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Chapter One

Portside Whispers
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The songs in port were different these days. An unnatural, discomfiting quiet had fallen over every seaside town in the Known World, filling the corners of those places that played host to sailors and pirates alike. The familiar air of jubilant celebration and reckless abandon that usually accompanied shore leave was gone, replaced by a shadow of uncertainty and fear. There were no drunken songs ringing out from packed taverns, or inebriated laughter of eager men with pretty women on their arms filling the streets. No proud captains threw lavish parties on board their docked vessels, as was once a popular custom after a successful adventure. Now, every ship sat empty and abandoned in their slips each night. And the only sound out of doors was the whistling wind, flitting through the graveyard of still masts and creaking lumber.

Something had changed. Something in the very nature of the sea that had every ship spooked, no matter where they sailed, and no matter where they docked. From veteran sailors to stowaway cabin boys, everyone who called the sea “home” could feel the shift in the winds. And so, each night, where revelry had once filled city streets and portside nightmarkets, silence fell. Every pub and tavern was full, but eerily still. Captains sat with their back to the walls nightly, and yet still they glanced over their shoulders as if waiting for something they couldn’t quite put their finger on. Drinks were ordered in whispered voices, food consumed quickly and quietly. Even nightly gambling games of dice and cards were suspended as every patron simply waited.

And then, the stories began. It was common for men of the sea to tell stories of their adventures. Even those on opposite sides of the law acknowledged a certain truce in most seaside taverns. The King’s Navy would often tip their hats to the pirates as they spun yarns of narrow escapes and stolen treasure. And the pirates, in their turn, would cheer on the reports of another ship being brought to justice, if only for the night. All knew the promise of enmity would return once they were out to sea again. But the companionship of those who made their lives at sea was, in a way, unbreakable. Each side would acknowledge a common enemy in the weather, and a common ally in the fairer tides, if only for the length of a drink or two.

But not these days, and not for quite some time. Tonight’s tales, like every other night for months now, were not about shipboard conquests or facing down storms. The sailors only spoke of the change.

“Another island went missing,” one pirate said, staring into his glass with a haunted look. “Up and disappeared, in the middle of the night.”

Behind him, the naval captain nursing his own drink leaned over in his chair to join the conversation. “Are you certain?” the captain asked, but his tone said he already knew the answer.

“Our heading was true,” the pirate confirmed. “It was an island we knew, and knew well.”

“A hidden treasure cache?”

“Aye.”

Both men drank, and had not so much as lowered their tankards again when another man spoke up. This one a grizzled, older sailor from a crew seated across the room.

“There was another one turned up in the middle of nowhere last week,” he said, and his fellows nodded in agreement. “Nothing big, mind, but definitely there. Trees and all. Only, it weren’t there when we passed by the same scrap of ocean a fortnight before. And it weren’t on any of the maps!”

There were grunts of acknowledgment all throughout the room. Everyone had seen something like that in the past weeks or months. And none of it could be readily explained. Not that they hadn’t tried. Pirates and sailors both were, by nature, a superstitious people. Anything from a foul wind to a torn sail could be blamed on some harbinger of bad luck. Scapegoats were often chosen among the crew, or sacrifices made to the gods. For nearly a year, the men and women who lived and died by the sea had tried everything they knew: crewmen had been cast off or abandoned at port in hopes of appeasing some island deity. Cleansing rituals had been performed on almost every ship that sailed, and desperate prayers were made to Farran, the god of all pirates.

If only any of it had made a difference. The winds continued to blow sour and strange. Prayers went unanswered, and seemingly no amount of sacrifices could turn the tides back in their favor.

Where once the air in port had been filled with shanties, pipe music, and the playful shriek of fiddle strings, the only songs sung now were heavy and dark. They were funeral dirges, or laments and apologies to lovers far away. They were ocean hymns, pleading to Farran, begging that he might shatter whatever illusion had been cast over the seas. Even now, the low hum of “A Dead Man’s Tune” fell over the tavern like a fog as the barkeep sang quietly to himself.

I could have been a miner

And kept these bones at home

To wake up by my lady love

And never dream to roam

But I became a sailor

And took to open seas

Now comes the day death sails my way

To bend me to my knees

“Anyone else encounter the cold yet?” asked one pirate. The answering shudder that filled the room was instantaneous, and made the very candles shake in their holders.

“It caught us in the middle of the day,” a doctor answered. “High noon, and hot as sin. At first, we were grateful for the sudden cool breeze. And then, the snow came.”

“We had ice,” said another. “Thick, unmelting ice, clinging to our hull for days.”

“It happened to us when we lost our island,” the first pirate spoke up once more, finally finishing his drink. “A freezing mist filled the air, and the very seas beneath us froze solid. By the time we could sail again, it was gone. Disappeared into the chill.”

“Some demon of ice and snow is out there,” growled one of his companions. “Something throwing off the natural order of things. Something the gods themselves can’t save us from.”

“Let’s not be rash,” said the doctor, standing and holding out his hand placatingly. “None of us have been hurt, have we? Whatever it is, it doesn’t want us.”

“That island was filled with supplies, as well as gold!” said the first pirate, standing as well and staring down the doctor. “Without those waypoints, people could starve. And besides that, how long do you think until the cold gets too deep, and burns away our skin?” He took another step forward, glaring at the other man. “Have you ever been trapped at sea in the dead of winter? Nothing but grey and fog everywhere you turn? When you’re lucky if you only lose a finger to frostbite, and not something more important?”

“I’d imagine if you had a proper medic on board, that wouldn’t be as much of a concern,” sneered the doctor. “Pity you sail under your own flag, pirate. I suppose that’s the risk you pay, living on the wrong side of the King’s law.”

In an instant, a dozen pirates were on their feet. “Living under a tyrant’s thumb, you mean?” growled the first pirate, holding off his companions with a wave of his hand. “Unlike you, we don’t need the crown’s blood to keep our coffers full.”

“No, you just spill its blood instead,” said the doctor. “Couldn’t be content with making an honest wage under a generous king, you had to be free.” A smug smile spread across the doctor’s face as he whispered, “And where has that freedom gotten you, you scurvy-ridden waste of a sailor?”

There had been tension in the air for almost a year. A year of waiting for something else to go wrong, waiting for something bigger than an island to disappear. The threat of some unknown curse hung over every pirate and naval officer like a cloud, and put each one of them on edge. Now, like a persistent wave finally collapsing a poorly-made breakwater, the emotions crested and shattered.

Everyone reached for their blades. Shouted insults were hurled across the room like harpoons, each side blaming the other for the cursed seas and the unexplained cold. Every ounce of fear bubbled to the surface, and within moments it was clear: these men meant to tear each other apart.

There was a loud bang, as the barkeep finished his work and slammed a now-clean tankard onto the counter top. All eyes turned to him, but he didn’t speak. He didn’t need to; the message was clear. Everyone slowly sat again in silence, still glaring daggers at each other but not raising their voices, or their swords, again. They returned to their drinks, honoring once more the unspoken truce between sailor and pirate.

After all, it was safer to remain here in the tavern than risk heading out to sea again. Not yet. Not while they could still milk every drop of relief from shore leave. And not until departure was absolutely, unquestionably necessary.

From her seat at a small table in the corner of the room, where she had watched the entire evening unfold, Captain Talathiel Vanduin smiled into her drink. It had been the same in every town she and her crew had visited of late. The same fears whispered among the patrons. The same stink of terror in the air. These pirates needed a miracle, a shimmer of something to hope for again. And Tala was here to offer it to them.

“It’s not only islands that are appearing and disappearing,” she said casually. Her voice was low and quiet, but heads turned her way almost at once.

“And what would you know about it, siren?” growled one of the men. “You waterborn don’t have the same relationship with the ocean we mortals do. What’s it to you if there’s strange happenings in the deep?”

Tala did not bother to stand. Every eye in the room was already trained on her. Those who might not have noticed before that one of the Daughters of Ralith sat amongst them were certainly aware of it now. She could feel people sweeping their eyes across her dark teal hair in its complicated twists and braids, its many jeweled accents catching the candlelight like stars. Tala could tell who was unnerved by the deep purple scales that ran along her nose and cheekbones, and who found themselves honored to be in the presence of one of the legendary huntresses.

She took an extra long time with the next sip of her drink before she finally answered lazily, “Ralith may have chosen us as her children, but you lot chose the sea as your home. The saltwater and brine runs just as much in your blood as it does in ours, we know that.” She let her words sink in, placating many of the sailors as she took another drink. Then, with a self-satisfied smirk, she purred, “I’ve come to offer you the plunder of a lifetime. To share in a hunt so grand, even the Daughters of Ralith couldn’t claim it on their own.”

“And I suppose it’s on some vanished island, is it?” asked one of the naval officers.

“Not an island,” Tala corrected him. “A fortress. About to appear, and be ours for the taking.”

For a moment, sailors and pirates turned and glanced at each other in confusion. A whisper spread through the common room as drinking companions and neighbors checked each-other’s stories. Finally, one of them piped up, “But we’ve heard of no fortresses gone missing.”

“And yet that gentleman,” said Tala, nodding at one of the older sailors who had spoken up earlier that evening, “mentioned coming across an island that simply appeared out of the middle of nowhere. It was not on any map, it had not disappeared. It simply ... was.”

“So then,” said the naval officer, “what kind of fortress becomes real out of nothing?”

“The kind that hides from your world,” said Tala. “The kind that exists, only not where you would easily find it. But in this realm and those beyond, you know it as Cinderstone.”

In every port, the reaction was the same. Half the room burst into laughter at the mention of what they thought was just a myth. The other half defended her, claiming the prison fortress was real, even if none of them had ever found it themselves. And then, just as someone had done in every town, the question was finally asked. This time, by the barkeep.

“And if such a place as Cinderstone did exist, how would you happen to know where it was?”

Now, finally, Tala stood. “Because I’ve seen it for myself. Hunted within its walls.” She fished a small stack of parchment from one of her inner pockets as she spoke. “There’s a bounty to be found there that would make kings weep. Not only coin and jewels, but magic itself. Trinkets of such power and curiosity that they could make simple pirate captains and crews into legends by their own right.”

There was a stirring in the room now, not only from the privateers and scoundrels among them, but from many of the King’s navy. A few of them looked briefly eager and excited, but were quickly silenced by their commanding officers. After all, no proper sailor would chase something as trivial as buried treasure. And yet ...

Tala smiled wickedly at all of them as she dropped the parchment squares on her table. “Not everyone can travel across the worlds, like we sirens can. Lucky for you lot, I know where Cinderstone will appear. Anyone prepared to storm its walls with us is entitled to anything they find. Be it rations to resupply your ships, treasure to weigh down your pockets, or something a bit more ... interesting.”

She could feel it now ... that hum of eagerness. The only thing that could puncture the pirates’ fear: the promise of a conquest that was simply too big to pass up. As an excitable chattering began to ripple through the room, Tala finished the rest of her drink and started to make her way to the bar to order one more for the road. As she shouldered past a group of particularly keen young pirates, one of them grabbed her by the elbow.

“Say we wanted to come pillage this Cinderstone Fortress,” he said, eyes wide with the mere thought of such an adventure. “How would we know how to find it?”

“Simple,” said Tala, cocking her head back toward the parchment stack laying harmlessly at her abandoned seat. “All you’d need is a good map.”

There was a mad dash for those nearest to run and claim their maps first, and Tala let them fight over the scraps of parchment as she calmly paid for her last tankard, slipping a few extra coins to the barkeep in a preemptive apology for the broken furniture. Sure enough, no less than three chairs were shattered as a small brawl broke out between sailors trying to snatch up their own maps, and pirates saying the naval officers didn’t deserve them. It wasn’t until Tala was about to slip out into the night again that the tavern finally settled again, and one of the pirates called out to her.

“But my crew were just here, two weeks back!” he said, looking at his own map. “Weren’t nothing there but open sea and a handful of scattered isles.”

“There will be,” promised Tala.

“When? How do we know when to get there?”

The whole room was silent as they waited for Tala’s answer, and she smirked coyly once more. “Listen,” she said. “Just listen. You’ll know.” And with that, she left the pirates and sailors to scrutinize the strange maps in their hands, all with their glowing fox-headed compass rose in the bottom corner. In the coming days or weeks, she knew they would revel in the realization that the maps shifted as they did. They did not only paint where Cinderstone would be, but just how to get there from wherever their ship was at the moment. Even their ink-etched

waters would shift to reflect the tides.

The pirates would also discover, she was certain, that these maps did more than simply mark a faraway location. Sometimes, when the wind was just right, whoever was nearest their scrap of parchment might be lucky enough to hear something in the distance. Or smell something unfamiliar. It might take some time, but Tala knew the clever ones among them would quickly learn: these maps could whisper stories of the world to you.

Tala quickly made her way back through the abandoned twists and turns of this latest portside town, with its empty streets and shuttered windows, and headed straight for the docks. There was only one ship that was not entirely dark and empty, and it crawled with her own pirate crew. Wordlessly, Tala gestured to the women to begin casting off as soon as she strode up the gangplank of the Hunt. They nodded and set to work at once, the whole deck springing to life as elegantly and seamlessly as the gears in a clock. As Tala slipped easily through them, stepping over ropes and dodging around moving cargo crates with practiced grace, she could feel the water beneath their hull beginning to churn in answer; the sea was as eager for them to return as The Daughters of Ralith were to be sailing again. After all, there were a dozen more villages just like this one. And Tala had many, many maps to deliver.

#
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THE SONGS HAD CHANGED again. Slowly, new stories began filtering in through the gloom and fear: stories about the treasures that awaited them at Cinderstone. The portside taverns all across the Known World suddenly found themselves playing host to strange bards from out of town, all singing of adventure and gold. They sat by the fires in seaside pubs, strumming their lutes and crooning out promises of plunder ripe for the taking. Some of the troubadours didn’t even bother sitting inside. Instead, they waited at the docks, catching pirates and sailors right as they disembarked. Sometimes earning a coin for their tales, but just as often being entirely ignored.

But their songs stuck. And soon every deck of every pirate ship was filled with tales of maps that came to life, and the beautiful sirens who had gifted them. They sang new sea shanties about scores of marauders banding together to claim a legendary prize. The tavern stories about disappearing islands and frozen seas were now told alongside whispers of a king’s ransom, just waiting to be seized by any brave enough to try.

It was not only pirates who were drawn in by the songs. Many honest sailors found themselves hanging on every word, eager to learn more. Eager to be a part of a free ship, allowed to chase whatever adventure they liked, rather than sailing the same paths day in and day out, answering to royalty’s whims. And all those sailors with thoughts of piracy in their hearts found it harder every day to ignore its call. Within only a week of the first new songs being sung, half a dozen mutinies had taken place on the high seas as captains in the King’s Navy were deposed by those men and women who wanted nothing more than to sail to Cinderstone. 

And then, though no one was quite certain when the change came, those tavern songs began to include fresh lyrics. Dates. Times down to the very day, the very moment Cinderstone would ostensibly appear in the middle of nowhere. Fleets of ships began to depart every port, sailing in earnest for the location on their maps. Soon, a small army found itself in tenuous alliance, moored in and around the series of scrappy islands that were the only land to be seen for days in any direction. Some of them camped out on the shores, building bonfires and continuing to swap tales and rumors with other crews as ships continued to arrive throughout the week. And some merely remained on their own boats, scared of leaving deck in case something should happen early.

Everyone simply waited. Not just pirate ships, but naval vessels who were newly claiming themselves as privateers. There were crews from all walks of life, with all shapes and styles of ship imaginable. There were massive galleons and small, slim clippers. There were garishly-painted figureheads depicting mermaids and gryphons, and others that were golden knights, or simply left their bows blank. Humans, dwarves, elves, gnomes ... they were all accounted for, along with some of those rarer creatures that boasted humanoid intelligence. Fur and scale and wing could be seen dotted amongst the crews here and there, and there was even one ship entirely made of those bards and players who had been spreading their songs for months now. Whether they had their own map, or they had merely followed one of the other ships, none of the pirates knew. But they let them into the community without question, and soon the players had made themselves comfortable amongst the scoundrels and freebooters and raiders.

From her position tonight in the crow’s nest aboard the Hunt, Tala could see it all. She could hear the low chatter vibrating through the hulls of neighboring ships, and the songs that echoed across the water. She could feel the sand grinding beneath the low tide on every nearby island, and knew the ocean was just as eager as its pirates. She quickly counted the ships, calculating in her head how many maps had been delivered. Finally, she pocketed her spyglass and dropped back down from the crow’s nest, swinging and sliding easily through the rigging until she reached solid planks once more.

Tala made her way belowdecks and found the Mapweaver’s door. She knocked twice, then entered without waiting for a response. The familiar room – once a navigator’s workshop, and now converted into something much more complicated – greeted her with the scent of fresh ink and thick parchment. As usual, every free space on the walls was covered with drawings and scrawled notes. A massive table filled the center of the room, its entire surface an etched map of the Known World, its roads and nations and mountains burned directly into the wooden surface. Not by pen or flame, she knew, but by a curious and occasionally unfathomable magic. And leaning over it, adding some indiscernible detail to a series of islands in the south, was the seventeen-year-old Cartomancer himself.

“The Shavid have arrived,” she said. “Just in time, too. They’ll want to see tonight’s festivities for themselves.”

Fox looked up from his work and grinned with such a self-satisfied smile that, for a moment, he looked very much like the clever creature for whom he was named. “There will be so many new stories to tell that they won’t know what to do with themselves.” He straightened, stretching his back with a groan of exhaustion and pain. “How long have I been down here this time?”

“Only a few hours,” said Tala. “But you need to eat before we start. Can’t have you running dry before tonight is finished.”

Fox grunted in acknowledgment and let himself sink into a chair, obediently devouring the plate of salted meats and hard bread that had been left for him earlier that afternoon. He closed his eyes as he ate, leaning his head back and shoving food blindly into his mouth without a single care for what it was.

Over the last year, Tala had watched Forric Foxglove grow slightly taller, and let his hair run wild until he had to pull it back so it didn’t fall in his face while he worked. She had watched as he learned entirely new magics and strange facets of his Cartomancy Blessing. In fact, Tala wouldn’t have called it “learning” at all, so much as “inventing.” While some Blessed might have mentors and generations of books and knowledge to aid and educate, Fox’s magic had always been a bit of an anomaly.

The Cartomancers of old – or Mapweavers, as they were often known – had disappeared over three hundred years ago. Hardly any records survived that had anything useful to say, and nowhere had Fox ever managed to find so much as a note on how he should go about learning to hone his own magical gifts. The Mapweavers were things of legend and myth, and when Fox’s own Blessing had come to light, no one had been quite sure how to manage it. Of course, there were the Shavid, who claimed the Mapweaver powers as a branch of their own magical family tree. They had helped where they could, along with a handful of scholars, teachers, and curiously-Blessed friends. All of them had given Fox the tools to understand how to begin. How to learn, and stretch, and unravel the mysteries of his own magic.

But mostly, there had been The Historian – Darby Whistler. The one living man tasked with recalling all of history. The man who had sacrificed his freedom a year ago, so that Fox and his companions might escape the dreaded Cinderstone Fortress. For him, Fox had pushed himself to the brink. And Tala had been by his side as he tested the very limits of his power for a year, discovering what could be done, and pushing down walls between himself and the impossible. After all, legendary Blessings were not bound by mundane things like reason and precedent. And so, Fox had learned. He had taught himself over the past year, how to do everything from map the waterways between realms to hiding whole pieces of the world so nobody else could find them.

But in these moments, when he let himself run too long without eating because he was lost in his power, or when his skin grew pale from magical exhaustion and Tala had to wrap him in a blanket and sing him to sleep despite his protests, she had to remind herself that Fox was still just a boy. And her job – the job she had tasked herself with almost since meeting him – was to protect him. Not for the first time since Fox’s plan to rescue Darby had begun to take shape, Tala wondered briefly if there was another way. Bringing something as large and dangerous as Cinderstone would be taxing on him, there was no doubt. And Darby might just as soon kill Fox for being reckless as be grateful for the escape ... But, just as quickly, Tala reminded herself that tonight was not only for Fox and Darby Whistler. Tonight was for the pirates.

Tonight was for Lai.

Almost as if Fox had heard her thoughts, his eyes snapped open once more and he swallowed his last bite of hurried supper. “Now then,” he said, pulling himself to his feet with another grunt, “all we need to finish out the tale properly is one,” he held up a single finger, “pirate goddess.” Fox grinned at Tala. “Shall we put out the call?”

For a moment, Tala listened. She reached out with her own magic into the depths of the open seas all around them, searching for any approaching ship. Like Fox could hear things and see them through his connection to the wind, so too could Tala and the Daughters of Ralith often sense things unseen by mortal eyes, so long as those things were ocean-bound.

No one else was coming. At least, no one would make it in time. Every sailor, pirate, and bard who would be gathering here tonight was already waiting outside, bathed in a dwindling sunset. This was the cast for Lai’s story – the tale that would spread through every corner of the world and let each pirate know: a new god ruled their seas.

“Tell her it’s time,” said Tala.

With an obedient nod, Fox touched a single empty space on his map, and the wood beneath his finger began to glow.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

Love Letters
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Almost at once Tala disappeared through the door and headed topside, leaving Fox alone in his workshop again. He could hear her on deck, rallying the crew in preparation for Lai’s arrival. The siren’s voice was filled with a fervor and passion that would make any listening pirate glow and cheer with pride, and for a moment Fox tried to cling to that feeling himself. But his own internal panic pushed it aside rather quickly, and soon he found himself pacing around the room, constantly checking the glowing blue smudge at the center of his table map for any sign of movement.

He had practiced for tonight, over and over again. Calling islands across the borders between realms, dragging them from one side of the world to another just by drawing them properly on a map. Fox had left nothing to chance, pushing himself absolutely to the limit of his powers and beyond for the past year. By now, ink dotted and splotched every cuff of every sleeve he owned, and his hands were constantly stained with black and blue. He regularly woke up sweating in the middle of the night, grabbing for pens and parchment that weren’t there, suddenly convinced he had forgotten something important. His focus had become, according to the women aboard the Hunt, dangerously obsessive. But he didn’t care. He was healthy enough, and besides, what did they expect? A calm and collected young man on the brink of doing the impossible? With so many things that could go wrong, no wonder Fox was tense. Nervous. Determined.

After tonight, he could let down his guard. He could breathe once more, and let himself enjoy everything from food to restful sleep to ... he swallowed, sparing another glance at the wooden map. After tonight, maybe he would finally stop pushing Lai away.

She’d understood, of course. They’d both agreed there was too much at stake to be distracted by each other’s company. After all, they each had more problems to balance than any seventeen-year-olds rightfully should. Lai had an entirely new crew to gather, and the magic of a pirate goddess to learn and harness. Not only that, but she had been spending some much-needed time with her parents, catching up on lost years and making new memories with them both. As for Fox, his year with the huntresses had been dedicated to study and research, two things that he couldn’t afford any distractions from.

And Lai was nothing but a distraction. They’d learned that the hard way during their first few months at sea, trying to steal private moments away together at each shipboard or island visit. Getting increasingly more and more frustrated at the constant interruptions of other crew members and their proper duties. Never finding the right time to share their first kiss ...

Just thinking about it made Fox’s face warm, and he turned his back to the table map, hurrying to his water basin. Quickly, he started to clean up, trying to make himself look presentable. “Have to look clean for the crew,” he lied to himself, muttering into the small, tarnished mirror. He splashed cool water hastily against his cheeks and ran his fingers through his hair, re-tying it back at his neck and tucking loose strands into place. He glanced down at his ink-stained sleeves, and grimaced. Nothing to be done about those, it would be the same on every other shirt in his small wardrobe. Instead, Fox simply rolled the sleeves up past his elbows, tucking the stained cuffs deep inside folded layers of fabric.

It had been six months since he and Lai had seen each other now. Six months of almost no direct contact. No meetings, no reports. Nothing but trails of magic left for each other in the water and wind, like effervescent love letters written in strange, impermanent ink. Every unnatural chill on the water, and every disappearing island, carried with it a silent “hello,” known only to them. All they could do, for now, was remind each other that they were out there, somewhere. Doing what needed to be done.

After one last tug on his vest in a hopeless attempt to straighten some of the wrinkles, Fox tightened his belt with its many pouches of ink and parchment rolls and turned back to the wooden table. And then, he grinned broadly, a warm triumph replacing the nerves as the small figure of a black ship began to emerge from the glowing blue. She was on her way.

Abandoning any and all pretense of calm now, Fox threw open his workshop door and raced through the ship, stumbling up the ladder to deck and emerging into a spectacular scene bathed in moonlight. Ships, dozens of them. Fleets of them. An entire forest of masts and figureheads filled the space between sea and sky, cutting the starlight into patterned shadows on their many decks, the countless ship lanterns glittering amidst them like so many fireflies. Up here, the tension in the air was palpably thick, almost drowning out Fox’s own excitement. He could smell the thrill of the hunt, and the fear still biting at many sailors who weren’t quite sure what to expect. He could hear the tuning of strings from the Shavid troubadours, and the lingering echoes of song – though whether they were sung by pirate or player, he did not know.

The wave of sensations, feelings, and emotions the wind eagerly brought to Fox’s attention were almost enough to overwhelm him – something that had not happened in quite some time, and he realized he must be more tired than he thought. Struggling for a moment to stifle the magic before it choked him, Fox closed his eyes and gripped a railing for balance. He breathed in deeply and slowly, sorting out every scent and sound as it came to him. Cataloguing them like notes in a book, finding where each one had come from. Only once he could trace the threads of windswept moments back to their original owners did he open his eyes, in control of his magic once more.

If there had been any doubt in his mind that tonight was important, his own Blessing’s response to their surroundings would have set Fox straight. He could smell the very magic in the air, and feel the vibration of the entire ocean beneath his feet, waiting for the show to begin. Even now, every pirate in their neighboring ships were beginning to get anxious, shifting to and fro on their feet like audience members eager for the curtain to rise. And, Fox reminded himself, that was all tonight was. One big act. One grand story.

“Has our leading lady been spotted yet?” asked Tala, finding Fox at the starboard side and leaning next to him. A small gnome with violently red hair trailed in her wake, and clambered up onto Fox’s other side, perching himself precariously on the polished wooden railing.

“Not yet,” said Fox, now training his gaze on the empty space of ocean out in front of the gathering masses. “But soon. She’s on her way, so it’ll be any moment now.”

The gnome, Brixel, rolled his eyes. “I still don’t understand why we had to go to all this trouble. All the complicated magic, the pageantry? Isn’t it all just a bit unnecessary?”

Fox chuckled, and briefly turned his attention to the small inventor. They had only picked up Brixel a few days ago, at their final port before sailing to this empty patch of seemingly unimportant ocean. And while Brixel had been caught up on almost everything, there hadn’t been proper time to lay out their entire year day by day. Now, Fox grinned proudly at his friend.

“I learned quite a lot from Darby Whistler and the Shavid,” he said. “And perhaps the most important thing I picked up was about the stories. The stories that need to be told, and spread to every corner of the world.” He gestured out at the small army of pirates and rascals and scoundrels, all waiting to be a part of just such a tale. “No one ever hears of the pointless skirmishes, they only hear of the battles that turned the tides of war. They don’t sing songs of everyday romances, but audiences live and die for heartbroken princesses and long lost lovers.”

“And our new queen’s story needs a proper beginning,” said Tala. “The power of any god is directly tied to the faith of their people. But nobody knows she exists yet. They still pray to Farran, or the ocean herself. They don’t know the torch has been passed, although they can all feel that something has changed. But after tonight?”

“All will know her name,” said Fox. It was more than a prediction, it was a promise. A promise he had made to Lai before they’d parted ways six months ago. A promise she had made to herself, and to the pirates on board her own ship who already believed in her, and followed her without question. “We’ve sowed fear and discomfort for a year to set this stage, and now the pirates are ready for a new flag to rally beneath.”

“So, she gets to walk out of tonight a hero and a legend,” said Brixel. “And you, with your maps and your secrets and your ancient magic, stay hidden and forgotten? Pulling the strings like a puppeteer but never taking credit for the show?”

“If all goes according to plan? Absolutely. Stories spread like living things when they’re properly told. Lai needs her story to live and breathe and thrive. But I ... I have learned the price of the wrong people learning what my magic can do. I’m content to stay in the shadows for a while longer.”

Even as he spoke, he could see Darby’s final moments before he was torn away into Cinderstone, sacrificing himself for Fox’s Blessing. And before that, back in the town of Calibas two years ago. The very magic of the city itself had tried to hunt down Fox for what he could do. Even at home in Thicca Valley, where once the deadly and vile Desloata had been drawn to Fox’s power like moths to a flame, putting everyone Fox loved in danger. Now, with Fox learning more and more about his own powers every day, the risk of something or someone else finding him grew ever stronger. The last thing he needed was to remind anyone that he was something special. Let them think everything strange and wondrous about tonight was the Pirate Goddess Lai.

Besides, he thought, the Cartomancers of old, or whatever might remain of their secrets, were also hidden away. And Fox knew from a lifetime of hunting that the clever predator did not spook their pray. No, he was perfectly fine letting this evening go by and keeping to the sidelines, cloaked in nameless obscurity.

As Brixel shook his head once more, something began to prickle at the back of Fox’s neck. A new feeling laced with an old familiar smell, drawing nearer with every heartbeat. The Daughters of Ralith could apparently feel it, too, as the Hunt briefly fell silent. Tala grabbed Fox’s shoulder, and Fox turned to look back at the empty space of dark, endless ocean. Only it wasn’t dark anymore. The faint, blue glow that shone on Fox’s own tabletop map in his workshop was shimmering from the depths, drawing every eye toward it.

“This is it,” Tala whispered.

All around them, pirates were rushing to their ship’s bows and climbing into the rigging to get a better look at whatever was coming. The glowing sea began to bubble and churn, and the air all around them was suddenly much, much colder. There was a brief panic from other pirates on neighboring vessels, shouting about the ocean demon coming to claim their souls. Cries of “Monster!” and “To arms!” rang out across the water, but were quickly stifled as the tip of a mast emerged from the waters.

The entire gathered fleet stared on in amazement as a beautiful, massive ship burst forth in an explosion of salt spray and snow. A ship that looked like something from a dream, unnatural and ethereal. A ship Fox had once known as the Laila, but that now had a new name emblazoned prominently across its side: the Frostfire. Every polished plank and wooden beam was frosted in a thin layer of glistening, silver-blue ice. A grey haze of chilled fog rose from the place where the hull met the sea, and the very sails seemed to be sewn of something more than canvas. Something sparkling and elegant, thin as gossamer but shimmering like frozen steel. The ship was opulent and strange, with carved pictures of sea monsters and pirate crews sculpted carefully into the wood, glowing from within like magical runes. A sprawling collection of stories spreading across every scrap of visible lumber, paying tribute to tales of ocean valor and treasure hunting that instilled a sense of wonder and curiosity in everyone who looked upon them.

Fox could feel it in the air. He could feel the smiles beginning to spread across pirate faces on every deck, though they did not know why. He knew they were stepping forward to get a better look, and pulling out their spyglasses to better examine this ship of ice and magic. But he did not need his Blessing to tell him so, he suddenly realized. This feeling, this atmosphere of electric awe, was magic in and of itself. It was raw, and as alive and powerful as the very ocean. Fox felt his own heart leap with joy and anticipation. He couldn’t see Lai, but he could smell her. He could feel her, the heartbeat of the ship itself, and found he couldn’t wipe the grin from his own face.

“Easy, loverboy,” said Tala quietly, and Fox cleared his throat with a watery laugh. The siren captain was right; there would be plenty of time for reunions and fond welcomes in the morning. For now, his focus had to remain absolute. In fact, the quicker they could begin, the better. He could already feel the wind tugging eagerly at his hair and clothes, desperate to be unleashed into every sail. But he gave it only the smallest leeway, whispering a greeting into a helpful scrap of breeze and sending it whistling to the new ship.    

“The stage is yours, Captain Laila.”
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Chapter Three

The Cinderstone Siege
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Lai stood at the bow of her ship, gazing out at the hoards of pirates watching. Waiting. She could feel the rhythm of every boat, the thrum of each crew pumping like blood through her own veins. And, though she’d never met them in person, she knew them. Every one had a familiar spark. She had heard their voices in the sea, singing songs of far-flung treasures and telling stories of the loved ones they’d left behind. She had felt them, their footsteps vibrating through the lumber of her own ship, their commands ringing through her rigging like distant echoes. And she had walked through their dreams, sailing invisibly alongside them as though she were a part of their crew. Their community. Their day-to-day lives aboard whatever vessel they called home.

It was because of them that she looked as she did now, bedecked in finest pirate regalia. Her long, dark hair with its often untamable waves was now thick with iridescent bubbles and multicolored pearls. They grew there on their own like barnacles, clinging stubbornly to her curls no matter what she did. So, too, did her skin often shift to fit her mood now. Dark scales of deepest sea monsters would pattern her arms like tattoos when she was angry. A shimmer of gemstone and jewels would make her glow when she was in the best of moods. And a hint of music rang from her very being with every step she took, briefly filling the air with whispers of distant sea shanties and sailing songs.

It was, she had realized over the past year, how many sailors and pirates saw the sea in their dreams. She had become, in her costume of deepest blue and shimmering silver, the embodiment of their very wishes. Just as the pirate god before her had been the representation of their anger and rage.

“Can you hear them?” a male voice asked from behind her.

She smiled as Farran – her father, the previous god of all pirates – approached and placed a hand on her shoulder.

“More than hear them,” she said. “It’s like I could be in their heads if I wanted to.”

“And what do they say?”

Lai sighed. Even now, on the brink of the most important night of her life, every moment was full of lessons and practice that Farran would not let her ignore. Learning to be a god had been no easy task over the past year, and still her body and mind were not accustomed to the grandeur of her power. Still, she had appointed both parents to be her advisors on board, and they’d risen to the challenge beautifully. And so, swallowing her slight irritation at Farran’s insistence on playing teacher just now, she closed her eyes and listened. Not to the voices of her crew, or the faraway cheers now rising from the deck of the Hunt, where the Daughters of Ralith were apparently thrilled to see her arrival. No, Lai pushed all that aside, and listened to their hearts. The dreams and wishes and hopes of all those pirates within her reach.

“They’re eager,” she said.

“And?” said Farran, his voice sounding far away, muffled behind the hundreds of voices of nameless pirates in Lai’s head.

“Some are scared,” Lai continued. “They think my ship is a bad omen. Dangerous. A demon.” She chuckled. “They think I’ll swallow them up, like the islands. Pity they don’t know that was Fox.”

For the briefest moment, a grin bubbled to her lips. Fox. She stifled it quickly before anyone could see, knowing just how much was at stake tonight. Though her heart longed to be at his side, this was not the time for childish affections and silly daydreams. They were captains and Cartomancers, not just lovestruck teenagers. No matter how often they both might wish they could be ... She cleared her throat and opened her eyes once more, looking out at the gathered ships with a fresh perspective.

“They can feel me,” she realized, finally finding words for the strange feeling underlying all the other scattered emotions. “They know I’m someone important, even the ones who are afraid.”

“They’re good pirates,” said Farran. “All good pirates trust their inner compasses. They have to; the idea of freedom and adventure is often at odds with our brains. But our hearts can feel it. And their hearts can feel you. And what you stand for.”

What Lai stood for. Tonight, she stood for justice. She stood for freedom, and adventure, and a cursed good story. She could feel the spirits and souls of every pirate now gazing in wonder at her ship, and a new sort of smile began to stretch across her face. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with Fox, or the yearning in her heart. This was a smile from deep within her very being, and it felt wild.

With one final squeeze of her shoulder, Farran stepped back, leaving the pirate queen to finally address her people.

“Hold fast, lads and lasses,” she whispered into the wind. She could barely hear herself, but her crew took notice, gripping tighter to the rails and ropes in anticipation. And, all across the world, whether they were here or elsewhere, Lai could feel a shift in the heart of every pirate at sea or ashore. They were all of them listening, though they didn’t know why, or to what. But they could hear something. They could hear her.

Sweeping the hem of her long blue coat behind her, Lai sprang up onto the railing and raced to the end of the bowsprit, her feet finding purchase as easily as though the ship itself were moving to catch her. When she finally perched on the very edge, with nothing but open ocean beneath her feet and an army of pirates before her, she could feel every spyglass aimed her way. She could smell the adventure in the air, and her feral grin widened. 

A tickle of salty breeze tugged at her hair, and she knew Fox was ready. Finally, swallowing back the last hints of nervousness and worry, she called out in a voice that was immediately carried on Fox’s helpful winds, and borne to every ear at once. “Pirate kin of the Known World!” she cried. “Mark me this night! The Age of Farran has ended, and a new pirate god sails your high seas and rules over every blackheart and freebooter. She stands before you now, ready to lead you into a glorious new era! I am Laila Arthelliad, the Firstborn. Goddess of all Pirates!” She raised her cutlass into the air, its polished edge catching the moonglow as the sea beneath them all began to bubble and glow. Not with some strange magic of Fox’s, but in answer to Lai herself. The sea was showing its support, and Lai’s heart leapt with confidence. “Sail with me!” she called out, and she could feel her own voice vibrating through the decks of every ship, and filling the sails of every mast. “Sail beneath the flag of the Pirate Queen, and I swear to protect your deepest wishes and grandest dreams!”

As if to punctuate her words, the wind picked up at her back, whipping the open sea into a frenzy. Lai could feel the map being carved into the water behind her, and sense the unnatural shift in the world as Cinderstone began to fade into existence. She seized the moment of chaos and fear that had started to trickle through the gathered ships once more, and wielded it like a blade. “Sail with me, and claim the greatest score of your luckless lives! Be part of the siege on Cinderstone Fortress, and live forever as legends among pirates!” And then, she smiled, and dropped her voice to a whisper. She could feel the desires in their hearts, and she knew her message would be heard by every true scoundrel’s soul. “There’s treasure just waiting for the brave. Treasure enough to make your wildest dreams come true. All you have to do is join me, and claim it.”

The moment hung in the air, all at once resonating and silent. Cinderstone had fully solidified into this realm and waited like a shadow in the starlight. Still and quiet, beautiful in its possibilities. Just one more plunder, ripe for the taking. But a plunder worthy of a god.

And then, with the pluck of a single Shavid lute string, the silence was broken. A wave of song and cheering and shouted hurrahs swept up every ship one by one as a cacophonous, discordant war cry rose up from the pirates. For a moment, the sheer force of their passion threatened to overwhelm Lai, and she nearly collapsed where she stood. This was what she had been training for over the past year. This night, this moment. The moment when pirates from all across the Known World would see her as their rightful goddess, and transfer their faith in her father to her. Gritting her teeth, Lai stood up even straighter and shouted alongside them, adding her own roar to the pandemonium.

She called an order to her crew, and within moments the ship began to turn, facing Cinderstone. They sailed forward with renewed vigor and the music of Shavid players echoing on the wind, with a coalition of raucous and ardent pirate ships in their wake.
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THE CINDERSTONE WARDENS were waiting for them. It seemed the stories about a gathering force of marauders and thieves had crossed the barrier between realms, and given the fortress time to prepare. Not ideal, Lai thought as she looked out at the approaching warden ships, but not insurmountable either. She cracked her knuckles with glee, the magic in her hungry for a fight.

“Fox did say to keep the guards busy,” said her first mate, seemingly appearing out of nowhere.

She glanced over at the shadowclad thief, Inava, who had been faithfully by her side for the past year. “Shall we have some fun with it, then?” she asked, and the thief grinned wickedly.

“I thought you’d never ask, Captain,” he said.

“You have the quarterdeck,” she said. “Do as you like. And, Inava?” She grabbed his elbow before he vanished once more, careful not to blink. Inava’s gift for slipping in and out of the spaces between memory and concentration was useful, but took some getting used to. Now, Lai was careful to focus all of her attention on him. She looked the pale young man directly in his eyes, and smirked mischievously. “Try and catch us something fun, won’t you?”

“Aye aye, Captain.”

With that, she let him go, and Inava immediately disappeared from both her view and her attentions. Instead, the only thing that mattered right at this very moment was the wall of angry wardens sailing right at them.

Lai rolled her neck and took a deep, calming breath, filling every part of her with saltwater and the smell of the rapidly-chilling ocean. She knew where every nearby ship was without thinking, as certain of their locations as she was of her own fingers and toes, and part of her wanted to split itself into a hundred different pieces, so she could be aboard all of them at once. And, for a moment, she fought the urge. She held herself together, focusing on the enemy ships, calculating how best to sink them and carve a way into the fortress for her pirates. She had practiced for such battles, using miniature ships carved like chess pieces and moving them around a tactics board. She had studied books and stories of famous battles in her spare time, and knew all the proper naval strategies by heart. But, she realized as she breathed in the very essence of the open sea, brimming with chaos and magic ... she had looked at them like a captain. And only like a captain.

“You have to know the rules in order to break them,” Farran had told her over and over throughout their lessons this past year. Every time she’d tried to use her magic to cheat. To win a battle she shouldn’t have been able to. Even to win a sparring match. Know the rules. Know the rules. Know the rules. Know how to be a sailor. How to be a pirate. A captain. A leader.

She could feel Farran watching her from across the deck, waiting. Smiling. And she knew, with a shiver of delicious anticipation that raced through her body and echoed through the very lumber of her ship: it was finally time to break the rules. She turned to meet her father’s gaze, and smiled back with a mischievous intention. Then, with a snap of her fingers, she vanished from the deck.

Lai reappeared, like her ship itself had done not long ago, in a burst of saltwater, bubbles, and snow. She appeared on the deck of the frontmost warden ship, and basked for a moment in the sheer panic that accompanied her sudden arrival in the sailors’ midst. It took only a moment for swords to be drawn, but Lai was quicker than them. Her own cutlass was up and ready in an instant, blocking her first assailant’s blade with ease. She looked into his eyes as they struggled, searching. Listening to his heart and soul. They pulled apart again, and Lai whirled out of the way of his second swing, briefly dodging another warden’s attack in the process. There! Flickering in the first sailor’s mind like a guttering candle, the quietest of wishes. Lai turned on her heel and vanished again, only to reappear at the warden’s back, her arm wrapped expertly around him, blade poised to slit his throat.

“Come now, Darran,” she whispered in his ear. “You’ll never meet a lovely farm girl out here. Don’t you want to leave this all behind and settle down someplace warm?”

For a moment, the warden called Darran went limp. But the moment was all Lai needed. With a hearty shove, she pushed him into one of his fellow sailors, and both went crashing to the deck.

“What did you do to them, witch?” shouted another, racing past his fallen comrades to face Lai himself.

“Careful now,” she teased, “or you’ll find out for yourself!”

With a shout, the warden swung wildly at her. He was stronger than the others, Lai could feel it. Her whole arm hummed with pain when their swords met, and it was all she could do not to squeal out loud at the sudden impact. Instead, she forced an even wider grin onto her face while her mind quickly planned a defense. She wouldn’t be able to fight this one for long ... but she could draw his attention for a moment.

Pushing back with all her might, Lai scrambled out of his way and braced herself for another slice. She held off every advance, backing further and further across the deck with each thrust and blow. Until, finally, her back was pressed against the rail.

The swordsman grinned, certain he had her beat. And then, he lunged, and Lai dodged out of the way as a massive tentacle made of ocean and seafoam erupted out of the water below, bursting into view over the side and wrapping itself around the charging warden. In an instant, it had pulled the screaming man overboard and dragged him into the depths. Lai could feel him struggling against the crushing weight of dark sea closing in around him, and dissipated the tentacle with a wave of her hand. Let the poor sailor try and swim to the nearest shore if he could; it would be crawling with Shavid, just waiting to take survivors hostage.

And just like that, there was no more time to dwell on the cast-off warden, as three more came rushing at her. No, four, she realized almost too late as she barely dodged the man in her blind spot. Too many to charm all at once, and far too many to try that trick with again. She spun around, trying to keep an eye and ear on all of them, feeling each of their footsteps on the deck ringing through her like the reverberating clang of a ship’s bell. She could sense each time they lunged, and feel the shift in their weight back and forth as they tried to surround her.

In a normal training exercise, Lai would have simply fought her way out. And she might have made it clear of the danger all in one piece. But tonight was not a time for “might” or “maybe.” With a wink and an impish smile, Lai ducked to one knee and slammed her sword into the deck. In an instant, the entire ship bucked wildly as a sudden and impossible swell tossed every sailor off their balance. Lai alone was left unfazed, standing and pulling her blade free again. She raced past the fallen wardens trying to pull themselves back up, and leapt into the rigging just as another wave hit. This time, a handful of sailors fell overboard all on their own, as the ship listed dangerously to starboard, and Lai held fast to her grip on the ratlines.

Lai could feel the ocean, ready to devour every soul who fell overboard. It was eager, and hungry, feeding off of Lai’s own desires to keep her pirates safe and end this night in their favor. For a moment, Lai was tempted to let it drag them down into the icy darkness and fill their lungs with brine. She could hear the ocean’s voice in her heart and mind, singing how very easy it would be to sink this whole ship. To drown everyone who dared
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