      She took his hand and led him into the forest.
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      Vee wouldn’t answer any of his questions about what this gift might be, but he didn’t need to ask where they were going. Their cove. With tomorrow’s ritual and possible battle and the small box weighing heavily in his pocket, this was going to be a momentous birthday.

      He had kept quiet about the date last year, since they’d been pirate hunter and pirate and he doubted The Morrigan’s crew would’ve given him anything other than a beating as a present. But a few weeks ago, Vee had realised more than a year had passed and they hadn’t celebrated his birthday. She’d wheedled the information out of him using a number of underhand tactics. Primarily her mouth on his cock and the tease of her tongue.

      Perhaps that would be her gift, too.

      Despite the thought coiling low, low in his belly with delicious tension, he’d have to stop her if she tried it—or at least persuade her to wait. He had something he needed to do first. His heart skipped a beat and those nerves fluttered above the tension. It was an odd combination.

      He’d been waiting all evening to catch her alone so he could do this. The story about coming to rescue her had been a white lie—Vee was perfectly capable of getting rid of FitzRoy on her own. In truth, the man had chewed her ear off long enough and Knigh had grown impatient. He needed her alone. He would let her give her gift, and then…

      He swallowed down those damned butterflies.

      They were nearly at the beach when he caught a glimpse of blue light glimmering through the trees ahead. “What’s…?” Frowning, he squeezed Vee’s hand and they slowed their pace, picking their way along the path. They passed the clearing that would become their home. And it would. Because tomorrow Vee would reinstate the storm and Haven would be theirs.

      But right now, the mystery drew them onward, until they stood on the beach, hand in hand.

      It was the sea. Each wave that lapped upon the sand was edged with a pale blue glow and flecked with glittering lights. Against them, the night was darker, the stars brighter, the sea’s call more like a lover’s whisper. The salty air filled him, and he thanked the gods that Vee was here witnessing this.

      “Stars in the sea,” she breathed.

      As the waves withdrew, they left motes of light on the beach that glimmered and then faded.

      He’d heard stories, of course, but this… He’d never seen anything like this.

      “Some sort of tiny glowing creature, like our glow-worms.” He didn’t dare speak too loudly in case it broke the moment.

      She exhaled through her nose. “I prefer my version.”

      He gave her a rueful smile. “It is more poetic.”

      They stood there a long while, watching the waves shimmer and pull closer with the rising tide.

      “Well,” she said at last, voice soft, “I’m not sure I can outdo the sea’s birthday gift, but I hope you like this all the same.” She pressed a brown-paper-wrapped bundle into his hands and tiptoed to his lips. “Happy birthday, my love.”

      “Thank you.” He caught her for another kiss before she stood back.

      The parcel was no bigger than his palm. When he unwrapped the paper and a protective layer of cloth, he found a case that gleamed silver in the moonlight. “A pocket watch?”

      She wore an enigmatic smile. “Not quite.”

      He cocked his head and pressed the loop-shaped catch, which would allow him to carry it on a chain… whatever it was. It clicked open, the movement smooth, and he gasped.

      “A compass.”

      Not only a compass… Painted across its face were crimson tentacles, encroaching in from the edges, and at its north point was a tiny key. On the inside of the lid, etched letters glinted, and he had to turn it to the light to read. Always.

      It was the most exquisite compass he’d ever seen. She’d clearly had it made for him. His nose prickled and the warmth filling his chest was overwhelming.

      She cupped his hands around it. “Whatever monsters come, this will guide you home.”

      “Vee, I…” He shook his head. No words would do.

      She bit her lip, looking up at him through her lashes. “Do you like it?”

      “What a ridiculous question.” He huffed and grazed his thumb along the line of her jaw, his fingertips over her cheek. “I love it. Thank you.” He snapped the compass shut and held it over his chest, over the tattoo it mirrored. “Thank you.”

      She looked away with a bashful smile. Vee, bashful. That was a new one. The fact this woman could still surprise him—Lords and Ladies, it only made him love her all the more.

      “I’ll admit”—she bit her lip—“I was determined to give you something as wonderful as your presents always are.”

      “Oh. Speaking of which…” He dropped the compass in his inside pocket and fished around in the bottom. His fingertips grazed the velvet edges of that box, making his stomach flutter again. “I completely forgot to give this back.”

      When he produced the dagger earring, her face broke into a wondrous smile and it was like the dawn itself. It shook him, silenced him, throbbed in his chest, warmed his very soul.

      He could look at that smile for the rest of time.

      “I thought you’d lost it.” She touched the point as though reassuring herself it was real.

      He scoffed. “As if I would.” He pushed her hair back and couldn’t resist tracing a line from behind her ear, down the side of her neck. The way she shivered made him glad he hadn’t resisted.

      She held very still as he returned the earring to its rightful place, plunging through her earlobe, and smiled when it was done. “That’s better.”

      Fingers teasing the edge of her hairline just behind her ear, he nodded at the glint of metal. “It is.”

      With any luck, she’d also accept the next piece of jewellery he offered tonight. He swallowed and tried to summon the words to ask.
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      Vee gave a happy huff and plopped onto the sand, tugging on his fingers for him to follow.

      Of course, she wasn’t going to make it easy. With a groan, he sank into place next to her, and found his gaze following hers, out to the glowing waves. Stardust. She was right. And above, the sky was black, yes, but stars and a gibbous moon illuminated even this dark night.

      Except, despite tomorrow’s dangers, it wasn’t dark, was it? Not even in the sense of hopeless or grim. The ritual and the battle were for tomorrow. The fact they might die, that was for tomorrow.

      This night was theirs and it was perfect.

      He slid his arm around her, she leant into him, and they sat in star-speckled silence.

      After some time, Vee sighed. “Knigh?” Her voice was very soft, very small, not like her at all.

      “Hmm?” He traced nonsense shapes on her side, enjoying the warmth that leeched out through her thin shirt.

      “I’m afraid.” She drew her knees up and hugged them to herself. “Not of the ritual, but… of what comes after. If Mercia still gets through the storm… What if we lose the battle?”

      He blinked and turned to her, but she frowned out at the sea like Mercia’s ships were about to appear in their cove. “You aren’t normally afraid of a fight. Of your feelings, yes, in the past. Of iron and the kraken, perhaps, but…” He shook his head. “Never of a fight.”

      “That’s because I never realised before. But now…” She met his gaze, eyes a midnight blue like the night sea. The fear in them stole the air from his lungs. “I have so much to lose.”

      He swallowed down the alarm that rose in response and nodded his understanding. “We both do. But…” He took her legs and crossed them over his lap. “I love you, Vee. So much.” He stroked her cheek and for once didn’t even try to hold back the force of his feelings. He let it come out in the huskiness of his voice, in the way his eyebrows rose together, in how tightly he gripped her hands. He wanted her to know, needed her to understand.

      His pulse pounded at his throat. “Everything we’ve seen of each other, good and bad… I wouldn’t change a moment of it, because it brought us here. To this beach with its luminescent waves. To this island. To this place where we are co-captains and bondmates and… friends.”

      Her eyes gleamed as she nodded, biting her lip.

      “Only the gods know what tomorrow will bring,” he went on, “but this place, this night… I’d do it all over again to be here with you, now. And I might die tomorrow, but I hope not, because if we survive this, I’m hoping you might do the only thing that can make me even happier than I am now and marry me.”

      She blinked. That was her only movement for long seconds. Her lips parted, then closed, then a smile flickered at their edges. “Knighton Blackwood, was that a proposal?”

      “I do believe it was.” He pulled the ring from the box in his pocket. An eternity band of aquamarines set in silver.

      Eyes wide, she huffed and stared as though she hadn’t really believed him serious until he produced the ring. She wasn’t answering though… and if the pounding of his heart continued much longer, he might have a heart attack.

      So he took her left hand and kissed the padlock scar there before putting it around his neck and drawing her onto his lap. “I’ll never lock you up, but I’ll never leave you, either.”

      Her shock trembled and broke into the smile that had threatened on her lips moments earlier. She slid her other hand around his neck, fingers running through his hair. “I believe you.”

      He’d have sworn it wasn’t possible, but his heart skipped not just one beat but at least three. His shoulders sank as her words sank into his chest and soothed the deepest hurts he carried—the ones that said he couldn’t be trusted, that his judgement was poor, that he couldn’t be believed.

      She believed in him. She, the notorious Pirate Queen who thought everyone would leave, believed that he wouldn’t.

      “At last,” he said on a sigh that was pure relief.

      “At last.” She closed the scant distance between their lips and lit him up with a kiss.

      It was a kiss that spelled out her belief, in case there was any room for doubt. It was a kiss that spoke of tomorrow and whatever came the day after or the day after that. It was a kiss that obliterated the possibility that they wouldn’t get through any battle.

      When she pulled away, he bent after her, not wanting it to end, but she held him back, catching her breath.

      “That was a yes, by the way.”

      He grinned, because that was another thing her kiss had said, but it was nice to hear the word out loud all the same. “I did wonder.”

      But she’d said it. The butterflies had gone.

      They were getting married. They’d be husband and wife.

      What had he done to please the gods so much? Best not to question it, though. Not when she offered her left hand, which he took, his hold barely trembling at all. He pressed his lips to her third finger, before sliding the ring home.

      “It’s perfect.” She angled it in the moonlight, the stones glittering like sunlight on the sea.

      “Vivienne is making something a bit more special to go with it, but she hasn’t finished yet.” He smiled and rubbed the band on her finger. “So it’ll have to be your wedding ring instead.”

      She gave a playful smirk, but the gleam in her eyes betrayed how close she was to tears. “Awfully bold of you to have already ordered the wedding ring.”

      “Eh.” With that casual sound, he shrugged. “I had a feeling you might say yes.”

      “Arrogant bastard.” Her hands fisted in his hair, and she pulled him in for another kiss. The pull on his hair, the touch of her lips—they burned through him, lighting up his skin with sensation. The pleasant pain on his scalp. The weight of her in his lap, not quite touching his stiffening cock. But most of all, the press of her mouth on his, the slick slide of her tongue, that point of blazing connection.

      But the kiss was a tease, over too soon. “Gorgeous, glorious, arrogant bastard…” Her lips grazed his with each word as they shared breath. “… Who’s all mine.”

      “I am.” He kissed her. “Yours.” Again. “Entirely.” A million times more wouldn’t be enough. “Always.”

      This kiss was deeper, hungrier. It had teeth and claws as her nails scraped over his scalp sending a shudder of pure pleasure through his body and a low, rumbling growl through his chest. As though the sound urged her on, she shifted to straddle him and at long blessed last pressed against his aching cock.

      “Vee,” he groaned against her lips and crushed her against his chest, not wanting even a fraction of a fraction of an inch between him and any part of her.

      But it wasn’t enough. These clothes needed to go. He tugged off his shirt and ripped hers in his haste to have bare skin against bare skin. He couldn’t summon an ounce of concern because, gods, was it glorious. Her warmth, her scent, her softness—heady vanilla and smooth velvet. He lost himself in it, in her, his Pirate Queen, his fiancée, his future wife.

      He massaged her back and captured her moans with his mouth. He slid his hands under the waistband of her breeches and squeezed her backside, pulling her exquisitely flush against him, then it was his turn to moan.

      Fuck, this woman was incredible.

      His fingers feathered over her gathering wetness, which had her gasping and arching back, undoubtedly seeking more of his touch. He grinned against her lips.

      “Tease.” She tugged on his hair.

      He couldn’t help but growl at the rough treatment. “Is that a complaint?”

      “I want more.”

      “When don’t you?” He gave a throaty chuckle, then grazed his touch over her, a little firmer this time.

      Her breasts heaved against him. Lips parted, eyes hooded and dark, she held his gaze. “More.”

      Bollocks. Resistance was impossible, especially when her arousal made tense heat rush through him. One arm looped around the small of her back, he slid his fingers along her slick folds. Her gasp was his reward, as she rocked back, greedy for—

      “More,” she whispered, breaths ragged.

      The way she said it… If he hadn’t spent years working in strict discipline and control, he’d have thrown her onto her back, torn her breeches down to her knees, and taken her right then.

      But that wouldn’t do. Not at all.

      So he slid his fingers through her wetness, nudging her clit, winning another gasp, before he delved into her.

      On a moan, her pupils blew wide and her grip on his shoulders contracted. But her teeth flashed and still she said, “More.”

      Another finger. So tight. So wet. It would be his undoing and he didn’t even care. Not when the little sounds of pleasure she made destroyed him, remade him, destroyed him all over again.

      “More.” She said it against his mouth and slid a hand between them, pulling the waistband of his breeches.

      He tensed, but she didn’t reach any lower. He nipped her lower lip. “Who’s the tease now?”

      But he gave her no chance to answer, as he plunged those two fingers into her and brought another to her clit. She arched back, baring her breasts, still toying with his waistband, though her movements jolted as the tension in her muscles cranked up with each circle he traced with that third finger.

      “Guilty.” She ground against him with a moan. “So terribly, terribly guilty.”

      “You are. And tempting.” He gave in to that temptation and bent to her breast, humming with pleasure when the bud of her nipple furled in his mouth. “And bad.” He laved his tongue against it, then gave the other the same treatment. “And demanding.”

      She bit her lip as he caught her eye. “More.” Her voice was little more than a breath, but still he couldn’t deny her demand. Her want was his. Her desire was his. She was his.

      But it wouldn’t hurt to hear her say so. “Are you mine, Vee, body and soul?”

      Eyes wide, eyebrows peaked, she nodded.

      “Say it and I’ll give you more.”

      “I’m yours. Body, mind, soul… every part of me. Yours. Always.” Such pleasing music.

      “Good.” It came out lower, huskier than he’d intended, but her words had him throbbing, the need near unbearable.

      For a moment, he withdrew his fingers, but only as long as it took to coat his thumb in her slickness, then they went back to playing her, coaxing those sweet, craving sounds from her sweet, pink mouth. He placed his thumb at her back entrance, and she arched into the touch.

      “Please, Knigh, more.” A high note of desperation cut through her voice. That and the clumsy way she kneaded at his hardness, which was no less enjoyable for it, said how close she was.

      Not missing a beat of his rhythm, he eased into that tight space.

      She fell apart on a ragged gasp, every part of her contracting—her grip on his shoulder, her hand on his breeches, her arched back, the lines of her throat, her walls around his fingers and thumb. It made his cock twitch to watch her closed eyes, her parted lips, her stuttering breaths and know he was the cause of it all.

      When she returned, he tormented her a little longer and brought her to another shuddering finish before releasing her. As she caught her breath, they rid themselves of their boots and breeches, and she returned to straddling him. Dear gods, the cradle of her legs was perfect.

      Her kiss was deep and hot as her hands ran up his arms, over his shoulders, and down his chest, lighting up every feverish inch of his flesh. He went to guide himself into her, but she shook her head.

      “If this is our last night together”—her touch skimmed his belly, getting lower and lower, making his muscles tremor in anticipation—“I want to memorise every inch of you, every movement, the way you twitch and your eyebrows crease together when you come apart, so I can take it all with me to the next place.”

      “You’re not going anywhere”—his breath caught when her hand reached his bare cock, streaking pleasure through his nerves—“and neither am I.” He managed the edge of a smile, but it was a challenge with the distracting, torturous way her hand slid up and down his length, mapping him. “You have to marry me, remember?” The last word came out on a groan because she chose that exact moment to squeeze his balls.

      A feline smirk revealed her teeth as though she was terribly pleased with herself for wringing that reaction from him.

      The way she watched him after with eyes hooded and dark, yes, she was damned pleased with herself. “How could I forget? It’s the best reason to live I’ve ever had.” Fingers sliding into his hair, she kissed him and he pulled on her hips, desperate to be buried inside her.

      She gave a throaty chuckle. “I’d call you impatient, but I suppose you’ve waited long enough.”

      Then, holding his gaze, she sank onto him with a blissful sigh, as though this was what she’d been missing.

      And this? Not her heat or how wet she was, though they were close to divinity, but this connection…

      It was new growth on a spring day, the moon on an otherwise dark night. It was autumn breeze and summer rain and those chilly winter days when the sky was an impossibly clear blue and the sun made you forget the cold. It was every star glittering overhead and in the inky waves. It was a fair wind at sea after days spent becalmed. It was birdsong and midnight silence. Frost on fallen leaves and dew on grass.

      It was a warm blanket on a cold night, a cool pillow on a hot one.

      It was comfort and lust, friendship and love, aching need and soothing trust.

      It was everything.

      “I love you.” It was all he could say, all he could think, as his fingers pressed into the flesh of her hips, pulling her up and down his length. Love. Love. Love.

      “And I adore you.” With another kiss, she nudged him back into the soft sand.

      The sight of her edged in moonlight, rolling and plunging onto him, stole his breath. She wasn’t only a queen but a goddess of night.

      His hips surged up to meet her, to worship her. “My queen on her throne.”

      Another gleam of teeth. “If I’d realised this would be my throne”—she huffed with each fall, cheeks flushed even in this dim light—“I never would have resisted.”

      Every part of him was too tight, too hot as she rode his full length, but he needed to feel her complete again. That rippling tightness around his cock was the most sublime sensation in the world and he needed it at least once tonight… at least.

      So he palmed her breasts, grazed her nipples, plucked them, drawing whimpers from her throat. He teased her bud with a swipe of his thumb and squeezed her hips, pulling her onto him harder, deeper, faster.

      It was not enough. No amount of her would ever be enough.

      But his attentions had her bucking, her movements wilder, and every plunge came with a louder moan.

      Just a hair’s breadth away.

      She was beyond slick when he returned his thumb to circle her bud, making good on that earlier tease. It sent her cries to a spectacular crescendo.

      He had to grit his teeth at her channel pulsing around him, threatening to drag him after her. But once more. Just once more.

      Always once more.

      When her cries faded to heaving breaths and she looked at him with a wondrous smile, he flipped their positions, not leaving her hot tightness, even when she made a little sound of surprise.

      With her legs over his shoulders, he drove deep, deep into her, into home.

      She sank into the sand, hands above her head, digging in for purchase. It was a futile attempt, because he didn’t relent. Couldn’t. Not when she felt so good. Not when she made such desperate sounds. Not when she already trembled so close to another climax.

      Nor could he help but watch his full length driving into her, disappearing in its entirety. “Shit, Love, you take me so well.”

      “I do,” she choked out. “I do.”

      He gripped her hip and thigh, tight, perhaps too tight, but she didn’t complain, just arched her back, so fucking close. He managed a quick kiss and a nip to the inside of her leg as his head spun, the tension inside him coiling, ready to snap.

      Then she bucked, crying out his name—his name—as she shattered. And that, with the way it had her so tight around him, sent him to his own devastating completion.

      Sparks. Release. Bright, bright joy, edged with the crackling static of her gift. The climax felt like it came from his fingertips and the very tips of his toes, the roots of his hair, the depths of his soul.

      And through it all, her dark eyes were wide upon him as he spilled into her like he was never going to stop. He gave himself over to it, to her, completely, utterly, unendingly.

      Breaths heaving, they fell together, bodies slick with sweat, her arms around him gritty with sand. He kissed any part of her he could reach in his euphoric exhaustion. She shivered in little aftershocks that made him gather her close and dip his forehead to hers, sharing air.

      “I’m yours,” he whispered. “All of me. Always.”

      “Whatever comes tomorrow?”

      “Whatever comes tomorrow or the day after or the day after that.” He flexed his fingers around her, body flush to hers, a physical reminder of this promise. “That’s what always means.”

      On a sigh, she eased against him, and he knew she believed it.
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      The next morning, Vice woke beside him in the spare room of Isabel’s house, more well-rested than she’d been in a long, long time. Last night… she didn’t even have words for last night. After destroying each other in the sand, they’d washed in the sea. The water, full of those tiny sparkling motes, had lit up around them, glowing with each touch as though it was movement that set off the phenomena.

      Whatever the cause, it was beautiful and touched her heart. A gift from the sea.

      Just like Knigh was a gift from the fae or fate or the gods. Who knew? Regardless, he was here and warm, so she snuggled against him and he wrapped his solid arms around her. They held each other in the dim light before true dawn, enjoying the peace.

      When morning light finally hazed through the curtains, the row of aquamarines glittered on her finger. Her future husband. She cupped his cheek, kissed him, and lost herself to that joy for a little while.

      But their peace was short-lived. Outside, bells tolled and voices rose with the news.

      Mercia’s fleet had been spotted just hours away.

      She had a ritual to reattempt—to succeed at, this time.

      Within an hour, she stood in the sacred ritual space, and Knigh was off at Sanctuary’s docks helping coordinate their ships, just in case Mercia broke through the storm somehow. She wouldn’t put it past him.

      “What’s that?” Ana cocked her head. “Muttering away to yourself, Vice? You’re not worried, are you?”

      Vice drew a breath but didn’t know how to answer. Was she worried this time? She had been before—not just worried, terrified. But today?

      Her limbs were loose, as though Knigh’s ministrations had wrung every ounce of tension from her. All except a small knot sitting in her belly. But it was nothing compared to the tight, tangled mess that had been there the last time she’d stood in this room.

      So she shook her head. “No. I—I’m not.”

      Towering over her, Destin gripped her shoulder. “Good. We will take care of you.” His smile was bright, dazzling even, and it lit up his eyes in a way that had become familiar.

      Because these four weren’t strangers.

      Sancha knew more about magic than any human Vice had ever heard of, never mind met. She approached both Sanctuary’s ritual magic and fae magic with academic rigour. But under that apparently cool, scholarly exterior, she had a soft spot for adventure stories and hot chocolate.

      Olwen had led Sanctuary for over a decade and had the respect of every citizen. She knew them all by name and had even helped birth some of their children. She was fae-touched, with a gift for healing, though she seemed in awe of Knigh’s raw power and confessed she’d never dealt with anything as complex as the injuries on FitzRoy’s back or Vice’s infection. For all that she was fiercely protective of her home and took her role as leader seriously, she’d squealed over the kittens and let them clamber over her for an entire afternoon.

      Ana was a young apprentice. Smart and bright in a way that reminded Vice of Saba. Although she couldn’t see the facial expressions of people around her, she was sensitive, picking up on emotions and knowing how to soothe them. That had to be why Olwen had asked her to introduce them to islanders who might potentially be angry at their destruction of the storm.

      Much as Vice liked that, it wasn’t her favourite thing about Ana. The young woman loved smutty books. To her frustration, she struggled to read since her eyesight had deteriorated. She could just about manage by holding the book almost to her nose in bright light if the print was large enough, but she’d confessed it gave her a headache. They’d spent a morning chatting while preparing bandages and had swapped book recommendations. Vice had promised to read to her from the book Knigh had so enjoyed.

      And Destin. Destin was… intriguing. On the one hand, he was a warrior whom everyone jokingly called Thor, because his weapon of choice was a war hammer, and he looked a lot like the thunder god from his ancestor’s homeland of Noreg.

      On the other hand, he gave himself fully to the art of ritual magic and spoke about it with an eloquence that fascinated her. Where Sancha was academic, he was passionate. Where Olwen was serious, he had a dry wit. Where Ana understood emotions and soothed them, he had a habit of putting his foot in it and inadvertently saying the wrong thing. But when one of the healers had snapped at Ana yesterday, he’d stopped his work and inserted himself between them like a human shield.

      The four of them worked around her, quiet and competent. They weren’t quite friends, but… almost. And they weren’t going to let her down. They needed this to work as much as she did.

      Olwen dusted off her hands, having lit the brazier, and Sancha inspected each element at each point of the circle.

      “I admire your determination.” Olwen nodded, expression serious as she pushed a lock of hair back from Vice’s face. “Though there is no shame in failure.”

      Vice caught her hand and sandwiched it between both of hers. “I will not fail.” You. Them. Lettice and Fararin’s dream for this place. She would not fail any of them. Not this time.

      Her failure was not the end of this story.

      That determination must’ve shown on her face, because a smile flickered at the edge of Olwen’s mouth. “Then let us begin.” She squeezed Vice’s hand before pulling away and throwing Sancha a questioning glance.

      “We’re ready.” With a solemn incline of her head, Sancha indicated the altar.

      Vice took her place and the others surrounded her, hands against her bare skin. A little flutter of nerves danced around that single knot in her belly, but she did what Perry had told Knigh to do when battling his berserker rage, and she drew a long breath. Another. And another.

      Then she sank into her gift.

      The sea welcomed her first, like it was eager to know what she thought of the glowing waves it had sent last night. She let herself pause there, engulfed by it, cradled by it, calmed by it.

      Then she rose into the sky, taking moisture with her. With ease, she gathered clouds to herself, formed them in a ring around the twin islands, and drenched them with as much water as they would take.

      Next, she delved into the wellspring and used its blinding, burning power to churn her clouds until they went dark and stormy. Crack and rumble. The crash of wave. The tang of salt and rain.

      They were hers.

      And so was this moment, this choice to be separated from herself. That sense of a scratch over a raw nerve dragged on her awareness. It cut a thread free.

      She had to remain out here in the storm, not race back along that fraying cord.

      But panic seized her and, in the distance, her stomach turned.

      You’ll be nothing. You’ll float away. They won’t save you.

      She reached for the tether, brushing the broken fibres.

      You can’t rely on them.

      The sense of her body faded, numbed. Only a few strands of the rope remained. She grabbed it. She held on. She didn’t want to leave herself. Too much to lose. Far, far too much.

      No. Wait. She did this last time, and she’d failed.

      Despite the rushing power of the wellspring and the desperate wrongness of this breaking line between here and herself, she had to remember.

      She had to remember.

      She wasn’t alone. She didn’t only want to be in charge of her own life. There was so much more than that. So many more lives linked to hers, just as she was linked to sea and sky, and to Knighton Blackwood.

      Perry, Saba, Aedan, Lizzy, Wynn, Effie, Clovis, Erec, Isabel, even FitzRoy, and so, so many others. She was part of a family, a community—one bigger than she’d ever imagined.

      Two threads remained.

      She still clung on, like last time. She’d let them down then, and she’d done it before, too. Maybe she would again. Just like she’d let Mama down and had never fixed that.

      As though it sensed her weakness, the wellspring gushed through her as the penultimate fibre frayed, sweeping away those names, shredding away thought and memory and… Who? And… Who am…? And…

      Storm. Cloud. Sea. Wave. Thunder and lightning.

      Terrible, tearing power.

      This thing, it was nothing. It wasn’t even a she or a they, didn’t have a name… didn’t deserve to. Not when it was tearing apart, trying to cling onto some puny little line that stretched off to somewhere unimportant.

      Nothing and no one.

      Just power. Relentless, raging power let loose at last.

      There was an ease to it.

      Power had no worries. No responsibility. No fear or hurt.

      Power was just power.

      But a single spark of will remained in the cloud, tinged violet and gold. Like a flame drawing moths, it drew the storm to this thing that was nothing.

      The static charge rose, buzzing and energised it—energised her, reminding her who she was.

      Lady Vice.

      Vee.

      Sea witch.

      Pirate Queen.

      Avice Ferrers. Yes, even her. The girl who’d loved books, who’d resigned herself to a life telling stories about adventures rather than living them—she was as much a part of Vice as the persona she’d created on freeing herself from that cage.

      That girl deserved a home. She deserved to succeed at this ritual, to find a place in the world, to belong.

      And she would.

      But to do that, she had to let go.

      Wellspring now leashed to her will, Vice did exactly that.

      The final thread snapped.

      And she became the storm.
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      Even as Knigh directed disembarking ships out into the wedge of water between Sanctuary and Haven, his gaze kept skipping out across the water to the place where the storm had once raged. It was as though the tension of his jaw, neck, shoulders, arms, hands—everywhere kept catapulting his attention out there.

      When wispy clouds formed, his breaths went shallow, and he pointed the last few armed ships to the middle of the formation that blocked the way to both Haven and Sanctuary’s ports.

      When they darkened, he hurried to the Venatrix, movements stiff and heavy, heart pounding as though he sprinted the full length of the docks.

      When they thickened and cracked with thunder and lightning, he gripped the ship’s wheel and guided them from the jetty. She’d created a storm last time, but then it had dissipated to nothing. “Come on, Vee, you can do this. You can trust them.”

      He held his breath.

      Back on the wharves, the islanders of both Nassau—no, Haven and Sanctuary who could fight stood and waited. Apart from the wind in the Venatrix’s sails, conjured in the perfect direction by a local sea witch, the air was still, as though everyone held their breath.

      Something scratched across his soul. It felt like someone trying to cut with a blunt blade. He gritted his teeth, because he knew what it was. He’d felt it once before.

      It was that part of the ritual where they severed Vee’s spirit from her body.

      His throat closed as he stared at the storm. Despite the wrongness of that sensation, the deep, instinctual fear it instilled in him, raising every hair on his body, he willed that cut to succeed, that storm to stay in place.

      Snap.

      Sharp like the sudden crack of a log in the fire, somewhere inside him the sound echoed. That hadn’t happened last time. His lungs burned, but he couldn’t release this breath.

      A blinding flash of lightning rent the sky and thunder shook the Venatrix’s timbers… and his.

      “Someone’s running out of the council building.” Aedan gripped his shoulder, staring aft.

      “News.” Perry’s voice rasped as though her throat was as tight as Knigh’s.

      Cheers drifted across the water, and another arc of lightning bit through the air, followed by the peal of thunder as though the storm celebrated, too.

      She’d done it.

      Of course she had. He let out that breath and his chest filled with not only fresh sea air, but also the fiercest, warmest pride. She’d bloody done it.

      Eyes burning, he turned inside. Their connection had to be soul to soul, because even though her soul was split from her body, her gift still crackled along the edges of his own. The bond between them felt looser somehow, like a line gone slack.

      With a shrieking whoop, Saba flung herself at Aedan. “I knew she’d do it! Fuck you, Mercia!”

      Like Saba’s cry was confirmation, the crew erupted.

      Aedan whirled her, laughing, though something that looked suspiciously like tears glistened at the corners of his eyes. Wynn and Effie squealed and hugged, dragging Lizzy in with them. Clovis and Erec clung to each other, kissing with wild abandon.

      But Knigh couldn’t watch them in a daze anymore, because Perry threw her arms around his waist. “She did it. She did it!”

      Crowing, he scooped her up and dashed his eyes, which probably looked as bright as Aedan’s.

      The storm would be permanent. They had a home. Is had a home. Somewhere safe. Somewhere protected from whatever the outside world dared throw at them.

      He let out a single relieved huff and squeezed Perry, before grabbing the unattended wheel. His incredible, glorious, infuriating, wonderful fiancée had risked all to give them a home.

      It was going to take him a lifetime to repay her.

      He didn’t mind one bit.

      The smile plastered across his face was probably somewhat rakish and not at all like the old Captain Blackwood. There were still things in that book he hadn’t done to Vee yet, and they would make a good starting point. Plus, Ana had plenty more books like that.

      Oh yes, he was going to enjoy repaying his future wife most thoroughly.

      As they drew into the gap left between the Sea Witch, under Ula’s command, and the Firefly, a shape in the clouds caught his eye. Not a shadow in those inky depths, but a light. It didn’t flash down into the water like a lightning bolt, but it was that same stark violet-blue colour.

      “Perry?” He tilted his head and pointed but couldn’t tear his gaze from the light, which grew brighter by the instant. “Do you see—?”

      It burst from the clouds, arms spread, one leg stretched, the other bent. Arms, legs—a body.

      A body he knew.

      “Vee?” Even though it came out as a question, he knew it was her because that telltale tug came down their connection.

      It was all he could do to hold the wheel steady, because it was Vee, but made of smoky cloud and a constantly shifting web of lightning that moved across her ‘skin’ as intricate and beautiful as the finest lace. Her eyes glowed in pure energy, tendrils of energy threading from the outside corners and snapping away.

      Their sails buffeted with her approach, until she landed a yard away, on the quarterdeck. Landed wasn’t quite the word for it, because her feet remained a few inches above the sawdust-scattered timber, but it was close enough.

      The air filled with static and all he could do was gape at her. She was a scrap of storm. He could see through her to the taffrail and the docks beyond.

      “How?” He managed to breathe that single word out as she stepped into his space, a breeze blustering through his hair and pressing his shirt against his chest.

      The tiny threads of lightning racing over her licked at him like he was a lightning rod, and as though his body was attracted to hers in turn, he reached out.

      His fingers passed through her.

      The only thing he felt was faint moisture like walking through fog and the tingle of tiny static shocks, just like when they’d bonded and her gift had danced across his skin.

      Her lips moved, but no sound came. Her incorporeal shoulders sank and she shook her head, gesturing to her mouth. In this form, whatever the hells it was exactly, she couldn’t speak—at least not in any way he could hear.

      Still, he could speak. With a broad smile, he ran his fingers over the forked tips of energy pouring from one eye. It zapped a little harder than her ‘skin’ had, but it was a pleasant sensation—a confirmation that she was here and real. “You did it, Love. Look at what you’ve made.” He gestured to the storm still raging beyond the harbour. “I knew you could, but I’m so, so proud that you believed in it yourself.”

      The smoke and static of her lips curved into a smile and she bowed her head as though unable to believe it herself.

      “Uh, what’s that?” Perry pointed aft.

      From the council building came four more glowing forms. These weren’t made of storm-scraps, though, they glowed silvery white like a full moon, their bodies translucent.

      Vee lifted her head as they approached and nodded, gesturing towards them as she took a step back.

      These weren’t human shapes. A slinking jaguar. A huge prowling wolf. A swooping eagle. And last, a gliding serpent.

      “The ritualists.” He’d wager the wolf was Destin, but the others he couldn’t be sure of. “They’ve come to collect you.”

      She nodded vigorously as though making up for her inability to speak.

      “Then get back to your body, so I can come and give you the tightest, longest hug in the history of mankind.”

      Laughing, she threw her head back but stopped an instant later. Her glowing white eyes dimmed as they narrowed. Her head canted as though she listened to a distant sound. Slowly, she turned towards the storm.

      “What is it?” He frowned in that direction but couldn’t see any change. Was there a problem? Did it need shoring up? Undoubtedly, she could fix whatever it was.

      She reached back and brushed his hand before striding fore and rising into the air, hair whipping around her in a phantom breeze.

      Then he saw it. A crack in the clouds. A thin sliver of blue sky growing wider by the second. Below it, the sea and its ship-killing waves calmed. The haze of rain parted.

      Beyond, out on the open sea, an entire fleet of ships waited, and at their centre was one he knew all too well.

      The Sovereign.
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      Despite her incorporeal form, as light as air, the steps she took away from Knigh were heavy. The lightning that was part of her streamed back towards him, inexorably attracted to his familiarity.

      But a channel cut through the storm—her storm. Just a gentle parting, like opening curtains. It was what she should’ve done when she’d arrived. She could feel the difference now. This was a sea witch who knew the shield.

      “W-w-who? Who? Who? —Oo? —Oo?” The ritualists’ voices echoed and merged in a confusing whisper as she stepped into the sky. “Who is it? It? It? —T?”

      She couldn’t tell where her thoughts ended and their words began, never mind who was speaking.

      “W-wh-who opens the storm? Storm? Orm? —Orm?”

      “Hesta. —Sta. —A.”

      “It’s her. Her. —Er.”

      And ahead: Mercia’s fleet. The ship he’d captured; the missing sea witch. Hesta’s ship.

      Hesta’s ship. Ship. —Ip.

      She must’ve said it out loud or maybe they could hear her thoughts, because there was a hum of agreement.

      “Come. We fight. Fight. —Ight.” It still echoed but grew less confusing with each utterance.

      And fight? She knew how to do that. The crews below did too—it was what they’d been preparing for.

      She reached for the sea, but her control ended at its surface.

      “You are storm only now.” That might’ve been Sancha, the jaguar at her side. “In this form, you have the weather side of your gift alone. Alone. —Lone.”

      No sea.

      Fine. Then she would use sky. She could destroy Mercia just as well with that.

      Below, the Sanctuary and Haven fleet set out to meet the naval one, and with a flick of her smoke-dark, sparking fingers, she sent a gust to help them along. Good gods, this was easy. It didn’t pull on her own strength and she didn’t have to consciously draw from the wellspring, she was simply linked to it. Or, rather, the shield storm was linked to it and, currently, she was that storm.

      She advanced with the ships, out of habit flying a dozen feet above the water—the same height as the Venatrix’s quarterdeck. The ritualists went to the local sea witches and Teal, lending each a little more strength.

      Slowly, Mercia’s ships turned.

      Someone, overeager, let off a single shot, from the island-side towards the naval. It must’ve been a bow chaser, since they didn’t yet have broadsides facing the attackers. It fell well short of Mercia’s ranks.

      Minutes later, the distant thunder of her parted storm was joined by the closer boom of cannon fire from the naval fleet. One shot after another after another, merging together like the ritualists’ voices.

      With a twist of her wrist, she had her ships turning, half a dozen at a time, readying their own broadsides.

      Shots whistled past her and she ducked on instinct, but Knigh hadn’t touched her—he’d only been a faint softness, like passing her fingers through a dandelion clock. Did she even need to duck?

      A gout of water rose a few feet away. A stray shot. Close, it sprayed her with cool moisture.

      Better not to find out if she could be hurt in this form.

      Though it came with definite benefits. If it was this easy to move vessels, maybe…

      She reached out for the naval ships.

      And met an obstacle. Not a brittle glass wall like the one Mercia had used to block her from the sea at Nassau but a stone one. This had to be Hesta, a sea witch who knew weather. Maybe she shouldn’t be surprised, considering Sancha had trained her. Why was she helping Mercia, though?

      Another thundering report of cannons. It thrummed through the air, buffeting her, as though her incorporeal form was more affected by shifting air than anything solid. Curious. Did that mean—?

      Something hit her in the back.

      Round shot came bursting from her chest, not the slightest bit slowed down by her not-body. It hadn’t even pushed her forward. It hadn’t hurt. It just felt odd.

      And now it sailed towards Mercia’s fleet, tiny lightning bolts flickering across the dark surface.

      It smashed into a hull. Flames licked at the edge of the dark hole it left behind.

      Well. She rubbed her chest and stared as the crew fought the fire.

      More shots. More holes in ships. When the enemy fired, she tried to blow them off course as best she could, but there were so many and wind was not enough of a precision instrument to hit a ball of lead flying through the air at speed.

      This wasn’t the best use of her skill.

      She jetted up and surveyed the battle. Every ship and boat was engaged, firing on the enemy, except for…

      Ah yes. Fire.

      She smiled. She couldn’t speak, but she could still do that in this form. And she could send a little fireship right into the heart of the enemy.

      Wynn and Effie had prepared three, and never before had Vice been so happy to have a pair of pyromaniacs for friends. One vessel waited at the edge of the island fleet and those small shapes on it had to be people readying its sails before they set it on course and evacuated.

      She zipped down to them. How incredible to move as fast as lightning and arrive without even breaking a sweat. Not that she seemed to sweat in this form. But she had to focus, because sweat wasn’t important, not when Mercia was trying to destroy the home she’d only just earned for herself and for her people.

      With wide eyes, the crew watched her arrival, but she knew them from Nassau and after their shock faded, they seemed to recognise her.

      “Get back to the docks, I can take this in.” Except she couldn’t talk, could she?

      They stared at her blankly, exchanged glances.

      Bollocks.

      When she filled the fireship’s sails with wind and pointed from them to the jolly boat, they nodded in understanding. Within a minute, they were rowing to safety and she had the fireship underway.

      She breathed mist across this stretch of water—the Navy would bombard the fireship if they spotted it. Still, a frigate opened fire. Maybe its captain had been at Nassau and had seen her shrouding mist before. A couple of sharp gusts of wind kept the shots away and her little boat sailed onward.

      No fire, though. The crew had abandoned ship so quickly, they must’ve forgotten to start it.

      Damn. Her fingers sparked as she clenched her fist. Ah, of course—she had her own means.

      Stronger wind. Faster. Harder, she pushed her boat into the naval line and let her mist fade. Before they could do much more that shout in surprise, she called upon her gift.

      Lightning, come to me.

      The charge juddered through her. Good gods, it was too much. It burned; it blinded; it tore.

      She didn’t breathe in this form, but perhaps out of habit, her chest moved, and right now it heaved and her body shook. Bollocks. That wouldn’t work. She needed to direct this power.

      Control. Precision. Like Knigh Blackwood in an argument. The thought strengthened her.

      She stilled, like letting out a breath before taking a shot.

      When she pointed, her hand didn’t shake.

      Now.

      Violet-blue power streaked from her finger, cleaving the air.

      She didn’t even see it stretch between her and the boat, just spotted the moment when splinters flew from the deck at the point of impact. Is it enough to—?

      The explosion was as bright as her lightning, as loud as her thunder. Flame. Flying timbers. It engulfed the ships alongside and sent waves radiating from the spot where her boat had been.

      Now there was nothing.

      Great cavernous holes gaped in the sides of two ships, water gushing in. They creaked and listed off-balance: wrecks waiting to sink. Three more lost masts, and torn sails flapped uselessly on a handful of others.

      A cheer went up from the island fleet, and it eased her chest to see other ships helping the sinking ones evacuate.

      The Venatrix was undamaged, still firing broadside after broadside at the enemy as she passed it on her way to the next fireship. Knigh was an upright figure at the quarterdeck, bellowing orders, so confident in action, it filled her, even as the wish to go to him tugged on her chest. Maybe he felt it too, because as she flew overhead, he looked up and saluted.

      Stay safe, Knigh Blackwood.

      But she had work to do. This second fireship would hit the other end of the naval line—Knigh had explained that it would destabilise Mercia’s formation if they seeded explosive chaos at different points.

      And she did enjoy a bit of chaos. It kept things interesting.

      After lightning had fired from her finger so precisely, she tried a different method of communication with this crew. Holding still and focused, she thought the words she couldn’t say in this form at the worn planks of the deck, pulled crackling energy from herself and—

      Buzz, snap. Thin threads of lightning traced across the deck, spelled out letters and faded, leaving them burned into the timber.

      To your boat.

      It worked. She laughed as the sailors blinked at her message, then at her.

      I’ll take her in. With a grin, she added an arrow pointing towards their rowing boat. She wasn’t entirely without a voice.

      As she waited for the crew to disembark, she rose above the sails, ready to fill them with wind. Something moved in the water.

      Didn’t it? On instinct she reached out, but—

      No sea in this form. Her constant companion all these years, and she couldn’t even brush her mental fingertips across its familiar surface. She grunted in frustration. The quickest dip into her gift would’ve allowed her to confirm whether that was just a shadow or something more nefarious, but… She sighed.

      It had been such a brief glimpse, she couldn’t even pinpoint a shape or colour, only that something dark moved. It could have just been the way the morning light hit the waves as they formed a particular shape at that moment…

      Or it could have been the leviathan.

      What she wouldn’t give to feel the sea right now, to know. Mercia would bring out his new pet at some point. It was only a question of when.

      Nothing else broke up the glittering waves of the harbour as she took the next fireship to Mercia’s fleet. Another devastating explosion, another hole blown in his formation, another three ships sinking, crews hurrying to evacuate.

      She aimed the third fireship at the centre of the naval formation where the Sovereign sat, firing barrage after barrage. As it crossed the waves between the two fleets, a long, dark shape emerged from under Mercia’s flagship. Again, Vice reached for the sea before she even realised it, but again, nothing.

      This time, though, the shape didn’t disappear.
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      The slender, sinuous form slithered through the water, growing clearer by the second. Longer than one of the kraken’s tentacles and thicker. It wasn’t red, either, and as it came within feet of breaking the surface, she realised why it blended so well with the water: it was a blackened blue-green, the colour of a stormy sea.

      Its spines broke the surface first. Dozens of them, gleaming wet and near-black, sharp as blades. They ran the length of its back—or at least, she assumed they did, because she still couldn’t see the thing’s tail.

      Then came a great scaled head, wedge-shaped, with frills and spines fanning from its cheeks, sleek, backwards-swept horns, and a pair of baleful black eyes.

      The leviathan.

      It was real. Very real and here and on Mercia’s side of this battle.

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      Bollocks.

      No curse was enough. Not even all of them together.

      Pull yourself together.

      She was staring. She blinked, shook her head, pushed her fireship. The creature’s great maw opened, revealing a row of sharp teeth and four fangs that had to be at least as long as she was tall. It could easily swallow the fireship in a single mouthful.

      “The beast.” It echoed in her mind as Olwen, Sancha, Ana, and Destin arrived.

      “It’s huge.”

      “It could destroy all.”

      “I’m taking care of it.” She managed to throw the thought at them as she focused on her fireship.

      This thing had put itself in its path. Very well, if it wanted to meet a hold full of gunpowder, she was only too happy to make the introductions.

      Without controlling the current and with no crew adjusting sails and rudder, it was harder to steer tight turns, so this one needed to be gradual.

      She thickened the mist and spread it over a wide area. The leviathan turned its head side to side, eyes widening as though keen to capture every bit of light and hint of the boat’s location.

      The frills on the side of its head fanned out and it dipped into the sea, leaving only its eyes and the top set of horns visible. Was it using the frills to feel the water’s movements?

      Gritting her teeth, she blasted gale force winds at its face, whipping up waves. It blasted a low roar, as though frustrated, and she turned her fireboat slowly, slowly, slowly until it pointed at the leviathan’s neck.

      Then, she pushed.

      The single mast groaned and she eased off. Balancing windspeed against the trembling thrum of timber approaching breaking point, she stayed just this side of that line.

      Fly little boat, fly.

      And fly it did. It cut through the waves and mist while the serpent’s huge head twitched side to side, seeking.

      She readied lightning, holding it in her hand in a snapping, snarling ball until the opportune moment.

      Nearly… nearly…

      It looked left, leaving the spot between skull and neck exposed.

      Now.

      With a last shove, she sent the fireship careening into the scales, snapping its mast, and opened her hand to unleash the lightning from her fingers.

      It arced. The boat exploded with an almighty boom. Flame, smoke, splinters, and water flew in all directions.

      With her mist fading, she had a clear view of the aftermath, the radiating waves, the raining shards of wood, the scraps of sail.

      The smoke drifted. The debris settled.

      And the leviathan stretched its neck—its unmarked neck—and roared.

      She’d done nothing.

      The water droplets forming the clouds of her body might’ve turned to hail, she’d gone that cold.

      That massive explosion and nothing. Not even a scratch.

      “Good gods.” Ana’s voice came out strongest this time.

      “Then”—Destin lowered his head, teeth bared, eyes sharp—“we take care of it together.”

      Sancha prowled through the air like she was stalking prey. “We do.”

      Ana coiled, forked tongue tasting the air.

      Olwen dipped and spread her wings, gliding on a breeze Vice held in place for her. “We do.” She turned to Vice and blinked. “Well, sea witch? What about you? Do we fight together?”

      Below, cannon fire pelted the leviathan. It didn’t make a single mark. The creature snaked towards the centre of their fleet, as though it meant to break their formation. Mercia had to be controlling it, just as he had the kraken.

      Vice’s hand closed and she willed power into her palm. The inky, swirling cloud of her form sprouted from her grip until she held a blade forged from storms. Lightning danced along its edge.

      “We do.”
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      Thunder and cannon fire blurred together. Shots missed the Venatrix by a matter of feet, sending gouts of water into the air. Their gun crews fired back, shot after shot after shot at a speed any Navy captain would’ve been proud of.

      Through it all, Knigh gripped the wheel and bellowed his orders.

      Until his heart leapt to his throat as Vee and the ritualists closed on the leviathan.

      That thing was huge. Its waves rocked the Venatrix and even their largest ships. It could sneeze and destroy a frigate. It could roll over and crush a town. How the hells did Mercia think it was a good idea to awaken it?

      But that was a simple question to answer.

      Power.

      It was always power with Mercia. The biggest ship. The biggest sea monster. Fae charm over his crew. Even the iron he’d used to shackle Vee when she’d been his prisoner—it had been about granting him power over her.

      This whole business with chasing Drake’s treasure—it was only because he wanted the throne and believed the fabled sword of kings was part of the hoard.

      Excalibur. He snorted, glancing at the Sovereign. As if it would be here. As if a magical sword that belonged to the rightful ruler of Albion would…

      Wait.

      Caliburn. The inscription on the statue. The statue with a remarkably clean and sharp-looking sword, despite it being two hundred years old. The nape of his neck had tingled as he’d approached it, and it seemed to affect Vee, too.

      Was it…?

      But Vee was blasting through the air towards that creature, wolf, jaguar, serpent, and eagle at her side. He didn’t have time to give a damn about supposed magical swords. He needed to help. He needed a boat with a broken bowsprit. It had worked with the kraken. The leviathan’s plated scales had deflected an explosion, but if he aimed for its eye or mouth or—

      “Signals, Captain?” Perry stood at the flag lockers, Saba at her side, both looking to him for direction.

      “I need…” He blinked at them, at the battle around them. Damnation. He couldn’t just leap on another vessel and go after the leviathan on a mad whim. No, he was their captain, the fleet’s acting admiral, and the Venatrix was their flagship. He had work to do. Thousands were relying on him.

      “Bow chasers. Close distance to the enemy. Let’s make use of our carronades and keep them distracted so they don’t come to the leviathan’s aid.”

      “Aye, Captain.” Perry and Saba leapt to work, and he turned their course while gun crews fired from the bow, each shot humming through deck.

      Not that the leviathan needed aid. But after seeing that thing appear from the water and survive a huge explosion unscathed, their crews needed direction and decisive action. They needed the illusion that they could in any way affect the outcome of a battle with such an immense force.

      Any captain worth their salt knew the importance of morale, and this would help theirs.

      Mercia’s actions had cost him one ship before the battle had even started. Through his spyglass, Knigh had spotted Munroe’s vessel hanging back, disobeying orders. The man risked mutiny. He risked members of his own fleet turning guns upon him. Apparently, he and enough of his crew thought it worthwhile, because they remained out of the fight.

      It tightened his throat: Munroe was a true friend.

      The wheel tugged against his grip as Teal and other sea witches from Sanctuary helped the island fleet close with Mercia’s. Being aided by a sea witch wasn’t the same without Vee at his side, the press of her hand over his, the minute movements of her fingers signalling her plans and where and how he should turn.

      He couldn’t help but watch the fight raging around the immense coiling form of the leviathan. With water spraying everywhere and glowing forms darting between its writhing lengths, it was hard to make out a great deal. And much as desperation dragged on his heart, glancing over while he held the ship on course was one thing; pulling out his spyglass and giving it all his attention was quite another.

      One hand still on the wheel, he pulled out his compass and flicked it open. He didn’t check which way the needle pointed—he knew where north was, but he needed to see the word inside. The inscription was a collection of faint ridges as he ran his thumb over it. But it was so much more than that: it was a promise to make it through today.

      And the ring he’d given her, that was a promise, too.

      “One she’d better not break,” he growled between gritted teeth.

      The Venatrix shuddered. Splinters peppered the air.

      Holding their course steady, he ducked and shielded his eyes until the air cleared. When he rose, a crack had appeared in her starboard rail.

      Only a glancing blow, but still, he shivered. Vee wasn’t the only one in danger of breaking their promise.

      However, just as she had reinstated the storm and now battled the gods damned leviathan, he had a job to do. Along the ship’s length, gun crews looked to him, loaded and ready.

      As he took the Venatrix into her final approach, he gave the order: “Fire at will.”
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      Energy hummed inside her and, Lords and Ladies, was it tempting to unleash it upon the leviathan. A bolt of lightning—would that break through the creature’s scales where the exploding fireship had failed? Or would it just crackle along them, no worse than a static shock?

      The clouds inside her churned. Part of her didn’t want to find out. She’d struck the kraken once and that had been enough. The cries, the pain. Even as she advanced on the leviathan, she shuddered.

      Its dark eyes turned this way, gleaming, narrowing. It had spotted them. In a writhing tangle, it dived.

      “No!” She flung lightning at the spot where it had been, but it was gone, leaving only waves. Shit.

      At her side, Ana, Sancha, Olwen, and Destin turned in midair, eyes wary, searching.

      When they’d fought the kraken, it would dive, then reappear elsewhere, destroying another ship. The flickers on her skin flashed and sparked in staccato rhythms as she surveyed the island fleet. “If it—”

      The sea erupted. Spray and a foul, rotten odour hit her first. Then a great gout of water.

      Teeth gritted as it buffeted her, she blew it away with a blast of wind so they could see and the instant the air was clear, a dark red cavern filled it, charging this way.

      Not a cavern—the leviathan’s open mouth.

      It was all she could do to leap aside. Somehow, she grabbed a handful of Sancha’s fur and yanked her after, winning a snarl from the jaguar as they tumbled towards the sea.

      But in this form, she wasn’t subject to gravity in the same way—not when she thought about it and willed it. She planted her feet and stopped, even though they were planted in thin air. Would she ever get used to this?

      Despite the earlier snarl, Sancha bowed her head. “Thanks.”

      No sooner had Vice spotted the other three, all safe, than the leviathan’s immense, scaled body twisted back on itself and that fanged mouth came bearing down upon them.

      Without the blinding distraction of the wave, it was easy to take a darting side step and brace her stormblade.

      It connected.

      Skittering and sparking on the creature’s scales, the blade pulled in her grip, just like any sabre would. She closed her other hand on the hilt, willing herself to stay in that spot and not let the leviathan’s dive drag her down. Although she had no muscles to ache, the willpower was as much of a strain, tearing a roar from her throat.

      Then it was gone, disappearing into the deep.

      Her mouth hung open and her chest heaved, even though she didn’t have real breaths or real lungs in this form. “We can touch it.” She raised her eyebrows at Sancha as the others joined them, all watching the water.

      “Yes.” Jaguar head cocked, Sancha said it as though she was stating the obvious.

      “I couldn’t touch Knigh, though.”

      “Ah.” The whiskers above her eyes rose. “It is a being of magic and spirit as much as flesh and blood.”

      “And scales,” Destin muttered, baring his wolf teeth as though he didn’t relish the idea of trying to bite them.

      Sancha shot him a look. “It is a powerful creature with magic beyond my understanding. It can touch us.”

      Olwen clenched her taloned feet. “Which means it can kill us.”

      Sancha gave a grim nod. “Even you, sea witch.”

      “Wonderful.” She sighed. As long as the leviathan was in the battle and controlled by Mercia, they were royally screwed. “We’d better hurry up and find it then, hadn’t we?”

      Not that it would help. Her sword wasn’t even bloodied, and as the creature had dived away, she’d spotted nothing more than a scratch on its scales, like someone had scraped a knife over a silver platter. At least she didn’t need to worry about her stormblade causing horrendous agony like lightning against the kraken.

      Great. What a silver lining.

      The sea churned, throwing up bow waves to left and right. This time, they dodged before the leviathan appeared, and Vice had her blade ready, but the spray still buffeted her.

      This time, though, the leviathan came barrelling for them, back first, deadly spines lancing through the air.

      No sooner did she dodge that than open jaws. Foul stench. Ivory teeth.

      She bolted to the left, jabbing for a black eye. But she moved so quickly, like lightning, that she missed. Still, the snapping jaws also missed, and that really was a cause for relief.

      Before she could sigh, though, its thin tail whipped at her, as though it had herded her into this spot for exactly that reason.

      Shit, this thing was clever.

      But if she just used this form’s speed to zip away, she’d never get a chance to strike it. The eye she’d missed—she was sure that would be a soft spot. And they were sorely in need of a hit against this thing. Right now, they were barely a distraction—nothing more than gnats.

      So she twisted, barely a foot from the smallest spines. Its scales were smooth and cool like the Venatrix’s copper-sheathed hull under her hand but unyielding like steel. That touch guided her, down, down, down, as above, the creature snapped at Olwen, who swooped away with ease, and Destin darted in, closing his teeth on its frills.

      She was nearly at the tip of the tail. Here, the scales were as small as her fingernails and flexed under her touch, more like fish scales than steel.

      Summoning her strength, she brought her blade down in an arc. It hummed through the air.

      And maybe the leviathan heard, because it turned its great head and fixed those black eyes upon her.

      It flicked its tail, but too late, because Vice had hold of its last spine and would not be thrown off. The scaly flesh dragged on her sword, on her will. It was hard—harder than skin and muscle.

      She clenched her jaw. She would be harder.

      Flickering energy converged on the point where her blade met her enemy.

      One scale tore. Another. Another.

      Flecks of dark iridescence dusted the air, as though the lightning of her weapon ripped apart the leviathan’s very fabric, rather than simply slicing.

      Then she’d broken past the outer armour and a thunderous roar ripped the air, just as her blade tore through red, bleeding flesh.

      Her arm jolted. The world swung left and right, up and down. Somehow, she held on as the leviathan tried to shake her off. If she’d been in her body, it would’ve pulled her arm from the socket.

      But she was the storm. And her will could do more than mere tendon and muscle.

      Clinging on, she pushed, pushed, pushed, bone shrieking against her blade, the leviathan shrieking in her ears, in her head.

      Good gods, the pain. The pain. The pain.

      Was it the leviathan’s or hers?

      Was this up or down? Were her ears bleeding? Her nose? Could she bleed in this form?

      The only two things she knew for sure were her hold on that barbed spine and her blade cutting through the last flap of skin, the last scale, severing the tip of the creature’s tail. It writhed in rage, agony, maybe both.

      Then she was flying. Not under her own power but tumbling out of control.

      Too tired, too confused, too much of too many things to stop herself, she fell.
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      Vice didn’t stop falling, didn’t land, just kept going until there was an almighty splash. The sea. Only, she couldn’t feel it with her awareness, and that was wrong.

      And she didn’t need to hold her breath. That was also wrong.

      But it was still and quiet, soothing the shriek that still rang in her ears. It welcomed her, cradled her. It was still safe, still hers.

      Sunlight danced overhead. That was up. That was where she was needed. In the distance, four glowing forms swam for the surface. The ritualists. Her friends, who were relying on her, who’d helped her.

      Fists clenching, she steeled herself and burst from the sea. A moment later, the others surfaced and shook themselves dry.

      Crimson blood stained the waves, eddying like ink dripped in water. A stream of it meandered away and when she reached the end of that path, everything inside her plunged. Her lightning flickered and dimmed.

      Despite all the blood, a thick length of the leviathan’s body looped around a frigate, splintering the mizzenmast, tearing lines as though they were nothing more than pesky spiderwebs. As the foremast creaked and snapped, its flag fluttered and fell.

      She knew that flag. It had only just arrived back in port.

      The Sea Witch.

      Every drop of moisture in her did freeze this time. It hailed in her gut, shattering into shards of ice as the deck—the hull split in two with a crash.

      And cries. So many cries.

      “We were only a distraction.” It wasn’t only the echo that made Olwen’s voice sound hollow.

      “Then let’s distract it again,” Destin growled.

      Cannons boomed, but the shot bounced off the leviathan’s scales.

      Sancha’s ears flattened as she watched. “And when it throws us off again?”

      A low rumble sounded from Destin, but he bowed his head in defeat.

      “We must try.” Ana’s tongue licked through the air, then as though that told her where the leviathan was, she streaked after it, her lithe form a pale counterpart to the leviathan’s dark one.

      No way would Vice leave her to fight alone. She kept pace with her serpent friend.

      But Sancha was right. Just fighting the creature wasn’t enough. Yes, she’d taken the tip of its tail, but now it roared over the wrecked Sea Witch, coil snapping its final timbers like they were twigs. At best, she’d pissed it off. At worst, she made no difference whatsoever.

      In the water, the crew clung to flotsam or splashed in an attempt to swim away. With the creature so close, no other ship would dare come and rescue the survivors.

      Though, there was one way to stop it sinking their ships. A method they’d used before with another sea monster under Mercia’s thrall.

      When the others fell into pace at Ana’s side, Vice nodded. “Keep it distracted as long as you can. No unnecessary risks—I just need time.”

      “I hope you have a plan.” Olwen’s head cocked as she soared a foot from Vice’s shoulder.

      “Better than that.” Vice flashed a grin that was all cocky Pirate Queen. “It’s one we’ve used before.”

      “Then go.”

      Letting the lightning carry her, Vice bolted to the Venatrix’s deck. The world spun for a moment, but when she shook her head, it righted and before her was Knigh, his grey eyes wide.

      What she wouldn’t give to hold his hand right now. Just a quick comforting touch. But it was impossible in this form and, more importantly, there was no time.

      Summoning the words in her head, she pointed to the deck so he’d see them scorching into the timber.

      Give the order to board.

      He didn’t hesitate and shouted for Perry and Saba to raise the relevant flags, never taking his gaze off her. Both unharmed—thank the gods—their friends worked on the signals.

      It was only once he’d relayed the message to them that he paused, brow creased in thought. “Ah. I see. Like we did with the kraken. Mercia won’t order it to attack if we’re lashed to his ships.”

      She nodded and took a step towards him.

      But, damn it, she had no time.

      The others were busy distracting the leviathan—it writhed, a few ship lengths from their fleet, sending the deck pitching to and fro. For a second, she allowed herself to reach out, and his hair rose, lifted by her static, then she turned to the coiling sea serpent and gathered her power to zip across the distance.

      A V-shaped wave cut through the water towards the leviathan, stopping her in her tracks.

      Maw open, the serpent coiled back, ready to spring into the air after the tiny glowing forms that harried it.

      Unable to tear her eyes away, Vice saw the moment its huge muscles sprung. An instant later, it shot up, only to jerk back.

      It looked down and those black eyes blinked like it was shocked at what it saw.

      Rust-red tentacles banded its body, easily avoiding the sharp spines.

      The kraken.
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      The familiar bulbous body of the kraken appeared above the waves. Knigh gripped the wheel, as chain shot ripped apart the Sovereign’s foremast and he steered closer. Cannon fire was a constant roar in his ears, like blood when he used to berserk.

      Despite his work, he couldn’t stop himself staring as one tentacle wrapped around the leviathan. Another clubbed through the air, slapping the serpent’s eyes before curling around it, seeking purchase. But the leviathan wouldn’t give up easily—with a roar, it shook its head free of the huge suckers.

      Wind filled canvas, not only on the Venatrix but every other ship in the island fleet, all miraculously driving them towards the enemy. No miracle: Vee.

      She stood a couple of yards away, smoky swirling cloud and lightning, staring out over the epic battle raging. On one side were spines, teeth, and the long whip of the leviathan’s huge form; on the other, suckers and a body that was far smaller but came with eight lengths of pure muscle.

      Attention split between steering and that fight, Knigh shook his head. He couldn’t call which side would win. He hoped it would be the kraken. Had they come to fight because he’d helped them? Did they have their own quarrel with the leviathan? Perhaps they simply did it to spite Mercia.

      Whatever the reason, he nodded and turned inward for a moment, touching the mote of red in his gift. Thank you.

      When he came back to deck, four glowing forms landed on the next ship over, and Vee’s shoulders sank. Ana, Olwen, Sancha, and Destin were safe and apparently sensible enough to leave giants to their own battles.

      The leviathan shrieked and he had to crane aft to see the battle. Between the thrashing waves now tinted with crimson and inky blue blood, he caught a glimpse of a tentacle thickening, straining. Its suckers were locked onto the serpent’s scales, prying them up. The leviathan’s neck arched back like it was in immense pain before it twisted and turned and sank its teeth into the kraken.

      They disappeared beneath the waves and a cold shadow passed over him.

      He blinked, looked up, swallowed.

      The Sovereign.

      She dwarfed them, her forecastle almost thirty feet above the Venatrix’s deck. Every face turned to him, waiting for his command.

      Shit.

      What if his judgement was wrong? What if he cost them all their lives? His heartbeats went slow and heavy.

      But Vee crackled at his side. Even if she wasn’t quite her usual self, she believed in him. She’d chosen to share the captaincy and her life with him.

      There were only feet of water between them and the Sovereign. Rifle shots rang out. Puffs of cotton and wool rose from the netted hammocks as they did their job and protected his crew.

      Now was not the time to waver. He would prove Vee’s belief right.

      “I want grappling lines every two yards from bow to stern. Don’t give them a chance to cut us loose. Rifles, cover them.” He already had their sharpest shots stationed behind the hammock nets with orders to fire on anyone who peered over the Sovereign’s rail. Mama would’ve been good at that.

      He swallowed. This was all part of keeping his promise to her. The promise to make a home and to live.

      Crewmates swung grappling lines and let them sail up to the Sovereign’s rail and rigging. Two other ships approached from her other side.

      Knigh cleared his throat. “If anyone surrenders, you accept. Remember, these lads think they’re fighting for queen and country—it’s Mercia who’s led them astray. Show mercy when you can, but we must win or we’ll lose this home we’ve just earned.”

      Perry and Saba looked along the sights of their rifles, crouching behind cover. Both gave determined nods.

      At his side, Vee was so close he could feel her static buzzing against his skin. They would do this together.

      He dipped his chin at her. “Let’s net us a flagship.”

      While he climbed, their sharp shooters took up a steady fire. Crack. Hand over the rifle to their loading partner, take up a new one. Crack. Again. Crack. Again. Crack.

      In a gust, Vee zipped past him, as he clambered hand over hand, adrenaline pumping through his body, hot and loud.

      He reached the rail and paused to draw his pistol. A blast of wind pulled on his hair and dried his eyes. Two men came flying over the rail, thudding to the Venatrix’s deck below. To fore another half a dozen did the same. Vee was clearing space for them to edge onto deck and push into Mercia’s lines.

      On the other grappling lines, their crew waited, weapons ready.

      A long, steeling breath, then he nodded. “For Haven!”

      “For Haven,” they answered, and as one, they leapt over the rail.

      Drawing his sabre, he fired on the first man who approached. Another pistol already in his hand, he fired on the next, then they were close enough and he was out of loaded guns. He slashed and parried as the Venatrix’s crew joined him, engaging the enemy shoulder-to-shoulder with their comrades.

      Perry on one side, Saba on the other, then Aedan next to her. Further along the line were Clovis and Erec, Wynn and Effie, fierce with axes and boarding pikes. Lizzy was back in sickbay, cleaning and stitching minor shrapnel wounds—he’d healed the worst as soon as they’d happened. They were all his crew. His friends.

      He would fight for them, and if necessary, he would fall for them.

      Damnation, he hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. They had homes to go to tonight, with warm beds and hot dinners, and he had his Pirate Queen to marry.

      When his third man fell, he spared a glance aft to the poop deck. No sign of George. Please, gods, say he was belowdecks. A familiar shock of crimson hair appeared, looking down at the battle breaking out.

      Mercia.

      Knigh kicked back his next opponent and ran him through. “Mercia is mine,” he bellowed. Their crew would understand—this was personal.

      Blood on his blade, blood pounding through his veins, blood coppery in his nose. So many lives. So many who threw themselves at him and his crew and those of the other ships that boarded from the Sovereign’s starboard side. All for one man’s ambition.

      Something tugged in his chest and a moment later electricity crackled along his blade and across his knuckles. The blond man he faced faltered, mouth dropping open as he stared at the lightning.

      He wasn’t going to waste a distraction. Muscles bunching, flexing, and releasing, he punched the man in the face. With a thud, he hit the deck.

      A chorus of low cries and gasps flooded the naval crew, and his next opponent paused, rather than stepping in to fill the gap left by his fallen comrade. In fact, the men to either side backed away, eyes round and unblinking.

      Crackling, breathtaking, Vee stepped to his side. His clothes gusted against his skin and a breeze whispered over his scalp. The hair on his arms stood on end as her flickering power licked across the space between them.

      The fight on this side of the ship fell quiet.

      Arm straight and unwavering, she pointed to the mainmast. Across the main yard, a violet-blue message flashed into existence: Surrender. The light faded but left the word scorched across the timber.

      “A ghost,” someone shouted. A handful of men dropped their sabres and backed away, hands raised.

      But others gripped theirs all the tighter.

      “For the prince,” a dark-haired young man near Knigh shouted. “For Albion!”

      And the battle resumed.

      The clang of steel. The smell of blood and death. The groans of the dying. It was like a hundred battles before. This dark-haired man even followed the same old drill patterns Knigh had learned as a boy.

      And yet it was all different.

      His pulse didn’t bay for blood. His mind didn’t recite the words he’d never had the chance to say to his father. His only fears were for the lives of his friends and his love, not for losing control.

      He caught each strike from his drill-following opponent, not taking openings he could’ve used to kill him. Not yet. “Your prince doesn’t care about you,” he said as he parried and feinted, blade still alight with Vee’s magic. “And he hasn’t led you here for Albion, only for himself.”

      But his opponent only gritted his teeth and pushed harder, faster. “You may be a traitor who cavorts with foul demons”—his dark eyes flicked to Vee, who used a gust of wind against her own opponent—“that doesn’t mean we all need to follow in your damned footsteps.”

      Knigh shook his head and sighed. “So be it.” He feinted left and the man followed, but Knigh twisted, stepped in, and caught his wrist with his free hand before bringing his sabre’s knuckle-bow against his opponent’s nose with a crunch.

      The cacophony of battle, the stink of it, the flash of blades and wide whites of eyes—it waged on. Vee, Saba, Aedan, Perry—their whole party edged forward, enemy-by-enemy, making ground against the naval crew as other pirate crews did the same from other parts of the Sovereign.

      His muscles heaved and stretched through each movement. Every parry shook his arm. Each strike he landed dragged on his blade and his shoulders.

      As he caught a powerful blow from a barrel-chested man, the deck jolted, making his heart dip. He stumbled to one knee, sabre jerking wide, leaving his chest exposed.

      The breath seized in his lungs.

      The man coiled for a thrust Knigh couldn’t hope to block.
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      The world went sluggish as Knigh slipped on the sprinkled, bloodied sawdust and lifted his blade.

      Too slow. He was going to be too slow. If he’d been on the other side of this fight, he would already be running his enemy through.

      By some miracle, the strike never came.

      Knigh blinked through the confusion and desperation. His opponent was too busy trying to stay upright himself as the deck listed and jolted again.

      Shouts of surprise were replaced by those of query and when Knigh looked up, he saw it.

      In the distance, the leviathan dragged itself from a broken dock that it must’ve crashed into. Its scales gleamed that deep, stormy green-blue, but some were missing, revealing raw red flesh, and it bled from its torn neck-frills.

      But closer. Much, much closer…

      A great red tentacle rose from the water and clubbed into the hull. Timber groaned and cracked, as the deck shook again.

      Damnation. Was this the kraken’s revenge against Mercia? No longer under his control, this was their opportunity to destroy his ship and perhaps even him. In their position, Knigh couldn’t say that he wouldn’t do the same. Hadn’t he just said Mercia was his?

      The deck tilted, and he slipped on the bloodied sawdust. With a sharp gasp, Saba lost her footing, but he and Aedan caught her.

      No. He thought it, trying to send it to the kraken. We are here. Your friends. Not only Mercia.

      Another tentacle wrapped around the bowsprit and dragged it down. The deck bucked as wild as in a storm, sending them skidding fore. Vee reached for him, but her grip passed straight through his arm, tingling.

      No! Stop! This one helped you.

      Beneath their slipping feet, the ship trembled like it was about to break.

      Then, it dropped level with a splash. The deck rocked, and he jostled into Perry, Aedan, and Saba, or they jostled into him—it was hard to tell. Slowly, the deck levelled.

      Out on the water, the leviathan had hold of the kraken, teeth shredding. The sight was sore in his chest.

      All eight arms embraced the serpent, muscles flexing as they squeezed, and the kraken’s body pulsed. He’d seen that movement before, when he’d served aboard this very ship. At the root of all those legs was a mouth with a huge, sharp beak that could swallow a man whole or snap him in two. The kraken was biting.

      Sure enough, the leviathan shrieked.

      But so too did Aedan’s blade as it caught a blow meant for him. “Focus, buddy.”

      Perry darted in and stabbed the man who’d tried to take advantage of his distraction.

      Fight. Yes, there was another fight here. “Thanks.” He shoved the man off Perry’s blade, before lunging into another marine who tried to charge Aedan. He twitched as Knigh’s crackling sabre ran him through.

      Despite their slide across deck, they’d advanced across the Sovereign’s beam, and now joined with their friends from the Firefly, who’d boarded opposite. Greeted with fierce grins, Knigh and his party turned aft and held a new line, weapons ready. They were winning. Despite the Sovereign’s numbers, they were losing ground to the combined force of several pirate crews.

      Steel rang in his ears as they pressed towards the quarterdeck. He’d lost sight of Mercia long ago, but that was where he’d be—it was the command centre during a battle. Reach it, and they could force a surrender.

      Perhaps it was the constant ring of blade on blade and the earlier boom of cannon and crack of rifle, but the deck seemed quieter. Parrying, he picked his way between the limbs of fallen men. Or maybe it was that many had died, so fewer remained to make noise.

      Flags raised from the poop deck. He knew that message. It looked like—

      He swatted away another strike and blinked at the signal. Yes, that definitely meant—

      “Surrender!” The shout came from the quarterdeck and spread fore, quicker than a wildfire. “Surrender!”

      The midshipman before him dropped his blade, shoulders sinking perhaps in defeat or relief. Hundreds more weapons fell to the deck.

      Quiet descended upon the Sovereign and then upon the rest of the battle as the message reached every other ship.

      Even the kraken and leviathan were nowhere to be seen or heard. Perhaps they’d fled.

      Knigh’s breaths heaved, and he gripped his sabre tight, but…

      It was done.

      “We’ve won.” He wasn’t sure if he said it or someone else, but it shook through him.

      They’d won this battle. Won this home. Won safety for their fleet and Nassau’s refugees, and for his family.

      Make a new place, a new home, one with your own rules. Live.

      Wild fucking Hunt, he intended to.

      At his side, Vee’s flickering expression broke into a smile, and her not-quite-a-touch hummed on his skin, in his flesh, as she tried to take his hand. Good gods, he ached to give her that tightest hug he’d promised earlier. As soon as she was back in her body, he’d do that.

      With a laugh of disbelief, Saba flung an arm around Aedan’s waist. Grinning, he shook her shoulder.

      “We did it.” Perry nodded and sheathed her blade before squeezing Knigh’s arm. Her eyes gleamed as she smiled up at him. “We damn well did it.”

      And yet…

      Knigh frowned. Something was off. He cocked his head. It wasn’t a sound. He blinked around them. No one who’d surrendered was reaching for a weapon. Vee was safe at his side. It wasn’t any of that.

      It was beneath his feet. Perhaps the earlier pitching had made it seem normal in comparison, but, no, it wasn’t right.

      The Sovereign was listing.

      The kraken’s strikes against her side, their drag on the bowsprit.

      Ice struck at his heart. “We’re taking on water.”
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      “Abandon ship,” Knigh bellowed. Aloft, a broken sail flapped and letters scorched across it, spelling the same message.

      Abandon ship!

      The deck erupted in movement, discarded weapons ignored as the Sovereign’s crew hurried to the ship’s tenders. Still, the launch, barge, pinnacle, and three cutters wouldn’t be enough to evacuate some eight hundred crew.

      “Vee”—he turned to her crackling form—“we’re going to need more ships to take all these men.”

      As much as she was different like this, the sight of her still gave him that same comfort, still filled his chest. He missed her voice, though, as she just nodded and zipped away.

      He ordered the pirate crews who’d boarded to help the evacuation. As sailors and marines filed onto the ships that had attacked them only minutes earlier, there was no sign of Mercia. Had that bastard already abandoned his crew? Or was his absence why they’d surrendered?

      One lieutenant confirmed that George was aboard or at least had been at the beginning of the battle and since none of their boats were missing, he was presumably still here.

      Stomach tight, Knigh had Aedan get the message to the ships aiding the evacuation effort, including two more who arrived with Vee’s orders burned into their sails. The instant George or Mercia boarded, they were to inform him.

      All the while, the Sovereign’s listing grew worse, even as the pumps gurgled and gushed.

      From belowdecks, a young woman appeared, her dark blond hair in a messy braid. An older couple and two teens followed in her wake, shackles on their wrists, eyes wide at the blood and death strewn around them.

      He frowned. Prisoners. Pushing his expression to a calm neutrality so he wouldn’t scare them with his frown, he hurried over. “You’re safe.” He showed his empty hands. “Well, you will be once we get you off this ship.”

      As he helped them to the Venatrix, it emerged that the young woman was Hesta, the missing sea witch. Mercia had threatened her family to force her to show him the way here and part the storm so he could attack.

      He dismissed her tearful apologies as she hanged her head in shame.

      “He threatened the people you love, and knowing Mercia, he would’ve followed through on those threats.” He held her gaze when she dared to look up. “You did nothing wrong—you were only trying to keep your family safe.” Whether that was the family of blood, crew, or soul, he would’ve done the same to protect his own.

      When only a couple of dozen people remained on the Sovereign, there had still been no word of Mercia or George. Knigh gritted his teeth. If Mercia had suddenly developed some stupid sense of loyalty that made him think he should go down with his ship, and George had decided to stay with him out of an even greater stupidity—“I’ll murder them both.”

      Vee’s touch hummed at his shoulder. Even though she was storm cloud and lightning bolts, the concern was clear in her frown.

      He climbed across the tilting deck and checked with each of the vessels taking on crew. None had seen George or Mercia. Even Munroe, who’d come to help evacuate, shook his head, eyebrows creased together in worry.

      When Knigh circled back to the Venatrix, all the Sovereign’s crew was safe, and Aedan, Saba, and Perry remained, clutching the rail against the worsening pitch. “Any sign?”

      They shook their heads, just as Vee zipped across the deck. She echoed their gesture.

      His stomach sat solid and heavy, like it was made of lead. Bollocks. What was he meant to do? He couldn’t drag his crew belowdecks looking for his brother. But he couldn’t leave him, either.

      The deck jolted and a gout of bubbles burbled to the surface. They were taking on more water.

      “Come on, quickly now.” He propelled Saba and Perry to the two remaining lines that linked the warship to the Venatrix.

      They clambered down, but Aedan stood firm, one hand gripping the rail, the other in a fist. The tight line of his mouth was mutinous.

      “Get back to our ship, sailor, that’s an order.”

      “This isn’t the Navy,” Aedan hissed, “you can’t—”

      “I may be a pirate captain now, but in battle and in an emergency like this, my word is still law. Get back to the Venatrix.” He gritted his teeth and cut through the penultimate line, lest the sinking warship drag down their little frigate. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      At that, Aedan huffed and his grip on the Sovereign eased. “Fine.” He took the line and swung over the rail in a single movement. “But you’d better.”

      The look Vee gave him, eyes burning bright, gave the same sentiment.

      “I will.” He glanced back. “Just hurry up.” The deck was empty, save for the dead. They would have to be buried at sea with their ship.

      To port, he caught Munroe’s eye. Another shake of the head.

      “Come on, Blackwood.” Below, Aedan stood on the Venatrix.

      Vee waited at Knigh’s side, feet a few inches above the severely sloping deck.

      Sighing, he took the last line, the hemp rough under his callused hands. With a quick sawing motion of his dagger, he cut it loose.

      He looked down at their wide eyes, heard their gasps of dismay as the Venatrix bobbed free and he tossed over his sabre. It would only get in the way. “I can’t ask you to follow me in this. Perry, you’re in charge until I get back.” If I get back.

      Her lips went white and so too did her knuckles. He’d never seen her look so furious.

      But, with a few clipped words, she ordered sails set and got them underway, the ship sitting low in the water thanks to their extra numbers.

      When he turned, Vee stood in his path.

      If he’d thought Perry looked furious, well, a woman made of a lightning storm was capable of all that natural force’s fury. The energy running over her skin burned white. The clouds within her churned, thick and black.

      Thrumming with power, she shook her head.

      Deck, sail, mast, hatch, and yard—lightning race across every inch of the Sovereign, leaving one word repeated in smouldering letters: No.

      Everywhere he turned. No. No. No.

      And she stood there, blocking his way, like she was the shield storm and he was an enemy seeking entry to Sanctuary.

      No. No. No.

      With a long breath, he squared his shoulders and strode through her. The static shocks stung, but they weren’t as bad as the look of horrified betrayal she’d given him as he’d stepped forward.

      “Forgive me, Vee.” Even as he walked away from her, making for the nearest hatch, he meant it. “I must find George.”
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      Knigh leapt down the companionway, even as a gust of wind tried to shove him towards the Venatrix. Belowdecks, the ship’s drunken tilt felt more pronounced: the darkness and bulkheads pressing in highlighted just how off-kilter everything was.

      “George,” he shouted into the empty decks. “George?”

      Somewhere below, the sea sloshed. No one worked the pumps anymore, so they’d fallen silent, and whatever breaches the kraken had made were taking on more and more water.

      That and the creak of straining timber were the only sounds.

      He called for his brother again and set forth into the gloom. Now his eyes had grown accustomed to the dim light filtering from above, he could see cannon on their carriages, straining against their breeching ropes. In the distance, dark metal gleamed: one had broken free.

      If they all broke their restraints, they’d pull the ship even more off-balance and she’d capsize. Wherever George was, he’d be stuck, and Knigh would be lucky to escape the sinking wreck.

      Still, he pushed onward.

      He clung to breeching ropes and companionways, stanchions and, at one point, the capstan, shouting all the while. The deck sloped by around thirty degrees now, and his heart pounded each time it lurched underfoot.

      Shouting, waiting, shouting, waiting, always for a reply that didn’t come. What if he’d been knocked unconscious? What if he was…?

      That wasn’t a thought he could bring himself to finish.

      He’d finished his sweep through the upper gun deck. Nothing. Gripping the lip of the companionway, he swung down to the next deck. The water that gushed over his feet was as cold as the dread in his heart.

      Mama was gone; he couldn’t lose George, too, for his sake as well as Isabel’s.

      His shouts came between huffing breaths as he clambered towards the bow.

      A shudder. A crack. The deck dropped, then pitched to starboard.

      Knigh’s heart stopped as he clutched a stanchion and waited for a loose cannon to come flying at him.

      None came.

      But there was a scream.

      Adjusting his footing to this new pitch, which was much steeper, he bellowed, “George! George?”

      Waiting, he warily eyed the port cannons, which were above him now and strained against their breeching ropes. If they broke free, they’d crush him.

      It felt like an age, but then came another scream. Definitely a man’s.

      It sent goosebumps racing across his skin. He couldn’t have said how, but he knew it was George. He knew.

      It came from the bow, not that direction meant much on a ship that was breaking up. And, he’d guess one, perhaps two decks down.

      “I’m coming, George.”

      He weaved past tangled lines and nets to the next companionway. “I’m coming!”

      There was no reply.
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      Vice was going to murder Knighton Blackwood.

      That was if he fucking survived.

      The bastard had walked through her. He’d walked through her to stay on a sinking ship after she’d told him not to.

      If the words in that book were true, then she would die when he did. She didn’t give a flying rat shit about that, but if he died…

      If he died…

      The thought was too unbearable, so she slammed a door upon it and streaked across the sky, searching for four glowing forms.

      She couldn’t pull on the sea in this form and use it to stop the Sovereign from sinking. She couldn’t even do something sensible like knocking him out and carrying him to the Venatrix. Violence was much more sensible than staying on a sinking gods damned ship.

      There, on Sanctuary’s docks, Olwen, Ana, Sancha, and Destin stood welcoming back one of their boats as it pulled in to moor.

      “Take me back.” The words screeched from her thoughts the instant she reached them. “Take me back to my body.”

      “Of course, we…” Olwen blinked at her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Now. Just now.” Vice shook, hands clenched.

      Ana nodded and slid her serpentine form around Vice’s shoulders, as though putting an arm around her. “Follow us.”

      They sped back to the ritual chamber, not bothering with things like doors or hallways—not when they could pass through the walls.

      The ritualists lay on the floor, peaceful as though asleep. Their spirit selves went to them, their glowing forms super-imposing over their physical bodies.

      It was that easy? Why had she ever worried? She shot to her body lying on the altar.

      But her flesh remained a blank space. She was still detached. “It’s not working. Why isn’t it working?” If she died, then Knigh would die anyway. Stupid bloody irony.

      Sancha sat up, rubbing her eyes. “We need to help you back. We weren’t severed from our bodies as you are.”

      “Lie still.” Ana felt her way to the altar with a guiding hand from Olwen on her shoulder.

      That was an easy thing to say when it wasn’t her fiancé wandering around a sinking ship. But, teeth gritted, Vice did her best to keep still. Come on, body. Wake up. I need you. Knigh needs you.

      Hands on her fingers and feet, just like when the ritual began. That felt like days ago.

      Sancha placed the braid that combined their hair on Vice’s belly. It rose very slowly. So slowly, Vice thought she wasn’t breathing at first, but just as they’d said, her body had continued to function in the absence of her soul.

      “Can’t you hurry up?”

      “Do you want us to make a mistake?”

      Vice grumbled.

      They each pressed a fingertip to the braid and spoke at once. “We are bound together in this ritual, and you are bound to your body. This plait ties us together and ties you to yourself.”

      Fibres. She could feel them. Just a few at first, but, like a rope-maker at work, the words spun them into yarns, and the yarns twisted into strands.

      “Be one, again. Be whole.”

      The strands twisted together until a full, strong rope linked Vice to her body and—

      With a gasp, she sat up.

      “It is done.” Sancha smiled at her.

      “Are you all right?” Olwen held her shoulder, and, oh, Lords and Ladies, she could feel the touch. It was warm. It was firm. It was solid.

      She wriggled her toes, flexed her fingers. “Yes.” She nodded and swung her legs off the altar. “Yes. Thank you,” she called, already sprinting for the exit.

      Her feet were bare. She didn’t care.

      Her muscles ached like her body had been in that battle and not only her soul. Didn’t matter.

      Her heart pounded, about ready to explode. Zero damns given. Arms and legs pumping, chest heaving, she ran.

      The council building was a blur, the docks too. A small, single-masted dory bobbed at mooring. Perfect. Not missing a step, she jumped into it, grabbed the mooring line, and pulled on her gift.

      Sea and sky answered. The ocean rushed into her, like she was a hole dug in sand as the tide came in.

      There you are. She wasn’t sure if she thought that or if a voice from somewhere—from the sea?—said it to her.

      The welcoming current pushed her boat out towards the dark hulk of the sinking Sovereign. Beyond, the shield storm had closed, forming a wall around Sanctuary and Haven. She’d managed to fix that. Please, gods, say she could fix this, too. She had to save Knigh.

      “Please,” she whispered, setting the dory’s sail and filling it with wind.

      Her boat scudded across the waves, course as sure and unwavering as Knigh bloody Blackwood when he set his mind to something, like saving her from that island. Like saving his brother from a sinking ship.

      Yep. She was going to murder him.

      All the way across the harbour, her eyes burned, as did several ships as they eased beneath the surface. Their decks were quiet, abandoned, and the crowds on the docks said others had helped the survivors to shore.

      Eventually, she reached the sinking Sovereign. The starboard side was almost fully submerged now. Waves lapped at her masts and dragged on her yards and shredded sails. Vice’s written message to abandon ship just peeked above the water. Across the deck her insistence stood out black against the treated wood: No. No. No.

      Not that he’d paid attention.

      She took in the dory’s sail and used the currents and rudder to guide it between the horizontal masts and rigging to a hatch. She ripped it open and climbed onto the lip. The ship’s interior was a dark cavern ahead, but first…

      “Thank you, little boat.” With a gentle push from her gift, she sent it clear from the Sovereign’s wreck. They’d need it to carry them back to shore, and this way it wouldn’t get dragged under by the sinking warship.

      Now that was done, she drew a deep breath and dropped inside.

      At once, she was grateful for her fae-blooded sight that allowed her to see better than most in the dark. All the gunports were closed, and where the latticed hatches usually pointed upward, allowing in daylight, now they were vertical, with waves licking at them and scant light filtering in.

      As she walked along the hull, the water came to her waist and more burbled up from the floor.

      “Knigh?”

      The only answer was sighing ocean and breeze. Somewhere, the sea came gushing in with each wave. But as she waited in silence, there was a tug on her chest towards the bow and to the left, which would’ve been down had the ship been upright. Their connection.

      She followed. Even with her fae sight, she sometimes had to feel her way past submerged obstacles like cannons and round shot that rolled underfoot. More than once, they sent her splashing underwater, and she’d surface seconds later, spluttering.

      Ducking beneath broken timbers, she groaned when she found the companionway closest to the bow blocked. Maybe the gods were smiling on her, though, because further aft, she found a splintered hole that took her down one deck.

      But another deck rose, a near-vertical wall, and it stood between her and the lower decks and him. There was no easy route past this one. Closer to the stern, further from Knigh, a companionway opening stood some twenty feet from the floor.

      She called his name again as she pulled herself up a cannon that stood on its end.

      The wet metal was slippery under her cold feet, and she plunged into the water on her first attempt, knocking her elbow, leaving it tingling.

      Once she’d finished coughing, she tried again. This time she clung to the breeching rope that stopped the cannon recoiling across deck when it fired, and her feet found better hold on something. She peered through the deepening water. Ah, the wooden gun carriage. Much better!

      Of course. The cannons were wider at the back, so the carriage had to be shorter there and taller at the front to hold them level. Whoever had designed these had accommodated that by making the edges stepped. Each ledge was only a few inches wide, but it was enough to fit her toes on.

      Gasping and drenched, weighed down by her clothes, she made it to the top of the cannon—or rather, its back end. She crouched there, steadying herself against the not-quite-vertical deck while she caught her breath.

      “Right.” When she stood, the companionway was still three feet away, but she reached, and nearly… nearly…

      If she jumped, she’d be able to close her fingers over the lip. But if she jumped and missed, there was no way she’d land on this treacherous tiny platform at the back of the gun carriage. She would fall and smack into the cannon. That was broken bones territory.

      And if she knocked her head on the way down, she’d end up in the water unconscious.

      She huffed a dark laugh. In all her years as a sea witch, she never thought she’d have to worry about drowning at sea.

      But it didn’t matter. She would try.

      I’ll always come for you.

      “Well, it goes both ways, Blackwood,” she muttered. “Today I’m returning the favour.”

      Body aching, she crouched, took a breath, and sprang. The deck rushed by, worn smooth by hundreds of feet. Closer, closer, her fingertips raced towards that lip of timber. She reached and reached, she strained, not daring to blink in case she missed.

      Her ascent slowed. Any second, she’d start falling. Her heart dipped.

      Then. There. Her grip closed on solid wood and her arms jolted with her weight.

      Thank all the gods and all the fae Lords and Ladies, as well as Knigh’s exercise routine. She dragged herself up with a groan that echoed the one her muscles gave.

      As she clung to the other side and lowered herself, careful since she didn’t know what obstacles waited beneath the water, the tugging in her chest still pulled down to the hold. He wasn’t on this deck; she’d have to climb through another companionway.

      With a sigh, she dropped from the ledge, but something beneath the surface jolted against her heel. She went spinning into the water.

      Any remaining breath burst out of her as she smacked into something hard. Ribs, arm, knee—they all lit with pain, and she sank, eyes burning in the seawater not sure which way was up or down.

      She kicked, but that made her knee shriek and her lungs seize with the pain. Salt in her mouth, choking.

      Shit. She really was going to drown.
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      The screams turned to whimpers, but Knigh was close enough to follow them, and when he climbed through a doorway in the forecastle bulkhead, he found George and—

      “Mercia.” Hot anger battled with concern for his brother as that crimson-haired head turned.

      Concern won, because something was wrong with George. Very wrong.

      He wasn’t as tall as Knigh, but he shouldn’t have been up to his shoulders in water that only reached Knigh’s belly button.

      And George wasn’t tanned like a sailor, but he wasn’t usually this pale.

      And his whimpers said the moisture on his face wasn’t only sea water.

      Slowly, slowly, each element clicked into place. Bile burned the back of his throat.

      George was pinned in the rising water.

      In a second, Knigh was at his side.

      “Knigh?” He sounded so like a child, Knigh almost choked on a sob. “Is that you? I thought I was seeing things… but Mercy’s looking at you, too. You’re… you’re really here.”

      “I am.” Knigh squeezed his hand. “I am.”

      “Good.” His eyelids fluttered, though pain was a constant tension in his face. “I’m glad you’re both here.” He gave Mercia a tremulous smile.

      And Mercia, always so cool, so unruffled, so sneering and far too amused by everything to ever betray shock, looked, well, a mess. Hair plastered to his face, he swayed on his feet. His eyes gleamed in the scant light, and his lip trembled as it curved like he was trying to smile back but the threatening tears were winning.

      If Knigh didn’t know better, he’d have said he looked distraught.

      “Come on”—he reached into the water around George, feeling for whatever had him pinned—“let’s get you out of here.”

      Mercia shook his head, huffing out a breath. Spittle that flecked his lips, like he really was going to cry.

      Knigh snorted at him. “Don’t be melodramatic. You’re fae-blooded, I’m fae-touched—our combined strength, we’ll have him out in—”

      Something cold and smooth, cylindrical and wide. His blood ran even colder than the metal under his hand. He knew exactly what it was. He didn’t have to feel any more to know it was as long as he was tall and weighed far, far more than even he and Mercia combined could lift.

      Mercia’s nostrils flared as his mouth twisted in a bitter smile. “You understand now.”

      A cannon. George was trapped under a cannon.

      Bile licked the back of his tongue, and he had to catch himself against the vertical deck.

      “We have to try.” On this deck, at this location, it would be a carronade that weighed just shy of 2,000 pounds. That was the gun alone, never mind its carriage, too. He could lift a bit less than half its weight and that was only because he was fae-touched. “We have to try,” he gritted out.

      Mercia’s lips tightened, going pale, and Knigh was sure he would refuse, but he rose. “I’ve already cut it loose from its carriage.”

      So he’d already tried and failed.

      It felt bizarre to be giving Mercia a reassuring nod, but here he was doing exactly that. “We don’t need to lift it—even just rolling it off will be enough.”

      He expected a sarcastic response, such as, Thanks for that, Captain Obvious. None came, only a sound of acknowledgement.

      “Just roll it.” George nodded. “I can’t feel my leg much anymore, so you can’t hurt me too badly.” He gave a crazed little laugh, eyes too bright.

      Knigh leant into his gift, assessing the damage. The bones were completely crushed. That was damage even beyond his healing. They’d have to amputate, but at least he could heal that cleanly. He cut off his brother’s pain before pushing a smile in place and patting his shoulder. “That’s the spirit.”

      By touch, he found a handhold, and Mercia nodded to say he’d done the same. “On three, we push that way.” He pointed with his chin. “One,”—he took the strain—“two”—inhaled—“three.”

      His muscles bunched and burned. He shook as he tried to get the damn thing to move an inch. With a roar, he gave everything.

      The cannon gave nothing, not even an inch.

      Panting, he and Mercia dropped into the water at George’s side. It was impossible.

      He didn’t even have his sabre or an axe to cut him free. He squeezed the dagger at his hip, but that wouldn’t get through bone.

      He slammed his fists into the water. Into the damn rising water that was going to kill his brother.

      Eyes burning and not only with the splashing salt, he raked his soaking hands through his hair. The devastation on Mercia’s face made sense now—it slammed into him, too, as cold and solid as the immovable cannon. “I’m… I’m sorry, George.” He’d failed him. And he’d failed Mama.

      Other than the constant lap and gurgle of rising water and groan of a dying ship, there was quiet.

      His nostrils tickled as he tried to hold back the tears. “Why were you even down here, for gods’ sakes?” He shared Mercia’s cabin at the upper gun deck’s stern. He had no business on the lower gun deck.

      “I went to the cells,” was the quiet reply. George shrugged, shoulders underwater now. “I didn’t want the sea witch to lose her mother…” He didn’t need to complete the sentence.

      Like we did.

      They’d lost Mama, and now they were about to lose George, too.

      Mercia shook his head. “You beautiful fool.”

      George gave a little huff through his nostrils. “I do love you, Mercy, but you can be an absolute shit when it comes to your sister and that throne.”

      Knigh’s mouth dropped open, and he tensed, ready to defend his brother from Mercia’s response. The Prince of Albion didn’t take kindly to being spoken to in that manner.

      But he only stroked George’s hair. “You are silly… and, I daresay, right.”

      George bowed his forehead to Mercia’s and they sat in quiet again.

      “Knigh?” He reached out, and Knigh took his hand.

      “I’m here. I’m with you.” You aren’t going to die alone. That he even had to think that sentence closed his throat and pressed on the back of his eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” George sighed, head falling back against the vertical deck.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.” He’d spent enough years in self-blame, he wasn’t going to let his brother pass to the next place with that burden.

      “But I do. I’m sorry for being a… frankly, an arrogant prick who thinks he knows best.”

      Despite the years of strict control, Knigh laughed, perhaps at the surprise of it as much as anything. “It must run in the family.” He hadn’t been so different when he was younger. It was only after Father’s death that doubt had crept in.

      “And I’m… I’m sorry for Mama and for everything.” George’s voice cracked as he closed his eyes. “I just wanted to live my own life, but perhaps I went about it the wrong way. And… and I shouldn’t have taken that pistol. If I hadn’t, Mama would still be here, wouldn’t she? I’m sorry. I’m…” Tearful breaths heaved through him.

      “Hush, hush.” Mercia wiped his cheeks, but everything was wet, so it was futile attempting to dry them. “Shh, my love, my darling.”

      Mercia really did love him. Really. Truly. It wasn’t some ploy to get to Knigh. George wasn’t just something he could use to hold power over him.

      “Please, Knigh.” George bowed his head while Mercia stroked his hair. “Forgive me.”

      “It’s already forgotten, little brother. But if you need to hear it—I forgive you for everything you think you need forgiveness for. And I know Is does, too.”

      George’s eyes went wide. “Is she… Is she well? She isn’t torturing herself because of what happened?”

      Knigh scoffed. “She had the same concerns about you. But I’ll tell you the same thing I told her. It was an accident. A hundred things led to it and no one person is to blame. But most importantly, Mama forgave you. She wanted you to be happy, not fall into a pit of despair and self-flagellation.”

      Eyes filling with more tears, George stared back. His lip wobbled. “Do you think… Do you think she meant it?”

      “I know she did.” He patted his brother’s cold hand. “But I also know that no one else’s forgiveness matters, not until you forgive yourself.”

      “Oh.” That sound was a little exhale, almost lost in the sound of rushing water. He frowned like the thought had never crossed his mind.

      Which was no surprise. After all, it hadn’t crossed Knigh’s mind until Vee and Perry had made him face all that he’d kept locked inside—the things he’d kept sealed until they burst in explosive rage.

      His brother didn’t have that kind of time. He needed comfort and forgiveness now. Before it was too late.

      “You know, you were probably the easiest for Mama to forgive.” He canted his head and smiled at George’s questioning look. “She always said out of the three of us, you were the best behaved. Do you remember the one time you got in trouble?”

      George gave a weak laugh, skin grey now. “I came home soaked and covered in pond slime.”

      Mercia’s eyebrows shot up as he looked from George to Knigh and back again.

      “I’d never heard Mama shout at you like that, but”—he shrugged and grinned at the memory—“she couldn’t even stay angry at you long, because you’d done it to save that sack of kittens.”

      “I saw the farmer throw them in,” George explained to Mercia. “I couldn’t bear to let them drown, so I jumped in after. Saved them all.” He gave a proud nod, gaze going distant. “They were so small and already cold. I dried them off in the grass and carried them against my chest to warm up until they mewled and wriggled. Gods know how I reached them in time.”

      Of course George had come running after the sea witch’s family. He wouldn’t let them drown, either.

      Knigh’s heart ached. “You sweet, stupid boy.”

      The tears came then, and sitting there with Mercia and George and the water lapping at his throat, he couldn’t stop them.
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      Vice didn’t have time to drown.

      And she certainly wasn’t going to do it while technically in a boat. Especially not when her death would probably kill Knigh.

      So she grabbed and kicked through the pain, and somehow her wild flailing found solid footing and—ah—that was air on her face. One foot on the hull, one hand on the ceiling in front of her, she coughed up the water she’d gasped in.

      When she was done, she tested a little weight on the leg that hurt.

      “Fuck. Shit. Bollocks. Nope.” They were the only words she had for the pain. Even with the water’s buoyancy, she couldn’t walk on it.

      Still, her left arm was worse: a core of blinding pain. It wasn’t supposed to bend there, just above the wrist. No wonder it hurt so damn much.

      She had no weapons—in her haste to reach Knigh, she hadn’t picked them up—but she managed to tear a strip from the bottom of her shirt, using a hook on the gun carriage. She used it to fashion a crude sling, keeping her broken arm tight to her chest. When she tied it in place, grey dots danced on her vision and she had to sit against a submerged cannon for a few moments, just breathing, breathing, breathing.

      But eventually the pain subsided to a dull roar that grated on her nerves. Not great, but it was the best she could manage under the circumstances.

      When she examined her knee, she found the cap was not where it should be. She grimaced again and bit on a length of rope before shoving it back into place. The hemp muffled her cry but did nothing to dull the pain. Still, it wasn’t as bad as her wrist.

      “Things to be grateful for.” She splashed water on her face to clear the cold sweat.

      She paused, touching her chest. Yes, this way. She was on the right deck now. Just a little further towards the bow.

      Using one leg and one arm, she half-limped, half-hopped over toppled cannons and broken crates. At a couple of points, it was clear enough to swim, and she even managed to call upon her gift to summon a very weak current to push her along—this was seawater, after all.

      Above, something groaned.

      Breath held, she looked up.

      The cannons from the port side swung from the hull, suspended on their breaching ropes. They were designed to stop guns recoiling across the width of the ship, which was a greater force than the weight of the cannon its carriage combined.

      But the hull had taken serious damage. Those fixings into the timber could be…

      “Royally screwed.” She gulped.

      Something creaked. Metal scraped.

      She needed to get out from under them right now. Once she reached the forecastle bulkhead, there would be a gap with no cannons. One benefit of being Mercia’s ‘guest’—she knew the Sovereign’s layout.

      She ran, stumbled, grunted in agony each time her injured knee took her weight.

      More grinding groans from above.

      Faster. Faster. Pain be damned. She didn’t have time for it. Even a glancing blow from one of these cannons could kill her or trap her, and then she’d be as good as dead.

      An almighty shriek. Movement directly above.

      She leapt.

      Darkness, water, buffeting waves that lanced pain through her arm. But nothing crushed her to death.

      When she emerged, a cannon stood in the spot where she’d been standing moments earlier, rocking. If she hadn’t jumped…

      She shuddered and limped on. The pull in her chest grew stronger with every step, and that gave her strength. I’m coming for you, Knigh.

      At last, she reached the forecastle bulkhead and paused to catch her breath. She would need it to climb to that doorway six feet up. Buggeration.

      She was going to have words with whoever had designed this damn ship.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, she steeled herself and grabbed the doorframe in one hand. “Come on, Vice, you can do this.” She exhaled, looked up, and—

      “Knigh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            ON THREE

          

        

        
          
            
            
          

        

      

    

    
      It was him, crouched on the doorframe, pale and sodden, one hand reaching out to her.

      She took it.

      His eyes were bloodshot, but he was alive. The rest they could work out.

      When he pulled her up, she sighed against him, barely even noticing the pain in her wrist and knee—they’d become such a constant.

      With a steadying arm around her waist, he gave the sling a questioning look.

      She lifted a shoulder. “Might be a bit broken.”

      “I see.” He shook his head, not even cracking a smirk at her understatement.

      “What’s—?”

      And that was when she turned towards the forecastle.

      George, face upturned, water at his throat. Mercia held his head up, and the hum of his magic pushed the water back from his face, but he couldn’t keep doing that indefinitely. For something this precise, he needed to use his own energy, not the wellspring’s, and he already looked haggard, with hollow shadows under his eyes.

      She couldn’t find any words as Knigh helped her down so gently it didn’t jostle her arm. She still couldn’t when he explained the situation.

      “And you’ve tried lifting it.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Knigh nodded. He looked tired. So, so tired. He didn’t hold his face in that controlled blank mask he’d worn when they’d first met, it was just slack with exhaustion and resignation. Probably even the first clouds of grief blowing in.

      But maybe there was still hope.

      “This kind of cannon. What weight is it?”

      He tilted his head, still holding George’s hand. He hadn’t let go since he’d taken up a spot beside him while giving his explanation. “Off its carriage like this, it’s in the region of 2,000 pounds.”

      That was a lot. But it was no means the heaviest cannon. Some were double or even triple that.

      “Between the three of us, that might be doable.”

      Knigh blinked.

      Mercia raised his head.

      “You’d have to heal me first, but…”

      He’d already offered, of course, but she’d told him to save his energy. She shrugged and raised her hand to one side. The effect wasn’t quite the same with the other in a sling. “I’ve been doing your exercise routine for ages now. Two fae-blooded, one fae-touched… It’s worth a shot, right?”

      He exhaled, releasing his brother’s hand. “It is.”

      Mercia’s brown eyes went wide. “Well, hurry up, then.”

      Knigh winced, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to hurt a lot if I do it quickly.”

      “I know.” Stiff, she dipped her chin. “As quick as you can.”

      He touched her injured arm and she bit back the gasp of pain that pulled on her lungs. Teeth gritted, she gave an encouraging nod.

      Glorious, wonderful warmth. His golden light.

      And then pain.

      Just pain. There was no time. No body. No thought. Just pain. It was her and she was it, and it ruled all.

      Then she could blink. Her throat was raw, and Knigh’s arms were around her, because she shook so hard, she couldn’t stand. But there wasn’t time.

      “Vee? Love? Are you…?”

      “I’m all right.” She nodded, squeezed his hand, even managed a smile.

      Her arm was fine. Her knee, too. With a shuddering breath, she approached the submerged cannon. Knigh showed her where to grip.

      “You’re… How…?” Mercia gave them an odd look before shaking his head and turning to George. “When we lift, I won’t be able to keep the water back, my love.” He cupped his cheek. “You’re going to have to hold your breath. Understand?”

      George nodded, though he could only give a small bob before his chin dipped in the water.

      “On two, take your breath.” Mercia joined them at the cannon. “On three, we lift.”

      They needed to follow his count, since he’d control when he let go of his gift. After seeing how he treated George, this was one thing Vice was willing to trust him with.

      She rolled her shoulders and planted her feet. “Ready.”

      Jaw set, Knigh inclined his head.

      “One.”

      She solidified her grip.

      “Two.”

      George drew a deep breath. She took the strain. Knigh’s shoulders flexed as he did the same.

      “Three.”

      From thighs, core, and shoulders, she pulled.

      The same instant, water sloshed over George’s face, leaving only his hazel eyes visible, wide upon them.

      She gritted her teeth. Knigh’s neck corded. Mercia’s face went red.

      But the cannon…

      It moved.

      Her muscles burned, but at that tiny motion, she pulled harder—didn’t just pull, but lifted.

      Fraction of an inch by fraction of an inch, the cannon rose.

      “We’re clear,” Knigh growled.

      With a final heave and a roaring chorus, they shoved it away. Vice collapsed against the upright deck, panting, and the hull shook beneath their feet as the cannon fell upon it.

      George floated to the surface, gasping for air, and Mercia—she’d never heard him laugh like that. No cruelty or dark irony, just a sound of pure delight. One arm around George’s shoulders, he helped him keep his head above water.

      “I’m going to heal what I can, then we get the hells out of here.” Knigh’s shuttered eyes said he didn’t hold much hope of doing more than stabilising George. He bent below the surface and there was a brief buttery glow, which made his brother cry out, knuckles going white around Mercia’s hand, before Knigh reappeared.

      At her questioning look, he gave the smallest shake of his head. There was no hope for the leg. But at least there was hope for his life.

      If they could only get out of this sinking coffin.
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      There were no companionways this side of the bulkhead, but between the three of them, they managed to get George through the doorway.

      Of course, that wasn’t the end of their troubles. The water reached Vice’s shoulders now, and more came gushing in from the higher decks. That meant… “The hatches are underwater now.” She sagged, chest hollow. “It’s just pouring in. We won’t be able to push past it to escape.”

      With George clinging to his shoulder, Mercia raised one eyebrow. The expression was oddly comforting, far more like his usual self. “Lucky for you, you have a sea witch who can manipulate the shape of water.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Then why didn’t you just stop the ship sinking?”

      “Hmpf.” He scowled. “That’s… precision work, so I can’t use the wellspring to do it. And there’s so much of it, I can’t block every hole at the same time.”

      Already, he looked exhausted. How much energy had he expended on controlling the leviathan? She didn’t understand how that part of his gift worked, but when she’d been here as his prisoner, he’d held the kraken in a near-constant state of readiness. Maybe that required a constant trickle of his power.

      “Besides”—he shrugged, making George bob—“I couldn’t even locate every single breach. Damn kraken.” He squeezed George tight.

      “It’s almost as though you shouldn’t piss off giant sea creatures.”

      “Vee.” Knigh’s voice was a warning.

      The tone said they didn’t have time for this. Besides, did she really want to spend what might be her final minutes arguing with Mercia?

      Even during this argument, the water level had risen. Now, it lapped against her jaw, lacing each breath with salt.

      “Getting out of the hatch isn’t our problem.” Knigh’s pursed lips and wrinkled brow said they had a far larger one. Great. “The rate this is filling, we’ll run out of air before we even reach one.”

      Mercia’s dark eyes darted to the water line, the gushing liquid coming through the next, then left, where the upper decks were also filling with water. “Damnation, I hate to say it, but you’re right, Blackwood. What the hells are we going to do?”

      Every part of the ship groaned now, subject to stresses it was never designed to take. A particularly loud one came from above, where more cannons hung from the port side of the hull.

      Mouth flat, Knigh eyed them, but no more sound came, and he pushed ahead. “I don’t know.”

      Those words sat heavily in the air. The water had already chilled her, but now she was numb. There had to be an answer. A solution. Something.

      By the time they reached the capstan, halfway to the companionway, she couldn’t touch the bottom and had to swim. On the plus side, the rising water meant it might be easier to reach the opening. “Silver linings and all that.”

      Within a few yards, Mercia and even Knigh had to swim, supporting George between them.

      The ship shuddered. Something cracked. The world jolted.

      She couldn’t help but cry out in fear. Everyone paled a few shades.

      With a grinding creak, the ship turned.

      “To the capstan,” she spluttered as she was thrown with the water. Any minute now, cannons would slide across the deck or ceiling or whatever way around this damn ship was. “Use it as a shield.”

      They swam, and she sped them along with a current from her gift. Loose timbers that must’ve been submerged swung across the deck as they broke free—or was it that the water swept their group into the timbers? Gods knew, but they smacked into broken companionway steps that floated and wedged into place, and a dark wave signalled that a large, heavy shape was sliding this way.

      A cannon. Had to be.

      Shit.

      Her weary muscles whimpered as she pushed harder with her gift, though it left her energy a guttering flame. At last she reached out and closed her hand on the cool steel of the capstan’s underside, just as the cannon went crashing into it and tumbled away.

      They huddled together against the capstan and watched as cannons still on their breeching ropes slumped against the ceiling, down became up, and yet more water came gushing through the nearby companionway.

      Three fat carronades broke free, but the capstan stood firm, deflecting the cannons with resonant clangs.

      After heart-pounding moments, the ship settled, upside down, and through some miracle, they only had a few scrapes and bruises from being tossed around.

      But the water level rose exponentially, pushing them towards the deck that was now the ceiling. They had perhaps two feet before it closed over their heads.

      They tried pushing open gunports, but either the flex of the breaking ship held them wedged shut or the weight of water outside was too much.

      As she returned to the capstan and trod water, she shared a look with Knigh. They had a foot and a half left now, maybe slightly less.

      Was this it?

      In the dim light, her engagement ring glinted. Dead before she could make good on this promise. Dead before she could make good on her promise to Mama, too.

      Knigh had said it wasn’t the end of the story when she’d left Albion, but the cold deep in her bones said that maybe this was.

      It was George who broke the silence: “We really can’t get out, can we?” He didn’t sound like the self-assured lordling anymore. He sounded like a boy. Afraid and alone.

      Well, at least none of them were alone. She gripped his shoulder and hoped it was reassuring. Whether she sought to reassure him or herself, she couldn’t say.

      He scoffed a little laugh. “I can’t believe I’m with the two most powerful sea witches I’ve ever heard of and I’m about to die in a damn boat.”

      “Ship,” Mercia muttered. “She was a ship. A fine one.”

      But George’s laughter was catching—it bubbled up from Vice’s throat, laced with hysteria.

      Even Knigh’s teeth flashed in the darkness.

      George was right. It was a ridiculous way to go. She and Mercia were both fae-blooded sea witches. “We should be able to solve any problem at sea.” Her laughter fell quiet.

      At full strength, she could probably move the sinking ship with a current, but it would keep on sinking. Besides, after the fight and lifting the cannon, she was far from full strength.

      Using the wellspring would’ve been fine if she didn’t need to pay attention to the outside world. In this instance she very much did. If a cannon came flying at them or the ship turned again, she wouldn’t be able to adjust her current and keep them safe. She’d be manoeuvring a sinking ship blind.

      Mercia’s frown deepened. “We should. And even if you’re tired”—he narrowed his eyes at Knigh—“you two have bonded, haven’t you?”

      Knigh’s lips parted. “How did you—?”

      “I could feel it when you healed her.”

      She cocked her head. “And the relevance of that is…?”

      It was his turn to laugh now. “You mean to say you two bonded without even knowing what you were getting into? Oh, Lords and Ladies, that is precious. Vice, you don’t surprise me, but, Blackwood? Flinging yourself into something so—”

      “The relevance?” Knigh ground out. “We don’t have time for your amusement.”

      Mercia exhaled through his nose and tossed his head like he didn’t want to admit Knigh was right. “You may lend each other strength.”

      Her heart rate sped, steady and loud. If Knigh could bolster her, she’d be able to use her gift without sinking into the wellspring and becoming oblivious to the outside world.

      That solved her issue, and as for Mercia’s… “So you can’t keep the whole ship afloat, but you could do something smaller that’s more precise?”

      “Yes.” He drew the word out, tilting his head.

      “I have an idea.”
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      Vice held out the pouch of almonds she’d fished out the bottom of her pocket. “Afraid they’re a bit soggy and salty, but—”

      “But they’re energy.” Mercia inclined his head in what might’ve been a thank you. His chin dipped in the water.

      Only a foot of air left.

      George clung to the capstan and to Mercia. Knigh mirrored that, one arm around Vice’s waist. His touch beat back the cold. Just a little, but she was grateful for it.

      She’d already used her gift to map out the shape of the sea around and in the Sovereign. It was bad. She didn’t tell the others, but only the hold and maybe the orlop deck remained above the water.

      This space where they held their heads was nothing more than an air pocket, already under the sea.

      Comforting.

      But her dip into her gift had allowed her to explain to Mercia the location of the two worst breaches in the hull. He was sure he could patch them up enough to keep them afloat a little longer.

      Gods willing, it would be long enough.

      “Ready?”

      He swallowed his mouthful of almonds and nodded.

      “If you need to dip into the wellspring, I’ve got you.” Knigh squeezed her closer.

      That would be a last resort, but this was a last resort kind of day. She was already relying on Mercia.

      Definitely last resort territory.

      She drew a long breath, water lapping at her chin. “Let’s go.”

      She didn’t just open her awareness, she threw every window, door, and hatch wide and the sea rushed in.

      Usually, she felt ships as empty spaces where water wasn’t—their hulls kept the sea and thus her out. But the Sovereign was so flooded, she could feel its timbers as blank spaces forming an almost perfect replica: Mercia’s quarters with its wrecked furniture, the gun decks littered with cannons, the downward pointing masts.

      Mercia’s gift filled the two biggest rents on the starboard side, near the bow. It was another clear blank, just as it had been in Nassau, but today she wasn’t searching for cracks or trying to shatter it. The instant he had those breaches watertight, she pulled on the swirling currents that came in off the shield storm.

      Southeast would be best—a wide stretch of beach lay there, not far from Sanctuary’s southern fort.

      She angled and with a great creak, the wrecked ship moved.

      “Hold her steady.” Knigh’s voice was low as though he feared breaking their magic.

      “Thank goodness you’re here,” Mercia snapped, “because I hadn’t thought of that.” His jaw rippled as his eyebrows knotted together in concentration.

      He had closed the worst breaches in the hull, but he couldn’t seal it all. Drips came from above, seeping between the planks of the deck.

      Salt touched her tongue and she had to angle her head to keep her mouth above water.

      Faster, she pushed the current, panting, muscles aching as the strength drained from her.

      The hull groaned.

      “Vice.” Mercia said it from between gritted teeth.

      “Slowing.” It felt wrong to pull on the reins, like strolling along when a rabid wolf was on her heels, but they needed to keep the ship in one piece. If it fell apart, they’d lose this air bubble and likely still be trapped by the decks and hull while they sank even more rapidly.

      In short, they’d be screwed and laid to rest in Davy Jones’ locker.

      So she slowed her current and kept it pointed at the beach.

      “Vee.” Knigh gave her a shake. “Draw from me.”

      She spluttered upright. When had she sagged in his grip? She leant her head on his shoulder and reached for the tether that connected them.

      He opened wide, like a sabrecat trainer baring their throat to the cat’s long, sharp canines. But this wasn’t only his throat, his lifeblood—this was his soul.

      He let her have everything.

      Gold twisted with violet-blue and the thinnest, thinnest fibre of rust red ran through it all.

      It sent her heart thundering, her muscles buzzing with fresh energy, and she hauled on that thick, unbreakable line.

      Closer to shore. Closer.

      “Air, Mercy.” George tilted his face up against the deck, and he held Mercia’s in the four-inch gap that remained.

      “Can you just hold this bubble?” She gasped for breath, Knigh keeping her lifted. “I think it’ll keep us afloat long enough.”

      The tight lines of Mercia’s face eased. “Done.” He panted and closed his eyes. “Hurry.” He had no extra reserves of magic to draw upon. George wasn’t fae-touched, so they couldn’t be bonded; the scant mentions said it was magic that formed that connection. Who knew how much longer he could keep this up?

      If she went any slower, Mercia would run out of energy and they’d sink. If she went quickly, the ship would probably break up, but maybe he could keep their section afloat long enough to reach shore.

      Teeth gritted, she hauled on the line of combined magic. The ship shuddered and creaked.

      She pulled harder. Hand over hand. This was no harder than raising canvas; no harder than that, she told herself. She’d done it with her crew hundreds of times.

      Her straining muscles disagreed that it was no harder, but she heard Perry’s instructions and the crew’s shanty that kept them in time. She pictured Saba’s face in that fierce grin that relished hard work. She saw Aedan’s knuckles flexing around the line with their inked words: HOLD FAST.

      She held fast.

      The Sovereign’s masts ground against the sea bed.

      She held fast.

      With a crack, the first snapped, then the other two followed.

      She held fast.

      The current hit soft sand and pushed the ship’s carcass against it. There was movement, Knigh holding her close, everything tipping, but she couldn’t lift her head to follow what was happening. So tired. So damn tired.

      Wait, no. She flailed with her gift but she couldn’t feel the Sovereign’s port side. What was wrong? Was her gift fading?

      She flowed—no, seawater flowed out of the wreck.

      Her eyelids fluttered as something tapped her cheek.

      Grey eyes. A pinched look of concern on a face that was no longer an irritatingly blank mask.

      “Knigh?” And behind him—she blinked at the light. “Sunshine?”

      A lopsided grin lit his features. “Is that your new nickname for me? Because if so, I veto it.”

      “No, it’s…”

      Bright, glorious sunshine poured through a gaping hole in the Sovereign’s hull. Beyond, a stretch of pale sand had never looked so inviting. The sea sighed against the shore, gulls cried overhead, and there wasn’t a single crack of gunfire or ring of steel upon steel.

      If not for the sulphurous scent of gunpowder and smoke, she’d never have guessed a battle had raged in this harbour only an hour ago.

      And—she wriggled her toes against timber—even better, they weren’t swimming.

      “We’re on solid ground,” Knigh murmured against her cheek and sighed like it was the best thing he’d ever felt. “Blessed solid ground. Because of you.”

      “And me.” Mercia half bent over under the weight of George and, most likely, his own exhaustion, but he gave a passable attempt at his usual smug smirk.

      “Hmpf, don’t remind me.”

      Together, they staggered from the Sovereign’s wreck, out into that bright sunshine, and collapsed into the sand.

      Vice managed to summon the energy to link her fingers with Knigh’s.

      They’d survived. And they’d won.

      Haven was home.
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      Knigh tried very hard not to laugh.

      From the withering look Vee gave him, his efforts weren’t entirely successful.

      “I’m not wearing a bloody dress,” she growled at Perry, but the way she narrowed her eyes in his direction said he wasn’t off the hook. “They’re naval commanders, not suitors at a ball.”

      Perry held up the offending garment. “You’re meant to be a queen.”

      “Urgh.” Vee slapped her forehead. “Don’t remind me.”

      It was some hours since they’d stumbled out of the wrecked Sovereign. They’d rested on the beach, catching their breath in silence.

      But his mind hadn’t been quiet. The battle was done. This illegal war Mercia had waged against them was over. But the man himself, with his extensive list of crimes, was still here.

      Once he’d summoned the strength, he’d quietly asked Vee what they were going to do with him. She’d sighed and shaken her head.

      It would’ve been easier if he’d died in the battle.

      After a while, Mercia must’ve registered the quiet, because he lifted his head, looked out at the harbour, and said, “After everything I’ve done, you accepted our surrender.”

      “Of course we did. We’re not monsters.”

      Not like he was. Except he wasn’t, was he? No more than the kraken was. He was a young man with a foolish ambition and a cruel streak. It was a terrible combination. It had made him do terrible things; but he’d also stayed on a sinking ship for the man he loved.

      Lady Vice hadn’t been the notorious beast the Navy had painted her, neither was the kraken and neither was Mercia.

      It hadn’t made the question of what to do with him any easier.

      The more immediate concern had been George, however. His leg was beyond repair, even for his magic, so he’d gone straight to the infirmary for his amputation, and Olwen had reassured Knigh that she would heal the wound after.

      That had left him and Vee to bathe, eat, and sleep for a couple of hours, though he would’ve happily taken many, many more hours. This meeting, however, would not wait. He stifled a yawn.

      “And you needn’t look so smug, Blackwood.” Perry gave him a once-over. “After all, you are… What? Prince consort? Or you will be once you two marry.”

      Hold on. Prince consort? He wrinkled his nose. He’d made Vee a queen, but he hadn’t stopped to think what the implications would be for himself as her future husband. Damnation.

      And the way that wide grin spread across her face, he was going to regret his lack of foresight. “I think admiral consort has a better ring to it.”

      It did sound better, but… “That isn’t a thing.”

      “I’m queen,” she said in a singsong voice, head tilting side to side. “It is now.”

      “You’re going to be insufferable, aren’t you?”

      Her grin only grew wider, like that of a cat playing with its food.

      Still, he couldn’t bring himself to grumble too much while he dressed in a suit that had been adapted from naval dress uniform combined with a sash of local indigo fabric.

      They’d made it. And that meant he got to enjoy the problem of what people would call him when he married his Pirate Queen.

      It was a good problem to have.

      This meeting, however, less so.

      Vee ended up wearing breeches, a blouse that hung off her shoulders, and a corset over the top that did intriguing things to her figure. She’d topped it off with one of her fitted frock coats, tied at the waist with the same indigo cloth he wore. She’d hastily sewn epaulettes onto the shoulders, giving her a naval air.

      But he’d never seen a naval captain who looked like that.

      “You’re staring,” she said as they waited outside the Chamber, her gaze fixed on the doors.

      “You’ve given me a lot to stare at.” The corset had taken her natural curves and made them… more. Her waist dipped in more, her hips curved out more, and her breasts heaved with each breath. He couldn’t decide whether he wanted to place his hands on that nip of her waist or over the swell of her bust.

      Both. Definitely both.

      Perhaps after some more sleep.

      “I still can’t believe you’re wearing that,” Perry muttered. “You’re a queen.”

      “Yes”—Vee arched an eyebrow—“a pirate queen.”

      “Gods help us all.”

      The door handles turned and Knigh dragged himself from examining his future wife and straightened to full attention.

      Inside, the Chamber stood behind their usual seats, but they were accompanied by Haven’s council off to one side of the room and the highest-ranking officers from Mercia’s fleet on the other.

      Every pair of eyes turned as they entered. The Chamber members inclined their heads, while the council bowed, keeping up the pretence that Vee was truly a queen. The naval officers watched with disdain.

      Perhaps it wouldn’t be so easy to persuade others to accept their new nation, queen or not.

      As for Vee, she almost played the part he’d seen her use before—a little smirk, a lot of swagger, like the notorious Pirate Queen. But the nod she gave the surrendered officers was a new addition—the respectful acknowledgement of a captured foe.

      Beneath the act, he knew she was exhausted. They all were. But as tired as she was, she’d asked for a list of the confirmed dead and had insisted on reading through it before letting herself sleep. She’d wept when it had arrived on such a long piece of paper. He’d tucked her under his chin and held her until she let him carry her to bed and sleep for those precious couple of hours.

      None of that softness showed now.

      They reached their seats, which were no longer the odd chairs, but a matching pair with carved arms.

      “Welcome…” Olwen’s smile flickered, something strained at its edges. “Your Majesty.” She cleared her throat. “We present our… Pirate Queen, Vice Stormblade, first of her name.”

      Of course she was—no one else saw fit to give themselves or their child such a ridiculous name as Vice. But Stormblade? It suited her well.

      “Queen?” One of the officers stomped forward. His uniform marked him as a commander.

      Despite his exhaustion, Knigh’s muscles tightened as he placed himself between the officer and Vee.

      “Stanforth,” Perry whispered. “Appropriately enough, commander of the HMS Arrogant.”

      Blond hair gleaming in the sun that poured through the high windows, Stanforth tossed his head, even as guards stepped in to prevent him getting too close. “You can’t just declare yourself queen and expect others to take you seriously.”

      Vee chuckled. “What do you think your queen’s ancestors did?”

      Near the doors, Ana frowned. While Stanforth ranted on, she approached Olwen and whispered in her ear.

      “Dressed like that, you look more fit to—”

      “Choose your next words wisely, Commander.” Knigh gave him a smile cold enough to freeze water. As a captain much younger than his peers, he’d perfected the expression early on in his career.

      Meanwhile, Olwen passed a note along the Chamber members, who each wrote something before passing it on. What was that about?

      Stanforth huffed and backed off, though his light eyes smouldered.

      Olwen nodded in approval before beginning the meeting with their usual call to the gods. The note returned to her. She unfolded it, glanced at it, then touched Ana’s shoulder and passed it to her. The young woman beckoned Perry, and the pair disappeared out the double doors as everyone took their seats.

      What was that about? He narrowed his eyes, but Olwen gave nothing away.

      “We are here to discuss next steps following your defeat.” She addressed the officers. “Although you attacked us, you needn’t fear cruel reprisals. We are a magnanimous nation, aren’t we, Your Majesty?”

      Vee bowed her head with a surprising amount of regal solemnity. Perhaps she’d make a serious show of this fake monarchy after all.

      Olwen invited her to share their news, and with a smile Vee turned to him. “My Admiral Consort will explain.”

      So apparently that was a thing now. He stood, because this was the kind of news one gave at attention. He nodded to the naval officers. Munroe met his gaze and gave a faint smile. Despite Stanforth’s aggression, Munroe wasn’t the only one who returned a look that edged towards friendly.

      Perhaps that shouldn’t have been a surprise. In today’s battle, he’d led the island fleet to victory, despite facing the leviathan. That was the sort of thing that won respect from men like this.

      And Mercia had used his position as a prince to manipulate them into pursuing his own agenda. Likely Munroe wasn’t the only one who understood that.

      Knigh lifted his chin. “The Duke of Mercia, Prince of Albion is dead.”
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      A few eyebrows rose. Some drew together in small frowns. One or two men glanced at their comrades with sharp eyes, as though already assessing who would take his position.

      “He died aboard the Sovereign before we were able to wreck her,” Knigh added before letting low conversation break out amongst the officers. After all, it affected them most.

      A minute later, Munroe stepped forward. “So, are we prisoners of war?”

      “No, not at all.” Vee shook her head, hands resting elegantly on the arms of her chair. Her poise shouldn’t have surprised him—she was a noblewoman, after all, but it was easy to forget sometimes.

      No wonder she’d puzzled him so much when they’d first met—all these different facets were hard to reconcile with one another. Small surprise he’d questioned his judgement about her. No more, though.

      She flicked him a glance that said he was staring again.

      He cleared his throat. “This wasn’t a war, just one man’s abuse of power. This was never a matter for the Royal Navy and it wasn’t sanctioned by the Admiralty.”

      A number of officers looked away, shame written on their faces. Knigh’s heart clenched in empathy—he knew plenty of shame, and he knew they wouldn’t get help for it in the Navy.

      “On that, we’re agreed.” Munroe’s gaze swept the table. “What’s to become of us, then?”

      “Your turn, Pirate Queen,” he whispered.

      Her chest heaved as she stood, and his blood ran hot. Damn that outfit. Damn it all the way to their bedroom.

      When she turned to the officers and smiled, her fae charm thickened the air like a heady scent. A number of mouths dropped open.

      She’d known exactly what she was doing when she chose her outfit. Notorious, indeed.

      “You may return to Albion under my protection.”

      “Your protection?” Stanforth scoffed, nose wrinkling in a sneer. “None of us need a woman’s protection.”

      Her smile turned sweet. Uh-oh. That was never a good sign. “You will when your queen hears how you fought an illegal battle here on behalf of her brother and his attempt to usurp her throne.”

      Stanforth opened his mouth and made some sounds but none that constituted a full sentence.

      “You may return to Albion under my protection. No pirates will attack you, despite what you did in Nassau and here, and I will ensure your rightful queen welcomes you back into the fold, despite your actions against her.”

      This was a delicate balance. On the one hand, they needed to understand the seriousness of their crimes, the potential ramifications they faced back in Albion, and that this offer of help was thus valuable. On the other, they needed to trust the offer was genuine.

      Scare them too much and they might think it a ruse to drag them home to the gallows and score points with their queen. Be too kind and they might forget exactly what they’d done in the name of queen and country.

      Knigh gave them the barest smile. The carrot, then the stick. “We will make it abundantly clear that the fleet was co-opted by Mercia for his own ends and that you were following what you believed were the Admiralty’s orders”—he left a pregnant pause and sharpened his smile—“when you killed civilians in their beds.”

      That was what they’d done in Nassau, and apparently the weight of it set in, because the men fell silent and more bowed their heads. Stanforth went pale and swallowed and made no more attempts to argue.

      While they conferred, tension thrummed from the council members on the other side of the room. With set jaws and clenched fists, they watched the officers. These were the people who’d lost family and friends that fateful night, never mind their homes. They’d held a brief meeting before this one where some had called for the execution of every sailor and officer.

      But Vee insisted there’d been enough death.

      More than enough.

      And enough of the council agreed with her that they’d given the majority vote to this course of action.

      A few minutes later, the officers straightened and Munroe stepped forward. “We accept, but…” He glanced at Vee, then Knigh. “What if some of us do not wish to return to Albion? What if we have reasons to stay?”

      Reasons like Saba. Though Mercia’s behaviour would be reason enough to leave the Navy for many, so perhaps Munroe didn’t only ask for himself.

      However, it wasn’t their decision. As part of previous discussions with the Chamber, they’d agreed the matter of new arrivals was one for Sanctuary to rule upon.

      Olwen rose. “Any who wish to seek sanctuary from the Royal Navy may do so here.”

      Knigh exchanged a private smile with Vee. Her eyes glinted like it was a victory… and perhaps for people like him and her, it was. Olwen’s words meant sea witches and healers could escape lifelong conscription to the Navy and Army by seeking refuge here.

      How that would go down with Queen Elizabeth of Albion was another matter. But if it satisfied his Pirate Queen, it satisfied him.

      Munroe’s shoulders eased, then he bowed to Olwen. “Thank you, madam. Your generosity is appreciated.”

      Ana and Perry returned, something long and wrapped with cloth in Perry’s hands. The back of his neck tickled as Perry gave Olwen the parcel, and Vee shivered, goosebumps pricking across her chest.

      “As well as her lost fleet, there is another thing Her Majesty will return to Albion.” Olwen circled the table, the wrapped object across her hands, Ana in her wake. She gave a rare smile, this one lopsided with amusement, as she stopped before Vee. “Just as the fleet rightfully belongs to Albion, so too does this.” With a dramatic flourish, she removed the cloth and revealed a gleaming sword. It wasn’t a sabre or rapier, but something far older. “I present, Excalibur.”

      A chorus of gasps from the officers. Another from the council. Vee’s eyes went wide.

      He knew that blade, its simple cruciform shape, the ogham script along its blade. It was from the statue of Lettice and Fararin. His realisation earlier had been right. The sword had sat there in plain sight all along, Caliburn inscribed on the plinth below. In many things Mercia had been wrong, but his belief that it was part of ‘Drake’s treasure’ was indeed correct.

      Olwen bowed and offered the longsword to Vee. “This is the only time I’ll bow to you, Pirate Queen,” she whispered. “Make the most of it.”

      Brows knitted together, Vee eyed the sword, Olwen, him. He could almost see the questions there. Why are you giving this to me? What does it mean?

      Low conversation from the officers and council flooded in from both sides and merged.

      “Does this mean she’s the rightful queen of Albion?”

      “Will she try to take the throne?”

      “Bearing that, the throne is hers by right. She doesn’t need to take it.”

      “This isn’t a trap,” Olwen hissed, “just take the sword. Trust me.”

      Vee huffed out a breath, then straightened her back, regaining some of that earlier regality. She bowed her head in thanks, then took the blade and held it before her, catching the light on its unblemished steel.

      For all that he was intimately familiar with her at her best and her worst, she did look like something from a legend in that moment. The sword’s humming magic combined with her fae charm tingled against his skin. The way she angled the blade into the sun’s rays dazzled the room. And her borderline inappropriate yet almost military outfit only added to the theatre of it all.

      As one, the officers bowed, and not to be outdone, the council mirrored them a beat later.

      Ana nudged him. “Are they bowing?”

      With effort, he swallowed. He was one lapse in self-control away from falling to his knees at Vee’s feet. Later, he would do just that and prove exactly how fervent his loyalty was. “They are indeed.”

      Ana gave a smug little smile. “I knew it would help. With that gift, Albion will accept she’s a queen.”

      “Ah. And thus, they’ll accept us as a sovereign nation.”

      “Exactly.”

      At the doors, Perry caught his eye and flashed a broad grin, which Knigh couldn’t help but return.

      Mercia was going to lose his damn mind.
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      After the meeting, it still wasn’t time to rest. They grabbed some cocobread and sacks full of supplies and made their way into the forest, following the prints of several sabrecats up along the path. Vee trudged along, looking as exhausted as he felt.

      “You did imperious well back there.” Knigh gave her a teasing smile and tweaked her fingers. “We’ll make a queen out of you yet.”

      Grumbling, she gave him a sharp look out of the corner of her eye. “I’m still going to murder you and everyone else involved in that nonsense.”

      “When you’re a queen it isn’t murder anymore. Just execution.”

      “Hmm.” She gave him a thoughtful, wicked kind of smile. “Maybe being queen isn’t so bad after all.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh, gods, I’ve created a monster.”

      “A power-hungry monster. And you’ve given her the sword of the rightful ruler, so there’s no stopping her now.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head. “You really didn’t think this through, did you?”

      He rubbed his face and muttered, “I didn’t do that.” But the banter had picked up her pace and her steps no longer dragged, so he’d achieved exactly what he’d set out to.

      They trekked up the hill, following the stream, until eventually they reached the little hermit house they’d found before. Smoke rose from the chimney and a dainty sabrecat slept outside, its saddle slung over the fence.

      “Someone else here?” Vee nodded at the cat.

      “Someone from the infirmary, perhaps?” Because of course George had refused to stay there. With a sigh, he turned back the way they’d come. The clearing afforded him a glimpse of the sea. “Is this far enough inland, do you think?”

      “Hmm.” She went still and he recognised the distant look that said she’d turned inward to her gift. It was a tickling breath across his sweat-dampened skin. “I think so, yes.”

      She insisted on knocking rather than just letting themselves in, and his brows shot up when Is opened the door.

      “Ah, both my brothers in one place.” She beamed and nodded at Vee. “Wonders will never cease.”

      “You two have been spending too much time together.”

      “Nonsense, Knighton.” Is clicked her tongue. “Sisters-in-law can never spend too much time together.”

      “Future sisters-in-law.”

      “Semantics.” She dismissed his argument with a flick of her hand and let them in.

      Already the place was comfortable, with rugs on the floor, citrus-scented candles burning, and the windows wide to let in fresh air. This was a small sitting room, and doors led to three other rooms, as well as a back porch.

      By the stove, on a settee, lay his brother, pale but smiling. “Knigh.” He made an expansive gesture. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “Hmpf.” The sound came from the back door. Mercia stomped in carrying a bucket. “Darling, this place isn’t something to be proud of.” He shot Knigh a glare.

      “What’s wrong with it?” Is glared straight back, her small hands in fists. “I’ve spent hours trying to make this place homely for you.”

      “Yes, yes, I admit you’ve done a wonderful job, under the circumstances. But”—he heaved a sigh and wrinkled his nose at the room—“the front door opens straight into the parlour.”

      Vee burst into laughter and Knigh couldn’t help but smirk, especially as it made Mercia scowl all the harder. Even George guffawed.

      Water sloshed from the bucket as Mercia slammed it into the floor at George’s side. “I don’t see what’s so funny. It does. And you”—he turned to George, taking a cloth from the low coffee table and dipping it in the bucket—“you shouldn’t be laughing. You need to conserve your energy for healing, my love.” He dabbed at his forehead.

      “Good grief, Mercy.” George swatted him away. “I don’t need my brow mopping. Stop mother henning me.” He gave Knigh a beseeching look. “Tell him the woman at the infirmary healed me. I’m fine.”

      Knigh shrugged and stalked further into the room. “I’m not sure you need the brow mopping, but”—he flopped into one of the armchairs, biting back a groan—“you do need to build your energy. The healing will have consumed some of it.”

      Lips pursed, Mercia gave him, then the chair, a pointed look as if to say I haven’t invited you to sit. “Thank you.” As though he wanted to forget he’d said it, he busied himself with tucking the blankets tighter around his unwilling patient.

      “How…?” Knigh stopped, gaze inevitably drawn to the spot below George’s right knee where the blankets lay flat.

      Vee leant against the high back of his chair. Her gesture was casual, but the way she rested a hand on his shoulder—he had no doubt that was entirely deliberate. A comfort. A reminder that this wasn’t his fault.

      He cleared his throat, buoyed by her touch. “How are you feeling?”

      “Honestly?” George shrugged. “Fine. I mean, I’m a bit miffed that we have to stay here, but…” He glanced around the tidy room. “Really, it isn’t too bad. And the woman who healed me said they had modified saddles for people with… with…” He gestured to his leg. “So I’ll still be able to ride. Mercy’s promised me a sabrecat.”

      Knigh pressed his lips together. “Has he?”

      Mercia didn’t have the power to promise any such thing. Not that Knigh was going to deny his brother. Undoubtedly, the former duke knew it.

      His thin smile said he was counting on it. “Come, come, Blackwood, I may be on house arrest, but surely I’m allowed out on a little ride with my beloved, as long as I keep this on.” He tapped the cloth-covered bracelet locked around his wrist.

      “You’re allowed down to the sea next week.” Knigh gave Vee a questioning glance and she nodded him on. “For…” Wild Hunt, was he really about to do this? He huffed. “For our wedding.”

      Is squealed. So did George.

      “You’re getting married?!” Is threw herself into him, arms tight like she was trying to end his life. “You kept that quiet! How long?”

      Knigh patted her back in consolation. “Only last night.” They’d told Perry but wanted to save the news until after the question of Haven was settled.

      Is hugged Vee, then grabbed her hand and examined the ring. “Elegant and understated. I like it. Good choice, brother. Perhaps hint to Billy that I like sapphires.”

      “Stop hogging them,” George whined. “Just because I can’t get up.” He held his arms open and Knigh went and gave him just as big a hug. “Congratulations, big brother. I mean”—he shot Vee a sly smirk—“she’s a little annoying, but…” He pulled from Knigh’s embrace and shrugged. “You could do worse.”

      Vee chuckled and inclined her head. “I’ll take that as high praise from you.”

      “It is.” His smile eased into something more earnest and he held out his hand to her.

      Her eyes widened as she edged towards him like it might be a trap. “Are we hugging, now?”

      “Just this once. And maybe on your wedding day.”

      Scoffing, Vee put an arm around him and he slapped her back.

      “Oh yes, the Pirate Queen’s making an honest man out of her pirate hunter. It’s all so romantic.” He didn’t need to see Mercia to know he rolled his eyes as he spoke. “Isabel, be a dear and make us some tea.”

      Isabel’s nostrils flared as she went and fetched a teapot from the side. “I’m going to murder him,” she said between gritted teeth

      Knigh gave her a sympathetic smile. “He has that effect on people.”

      She growled.

      “Frankly, I’m surprised, Vice.” Mercia looked her up and down. “I was expecting an unconventional proposal from you, myself.”

      “What?” Vee and George spat it in unison.

      “I am a prince. You could be real royalty.” Mercia shook his head at George and settled next to him. “Oh, darling, don’t take it personally. You know we can’t marry: Albionic law and all that.”

      “You’re not in Albion.” Is put tea in the pot and poured in hot water from the pan heating on the stove. “I believe our royal couple have some different ideas for what marriage might mean in Haven.”

      George and Mercia gave Knigh and Vee questioning looks.

      It felt good that they looked at the two of them together. They were a unit. A team. “We think, and the council agrees, that the fae approach to marriage is a better idea.”

      “Gender doesn’t matter.” Vee shrugged. She’d told him a long time ago that it didn’t matter to her when it came to lovers: she liked who she liked. “Why should it prevent a couple in love from marrying?”

      “Hmm. Really?” Mercia’s eyebrows inched up and he threw a glance at George. “Right. Well.” He cleared his throat and smoothed the hair from George’s temples. “You’re looking a bit peaky. I think you need something to eat. Let me get you some biscuits. I think I saw—”

      “Gods, please, no more food!” George covered Mercia’s mouth. “You already fed me three pieces of cake. If I eat anything more, I’m going to explode.”

      Knigh smiled despite himself. Somehow, his family was safe, and George’s worst concern was being overfed by an overattentive Mercia. And that was ‘somehow’ meaning thousands had fought today, a number had died, Vee had separated her soul from her body, and they’d worked together to escape the sinking Sovereign.

      “Fine,” Mercia huffed and turned to Knigh. “When will this nonsense be over? You can’t mean to keep me here indefinitely.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Knigh sighed. “Mercia, you do understand you’ve caused many deaths, right?” He bit back from blaming him for Mama’s. She’d wanted George to be happy, and mother henning aside, Mercia seemed to make him happy, however unfathomable that was. Besides, lingering on the part he’d played would only remind George and Is of their own self-blame. “Your ambition has cost a great many lives.”

      Mercia angled his head, gaze going distant while he stroked George’s hand absently. “I suppose they were all people for whom someone cared.”

      He hadn’t made a joke about it. That was miraculous. “They were.”

      “Hmm.” Mercia tugged his lower lip, then sat up suddenly. “Well. As you can see, I have much more important things to be worrying about than a throne.” He indicated George.

      More important than a throne. Knigh kept the surprise from his face and turned to Is and Vee. The former was offering to help the latter get ready for the wedding. There was talk of hair and trousseaus and lace. Vee’s eyes were wide as Is went on.

      Vee in lace. That wasn’t even the strangest possibility in the room.

      If George and Mercia did decide to marry some day, the man he hated most in all the world would become his brother-in-law. Billy on one side and Mercia on the other.

      What an odd family this was shaping up to be.

      Gatherings would certainly continue to be this strange blend of sniping sarcasm and genuine warmth—the former for Mercia and the latter for his siblings. But if George was happy…

      With a smile, Vee gave him a sidelong look that said she knew exactly what he was thinking.

      After some time, Mercia sighed and shook his head. “All this time and work, and Drake’s treasure didn’t even include Excalibur, just an island.”

      Vee snorted. “Only someone who’s never needed sanctuary would view such a place as worthless.”

      She’d needed it from her father long before she’d known she was a sea witch. And he’d needed it both as a healer and someone who needed healing. He squeezed her hand in acknowledgement.

      Mercia rolled his eyes. “So that’s it? My sister is queen, undisputed now?” He huffed. “She only has one gift, you know. Magic itself deems her unworthy.”

      The fae-blooded usually had two gifts. For Vee, it was the sea and weather. For Mercia, it was shaping the sea and controlling sea creatures. With the same ancestry, Queen Elizabeth should’ve had two, as well.

      Knigh raised an eyebrow as he put logs in the stove. “Or is it just that you see her that way?”

      “She is weak. Our mother only wanted to see her duplicate upon the throne in her death. Elizabeth eternal.” He sneered. “That sword must be out there somewhere.” He stared at the stove as it heated more water.

      Vee gave Knigh a pointed look and he nodded. Perhaps it was just as well that they’d be taking Excalibur back to Albion rather than leaving it here just a short row across the water from Mercia.

      “You know this”—Mercia tugged on the cuff, wrinkling his nose—“means the leviathan is out there, unfettered now I no longer control it.”

      With a sigh, Knigh pinched the bridge of his nose again. “You can complain all you want, Mercia. Nothing is going to change. You will stay here on house arrest. You will wear that cuff. You will be well cared for. George is free to go but for some reason finds you charming, so.” He shrugged, spreading his hands as though that was a mystery for the ages. It was.

      Glowering, Mercia sucked in a breath.

      Vee raised her open hand. “You tried to kill us I don’t know how many times. You decimated Nassau. You tried to destroy this country. And you committed treason against your own sister and nation. Albionic law would have you hanged, drawn, and quartered.” She gave him that sweet, dangerous smile. “I’d say, even with the iron, house arrest is a kindness compared to that. You should be licking my boots and thanking me.”

      Unable to resist, Knigh slid an arm around her waist. “And she’s queen now, so she could order you to. By rights, she should have you bow.”

      Mercia went rigid, a vein throbbing in his temple. “She’s a queen. My weak sister is queen.” He shot to his feet, and Knigh tensed, ready to block any attack. But Mercia only paced, fingers clawed. “And I—I am a prisoner and will be for…” He stopped and spun on his heel to face them. “How long must I endure this cruel and unusual punishment?” He gestured at Vee as though her presence or her status as queen were the punishment.

      “Until you’re no longer a threat.” Knigh gave his reply calmly but allowed himself a small smile.

      “To whom?”

      “To everyone.” He took a single step forward. He didn’t need to move any more than that to cut Mercia off from the rest of the room and Knigh’s family. “But especially to us, our people, and your sister’s rule.”

      Mercia’s jaw went solid, his lips flat.

      Vee snorted. “And he’s never going to give up on that.”

      “Then that’s when he’ll get to leave.” Knigh lifted his chin. “Never.”

      Nostrils flaring, Mercia folded his arms. “They’ll come looking for me, you know.”

      “No, they won’t.” Vee stepped up shoulder to shoulder with Knigh, a cheerful bounce in her stride. “Take it from me: no one comes looking for you when they think you’re dead.”

      That was exactly where he’d got the idea. If Albion believed Mercia dead, no one would come for him, just like Avice’s father and uncle hadn’t come looking for her. He’d be a threat to the throne as long as people thought he was alive, especially if others thought his sister’s weak magic marked her as unfit to rule.

      It was that or executing him, and just as Vee had told the council: there’d been enough death.

      Mercia blinked, exhaled, blinked some more. His gaze skittered across the floor, like he was trying to search for a way out.

      There was none.

      “You really have it all sewn up, don’t you?” He gave a low chuckle, shaking his head. “You cunning bastards.”

      “If you’re addressing my future wife, that’s ‘you cunning bastards, Your Majesty.’”

      Mercia bared his teeth. “Get out.”

      Is sighed and covered her face, huffing something that sounded suspiciously like, “Children.”

      “We’ll put you down as a ‘maybe’ for the wedding,” Knigh called as Vee tugged him to the door.

      George waved from the settee, grinning like he was enjoying the show. Just before they ducked outside, he mouthed, “We’ll be there.”
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      “I cannot believe it.” Saba shook her head and passed the rum to Vice. “This time tomorrow, you’ll be a married woman.”

      Grinning, Vice cocked her head. “You do remember I was married when we first met, right?”

      Saba shrugged and made a noncommittal sound. “That doesn’t count.”

      Perry shook her head and clicked her tongue. In one corner, Lizzy, Wynn, and Effie giggled over one of Vice’s books.

      “So, this”—Is stood at the kitchen table mixing something—“goes on your hair. Just a little more of this.” She tilted a smoked glass bottle above her concoction and out came a few drops of a floral scented oil.

      The bottle was just one she’d produced from a case she’d apparently brought from Albion. It contained a great many little vials and bottles with labels written in her hand that said things like tincture for sweet breath, lavender oil, and preventative. The jar of the latter was only three quarters full and Vice raised an eyebrow at that but said nothing. After all, didn’t she take it to regulate her bleeds? Though the way Isabel’s cheeks had flushed when she’d caught her eye suggested her reason for taking it involved her new fiancé Billy rather than monthly cycles.

      “There.” Is stirred the concoction. “Perfect. We put this on, leave it a while, then wash it off.”

      “What does it do, exactly?” Saba narrowed her eyes at the bowl, perhaps comparing it to the oil her mother made.

      Is took a seat at Vice’s side. “Oh, detangles, glosses, and leaves it smelling divine. Are you ready?”

      Vice spread her hands as if to say, Do your worst.

      The oil felt warm as Is spread it across her scalp and down the lengths of her hair. It filled the room with a sweet nutty scent, tinged with something floral Vice couldn’t place.

      “It’s making me hungry.”

      Is chuckled, combing the oil through her hair. “That would be the almond oil.”

      Wynn squealed and clutched the book to her chest. “Oh my gods! You have to hear this bit.” Giggling, she read one of the passages, and Vice bit back a grin when she recognised it. The stable scene—her favourite from that book, one that had been re-read several times.

      The fact Knigh had not only read it but used it as inspiration… She sighed, unable to hold back the big, foolish smile that put on her face.

      Perry gave her a knowing look. When weren’t Perry’s looks knowing?

      Vice tipped her head, not a confirmation but also not a denial. But rather than laughing, Perry turned back to the glass she’d been nursing for far, far too long. What was wrong?

      “Right, wash that off now.” Is indicated the water heating on the stove and the large sink that overlooked her garden.

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Vice flashed a grin and obeyed.

      When she pulled her head from the sink, Is handed her a towel, and Lizzy thrust a plate with a slice of cake into her hand. “You’re going to need your strength tomorrow… especially tomorrow night.” She waggled her eyebrows. “Surgeon’s orders.”

      “Cake, pampering, rum with my friends… I should get married more often.” Vice returned to her seat, draping the towel over her hair.

      Is huffed and snatched up the towel before wrapping it around her hair. She massaged it into her scalp, touch firm, easing away tension before pulling out a wide-toothed comb.

      Eyes closing as her friends chattered away, Vice sighed. “Yes, I could definitely get used to this.” When was the last time someone had combed her hair? Knigh had in Portsmouth, after pulling her from the gibbet, when he was preparing her to play the part of his wife. How funny that now his sister was doing the same thing the night before she’d become his actual wife.

      And before that…

      It had been years ago when Nanny Alder would fuss with her hair and dress it or Mama would stroke it in quiet moments. It had always had the power to slow her pulse and send her off to sleep.

      Despite the rum and earlier dinner, her stomach felt empty and fluttery. They would set sail in two days, escorting the naval fleet. And in a few weeks, she would set foot in Albion. Not as a prisoner. Not as a pirate, dodging the authorities. But as a queen and as a girl who needed to go home.

      Despite the rhythmic strokes of Isabel’s comb through her hair, her heart seized. How would Mama react to her return? Would she be hurt and angry that she’d waited so long and had broken her promise?

      But that wasn’t the end of the story.

      She swallowed down the thickness in her throat. A house awaited, just over the road from here. Saba had promised to make some ornaments while they were away so when Mama came—if she came—it would feel like a home.

      Is scrunched Vice’s hair in her hands, added a lick of something scented with vanilla and coconut, then patted her shoulder. “There, all done.”

      Vice cracked an eye open. “That was blissful.” She caught Isabel’s hand and held her gaze, wanting to be clear she meant this: “Thank you.”

      Is beamed, her sapphire eyes bright. “You are very welcome.”

      “You know…” Saba gave Is a long look. “After you gave Vice a hard time back when you first arrived from Albion, I thought you might have a problem with this wedding.”

      “Saba,” Vice hissed, widening her eyes at her friend.

      “Well, it’s true.” She shrugged and gave Is a questioning look.

      Taking a seat at the table, Is beckoned for the rum bottle.

      “Ooh!” Saba grinned and gave it to her. “You really are getting into the pirate lifestyle.”

      “If you can’t beat them, join them.” Is saluted with the bottle and drank. Only a slight wince, then she nodded. “That’s… different, but… Yes, it’s really quite good. Hmm.” She took another glug and gave the bottle a thoughtful appraisal. A slow, sly smile spread across her mouth, glinting in her eyes. “Maybe the same is true of our Pirate Queen.”

      This conversation was veering out of Vice’s control and in a direction she wasn’t keen to explore. She waved at her body. “You do know I’m here, right? You can see me, can’t you, Perry?”

      Perry chuckled and nodded.

      “As if anyone could miss nigh-on six foot of piratical chaos in a room.” Is giggled and took another gulp. “But”—she raised her hands, expression sobering—“but seriously. I wasn’t sure of your intentions towards my brother before.”

      Vice rescued the bottle from Is before she spilled it. “Isn’t he meant to be the one asking young men their intentions towards you?”

      “Big brothers need looking out for sometimes. Even ones as big and bullheaded as Knigh… No, wait. Especially ones as big and bullheaded as Knigh.” She gave a long-suffering sigh. “As for you, I feared you only saw the novelty of a pirate hunter whom you’d turned and that you’d discard him like a toy when you grew bored, but… after Mama…” Her slender throat rippled as she swallowed. “And he told me how you’d helped him deal with his feelings. I realised you truly cared for him. And here we are the night before your wedding.” She gestured at their group gathered around her kitchen table. “So, my revised opinion was right.” She gave a self-satisfied little smile.

      The conversation returned to the book and their wedding night, with Wynn and Effie leading the way with rosy-cheeked giggles. Vice rolled her eyes and let them talk themselves into wilder and more breathless speculation.

      “You’re quiet.” She leant into Perry with a meaningful look. “What’s wrong? Sad your little girl is all grown up?”

      Perry’s absent expression turned into a scowl. “I am not your mother.”

      “No, but it got you to talk. What is it?”

      The tanned skin around Perry’s eyes tensed and that tension carried through into the smile she gave—forced. “Nothing we need to worry about tonight.”

      “Except you clearly are worrying about it.” Vice played with Perry’s blond braid. “You have to tell me now. You don’t want to ruin my wedding day by making me wonder what’s wrong, do you?” She blinked up at her with wide eyes, like a child asking for more dessert.

      Except Perry didn’t laugh and swat her away. Her shoulders caved in, and her gaze skimmed away.

      That dropped a lead weight in Vice’s stomach. Rising, she gulped in a breath and grabbed Perry’s hand. “Come on.” She dragged her out the back door.
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      The night was cool, especially against her wet hair and the damp patches it left on her shirt. But that was nothing compared to the cold weight inside. She whirled on her heel. “Spit it out.”

      Head bowed, Perry sucked in her lips.

      How the hells had things shifted that she was the one trying to get Perry to talk. The world was upside down. “Don’t torture us both with your silence. Please.” Her voice rasped on the last word and Perry finally met her gaze.

      With a sigh and a nod, Perry sank to the porch’s steps and pulled her down after. She sat looking out over the garden with its fragrant honeysuckle and a stone-walled pool that glinted in the moonlight. Is had spoken about putting fish in it eventually, but for now the only life inside were waterlilies, their flowers pale in the night.

      “I’m”—Perry squeezed her hand and tore her gaze from the garden—“I’m leaving.”

      Leaving. The word was a gunshot. Within a second, a torrent of tears had gathered in Vice’s eyes. She kept them open because she knew the moment she blinked, they would stream down her face and Perry had to have a good reason for this. Something she needed to do. Somewhere she needed to go.

      Only a very quiet voice in her mind said, Everyone leaves. They let you down or die.

      But that wasn’t true.

      Or at least not in the way she’d always believed. Kat had left to get married, yes, but that hadn’t ever been about leaving Avice; it had been a normal step in her life even if her husband proved to be a useless arse. Yes, Evered had died, but that was a tragic accident, and his letting her down before that had been far more complicated.

      When they left for Albion, Saba would stay here and pursue her dream. She’d have her own life, and Munroe had made tentative enquiries about whether there was space in it for him. Saba staying was nothing to do with leaving Vice and everything to do with living her own life.

      And Knigh, he had planned to leave The Morrigan a long time ago, and she’d lashed out in hurt. He had let her down, and again she’d lashed out in hurt. But by the gods, had he made up for that. Every day since, he’d spent either at her side or fighting to return to it.

      Because that hadn’t been the end. Saying goodbye to Saba at the docks wouldn’t be the end. And whatever Perry needed to leave for—that wouldn’t be the end, either.

      It was just… life.

      So she swallowed back her tears, though the stubborn bastards stayed in her eyes, ready to spill at a moment’s notice. “Why? Where?”

      Perry’s gaze roved across her face and a flicker of surprise registered on her eyebrows. Maybe she’d been expecting a tantrum. Honestly, Vice couldn’t blame her. Perry cleared her throat. “A ship is safe at shore, but that’s not what ships are built for. I said that about your heart before, but it applies to me, too. This transient life isn’t what I was built for.”

      This isn’t my future. Being captain isn’t what I want.

      “That’s why you handed over the captaincy, isn’t it? Even when I insisted I didn’t need you to do that, you knew you were going.”

      “I didn’t want to announce I was leaving when everything was still unsettled, but now…” She gestured at the house behind them and the others on the row with lamplight warm in their windows. Her gaze lingered on one opposite where a woman placed items on a shelf, smiling. Her song drifted from the open window. “I want something like this.”

      The homely sight didn’t fill Vice with the same longing that was clear in Perry’s eyes.

      Vice loved that she could wake up just off Inagua one day and skim the shores of Cubanakan the next. She could barter in Redland’s markets, visit Hewanorra’s hot springs, return to her and Knigh’s glow-worm cave, all with the wind in her hair and the sea her constant companion. Add Knigh at the helm, both their hands on the wheel, and it was exactly the perfect life for her. It was what she’d been made for.

      But everyone was different.

      Biting her lip, she nodded.

      Perry exhaled a shaky breath as though letting go of fear. “I used this as an escape, a reset. And it was perfect for that, because… because I found a family I never dared hope for.” Her voice broke and it tugged on Vice’s barely contained tears. “And, my gods, the adventures.” She chuckled, eyes far too bright as she shook her head. “I swear you’ve cut years off my life.”

      Vice managed a crackling laugh, one that could easily dissolve into sobs, but she bit her lip until the threat passed. “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be.” Perry’s smile trembled. “It was worth it. You’ve shown me what it is to live. And that’s made me realise, I need to end my pause and do the same. Life on land, in society, in Albionic society—that’s what I want to return to. Something more permanent.” She canted her head. “I’m not sure what I want that permanence to be, but I’m ready to find out.”

      Vice nodded. “I understand.” But damn it, she couldn’t get through that word without the hot tears finally falling down her cheeks.

      “For fuck’s sake!” Perry wrapped her in a hug, sniffing. “I thought you didn’t do softer emotions. You were meant to be tough or angry so I wouldn’t cry.”

      “You and Knigh have broken me.” She had no idea if she was laughing or crying into Perry’s shoulder. Perry was definitely crying into hers, so she rubbed her back and held her close. “We’re all a bit broken, aren’t we? I think I’d rather be this kind of broken than the one I was before.”

      “Wild Hunt, she’s even getting all philosophical. Are you a changeling who’s replaced my friend?” Perry seized her shoulders and pulled back, searching her gaze. “My dear, dear friend.”

      Vice definitely sobbed this time.

      “Damn it, I was trying to make you laugh.”

      “You shouldn’t have added the friend bit.” Vice sniffed and scrubbed her cuffs over her face.

      They sat outside a while longer talking and crying, laughing and talking, then crying some more, until eventually they agreed they needed to go inside and find something else to wipe the tears from their faces, because their sleeves were sodden.

      Perry wanted to keep the news quiet until after the wedding, though she agreed to tell Knigh first thing in the morning. No way could Vice keep that from him all day. Then she would join them for the voyage to Albion and remain there, initially as their ambassador while she worked out what she wanted.

      When they returned inside, Vice dismissed everyone’s questioning looks with a laugh. “Oh, Perry just gave me a pre-wedding talk about how proud she is of me, etcetera, etcetera.” She rolled her eyes. “You know, the usual.”

      Perry gave a crooked smile. “Something like that.”

      “Now, that reminds me…” Is hurried to the cupboard and fetched some glasses, since most of them were drinking straight from the rum bottles. “We haven’t had a toast all evening!” She poured everyone a generous tot and doled out the glasses.

      “Ah!” Vice held up her index finger, still sniffing from her tears. “With Saba staying in Haven and…” She glanced at Perry, heart aching. But it a bittersweet kind of ache. “Well, everything, I’ve been thinking a lot about friendship recently and I’ve come up with some Perry-esque wisdom.”

      She cleared her throat, everyone’s eyes upon her. “Friends come and go, like waves on the shore, but the true ones stick around in your life, like an octopus to the face.” She raised her glass.

      Saba, Wynn, Effie, and Lizzy burst into laughter and toasted that. Is cocked her head, squinting. Perry opened her mouth, then closed it, as though unable to formulate a response.

      “Did I not do it right?” Vice shrugged. “I need more practice.”

      Saba wiped tears from the corners of her eyes. “I’m just trying to work out whether I’m the octopus or you are.”

      Vice slung her arm around her shoulders. “Well, I plan to be back here regularly and I’ll harass you on every visit, so… I suppose that makes me the octopus… who keeps coming back?” She winced. “See, this is where the analogy falls down. Maybe I need to—”

      “No.” Saba shook her head, expression serious. “It’s perfect. I hope you’ll always be the octopus that keeps coming back and sticking to my face.”
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      Clothes. Everywhere. So many. How didn’t she know what the hells to wear?

      She raked her fingertips over her scalp and tugged on her hair. The others were in bed. She should’ve been. Even Perry had given up trying to help choose an outfit and stomped off.

      Vice couldn’t blame her. It was a ridiculous problem, especially the night before her wedding. She should’ve had an outfit chosen, but nothing seemed right.

      Two gowns hung on the front of the armoire in Isabel’s spare bedroom. Various skirts, corsets, and bodices were flung across the bed. On the floor lay strewn stockings, breeches, shirts, waistcoats, and coats—the things that were off the table for tomorrow, but which had fallen as casualties in her search.

      There was a lot of red, a little white, and some black. But none of it made sense. None of it seemed right for a wedding—for their wedding.

      Breaths coming fast and shallow, she tugged at her collar.

      What the hells was wrong with her?

      Counting each inhale, she paced in an attempt to calm herself, until the door flung open.

      Knigh stood on the threshold, hair sleep-mussed, eyes wide on what probably looked like the aftermath of a hurricane of clothing.

      She blinked at him. “What are you doing here?”

      Squinting at the disaster zone, he shook his head. “What—?”

      He stumbled in as though pushed, and Vice caught a glimpse of blond hair in the hallway. “See if you can talk some sense into her, because I’ve failed,” Perry called, then closed the door, leaving the two of them alone.

      He looked from the clothes to Vice, a questioning in the way he tilted his head.

      “I… don’t know what to wear.” Good gods, it sounded even more ridiculous to say out loud, and it had already sounded pretty ridiculous in her head. But her heart raced and her chest was tight like this was something important.

      “Right. Of course.” He picked his way through the garments littering the floor and fingered the hem of one of the dresses on the armoire. “This is… pretty? I mean”—he shrugged—“all your clothes are nice… even nicer when you’re in them, of course.” The smile he flashed was crooked. “Honestly, I don’t think you can go wrong.”

      The gown was crimson and low cut, its hem reached just above the ground on her, so it wouldn’t get ruined in the sand, but… “I don’t want to wear a dress.” Something about it felt wrong. She couldn’t have placed her finger on a reason, it just sent a wave of unease through her.

      “All right.” He shrugged and peered at the items at his feet. “Then don’t wear a dress.”

      “You mean…” She tugged at the lace ruffled neckline of a bodice. “Something like this?”

      “If that’s what you want to wear.” He narrowed his eyes upon her. “You don’t look like you do.”

      She didn’t. She sighed. Gods bless him for trying, but this wasn’t getting her any closer to a decision. Still, he’d clearly been dragged out of bed to come and help her. She gave him an apologetic grimace.

      “What about these?” He hooked his toe under a pair of breeches and kicked them up in his hands. Shaking them out, he gave a fond smile. “I remember these.”

      For long seconds, she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t that her chest was too tight anymore, rather that the space around her had opened and she didn’t quite know how to fill it or herself.

      The clothes on the floor were rejected: not suitable for a bride.

      She blinked, swallowed, and finally dragged in a breath. Maybe he was joking. “You mean, you wouldn’t mind marrying a woman in men’s clothes?” She tried to keep her voice light, like she was acknowledging his joke, but it came out husky instead.

      He scoffed, canting his head at the garment still in his hands. “First off, when have I ever been bothered about you wearing breeches?” His eyes glinted as they turned to her and a smirk played across his lips. “Or is that why you think I keep removing them from you?”

      She shrugged and crossed her arms. He had removed her from a great many pairs of breeches. Sometimes, he’d left them bunched at her knees.

      “Second”—he folded them and dropped them on the bed before picking up a gauzy shirt and holding it up to the lamplight—“they’re not men’s clothes, they’re your clothes. I want you to wear something you love, something you’re comfortable in, something that’s you. It could be a sack for all I care.” He shook out the wrinkles and placed the shirt flat upon the bed, then picked across the floor towards her. His large hands folded around her shoulders. “All that matters to me is that I get to marry you.”

      The link between them blazed bright and filled her chest, as though trying to inflate her into that space, that possibility that had opened up. But it was too much. Too large, too open, too dangerous.

      He gave a thoughtful hum and ran his hands up and down her arms. “I’ve never known you to care what someone else thinks about your clothes, even me. And I’ve never seen you worry about how you look, because you always look…” He shook his head, gaze raking her from head to toe and back again. “Incredible. What’s this really about, Love?”

      She could barely swallow, because in his asking, she understood that it wasn’t about clothes. It never had been. It was about the past. “The way he… Evered acted.” The hairs on her arms crept to attention.

      Knigh didn’t even flinch at mention of that name, only nodded encouragement, still rubbing her arms like she needed warming up.

      “He… I thought he wanted me.” The pretty things he’d said about how much she loved adventure stories, about how she could still write once they were married, about how they could travel the world together. When he’d proposed, he’d seemed so true.

      Her breath shook on the way in. “But once we married, he wanted a proper lady for a wife. Obedient. Dutiful. Meek.” She wrinkled her nose. “Submissive. He tried to stamp out everything wild in me, just like Papa did.”

      His eyebrows peaked together, sorrow etched in their lines. From him, the pity didn’t sting or make her flinch. Instead, it was a mark of understanding, and the tight clench of his jaw suggested an undercurrent of anger that someone had done that to her.

      “Oh, Love.” He enveloped her in his strong arms, in his cinnamon and soap scent, in his steady presence. “Let me allay your fears.”

      He kissed her forehead and then he kneeled. Holding her hips, he met her gaze. “I am more than happy to submit to you in any way you wish. I am yours, whatever you wear, however ladylike you do or do not wish to be, whatever ‘wifely duties’ you wish to perform or to ask of me.” His grip tightened. “When I become your husband, I promise I’ll still be the same man I am now.”

      She dragged in a breath and it was as though her lungs could finally fully expand to that new space. It was impossible to keep her hands from his thick hair, and as she stroked it, she nodded.

      Because what he’d said was true.

      She knew him at best and worst. He knew her just as much. And tomorrow and the next day, they’d still be themselves; they’d still love each other.

      And what had happened between her and Evered had not been right, maybe not even real, but it was in the past.

      She was free.
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      Knigh paced, barefoot through the soft sand of their cove. Billy, Aedan, Munroe, Erec, and Clovis hovered nearby, chatting. Beyond them waited a jumbled crowd made up of Venatrix crew, Sea Witch survivors, islanders, the council, and various friends from Haven and other pirate crews.

      At the front sat George and Mercia, the former practically bouncing in his seat while the latter fussed over him. Behind them stood FitzRoy, his black shirt and waistcoat a shadow in the crowd. He sipped from a hip flask as Waters spoke. The old bookseller twisted the moustache he’d recently grown, claiming it made him look distinguished. He sketched a salute before returning to his conversation with Ula, Vivienne, and FitzRoy.

      Vivienne. Ring. Knigh’s hand flew to his inside pocket. Yes, the ring was there. Just like it had been the other hundred times he’d checked this morning.

      Aedan caught his eye and gave a reassuring nod.

      It wasn’t so much that he was nervous…

      But… he was nervous.

      Or excited.

      Possibly both. Probably both.

      His stomach fluttered like it had when he’d proposed. Damn butterflies. He’d always thought them beautiful, hopeful somehow, but now he was sick of the blasted things.

      Movement at the edge of the forest had his heart leaping. His gaze skipped along the twin lines of flowers and lanterns that marked the way from here to the trees and the path to Haven. There, not far from the spot where the timber foundations of their home were taking shape, Olwen stood and raised a hand.

      “It’s show time!” Aedan grinned, eyes alight, and propelled Knigh to the front, where a brazier had been erected.

      Munroe snapped a smart salute, though his huge smile was definitely not naval issue. It seemed not all former Navy officers required months of rehabilitation to remember how to feel and show those feelings. Good for him—Knigh would wish an easier path on anyone but especially a friend like Munroe.

      As though drawn by his thoughts of former Navy officers, Billy slapped him on the shoulder, immediately followed by Erec punching him on the arm.

      “It’s for luck,” he explained when Knigh looked askance.

      “There, there, little man, don’t let my fiancé bully you.” With the broadest grin known to humanity, Clovis rubbed the spot where Erec had thumped.

      Considering Clovis’s size compared to Erec’s, Knigh was thankful the latter had punched and the former had soothed. The other way around and he’d have been flat on the floor.

      Still, he gave a mock scowl and grumbled, “Just because I’m smaller than you doesn’t make me ‘little.’”

      But then there was no more time for grumbling, because Olwen began her procession across the sand and Knigh spun on his heel so he faced dead ahead. He didn’t want to see Vee yet.

      Well, he did—he ached to, in fact—but he’d instructed Billy and Aedan to give the signal when his view would be clear. He wanted no one in the way, so he could drink in the sight of her, savour it, and imprint it in his mind for the rest of his days.

      From his chest came the faintest pull, like a minnow on a fishing line. Her.

      The crowd fell silent and the briefest glance over his shoulder showed them forming rough rows either side of the flower-lined aisle.

      Despite the warm sun and sea breeze combining to create the perfect, comfortable temperature, goosebumps raced along his bare forearms. He hadn’t agonised on his clothes as Vee had, but he’d worn his best breeches in navy blue—some habits died hard—a simple waistcoat to match, and a new white shirt of soft, smooth linen, sleeves rolled up. Olwen had instructed them not to wear shoes, so his bare toes dug into the soft sand and he stood and waited for the most deliciously agonising few minutes.

      Olwen appeared with a nod and a smile, taking her place at the brazier. Next came Ana, who held a bowl of incense and followed the line of flowers before stopping by Olwen. Destin followed, arms bulging as he carried a large hunk of a pale turquoise stone Knigh didn’t even recognise from Aunt Tilda’s collection. Then came Sancha with a copper pitcher that sloshed as she moved.

      Billy perked up when Is appeared cradling a bunch of local flowers in orange, hot coral pink, and white. They shot each other not-entirely-furtive glances as she sashayed to the opposite side of the aisle. Undoubtedly, they were thinking about their own wedding to come, although it would be somewhat different. Back in Albion, it would have druids presiding and Aunt Tilda in attendance. His heart squeezed that Mama wasn’t here and wouldn’t be there either, but in both these marriages, they were enacting her final wishes: they were living.

      Saba, Lizzy, Wynn, and Effie followed Is, with slightly less elegance but looking no less happy. Saba didn’t even attempt to be furtive about the look she gave Munroe, and his former lieutenant turned an amusing shade of pink.

      Just as he was about to chuckle, Billy and Aedan’s eyes widened, and they gave him matching nods.

      Hands at his sides, back straight, shoulders square, he turned.

      She was definitely a pirate, because she stole the breath clean from his lungs.

      She shone. That was the only way he could put it. Her gleaming hair, left loose and long across her bare shoulders, blew in the wind. Someone had woven yet more flowers in a crown upon her head—all white, so they stood out against her dark locks. A gauzy blouse hung off her shoulders, with that intriguing corset cinched over the top. On the bottom half, she wore the tightest pair of crimson satin breeches he’d ever seen.

      She’d chosen well, but rather than smirking about the fact, she simply stared back at him, eyes glistening, smile trembling and bright.

      He didn’t need to put any effort into remembering this moment, how she looked, how strong the tug on his chest was now, how much he couldn’t wait to spend the rest of his life with her. It was there, seared in his mind, like her message still burned into the Venatrix’s deck.

      When his lungs remembered how to work, he drew a shaking breath, then blew it out, as though that would stop his eyes burning so much, his heart pounding so hard.

      It didn’t.

      But it did allow him to register that Vee wasn’t alone. Arm looped with hers, Perry was beautiful in a pale sea green gown, her usually braided hair loose. He’d never seen her in anything other than breeches. It suited her well. Perhaps this was a glimpse of the woman she wanted to return to being in Albion. That was another little squeeze in his heart, but they would visit and she’d be happy, so it was only a small one.

      As Vee drew closer, he recognised the slender star shapes of the flowers in her hair. Vanilla orchids. Their flowers only bloomed for a day before forming the expensive pods that lent food that sweet, complex flavour that was unlike anything else. The crown upon her head was worth more than its weight in gold.

      Yet still it paled in comparison with her.

      By the time she reached him, her smile had turned less tremulous.

      Billy nudged him and he jolted, cheeks burning as he offered his hand. Something he should’ve remembered to do by himself. But Vee only took it, chest heaving as they approached Olwen together.

      He bent closer and murmured, “You look…” He exhaled and shook his head. “Breathtaking is the best I can do.”

      She gave him a sidelong look, eyes a clear turquoise blue today, not unlike the aquamarine engagement ring that glittered on her finger. “Thought I’d add the corset, since I noticed you staring the other day.”

      “You noticed that? But I was so subtle.”

      “I’m very observant… especially when your tongue’s hanging out of your head.” She winked, but the next second she cleared her throat and smoothed her expression to something sombre, attention on Olwen.

      She welcomed their guests and said some other things about the wedding ceremony, but he was too busy stealing glances at Vee and his heart pounded too loudly, too joyously for him to really hear it all.

      In Albionic style, Olwen bound their hands together, but then had Ana waft incense over their intertwined fingers. Sancha poured cool water from her pitcher, and Destin held out the stone, which they pressed their palms into. Finally, Olwen invited them to pass their linked hands over the flames of her brazier. When the ends of the cord singed, he must’ve looked alarmed, because she smiled. “It’s a good omen—it means your marriage will always”—she cleared her throat—“burn with desire.”

      He and Vee shared a chuckle, and he muttered, “No concerns there.”

      There was a tricky moment when it came to the exchange of rings. He pulled hers from his inside pocket and her eyes widened when she caught sight of it.

      It had seemed such a clever idea at the time, marking her as the queen she’d always been in his mind and subtly giving her a crown.

      But now he saw her taking in the moonstone and aquamarine studded crown design that would sit upon her finger and look like an extension of the engagement ring, he cursed himself. She didn’t want to be a queen and had insisted that she wouldn’t have a crown, but here he was offering a wedding ring in the shape of one.

      He held his breath as she looked up at him, eyes narrowing.

      “You sly dog, Blackwood.”

      He winced. “Do you hate it? Do you hate me?”

      She huffed out through her nose. “I love both.” She held out her hand and he slid the ring in place, butting up against the aquamarines already there.

      With a sigh of relief, he looked for Vee’s ring bearer, raising his eyebrows at Perry, since she or Saba seemed the most likely choices, and Saba stood a few steps back.

      But instead, Vee produced it from her breeches. “Pockets,” she announced as though it were a stroke of genius to have a wedding ensemble with that feature. She slipped the plain band on his finger, but he caught a glimpse of something engraved inside.

      Olwen chuckled, then indicated it was time to say their vows.

      Knigh swallowed and grazed his thumbs over Vee’s knuckles. For some reason, this was the part that had his heart hammering again. He wasn’t a poet. When he’d sat down and tried to write something for today, he found out he’d used up all his pretty words when proposing.

      So, today, he stood raw and unprepared, but he could try to tell a story like Vee did so well. He took a deep breath and began. “When we met, it wasn’t exactly a fairy tale beginning. For one thing, you jumped out a window to escape me.”

      The corner of her mouth twitched.

      “But that wasn’t the beginning, really, was it?” He gave a rueful smile. “Not that our childhood meetings were any better. You thought me too arrogant to talk to you. I thought you were the most frightening and fascinating creature in the world.” He shrugged. “To an extent, I still do.”

      A few soft laughs came from their friends.

      “But”—he lifted her hands a little—“our story doesn’t end there. It didn’t end with us as pirate and pirate hunter or lovers or enemies or friends or crewmates. And it doesn’t end here, either.” It was suddenly an effort to swallow. Those few sentences struck him with the enormity of their journey. “Today is only the start of another chapter in the story of our lives together.”

      Vee’s smile widened; her eyes glimmered.

      “I can’t pretend to know how long that story will be, especially not with fae blood involved, but as long as it’s spent together, I don’t care.” His back straightened and he took a moment to just hold her gaze. How different it was from when he’d turned from that window at deLacy’s ballroom and found her studying him. It had always been so guarded—not with a cool mask like he’d used but with wry amusement.

      Now? Now, she was wide open and he could see his own fierce joy mirrored in her eyes.

      “From now until the end of my days, I am yours, my lady, my Vee, my love, and I’ll sleep well and live happily knowing you are mine.” He brushed a kiss to her knuckles, even though perhaps he wasn’t supposed to yet. “Today. Tomorrow. Always.”

      “Always.”

      The word made him shiver even as it warmed his chest, and their connection thrummed like a low note on his guitar.

      Olwen nodded for Vee to take her turn.

      Vee took half a step closer, throat undulating as she swallowed. “I used to think love was weak, but now I realise I was wrong.” Her exhalation was the shadow of a laugh. Shaking her head, she frowned. “It takes so much to open yourself to someone, to bare your soul. How can that be weak? It takes bravery to admit your feelings. It takes humility to apologise when you hurt your beloved.” Her voice thickened and she squeezed his hands, the pad of her thumb running over the plain band on his finger. “It takes ferocity to be willing to die for them. It takes strength to fight to live for them.”

      It was all true, all hard-won lessons, all a million miles from the woman who’d told him she didn’t have the softer emotions.

      “I used to think love was weak,” she went on, “but now I know it’s only for the strong.”

      For a moment, he couldn’t breathe—his chest was too full of pride, of happiness, of love. How far she’d come. How far they’d come.

      “Oh.” The soft sound came from Olwen, as though she’d forgotten she was meant to be officiating this wedding. She cleared her throat and straightened. “Then before the gods of here and our blood, before the sea and forest, before your friends and family, I pronounce you husband and wife, separate and entire, unbreakable and unbowed.”

      She leant in and said in a stage whisper, “This is the part when you get to kiss.”

      “Come here, Wife.” His voice came out low and gravelly as he tugged Vee closer and slid a hand around her waist.

      “Already ordering me around, Husband?” She arched an eyebrow but eagerly stepped in. Her body fitted flush against his, except for where their tied hands lay trapped between their bellies. Her fingers ran along his shoulder as she tiptoed up.

      Taking a breath that tasted of vanilla and thunderstorms, he bent and closed the final gap between them.

      There, under the sun, before the sea, upon their cove, Knigh Blackwood kissed his wife.
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      It turned out that being queen involved a lot of waiting around. First, it was waiting to leave, though she was used to that after years of sailing. Tides, repairs, and stocking up on supplies had always kept her at port beyond her patience.

      Then, there was the voyage. Although she’d made the ocean crossing countless times, this one was different. Not only did she sail with a whole fleet—and thankfully Teal and other sea witches who all worked together to speed the crossing—but with a whole flotilla of questions, too. Would the Albionic queen acknowledge Sanctuary and Haven? What would her reaction be when Vice produced Excalibur? Could they broker the deals they needed?

      But most of all, what would happen after that, when Vice and Knigh rode on to Charlecote? She could still summon Mama’s face in her mind, though the details were hazy. Would she smile? Laugh? Cry?

      Or would she glare in hatred and curse her for her broken promise and tell her she was too late?

      She’d used the journey to settle one matter, however. Evered’s opal ring was gone. The first day of their voyage, she’d taken it to the stern, whispered an apology for dragging him away from the world where he was comfortable, and thrown it in their wake.

      But the waiting didn’t end when they reached Albion’s shores and the nip in the air that signalled the start of autumn. Their arrival caused something of a diplomatic incident, and the first sight of their flags looked like it might even trigger war. But Vice Admiral Yorke, the same man who’d helped arrest her, had gaped at Knigh, then at their twin flags: purple with a white lightning bolt and black with lightning and the words Non Obsequiorum.

      We do not submit.

      Despite his blank stare, the vice admiral must’ve taken in Knigh’s explanation, because slowly, he’d nodded and allowed them onto the docks. There was still the question of whether his queen would accept their flags and their nation. And if she didn’t, then what?

      That was only the start of the diplomacy, which, it turned out, involved yet more waiting.

      Olwen was no fool—she’d known exactly what she was doing making the pirates and Nassauians deal with such nonsense. Clever woman.

      The real business took place in various meetings with a series of interchangeable officials—all middle-aged men with pale skin and weak chins.

      Between Vice, Knigh, Perry, and their possession of Excalibur, they managed to negotiate recognition of Sanctuary and Haven as a sovereign nation, and a favourable trade agreement. Two lots of fae charm helped with the latter, but Perry proved herself to be a natural diplomat, making shrewd arguments and arranging social events in the evenings where she forged alliances and gathered information.

      Since they hadn’t formally been presented at court yet, Vice and Knigh could not attend, but that was more than fine by Vice, since it left her free to enjoy married life. It was considerably better now they were actual newlyweds, as opposed to enemies playing at the role like they’d been during their journey on the Swallow.

      It was two weeks of meetings and waiting before finally, finally they received a formal invitation to court.

      They entered the throne room, Knigh in his reinterpreted naval uniform, Vice in a similar outfit to the one she’d worn when addressing the naval officers in Sanctuary’s Chamber, though she’d excluded the corset. Judging by the gasps, that had been a good decision. Apparently, the breeches were scandalous enough.

      It was a battle to keep her eyes forward, on the red-haired woman atop the throne, since Knigh was equal parts devastating and dashing. He always had looked good in uniform. She tightened her grip on his arm. Maybe she’d ask him to keep it on later.

      “Presenting Her Majesty, Queen Vice of Sanctuary, First of her Name, the Stormblade, Queen of… Pirates.” To the chamberlain’s credit, his voice remained firm through what must’ve been a sentence he never expected to say, but that pause still spelled out his consternation. “And Admiral Consort, Knighton Blackwood.”

      There were dozens, perhaps over a hundred, present, and as she and Knigh proceeded along the strip of crimson carpet, they all bowed—all except for Queen Elizabeth. She stood from her throne and came down the dais stairs, arms spread as though she were greeting an old friend.

      That pale skin and crimson hair, even the strong nose and dark, dark eyes—she looked so like her mother, it caught Vice’s breath.

      “Allow me to formally welcome you, Sister Queen, to my court and to Albion.” She stopped a few feet away, her dark eyes glinting as they took her and Knigh in with a few darting movements. She blinked twice as though processing the information she took in, and then smiled. It was the kind of restrained smile the old Knigh Blackwood would’ve been proud of, though a touch more elegant than the stiff man he’d been.

      “We thank you for your hospitality.” Vice used the voice that reached across deck easily. This was a show, after all.

      “And we thank you for bringing the sad news of my brother’s passing in battle.” The steely glint in the queen’s eyes didn’t look sad, even though she and the rest of court wore black for mourning. She must’ve known his plans to take the throne.

      “My condolences.” The word stuck in Vice’s throat. “And my apologies for bringing such sad news.” She gestured for Perry to approach. “But…”

      Every single hair at the back of Vice’s neck prickled. Something pulled on her gift, and the way Knigh shifted at her side, he felt it too, no doubt through their link. It wasn’t the sword, though.

      Right next to the dais, in a position of honour, stood two tall, dark-haired men.

      Not men.

      Not with those pointed ears. Not with the kind of painful beauty that she’d only read about in books.

      Fae.

      The breath huffed out of her.

      Perry had told her suitors had gathered at court, all vying for the queen’s hand, and that their number included parties from the fae courts north of the wall, but knowing had not prepared her for seeing. Especially not when one of those men, the elder, she’d have guessed, watched her with wide eyes and a look that spoke to her blood. Elder was relative—he could’ve been anywhere between his mid-twenties and mid-thirties, but the stories said fae lived many years and aged slowly, if at all. He could’ve been centuries old as far as she knew.

      But one thing she did know beyond certainty: he was her father.

      Her bones knew it. Her blood. Her gift. They all said this was the fae who had made a deal with her mother and given her a child.

      Her fingers were claws against Knigh’s arm, and he smoothed his hand over hers. “Vee?”

      His murmur woke her from her shock. She blinked and plastered on a smile for the queen who was looking askance at her.

      Now was not the time. There might never be a time, not for facing something like this. She’d never expected to see the mysterious fae who was her real father; she certainly wasn’t about to run over and fling her arms around his shoulders. The idea of speaking to him was beyond her.

      “But”—she nodded to Perry, who held out a cloth-covered cushion that emitted the faintest hum—“we hope this gift will ease your grief.” With a dramatic flourish, she pulled away the satin and revealed Excalibur.

      The room gasped.

      The sword gleamed below the chandeliers and bounced iridescent light back onto Perry’s face and the queen’s. Its magic crept across her skin, welcoming, powerful.

      When she’d used her gift to help propel the fleet, she’d found herself stronger when it was near, as though it amplified what was already there. But it wasn’t hers to keep. It was the cost for Sanctuary and Haven to be considered a nation, and that was more than worth the price.

      She held the hilt towards the queen. “I present, Excalibur, the blade of the rightful ruler.” It would solidify the queen’s rule, and with Mercia apparently dead, that would hopefully quash any plots or attempted coups.

      The queen took the sword and held it aloft. Everyone bowed once more.

      All except for the fae at the dais, and one other person in the crowd.

      One other person with hair the colour of fox fur and a pointed chin, who stared at Vice as if frozen. The woman whose open mouth must’ve mirrored Vice’s own.

      Somehow, Vice found herself crossing the floor, reaching out, stopping short. “Kat?” She hadn’t expected to find her sister at court. They’d planned to ride out to her home at Markyate Cell once they’d finished their business here.

      Still, for all Vice was surprised, Kat had to be in shock.

      Kat blinked, her skin paler than pale as she swayed on her feet. “Avice?” It was barely more than a breath.

      The name rippled through the crowd in gasps and whispers. “Avice Ferrers? Her sister? But she’s…”

      “You’re…” Kat’s hand inched out, trembling, until finally it reached Vice. “I thought you were dead, but…” She blinked rapidly, chest rising and falling at almost the same speed. “But here you are.”

      “I’m sorry.” Vice pulled her into her arms and squeezed and squeezed, eyes burning. “I am alive. I am real. I swear. I will explain it all.”

      Hugging back, Kat nodded against her chest and took a more controlled breath, as though the reassurance allowed her to master herself.

      Again, the back of Vice’s neck prickled when she released Kat. This time, when she turned, she found the other fae man watching. His hair was the black of night shadows, and he was handsome in a severe, brutal way. The same kind of beauty as a steel blade. His eyes were on Kat, rather than her, but that was no comfort at all.

      Kat followed her gaze and at Vice’s quizzical tilt of her head, she looked away, cheeks flushing. “We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “Apparently so.” In particular, why a fae lord who felt like the most dangerous creature Vice had set eyes upon was watching Kat like he wanted to eat her. She shot him a sharp look that would’ve sent even Clovis scurrying up the shrouds, but he only returned a slow, cool smile.

      Queen Elizabeth betrayed no reaction to the revelation of Vice’s true identity. She only promised that the sisters would have time to speak later and swept Vice and Knigh away for the private meeting they’d already arranged.

      Vice’s head swam as Perry hurried after, whispering to her and Knigh. She only caught snippets. “… The Night Queen’s right hand… her dirty work… ruthless… dangerous. I hear he killed his own father, but that can’t be true.”

      “Perry,” Knigh whispered, arm tight under Vice’s hand, “I’m not sure you’re helping.”

      “Sorry. Right.” Perry nodded and said something about gathering more information as she disappeared down the hallway.

      Her sister was here at court. There’d been no sign of her husband, but somehow she’d caught this fae’s attention. Wild Hunt, Kat, what have you got yourself wrapped up in? She was meant to be the sensible one. Then again, she was a highway woman…

      Vice pinched the bridge of her nose as she sat at a long table that could’ve accommodated dozens. Today, it hosted only her, Knigh, and the queen, who’d dismissed her attendants at the door.

      “So you’re the late Lady Avice Ferrers.” Elizabeth gave a thoughtful frown, expression more at ease, less guarded than it had been in the throne room. She glanced at Knigh and gestured to a crystal wine decanter at the centre of the table. He obeyed and filled glasses, ever the naval gentleman. “Or should that be Lyons? I heard a rumour you’d eloped.”

      “I prefer Ferrers.” Vice shrugged. “But generally, it’s just Vice.”

      The queen chuckled, dark eyes merry. “Indeed, what use have queens for surnames?” She thanked Knigh when he handed her a full glass of ruby red wine. “I remember my mother speaking fondly of you. Before her passing, she was still upset to think you’d died.”

      Vice fingered the drake pin at her collar. “Your mother was good to me.”

      Knigh sank into the seat beside her and held out the fuller of two glasses. The way he angled his head said he knew she needed it, and she thanked him with a touch upon his thigh. It grounded her, reminded her of the purpose of this private meeting.

      She took a fortifying sip of wine and cleared her throat. “My ambassador told you your brother met his end at my hands.”

      The queen watched her over the rim of her wine glass, gaze as calculating and clever as her mother’s had been. “And for that, you need not fear any reprisals. I know he thought me unfit to rule, so I thank you for ending his treason.”

      Vice eased out a breath. That was going to make this easier. She shared a glance with Knigh and he gave an encouraging nod. “I’m glad you’re grateful that I dealt with your brother, as I have a favour to ask. It’s a personal matter.”

      Elizabeth’s brows rose. “A queen needs a favour from another queen? Consider me intrigued.”

      “I might need to steal one of your subjects… and get your permission for a divorce.”
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      An eerie feeling settled across Vice’s back throughout the ride from Lunden. The road was familiar and yet different. What had been tiny hamlets last time she’d passed this way were now a few houses larger, almost villages. This tavern had changed names. That shop was now a milliner’s rather than a tailor’s. Small changes and yet it was as though the world had made a seismic shift.

      This morning, they’d said their farewells to Perry before riding out from the roadside inn. “It isn’t goodbye,” Vice had insisted, even as the tears fell, “because I’m coming back.”

      Perry looked up at her, cheeks wet. “Like that octopus to the face?”

      They laughed. Good gods, they laughed through the tears, through their hugs, and through Knigh’s look of confusion. “You had to be there,” Vice told him, sniffing and wiping her eyes before mounting the black sabrecat she’d hired.

      Barnacle leapt up, taking a spot on the saddle’s pommel, looking down upon the world as though she were queen. The kittens—though they weren’t really kittens anymore—had stayed behind on the Venatrix, and Barnacle seemed to be enjoying her freedom.

      “I’ll visit.” Vice cracked a grin, stroking the little grey cat’s head. “I need to check on my ambassador, after all.”

      Perry gave a low hum, and Vice could feel it coming. This was Perry; she didn’t let her get away with hiding from her feelings or even the most difficult questions. “I don’t doubt it. But are you going to read those letters that kept appearing when we were at the palace?”

      Even though she’d expected it, Vice shivered at the chill running through her bones. She hadn’t opened any of the letters, never mind read them, but the way they just poofed into existence on the mantlepiece told her exactly who they were from.

      That fae who—she couldn’t even bring herself to think of him as her father. That was too much. All of it was too much.

      With a scoff, Knigh pulled Perry into a hug and lifted her from her feet. “Is that what they call a parting shot?”

      Perry kissed his cheek and ruffled his hair. “Well, she’s not going to have me around to prod her, is she? I’m trusting you to do that.” She poked him in the chest as if to illustrate.

      Grumbling, he put her down. “You’ve taught us both well.”

      But Perry wasn’t so easily distracted. She looked at Vice in question.

      Vice had sighed, shoulders heavy, and the sabrecat had shifted as though sensing her unease. “Maybe next time. Two parents are enough to face in one visit.”

      “Vee?” Knigh’s voice broke into her thoughts, and she blinked at the road, then across at him, her hand on the inside pocket of her coat. His smile was a gentle tease. “It hasn’t gone anywhere, Love.”

      Sure enough, there was the reassuring crinkle of paper. “I know, it’s just… it’s taken so long to get here.”

      He steered his sabrecat closer to hers and touched her knee. “It’s real.” He looked ahead at the large gates that led to Charlecote Hall.

      Heart in her throat, she stared at the steel bars. Funny, they didn’t look nearly as large as she remembered. They’d kept her locked in so long but now she passed through and didn’t fear being locked behind them again. Perhaps she’d be afraid if she saw the cupboard Papa had locked her in so many times as punishment.

      Within minutes, they reached the red brick house. Its turrets stood at each corner, old sentinels she’s spent her childhood beneath. Gravel crunched underfoot as they dismounted.

      Knigh raised his eyebrows, hand outstretched. “Are you ready?”

      The ring on his finger gleamed in the hazy sunlight. The breeze ruffled his hair. Beyond him rose the old hall. Somehow, it wasn’t as imposing as she remembered, even with its two wings blocking her in, left and right.

      She couldn’t bring herself to look up at the window of what had once been her chamber. On the periphery of her vision, she spotted the wisteria she’d climbed down that final night, its leaves now autumn gold.

      But she could take Knigh’s hand. Warm. Solid. Real. An anchor.

      He took care of knocking, speaking to the butler, showing Queen Elizabeth’s seal and the introduction letter that explained she was the Pirate Queen. The butler’s eyes widened at that and he grew suddenly obsequious, bowing and scraping as he held the door wide open.

      Pulse thundering, she passed through it.

      No one will lock me anywhere. No one. Not in here. Not in a bad marriage. And not in hurt and fear.

      No one. Not Papa, not Evered, and especially not herself.

      She dragged in a deep breath, while the butler wittered something about this being an unexpected visit and how honoured they were.

      “Are Lord and Lady Ferrers home?”

      He blinked at her interruption, then bowed again as though the sudden presence of a queen unannounced and without retinue had wiped away his knowledge of etiquette. “Yes, Your Majesty. I believe his lordship is in his study. If you’ll take refreshment in the drawing room, I’ll fetch—”

      “No need.” Fingers interlaced with Knigh’s, she walked past the butler. “I know the way.”

      Her face tingled, but she strode on, back straight, feet unerringly taking her closer to that room.

      With each step, the ghost of fear abated and something else rose in its place. Something hot. Something that forged her nerves into steel.

      This man had wronged her and her mother. Between him and Evered, they’d almost broken her to the extent that she’d nearly destroyed the best thing to sail into her life. Thankfully, Knigh Blackwood was loyal enough, determined enough, stubborn enough to not give in so easily.

      But, almost, almost they’d broken her ability to love him back, to rely on others, to live.

      By the time she reached his study, she smouldered.

      She threw the door open with a bang and, not missing a beat, strode into the oak-panelled study. “Morning, Papa.”

      Behind the large desk, he leapt to his feet, a glower upon his face, hair more grey than she remembered.

      “What is the…?” He gaped like a fish on land, chest heaving. The all too familiar vein in his temple twitched.

      Lord Alistair Ferrers had aged a little in the past four years, but the thing that struck Vice most was that he seemed so much smaller.

      Maybe he had always been a small man.

      He pointed, finger shaking. “You.”

      She stopped across the desk from him, Knigh a silent, steady presence at her side. “Yes. Me. Avice Ferrers, the daughter you kept prisoner.” She was still that girl, somewhere deep inside. And it was for that girl and her mama that she would give him this lesson.

      She pointed right back at him, but her finger did not shake. She did not waver as she had the last time she’d stood in this room, surrounded by his military memorabilia in its cold glass cabinets. The world had changed a little since then, perhaps, but Vice saw things, knew things Avice Ferrers had not.

      She understood now.

      “I name you coward, Alistair Ferrers. You kept a child locked up not because you were afraid of what she was or what people would think about that ‘wayward daughter.’ You kept Mama here, shackled.” Who needed iron manacles, when you had fear? “Not to keep her safe. All because you were afraid word would get out that she’d had to turn to a fae to get with child. You were afraid you couldn’t match that fae lover. And you were afraid you’d look like less of a man because he’d succeeded where you had failed.”

      She must’ve stalked forward, because now the desk pressed into her legs and she bent over it, while he backed away. “But you were still her husband, still my papa… or at least you could’ve been.” She bared her teeth, muscles thrumming like they did in the face of a fight.

      Something feral surged inside her. Maybe it was true what the fae had said to Mama: The child will always carry a wild fae taint.

      But she bit it back, leashed that impulse, and instead let him see just how close he was to being ripped apart. She only had to let her rage free.

      His throat bobbed and he pressed into the bookshelves in his attempt to get as far from her as possible.

      “Instead,” she said, voice as soft as distant thunder, “you chose to be our jailer.” She pushed from the desk, and Knigh was there, a calming hand at her back.

      “You ungrateful wretch.” Papa had gathered his own anger, because now he stood upright, a sneer on his face. “I took you into my home, even though you weren’t mine. I put a roof over your head, fed you, ensured you were educated.”

      Her palms and buttocks tingled in the memory of his particular brand of education.

      “I even arranged a great marriage to a future viscount when no other man would consider a girl with such a reputation for impropriety. And how did you repay me? You threw it in my face and refused to marry him, running off with some penniless baron’s boy instead.”

      She snorted and grinned. “Oh. That, I actually did. But it was on my terms.”

      He paused in his tirade, frowned, blinked.

      “Meet my husband”—she smiled sweetly and slipped an arm around Knigh’s waist—“Admiral Consort Knighton. Well, he goes by Blackwood now, but he used to be the Viscount Villiers.”

      “Not even remotely a pleasure.” Knigh’s voice rumbled into her before she released him.

      She could’ve kissed him for that phrase alone, but she wasn’t quite finished with Papa, who was back to looking like a drowning fish, this time staring at Knigh. “Now, where is my mother? I have a wrong to right.”

      For all that she stood there, shoulders square, voice firm, inside a part of her crumbled at the question. Facing Papa had been the easy part.

      He rubbed his cheeks and waved towards the door. “Your room.”

      “My room?” She said it so softly, he probably hadn’t heard. Why would Mama be up there? Had they turned it into something else? Or did she go because—?

      “She often sits up there with Nanny Alder.” Papa sagged, staring ahead, like he was too exhausted to argue or strike back.

      Maybe she did go there to feel closer to—no. Vice couldn’t count on that, couldn’t hope it.

      Four years ago, she’d made a promise to Mama that she would return. Knigh had shown her the story hadn’t ended, that she could still make good on her promise, but Mama might not see it like that. She might not want anything to do with her.

      Vice must’ve stood there in silence for a long while, because Knigh ushered her to the door. “My wife knows the way well, but you’ll come with us—you have a part in this wrong.” He gave Papa a cold smile. “A major part.”

      Every step through the hall tolled through her like Nassau’s alarm bells. The last time she’d come this way, she’d started off running from Papa, but he’d caught her and carried her up these steps. Now the handrail was smooth under her fingers, but everything seemed very far away, like she was only an observer as someone else walked up this grand staircase.

      They reached the corridor and there, at the end, was the door to her chamber. The frame had been replaced or filled and painted so there was no sign of the lock he’d used to keep her inside, but it still stopped her short. She traced the lines of the silvery padlock on her slick palm, and Mama’s last words to her echoed in her ears: Don’t submit. Don’t end up like me.

      “It’s all right if you need a moment.” Knigh’s voice was soft as he stepped into her side, blocking Papa with his broad shoulders, so it was as though they were alone.

      “This is where I got my scar,” she whispered, afraid to speak too loudly, because Mama was on the other side of that door.

      Knigh’s hand settled between her shoulder blades, a comfort but also strength. The key on his tattoo and in his compass—it was like him, the key that had unlocked her, and now it allowed her to go on.

      “The padlock sat right there. He was dragging me into my room and I grabbed it. I was so puzzled. I didn’t understand why it burned.” The idea that she was fae-blooded hadn’t even crossed her mind. It was only later Mama had revealed the truth.

      Mama, who deserved the truth now; she still believed her youngest daughter dead.

      Vice nodded, and Knigh opened the door.

      It was no different. Her bed, her bookshelves, the thick rug upon the floor.

      And at the fireplace, in the chair she’d always curled up in to read—

      “Mama.” She lurched forward, too consumed by the sight of the dark-haired woman to wait and see her reaction. She was halfway across the room before she reined herself in. Gritting her teeth, she held still and waited.

      Mama stared, mouth open. A few more grey hairs, a couple of lines between her brows, but otherwise she hadn’t changed. She was still that gentle soul who had been crushed by her cruel coward of a husband.

      At her side, the elderly lady knitting didn’t look a day older. She glanced up, needles not missing a click-clack, like she’d never doubted this would happen. “Would you look at that: our Avice is home at last.”

      Eyes bright, Mama stood, sending the book in her lap thudding to the floor. “I knew you weren’t dead. My girl.” She crossed the floor, hands clasped over her chest, a pull at the corner of her mouth. “My darling little girl.”

      Then her arms were around Vice, around Avice, and it was just as she remembered. The scent of lavender, the soft, dark hair, the not-too-tight, not-too-loose embrace that only a mother could give because she always knew, knew exactly what you needed at any given moment.

      Vice had planned some words, but those plans fell apart with the rest of her. “I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry. I broke my promise. I let you down. Please forgive me.”

      “What are you…?” Mama pulled back and looked up at her. “No.” She frowned and shook her head as though Vice were talking nonsense. “You never let me down.” She looked her up and down, a smile spreading as colour bloomed on her pale lips. “I’m not sure what you’ve become, but I can see you did not submit. You did not end up like me.”

      Unable to stop the tears, Vice gripped Mama’s slender arms. “And you did not end up here. There is still time. This is not the end.” With a shaking breath, she pulled the papers from her inside pocket. The queen’s seal sat beside the one she and Knigh had designed together: a kraken with a sword. “These are divorce papers approved by the queen. If you want your marriage ended, you and he simply have to sign them.”

      Mama had gone very still. She stared at the papers, then at Papa. He stood to one side, face pinched like he was chewing wasps.

      Knigh waited nearby, just close enough to loom over him. “Lord Ferrers’ signature won’t be an issue, I’m sure.” He gave that cold, cold smile again.

      Mama kept blinking, eyes bright with tears, fixed on Papa.

      Vice knew that look now. Fear.

      Under Albionic law, she would have nothing after the divorce, and a noblewoman like her had no work prospects.

      Screw Albionic law.

      “This is your escape.” Vice gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “I’m sorry it took so long. If I’d just taken you to a new house, he’d have come after you. And you couldn’t live on a pirate ship.” She nodded, firm, summoning the self-belief of a queen. “So I had to get you a country.”

      Mama frowned and tilted her head as though Vice had claimed the impossible. A single tear streaked down her cheek.

      Vice brushed it away. “We have a place. A home that’s yours, if you want it, away from him.” At those words, Mama gave a shuddering exhale, like that was a hope she’d lost long ago. It cracked Vice’s heart, but she managed to push out: “You will submit to no one.”

      Mama signed the papers.

      And Knigh was right: Papa’s signature was not a problem.
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      This place was stuffy—both in the sense of airless and stiffly formal. That wasn’t helped by all the layers of clothing polite society demanded, even of a pirate queen.

      The soft voices of ladies and gentlemen drifted around the huge ballroom, their conversations eerily hushed compared to the ones Vice usually had on the Venatrix’s deck or Haven’s shores. Other than clinking glasses and a string quartet playing terribly sophisticated music, there was no other sound. No waves, no wind, no flapping sails or creaking timber. Even the floor seemed still compared to the comforting roll of a deck out at sea.

      Still, Vice couldn’t stop herself smiling. Mama was in Haven settling in to her new home. She and Is—now Mrs Hopper—had befriended each other on the crossing back from Albion, and Nanny Alder took great joy in doling out wise words to them all. She’d chosen to make the crossing, claiming the cold in Albion made her joints ache, but she’d whispered to Vice that with so many newlyweds around, there would soon be babies that needed looking after. Vice wasn’t about to buy a crib, but there were plenty of other happy couples who might keep Nanny Alder supplied with tiny people.

      Not least of all, Is and Billy. Their wedding had been a beautiful affair—far grander than her and Knigh’s—and had given Vice the opportunity to finally meet the indomitable Aunt Tilda.

      She liked her. She liked her a lot.

      In their absence, Saba had overseen the building of their little house, and it was nearly finished when they’d left. Vice would’ve stayed longer helping with Mama and the construction if not for this ball being put on in her honour.

      Queen Elizabeth had ordered Governor deLacy to play host in order to present her new ally. It had felt odd to enter this same grand ballroom as an invited guest rather than sneaking in. Despite the circumstances of their last meeting, the governor had been gracious when she’d welcomed Vice and Knigh: there was a woman who knew how to play the political game. However, Vice hadn’t yet seen Miss deLacy, so who knew what her reaction might be?

      At least Vice wasn’t wearing her gown tonight. Though it had been tempting to wear pink in reference to that stolen outfit.

      Instead, she’d chosen a rich jewel-toned teal like a deep stretch of sea on a clear day.

      Ah, in fact, there by one of the tall windows stood Miss deLacy and…

      Vice’s heart tripped over itself, because the man Miss deLacy was looking up at from beneath lowered lashes—

      Good gods, he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. Tall. Broad. Strong jaw accentuated by a trimmed beard. Granted, his hair was ridiculously thick and streaked with a shock of pure white, but damn did he carry it off.

      In terms of expression, his face was very nearly a blank mask, but the twitch of his mouth and glint of his eyes gave his feelings away. He was both bemused and a touch uncomfortable.

      “Miss deLacy!” Vice swept in. “What a delight to see you.”

      “Your Majesty.” The only crack in the blond woman’s ladylike poise was the flare of her nostrils as she said those two words, but she gave a smooth bow, her form impeccable. “I was just getting acquainted with Your Majesty’s admiral.”

      “So I see.” Vice widened her eyes at Knigh as though she’d only just spotted him.

      The minute tilt of his head was an admonishment.

      “I can’t say I blame you.” She grinned at Miss deLacy, taking a step into Knigh’s space, closer than propriety allowed. “It’s really quite unfair of him to be so bloody handsome.”

      Miss deLacy pressed her lips together at the word bloody. Meanwhile, Knigh raised an eyebrow, silently asking what she was doing.

      “But, you see, I am truly blessed.” Vice’s cheeks softened, turning her grin into a smile, because this was something she couldn’t tease about. “Not only is he my admiral and the most handsome man in the room, but he’s also my husband.”

      “Your husband?” The momentary widening of her blue eyes said she hadn’t known. She took a step back and bowed her head. “I extend my congratulations and good wishes.” She glanced over her shoulder and cocked her head as though listening, though the room was still as quiet as it had been moments earlier. “Please excuse me, Your Majesty, I hear my mother calling me.”

      “Of course.”

      The young woman hurried away.

      “You didn’t need to rescue me.” Knigh folded his arms.

      Vice scoffed and edged even closer to him. Screw propriety. “I wasn’t rescuing you; I was rescuing her. Couldn’t have the poor woman falling madly in love with you when you’re already taken.”

      “Is that so?” The angle of his head spelled out how unconvinced he was. “How selfless of you.”

      “Unless you want me to call her back and I leave the two of you alone? Miss de—”

      He clamped a hand over her mouth. “That won’t be necessary.” He left it there a beat longer than necessary and heat flared in his eyes as he no doubt thought of other times he’d had to silence her.

      It made her skin burn and not only because of all the stuffy layers. These stays were suddenly much too tight, but her chest heaved at her low neckline and his gaze flicked down.

      “I can’t blame her,” she said when she was free to speak. “This perfectly fitted jacket”—she smoothed her hand down his chest, the gold braid scraping her calluses—“that’s just short enough to show off your backside—”

      “You can’t see my backside.” He rolled his eyes.

      She shrugged. “I was watching earlier.”

      “Pervert.”

      “Only for you. Now, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted…” Biting her lip, she surveyed him, the way his form so perfectly filled his clothing. “Oh yes, breeches. They’re tight enough to display every sinew of those powerful thighs.”

      He muttered something about objectification, but Vice only sighed and fingered the hem of his jacket, deliberately grazing his belly at a spot she wagered wasn’t far above the dark hair at the top of his legs. Every part of him tensed, twitching towards her.

      Wagered and won.

      She looked up at him, innocent. “Whoever designed this uniform is a genius.”

      “You designed it,” he growled.

      She let her grin come slowly. “Yes, I did.”

      They fell silent as a footman approached and offered drinks from a platter of sparkling wine. They declined and turned to the window as he retreated.

      Port Royal stretched down the hillside, and beyond sat the harbour, full of bobbing ships and all the bustling movement of life. The Venatrix sat there, not disguised like The Morrigan had been on her last visit here, but with her twin flags flying: Sanctuary’s purple and Haven’s black.

      Vice sighed, toying with the braid over his chest. She’d have preferred to trace the lines of his compass tattoo, naked skin to naked skin. But that would have to wait until later.

      They couldn’t leave yet, so she needed to distract herself in the meantime. “You want to know what the most important thing is that I’ve learned?”

      He eyed her sidelong, the hint of a smirk on his lips. “Is this going to be some Perry-esque wisdom, or will it make me wish she were here to give some real wisdom?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m serious. I was thinking about how we got here, how we survived everything, and I think it can be summarised quite quickly. Moral of the story: be nice to the giant octopus.”

      He snorted, adorably uncontrolled. “After everything we’ve been through, that’s your biggest lesson?”

      “You mean, it isn’t yours? Do you think we’d be here now if you hadn’t done that?”

      “Hmm.” The sound rumbled into her hand and she pressed closer so his next words would hum into her body. “Fair point.”

      In a beat of thoughtful silence, he slipped an arm around her shoulders. Maybe it was an absent-minded gesture, since they were so rarely in this kind of polite society.

      She cocked her head. “Where do you think the kraken is now? Do you think they survived the fight with the leviathan?”

      His lips pursed. “I hope so. I know they’re both considered dangerous monsters, but the world feels a little more… magical knowing they’re out there. It makes me wonder if maybe, just maybe dragons could be real.”

      She gasped and pressed a finger to his lips. “Wild Hunt, don’t say that. We’ve had enough trouble with a kraken and leviathan. Let’s not tempt fate to send dragons after us, too.”

      He scoffed and nipped at her finger. “I don’t think we need to worry.”

      They fell into another thoughtful quiet, this one longer. Knigh craned towards the window, looking for something in the gardens below.

      “There.” He pointed. “That’s the spot you disappeared into the undergrowth the last time we were here.”

      It was her turn to scoff. “I didn’t think of the fact you’d be watching me run away. You know, I really couldn’t take my eyes off you when I saw you at this window.”

      “Whereas now I’m old news?” His mask was definitely broken, because he said it with a crooked grin that wasn’t even remotely controlled.

      “Whereas now it’s far, far worse.” She tugged the front of his jacket until he faced her. “You’re everywhere I go”—she leant into him—“with these completely kissable lips”—she brushed them with her fingertip—“this ridiculous hair”—she stroked it and it sprang right back up again—“and these damn shoulders.” She gripped onto them, body flush against his, skin too hot, clothes too tight. But most of all, heart too full. “Distraction upon distraction.”

      “You know,” he murmured, “I don’t believe this is appropriate behaviour for a governor’s ball.” His hands clamped around her waist, so she couldn’t have pulled away if she’d wanted.

      She didn’t want. Not for that.

      “Do you really care?” Her words came out on a husky breath.

      He gave her a long look and pushed hair back from her neck, the whisper of his fingertips upon her sensitive skin, a delicious kind of torture. “Not a bit.”

      He kissed her. Like it was their first kiss and their last. Like she was the sea and he a creature who lived in it. Like there was no one else in the world, never mind this room.

      When he pulled away, it left her breathless, and his rakish grin made her heart stutter. “So, will you be fooling me into opening this window for you, so you can climb out and run away again?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “No more. The only windows I climb out of these days are either with you or to you.” He needed to believe this. She cupped his cheek, holding his steel-grey gaze. “No more running away.”

      His lips parted as his chest rose against hers in a deep, deep breath. He pressed into her hand like he didn’t want that touch to end. “Say that again.”

      This time, she kissed him. It was impossible not to. But she still needed to tell him, needed him to believe, so she pulled just far enough away that her nose brushed his.

      “No more running away.”

      
        
          
            
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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        Caution: Here be Spoilers!

        Read After Through Dark Storms.

      

      

      

      There we have it: the HEA I promised all those books ago. 

      

      I can’t quite believe it’s here, either. 

      

      First of all… Do you forgive me for the end of Under Black Skies now?

      

      You see what I mean about it needing to end like that, right?

      

      Vice teetering perilously close to death while Knigh followed the kraken of all beings to find her and save her was a sequence that lived in my head rent-free for a long while leading up to writing this book. I could see it so clearly—they’re the best scenes to write. 

      

      And the moot, where Knigh is suddenly there and Vice sees him and has ALL the feels, but can’t do anything… Urgh, man, YES, that was another one that played like a film in my mind and I couldn’t wait to write it. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did!

      

      Of course, being reunited wasn’t the end (as if!), and I had some evil fun cock-blocking those two for a little while. (Yes, I cackled as Aedan stopped them on their way out of sickbay.) That wasn’t a planned moment, but damn was it fun to write. 

      

      A scene I wasn’t so clear on for a while was the proposal. I knew Knigh would say let’s survive and get married, but I couldn’t quite see the scene… until I thought of the incredible photos I’ve seen of bioluminescent beaches in various places around the world, then BAM, it clicked into place. You can see some photos on my Pinterest board for the series here: https://www.pinterest.co.uk/claresager/lady-vice/ )

      

      And the end… Vice and Knigh aside (I’ll come back to them!), there were certain places I wanted to leave certain characters…

      

      Saba needed to get her workshop and small holding, right? I wonder what beauties she’ll create. Aedan… well, that might not be the last we’ve seen of him… But don’t expect to see him for a while yet. I have plans for him… 

      

      Then we have Perry. For all she’s wise, she’s always been enigmatic about her past (even to me sometimes!), and perhaps she needs to take some of her own advice. Her decision to stop hiding in piracy is her doing just that. I’m sure you’ll get to see more of her life ashore… 

      

      (Now who’s being enigmatic?! ;) )

      

      Perhaps more controversially, we have a couple of the more antagonistic characters from the series…

      

      FitzRoy and Mercia. 

      

      I’m going to come back to FitzRoy, because that man took me on a whole journey (Fitz-Bloody-Roy!).

      

      Mercia, though… I decided a long time ago that he and George needed an HEA of their own, albeit absolutely NOT one he ever would’ve chosen. 

      

      Too often MM or FF relationships in stories end in tragedy (to the extent it’s become a whole trope/cliche!). Mercia’s pursuit of George might’ve started as a way of getting to Knigh (even in my head, it did), but it became much more, and Mercy’s love of George is his most redeeming quality, IMHO. 

      

      Hopefully it will keep him on the straight and narrow (and not trying to usurp his sister’s throne) from here on out. 

      

      I mean, I plan for it to, but some characters don’t listen to me and my plans, so… 

      

      Speaking of which…

      

      Fitz-bloody-Roy.

      

      This man. 

      

      Seriously.

      

      I planned for him to be a slimy, slippery antagonistic frenemy, but… 

      

      But somewhere along the way, I fell in love with him. WTF?! 

      

      I mean, writing his banter with Knigh was always particularly fun (he does love to wind Knigh up), but somewhere in the writing of UBS, especially, I was like, “Oh, shit, this guy is… yeeeeah.” And then he got all noble (in his own snarky way) at the battle of Nassau and volunteering to spy on Mercia… And here he is, all tortured and scarred and… 

      

      Shit. I think I need to write more about him. FFS, Fitz, this wasn’t in the plan!

      

      What do you think about Fitz? Have your thoughts about him changed over the series? Drop me an email—I’d love to hear from you: clare@claresager.com 

      

      Another person who needed to be in a particular place at a particular time is someone we haven’t seen since Across Dark Seas: Kat.

      

      If you’ve read the Author Note for ADS, you’ll know that Kat is inspired by the highwaywoman local to the area where I grew up, the Wicked Lady, and that she in turn inspired the idea of Vice… So really, Kat came first. It only felt right that Vice should be reunited with her at the end and get a hint of what’s going on in her life… (Imagine the eyes emoji here!)

      

      And all my beta readers asked, so I will tell you now…

      

      Yes, Kat is getting her own series. I just got the final cover for the first book yesterday (OMG, it’s gorgeous), and I plan to release it later in 2022. Keep your eyes on my newsletter (sign up here: https://claresager.com/tdsback/) and social media to learn more and find out when it comes out. (I’m most active on Instagram, @claresager, and TikTok, @claresagerauthor.)

      

      But let’s come back to our main duo… 

      

      It’s funny looking back at Vice and Knigh in Beneath Black Sails—they’ve grown so much since then. When they first stood at that window in deLacy’s ballroom, I don’t think they or we could imagine them returning to that same spot in such different circumstances. (And it was fun dipping back into their first meeting to pull out references to write this mirror version of it.)

      

      Not going to lie, I shed a tear or two writing this scene, and a couple of others in this book. 

      

      It felt good seeing these characters taking next steps in their lives and really growing into the people they were meant to be… but it also felt like goodbye. 

      

      (And, yes, I might’ve held off writing the bonus epilogue scenes, just so I don’t have to say goodbye quite yet. If you’re already on my newsletter, you’ll find a link at the end of my emails from release day onwards, and if you’re not yet, you can get your bonuses and other goodies by signing up here: https://claresager.com/tdsback/)

      

      You see, writing this series has been a journey for me, too. I started these books back in 2019—yes, in the ‘before times’—and I finished Through Dark Storms in 2022. I’ve just realised in writing this that BBS came out on 20th April 2020, almost two years to the day before TDS (release date of 21st April 2022). So Vice and Knigh have been my constant companions though pandemic, I can’t remember how many lockdowns, working from home, and—AND leaving my day job to work for myself full-time as an author and editor/outline coach. (I still can’t quite believe that I’m getting to live that dream.)

      

      It’s been quite a journey. Maybe a little less twisty than the one they went on… there were certainly fewer sea monsters… but no less transformative. 

      

      And, really, that’s what stories are about. 

      

      Between writing UBS and TDS, I read Gail Carrigher’s Heroine’s Journey (and I highly recommend it, if you’re a writer or someone really interested in story analysis). 

      

      That book. That book.

      

      It smacked into me. Here was exactly what I’d been trying to do with Vice before I’d even realised. 

      

      Let me explain…

      

      The hero’s journey is a storytelling pattern that, essentially, is about a hero whose strength comes from being independent and often alone and whose weakness tend to come from other people (see James Bond, Jack Reacher, and the first Star Wars film). When it comes to the Big Bad, the hero has to go and face it alone (sometimes for fear of hurting or being distracted by those they love). (More info here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hero%27s_journey )

      

      The “hero” in the hero’s journey is big and tough and doesn’t need anyone else, thank you very much!

      

      Sound familiar? 

      

      With Vice, I always wanted her to have one idea of what it meant to be strong (a Jack Reacher loner, tough guy idea of strength—a lot like what’s become the cliched idea of the “strong female character”). Then over the course of the series, I wanted her to discover a different kind of strength, one that comes from working with others, valuing and accepting emotions, even the “softer” ones, and relying on those she loves rather than only protecting them.

      

      And that latter idea is the core of the heroine’s journey. 

      

      The heroine’s journey is a different storytelling pattern where strength comes from working with others, from being part of a community, and danger comes in the moments of isolation. 

      

      When I started this series, I’d never even heard of it, but the moment I read Gail Carrigher’s book, I realised… I’d been writing a heroine’s journey before I even realised that’s what I was doing!

      

      Also. I have opinions about the whole cliched idea of the “strong female character” (as I’m sure none of you will be shocked to hear!)… 

      

      I don’t know about you, but when I said I wanted “strong female characters” in the stories I consumed (on TV, film, or in the pages of books), I always meant I wanted a well-written woman who’s as complex and interesting as the male characters.

      

      Somehow what we got was a female character who acts just like the male ones, exhibiting and valuing traditionally masculine traits over feminine ones, and often denigrating characteristics that have long been coded as feminine. (Often seen as: “I’m not like the other girls”, “I hate dresses”, or “cooking/sewing/caring for people is for losers!”) 

      

      So all of that was in my head as I worked on this series and especially Vice’s arc. (Though, of course, you can see Knigh finding wholeness through friendship and community, too, and learning that emotions aren’t weakness.) 

      

      I’ll get down off my soap box now…

      

      … And jump right to a couple of quotes that appear in this book, like… an octopus to the face. 

      

      My author wifey (AKA, pirate auntie), Lasairiona McMaster sent me a meme that said “Friends come and go, like the waves of the ocean, but the true ones stay, like an octopus on your face.” And, of course, I knew it had to go in. I’m only sad it’s credited as “anon” everywhere I’ve seen, because I’d love to know who came up with that slice of kraken-adjacent delight!

      

      The other adjusted quote is the one Perry says about ships being safe at shore. The original is: A ship in harbour is safe, but that is not what ships are built for. That appeared originally in a 1928 book of popular sayings by John A Shedd, though you’ll see it attributed to various people, including Albert Einstein. 

      

      I’ve always loved the saying. It’s a good reminder when courage is needed, and I don’t know about you, but sometimes I need a bit of bravery. 

      

      Finally, I want to say the biggest and most whole-hearted thank you to you.

      

      Thank you for reading. Thank you for reviewing and sharing on social media. Thank you for emailing and messaging me saying how much you love Vice and Knigh (and Barnacle!). Thank you for the fan art, the Song of the Pirate Queen (Rae!), the viral TikTok videos, the Instagram Stories saying “OMG, the ending of UBS!” or proclaiming Vice and Knigh as your OTP.

      

      Words are powerful, but they mean nothing without anyone to read them. I have been bowled over by your response to this series and my broken characters trying to move past just surviving to living, and I am absolutely honoured that you have chosen to spend these hours letting me tell you a story about a pirate queen and her pirate hunter.

      

      Thank you. May your rum be spiced, your winds fair, and your cabin full of troublesome kittens.

      

      All the very best,

      

      Clare, April 2022

      x

      

      PS – Remember to pick up your bonus epilogue and other free goodies, etc, here: https://claresager.com/tdsback/

      PPS – Reviews help other readers decide whether to pick up a book/series and they prod the book store’s algorithms. It would be a huge help to me and other readers if you were to leave an honest review of this book on Amazon and/or Goodreads (it can be just a single sentence). Thank you! :)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET YOUR FREE VICE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
          
        

      

      A gilded cage is still a cage. Will love set her free or trap her forever?

      Half-human, half-fae, and with rebellion in her blood, Lady Avice chafes against society’s strict rules. Climbing trees, cursing, and running through the woods with young men are all strictly forbidden.

      Eloping with a man she’s fairly sure she loves must be the solution to all her problems. But her white knight quickly loses his lustre when they’re chased across the country by armed men and forced to flee in a pirate ship.

      With the wind in her hair, sea spray on her face, and magic stirring in her veins, the pirate life might be exactly the freedom she’s been longing for. But what’s freedom when her husband is still chained to tradition?

      If you love adventures with magic, romance, and heroines who discover their power, you'll love this prequel to the new adult fantasy series that’s perfect for fans of Sarah J Maas and Miranda Honfleur.

      Download your free copy of Across Dark Seas today and set sail on an epic adventure.
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            ALSO BY CLARE SAGER – SET IN THE SABREVERSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Beneath Black Sails – Fantasy pirate adventure with steamy romance. Complete series.

      Book 0 – Across Dark Seas – Free Book

      Book 1 – Beneath Black Sails

      Book 2 – Against Dark Tides

      Book 3 – Under Black Skies

      Book 4 – Through Dark Storms
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      Stolen Brides of the Fae – Eight stolen brides tales by eight different authors, full of swoon-worthy romance, heart-stopping adventure, and guaranteed happily-ever-afters! These standalone books can be read in any order.

 
      You can find them all at www.stolenbrides.com
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      The Prince & the Thief – Fantasy adventure following a heroine who cons from the rich to give to the poor, with darker themes and steamy romance.

      Book 0 – The Thief’s Gambit

      Book 1 – The Prince & the Thief – Forthcoming, join the newsletter crew to be the first to know when it’s released.
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      Clare Sager writes fantasy adventures full of action, intrigue, and romance. She lives in Nottingham, Robin Hood country, so it’s no surprise she writes about characters who don’t always play by the rules.

      

      You can find her online home at www.claresager.com or connect with her on social media at the links below or by email at clare@claresager.com.
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