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To August,


Mommy finally wrote you a pirate story.
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The creaky door of the Banished Gentlemen tavern swung wide as a young man with a cutlass strapped to his side sauntered in with his fists raised in triumph. He hadn’t bothered to lace the front strings of his shirt, showing the curls of his tattoo underneath. Golden waves for the ocean he loved so dearly.

He practically sang as he declared loudly enough for the room to hear, “He’s dead! Finally.”

From my seat in the back, I cursed. Further news of death was not welcome here. This week had brought enough of that.

Whosever death this was, Arn danced in the face of it. He paused to shake a few hands and tip his head in greeting. To a few he even bowed. Bowed. As if he’d waltzed into a fancy establishment among fine nobles instead of a seaside tavern with the smell of fish and saltwater filling the stale morning air.

Pirates. Always so dramatic.

As if he could read my thoughts, Arn threw his head back and bellowed, “It’s a great day, indeed.” His voice reached the dusty rafters above and settled over the tavern like a promise—a vow that today would be the start of something wonderful.

To reinforce his point, he raised an imaginary tankard, then scanned the heads of our few customers.

With a strained smile I raised my hand in greeting.

Arn sighted me.

He bounded across the floor and pulled out the seat opposite from mine. “Emme, did you hear? He’s dead.” Though less than a meter away, his slurred voice paid no regard to volume as he spread out his arms and grinned.

“There you are. My closest friend and the fairest maiden in all the land. The wise, the majestic Emme. Truly, there is no one like you across all the seas.”

From behind the bar, Bart and I exchanged glances.

Had I not confessed yesterday how I longed for my friend’s ship to come into port? And now the Fates, who had been cruel this week, sent him the very next morning. Drunk.

In the rare times Arn chose to get soused, trouble always followed—and when trouble came after him, it often brought difficulty to me. “Arn, I’m not helping you hide the body this time. That turned into a huge mess.”

He wagged his head. “I’d always hide the body for you.” When my brow raised, he laughed. “No need, I didn’t kill him this time. The old pirate is dead of his own accord.” Arn crossed his fingers and twirled them in the air as a promise. He removed his pistol belt and laid it on the table, then leaned forward and whispered, “It’s old Barnacles.”

“Bernabe De?”

Arn hushed me and motioned to lower my voice but nodded. He had some nerve to hush me after his grand entrance. They could probably hear him from the docks.

Wild glee frolicked in Arn’s eyes. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

He’d never looked so disappointed in me as when I shook my head. He leaned forward even more. “The treasure?” He slapped the table, and my plate clattered. “This is it, Emme. This money will get you out of here.”

When my eagerness didn’t follow, Arn slumped against his chair, crossed his arms, and looked at me. “What?”

Over our four years of friendship, Arn had rambled about so many treasures that I’d lost count. For all his talk, he’d never acquired a decent loot—most of his wealth came from plundering small merchant vessels, then bringing the silk or spices back to this cloudy seaside town to trade. I expected this trip to end no differently than his others. “Remember a few years ago when you went after Winfred Varlow’s hoard and you got so lost that you couldn’t find your way out of those seas for weeks? Or the next year when you sought the perfumes from the ship that went down on the cliffs, and you wrecked your own vessel? Or four months ago when you chased the ruby ship and got struck by the poisonous sea creature? You and your whole crew almost died.”

His grin widened with each recount, and he leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. “Where’s your sense of adventure? All a part of the pirate life. Besides, I have a better feeling about this one. My plan is failsafe.”

“Almost died, Arn.”

Before I could challenge Arn further, a voice as deep as the ocean rumbled over us, and Bart lumbered up to the table, floorboards creaking under his weight. He had wide shoulders made more intimidating by the grand size of his arms but eyes so kind that it was impossible to fear him. Those eyes locked on me, and I silently begged him. Please don’t say anything. I’m not ready.

He nodded, ever so slightly, and I loved him for it. Bart was the closest thing I had to a father since mine died, and he’d given me a home here at the tavern along with a job. There weren’t many things I loved about this town with the smell of fish stained into the air and the questionable folks coming in off the seas—even the king of Julinbor seemed to have forgotten about us here—but Bart made it bearable.

He dried his large hands on a rag. “Arn, haven’t seen you in a few months. Recovered from that poison yet?”

I smirked, but Arn ignored me. “Quite recovered, thank you.”

Bart peered closer. “What’s this? You’ve got nine . . . ten hairs on that little chin of yours. Why, ten’s nothing to laugh at.”

I suppressed a snort.

Arn huffed. His honey-colored hair on his head grew in thick little waves, and he had handsome almond-shaped blue eyes and a strong, square jaw, but at almost twenty-two, Arn’s skin was as smooth as the sails on his ship, and he feared he’d never grow a proper beard. “It’s a sign that I can be trusted. Honest men don’t hide their faces behind beards.” He stroked his skin. “People trust me because of this face.”

Bart nodded knowingly, but the humor in his eyes lingered. “And what’s these plans I hear about? Still trying to take my Emme out to sea? I’m surprised you haven’t kidnapped her by now.”

“She might kill me if I tried that.” His wary eyes found mine, and I bared my teeth. Then I grinned, and he grinned back before glancing over his shoulder to the other tables where the fishermen weren’t giving us any attention. His low voice dripped in anticipation and adventure as he told us, “It’s Bernabe De’s treasure, but don’t go telling nobody. And yes, I’m hoping Emme joins my crew for this one. She’d make a fine pirate if she got over her peculiar distaste for the water.”

Many seafarers who sailed through trusted Bart with their stories, so if there was anything to know about the treasure, he’d hear it first. From our seaside town at the southern tip of Julinbor, we saw many pirates stumble through our doors with tales of the beautiful mermaids of the north or fabled items claiming to hold powerful magic within them, and they shared such tales with us as their blood turned to alcohol. We’d make a game of guessing who told the truth and who didn’t.

At this story, Bart’s mouth tipped open before he snapped it shut. “I won’t say a word, but that bit of gossip has already graced my ears. In fact, I heard it’s guarded by his ghost.”

When my eyes widened, Arn chuckled. “Ghost. As if. Say, could you get me some grog?” Bart was never one to deny a man his grog, no matter the hour, so he turned for the bar.

“Water,” I called after Bart. “He doesn’t need grog, he needs water. Really Arn, you’re swaying.”

For a man who usually avoided the bottle, he chose the worst week to show up drunk. I couldn’t tell him like this. At least the rum prohibited him from sensing that I hid anything, and my ugly secret could remain hidden until I found the courage to share it with him. I might need rum of my own to accomplish such a thing.

Bart returned and set a glass of water in front of Arn, who refrained from complaining. He raised the glass to me. “My lady.” Then he gulped.

A nod of approval came from Bart. “There’s a good lad. Word of advice? Watch your step going after this dead pirate’s treasure. It’s a far cry from the easy robbing of merchant ships.”

Arn spat out the water. “Easy? Easy? I’ll have you know, it takes years of experience to pull off robbing merchant vessels.”

“Just be careful, lad.”

As Bart left, I threw a rag to Arn and pointed to the table he’d just spat all over. He diligently wiped as I looked after Bart. With a voice as low as the bottom of the sea I asked, “Do you think there’s a ghost? Why, you’d never get the treasure then.”

Arn set the rag down with a sly smile. “Don’t let this influence your decision, but here’s the thing . . . there’s a ghost.”

I stood up. “No. No. I’m not going,” I said. “Do you know what you’re getting yourself into?”

He looked happy that I asked and pulled his chair over next to mine, grabbing my hand to tug me back into my seat. I tore my hand from his grasp as he spoke. “We all know that old Barnacles scored quite the loot after taking down that merchant vessel in the Borrinswail Strait. Then he found those caves and scored big on gems.”

I nodded as I recalled. Arn thought this man had more wealth than any other pirate alive. “He was obsessed with his wealth—never spent a penny of those loots.”

Arn snapped his fingers. “That’s right. Well, he became consumed with the idea that people were coming to take it from him.” I raised my brow, and a devilish gleam entered Arn’s blue eyes. “He may have been right. But it drove him mad. So, he went to the Island of Iilak and vowed to protect it forever. That wish was granted. He gave up his mortality to become a ghost so he could guard his treasure until the end of time. Quite the dramatic fellow, really. Sent his whole crew home on meager rowboats and wrecked his beautiful ship. Now his treasure sits on an island with hardly anything to protect it.”

“Besides a ghost, you mean.”

He waved his hand, almost knocking over his glass. “Yes. Besides that. So, what do you say? Will you come to the Island of Iilak with me?”

An unease stirred within me at the familiarity of that name. I’d heard it this week, though not from Arn’s lips. It took a moment to place where, and once I did, I sucked in my breath. “What is the island called?”

“Iilak.”

That was undeniably the same place. In our extensive search for what could keep me alive beyond eighteen, that island had come up. It was rumored to hold something that could cure any illness, though the island itself was hardly more than rumors. Bart and I cast the idea aside as an impossible mission, for I had no ship to get me there and no account that what I sought existed besides rum-stained scribbles in the back of a book.

But no other answer came.

Perhaps the Fates weren’t as cruel as I thought them to be. And perhaps I needn’t tell Arn my troublesome news after all. The Elmber Nut could make all my problems vanish if I got to it in time. Six months, maybe a year. That’s all I had.

The hope of that rare nut and the safety it offered me was worth joining with pirates—just this once.

I rested my head in my hands as for the first time I debated venturing out with Arn on one of his far-fetched quests; however, he’d need to prepare for this trip with more diligence than usual before I felt comfortable about the decision. He’d often been like this—giddy with glee and ready to chase after a ghost on a distant island that was near impossible to reach.

But it wasn’t often that he took my hand and begged me.

“Please, come with me. You keep me sane, and I need your practicality on board. And I happen to know that you need the money. The amount of silver we can get from pawning his treasures will allow you to buy back your childhood home in the valleys.”

Arn knew me too well. When my father died, I couldn’t afford to keep my childhood home running, though the memories of that place stayed with me like an anchor that tethered me to those hills. Those days in the sun, far from the smell of the ocean, tending our flock, few worries on our mind—those were happy times. After the events of this week, I’d given up ever getting back there.

Arn leaned closer. “You can buy back your sheep.”

A smile threatened to crack my cheeks, breaking my reserves.

“Baaaaa.” Arn’s mimic drew a laugh from me. The bliss sounded foreign upon my lips, as the news of this week provided little opportunity for laughter, but Arn’s smile was so big that it was difficult to resist.

This was usually when I said no. I’d allow Arn to tell me about his mission, get excited with him, offer some practical advice, then remind him that I preferred the land. But things were different now. I sighed. “Have you made plans?”

His head rose and eyes perked up. “I’ve mapped out the route we’ll take. My exact plans are on the Royal Rose. Come aboard my ship to inspect them and decide for yourself.” He gestured out the door to the pier.

The idea of going to his boat on the moving water was enough to make me scrunch my nose, but he grabbed my hands. “Please, Emme. I know how skilled you are with the blade, and your knowledge of the sea is unsurpassed. I need you.”

I sighed again. I did know an unfortunate amount about the sea, thanks to my mother.

“I will look at these plans,” I said. Arn’s jaw dropped, and he bounced in his seat. “But you need to wash out your mouth before breathing that close to me ever again.” I pulled my hands from his and pushed his face away. Delight radiated through his expression, and I tried to smile back.

“You mean it?” His eyes searched mine, and I nodded.

“Yes.”

Arn knocked over the chair as he hopped up and shouted, “She said yes!” That earned loud cheers from the fishermen who knew me well. Arn bowed again on his way back out the tavern, tripping several times while I followed behind.

As I passed Bart, I whispered, “It’s on the Island of Iilak.”

It only took a few moments for his brown eyes to widen. “The Elmber Nut.”

I nodded. “It may be my only chance to survive past the winter.”

The sadness remained in his eyes, but no argument came. No reminder that this nut might not exist. No reminder that the seas were a dangerous place. He did duck his head and whisper into my ear, “Listen, there’s something about this island you need to know. The rumor of the ghost? I’ve heard it’s a lie set up by the old pirate to lure the sailors who sought his treasure to the island where he can kill them. A ghost is one thing, but you might sail to a very dangerous and very much alive man.”

All thoughts of my own troubles vanished, and my knees quivered beneath me as unwelcome thoughts of Arn slaughtered on the island came to mind.

This time, he might be in over his head.

“I’ve got to warn him.”

Bart shook his head, glancing to Arn, who stumbled through the doorway. “I doubt he’d listen to you in the state he’s in or remember it when the alcohol is drained from his blood. Besides, you know how rumors are—never know who’s telling you the truth. But it’s something to be wary of. You keep a mind on it and tell Arn when he’s sobered up.” He twisted his hands together and looked toward the docks.

My feet were as heavy as lead and my legs reluctant to move toward the wild, unpredictable ocean. Questions swam through my mind, but only one stumbled out.

“Do I have a choice in going?”

Bart’s expression softened as he looked at me. “I would bear this burden for you if I could, but if you hope to be healed from this disease in your blood, it must be you who goes. You’d be dead before I returned to our port.” His giant hand stroked my cheek. “And I fear Arn may be your only chance to get there, little one. But I worry for what awaits you on that island.”
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By Valian’s Crown, she actually came with me. I thought she’d laugh in my face and tell me to leave. But instead Emme followed to load the Royal Rose from the wharf. I treaded lightly and kept my mouth shut against saying anything to make her turn back to the safety of the old tavern. I’d only convinced her to board my vessel a few times, and only once did I take her for a jaunt around the port. But never on a voyage.

It must have been my devilish good looks that finally swayed her. I knew one day she wouldn’t be able to resist.

Her face pinched as the deck swayed beneath us. Her dislike was ironic, considering who her mother was. The daughters of pirates were usually anchored to the sea, but not Emme.

“You’ll get used to the movement,” I promised, but it did nothing to remove the unease from her eyes.

She looked older than when I saw her last. When I’d met Emme, she was a girl of fifteen, made from nothing but blood and bone. But that was years ago. This lass before me was a woman with meat on her arms and a face more filled out, so her cheeks dimpled when she smiled. She kept her long, dark hair braided through a scarlet ribbon embroidered with an octopus at the end—a token from her father, as she’d once confessed to me. An octopus ribbon for his daughter who had squirmed as much as an octopus as a baby. She never forgot to wear it, and I tried to be at Kaffer Port each year on the anniversary of his death because of how hard that day was for her. Sometimes she didn’t see me at the tavern, but I always stopped by to ask Bart how she fared.

Emme would be displeased to know how often I asked after her.

The sun climbed higher over the ocean, and I squinted into the harsh light. The water was beginning to help, but my head still felt thick. A fierce headache would soon be upon me. The copper rim of my flask met my lips to prolong the avoidance of the sting of sobriety, reminding me why I so often avoided getting soused. I stumbled on the quiet deck where only my first mate, Ontario, picked through old knots. The other few men were either still resting or off to find something to entertain themselves for the morning and stretch their sea legs. We had a long journey ahead of us, and our time on land would be limited.

Ontario walked with a steady certainty that a drunk man should not possess, and I narrowed my eyes. I’d almost fallen off the slipway, but my first mate pulled on the riggings and moved the wash bucket with ease. He had a better head for rum than I did, or he hadn’t drunk as much as I’d thought.

We’d landed at Kaffer Port last night but waited to disembark until morning came and Emme would be awake. We’d gotten news of old Barnacles’ death two days ago and sailed straight here, so we’d had little time to celebrate. I’d been waiting for this day.

This trip was crucial for more reasons than I cared to admit to Emme. She’d never consider going with me if she knew the whole truth, so from here on out I must be diligent in keeping the rum out so the secret stayed in.

Ontario waved a hand to us, his skin the same olive tone as the young woman beside me. Sleeves the color of frothing waves were rolled carelessly at his elbows, allowing the purple scar traced down his forearm to be seen. He covered his other arm with tattoos, but that scar he liked to show off. He’d concocted many wild stories of how he got it to tell the women on land. Emme knew the real tale, which was far less grand than he liked. “Morning, Emme.” He leaned heavily on his northern accent, the only sign he showed of rum in his belly. “I can’t believe you came. I thought you’d send him back to the ship with a few choice words.” He made a drinking motion.

She laughed, but both her hands stayed tight on the taffrail, and her knuckles were white. Her eyes continuously glanced back to the land. As Ontario came closer, she hid her discomfort behind a smile. “I heard you were in on the drinking antics.”

He shrugged. “What can I say? Even a reputable fellow like myself enjoys the occasional drink.”

“So what will you spend your money on, if you get this treasure?” Emme asked him. “Drinks?”

His brown eyes widened slightly and flickered to me. With as much stealth as I could muster, I shook my head. Keep your mouth shut, mate.

He recovered quickly and coughed. “Haven’t given much thought to it yet.”

I grimaced. Not a good enough answer. Anyone else might be content, but this was Emme. Her head tilted to the side. “You haven’t thought about it? I would have guessed you pirates dreamed of little else.”

From under his thick eyelashes, he glanced to me again. I’d asked him to keep quiet about this certain topic without anticipating her asking such questions. I stepped in. “My men think about more than just money, you know. We are one of the only crews that have books for studying on board. These are educated men.” I pretended to be offended.

Ontario pasted a grin to his face and nodded. “Love me some arithmetic.”

From the corner of her eyes, Emme watched me. I shrugged. She swiveled her head to scan the boat, as if answers might lie there. The Royal Rose had been cleaned since she last came on board, a fact that I took particular pride in. No other pirates could boast a ship as clean as mine. The golden railing leading from the main deck up to the helm shone in the sunlight, as did the caps on the tips of the wheel and the knob from the cabin below. The square window was polished, letting us see into the room where the bookshelves and narrow table stood, free of dust and droplets of rum. Across the deck, the two main masts stood tall with sails as white as the clouds and ropes meticulously examined for fraying.

It was a decent ship. Frame built with fine mahogany wood, planked with polished cedar. Small enough to fly across the waves.

The man I’d taken it from was no doubt still missing it.

Emme’s keen eye took in all these details, until at last she crossed her arms. “Where are these grand plans?”

Relief flooded my chest, and I resisted exhaling as if I’d been holding my breath, which I had. “Right this way.”

As she passed him, Ontario darted me a glance, but I moved on.

The plans hid in a box under my bed. It’d taken me two long days to write them out, but years to plan this in my mind. From what I’d heard, I had guessed it’d be years before Bernabe De kicked the bucket and never envisioned he’d plant the treasure on an island first. It was almost too easy.

Emme kept close as I opened the hatch and led her down into the cabins. Her sweet smell of wildflowers and vanilla hit my nose, two scents not usually encountered on my ship. For a moment, guilt pricked me, but I shoved it away. I was doing this for her too. This wasn’t selfish.

She’d forgive me for this.

The cabins where the crew slept were nothing more than two small rooms with twenty bunks lining the walls, eight on one side, eight on the other, and four against the back wall. My cabin was adjacent to theirs, with one bunk and a table and a few drawers. The doors to the crew’s rooms were open, and Emme stopped in the first doorway.

“It looks cleaner since last time, if that’s possible.”

I tried to shut the door, but she stepped in the way. “Where are all the things?”

“Like you said.” I twirled my fingers. “Clean.”

She tapped her foot. “No, when they are clean, the bags get placed on their beds. There’s only . . . six beds with bags. What’s the other room look like?” She twisted and pushed open the other door before I could stop her.

“And six occupied beds in here. The rest are filled with supplies, not belongings. You only have twelve men on crew with you?”

Blimey. I didn’t feel drunk anymore. My mind sobered up quickly as it scrambled to respond. “Thirteen, actually. A few of the lads have found honest work in Julinbor, but we manage without them. There’s more room for storage, though,” I added.

She spun on her heels. All discomfort of being on a boat disappeared as accusation filled her eyes. “Arn Mangelo, where is your crew?”

She was too smart for me. It was what attracted me to her. Usually I was smart, too, but right now I couldn’t remember much more than my own name. She waited for a reply, and my mind clambered for something decent to give her. With an airy voice I said, “Money is tight currently, so we are managing with a smaller crew. Turns out we don’t need as many men as I thought to make this ship float.”

I smiled and leaned against the doorframe as her gaze swept over the cabin again before it fixed on me. In an action I hadn’t predicted, she turned away from the empty cabin without further question. “Show me your plans.”

Her voice sounded more serious now, as if she understood better how much I needed this. I gestured toward my cabin and followed her inside, where her bright yellow dress was the only color in the room. Everything else was a washed-out hue of red or gray or gold—the colors of the captain from whom I acquired this vessel. The opposite from the saturated blues that the king of Julinbor sailed under. That part pleased me.

I had little love for the king I used to work for.

She viewed the land outside the small porthole while I fetched the plans from inside a cherrywood box with metal brackets holding it together. A fake gem sat on the latch, but I kept it clean, so it shone like a real one. I flipped it upward and opened the box. My crisp papers sat inside. Emme kept a hand on the wall for as long as she could while she took a few shaky steps toward the table where I laid out the plans.

“This is the map of the path we must take.” I slid the curled parchment, where I’d drawn out the islands we’d have to stop at on our journey for supplies, toward her.

She lifted it and studied the map while twisting the end of her braid in her fingers. The sunlight from behind her glittered off her hair, and my breath caught in my throat. I wasn’t used to such beauty being on board. Again I was struck by how much she’d changed over the past few months; gone was the girl who stared at the ground as she talked and stumbled over her words. I wiped my awed expression from my face before she looked up. “Are you certain this is the path to the island? I’ve heard rumors of the Island of Iilak, and I thought no one knew the way.”

I stepped in to look over her shoulder. She shifted slightly away. The smell of wildflowers filled my nose again. “It’s a tricky path, but it’s not impossible. See these islands here? They move. So the exact path will have to be adjusted to account for those. And this island here”—I pointed to a large mass of land in the middle—“sometimes appears and sometimes doesn’t. No one knows why. The waters are dangerous here and . . . here, and the Never-Ending Land can be tricky, but I’ve heard of a channel through . . . here. It’s small and hard to find, but I spoke to a man who crossed it once. That’s the only way to get to the island. Not many know about this little channel; it’s a well-kept secret. Ontario is the only one of my crew to know.”

She was quiet as she studied it. “And why do we have to stop here?” She pointed to an island shaped like a hand. “It’ll be quicker to avoid the island and all the unpleasantries of that place.”

I agreed that I wouldn’t stop there unless necessary, but we didn’t have a choice this time. “A weapon lies there, one riddled with magical properties that can best a ghost. It’s not the only magical token we can use—this map indicates where a few others are located—but this one is the most practical and closest to our route.” My fingers drummed against the paper.

“That one’s closer.” She pointed to a scratched-out mark.

I frowned. “Aye, but I don’t care for the man who owns it. Hence, it’s scratched out. But the woman who possesses this one”—I pointed her attention back to the circled dot—“is a reasonable trading woman.”

“And what will you trade?” Emme asked, but I knew that question was coming. I reached under my bunk and pulled out a different box. This one was long and thin with silver embellishments on the tips. When I opened it, she gasped.

“Your old naval outfit?”

I looked at her face instead of the blue jacket, gold buttons, and high collar of my former self. I’d worn this outfit when I was sixteen and enlisted in the king’s navy. I wore it up until the day that I cast it aside for the pirate life. Emme didn’t know the full story behind that, but she knew how my lip twisted at the mention of my time on the king’s ship.

The first time she’d met me, I was in the king’s navy. I doubt she would have spoken to me had I appeared as a pirate. I’d seen the way rapscallions vied for her attention and how she rolled her eyes at them, but when I walked into the Banished Gentlemen as a younger lad with my crisp suit and polite manners, she allowed me to befriend her. Never more than friends, but I didn’t take the relationship lightly.

Even when I disowned the king’s navy and swore a pirate’s oath, she allowed the friendship to continue with hardly a question about it.

I closed the box. “It’s worth nothing to some people but a lot to others. This trading woman happens to desire something like this. It’s a valuable thing to masquerade as one of the king’s men.”

Her eyes studied mine for a while, but I shielded my emotions from her.

She glanced to the plans. “Do you truly think you can get that treasure?”

I gently placed the box back under the bed. “Aye. I know I can. And I know the money will be enough to buy you back that home and the sheep.” She smiled, but it pained me to think of her so far away from the water where I could see her. She turned to look out the porthole again, where we could see the side of the Banished Gentlemen sitting near the pier.

I stepped behind her. “I won’t let you get hurt,” I promised.

She snorted. “I can protect myself. That’s not what I’m worried about.” I waited, but she didn’t say more.

“If we don’t get the treasure,” I said, “I will rob a merchant’s ship and give it all to you, even the crew’s portions.”

She turned around and took a step back when she saw how close we were. I tried not to be bothered by it, but I subtly smelled myself. The sharp smell coming from my jacket was nothing like wildflowers.

“You really need this, don’t you?”

I raised my hands before letting them fall to my sides. “I do.”

She cursed lightly as she returned to the table and leaned over the maps. She surely didn’t understand how desperately I needed this, how my life was on the line if I didn’t get it, but I’d told her enough. Over the years of me asking her to join my crew, this was as close as she’d ever gotten to saying yes. My breath hung in my throat while I waited. Emme sucked in her cheeks, then answered through a puff of air. “Okay, fine. I’ll do it. I’ll go with you.”

My heart leapt inside me, and I resisted the urge to pick her up and spin her around. That’d be a sure way to get her to change her mind. Instead I leaned over the table to hide the foolish grin on my face that threatened to give away too much of my enthusiasm.

When I raised my head, her lips were bent into a deep frown, and her eyes pointed to the land outside the porthole. Her voice vibrated with uncertainty. “Where’s the first stop?”

Maybe she’d change her mind now. I closed my eyes as I answered. “Arwa Isles.”

I peeked through my lashes. Her face remained unchanged. Perhaps she didn’t know. I peeked through my lashes. “We need one more companion before setting off. From what I hear, he’s educated about the seas, a strong fighter, a skilled sailor . . . and you get along nicely.”

Her face turned white. She knew now. “Emric.”

“Yes. I think we need your brother.”

She cursed again, more vividly this time, but didn’t argue. Emme’s relationship with her brother was unusual. There was much love between them, but many differences. Due to their unique ways of life, they hadn’t seen each other in ages. Emme had grown up in that time. But while Emme knew a lot about the ocean, Emric lived on it. His expertise would be valuable. And I knew how much Emme missed her older brother.

More than that, from what Emme told me in the past, Emric needed the money too. It wouldn’t take much to convince him to join us.

Emme put the papers back in the box with surprising calmness. “I better pack my bags.”

“Bring something other than dresses,” I told her, then flushed as she jerked her head up and glared at me. “It’s not practical for a pirate ship. You could snare the skirt on the riggings.”

Her lips pulled tight. “I’m not a pirate. I’ll wear what I please.”

I waited until she’d climbed the ladder to follow behind, standing on the deck with Ontario as she descended the slipway. She took a deep breath as soon as she hit the pier.

“Did you tell her?” Ontario asked.

My head shook. “No.”

He gave me a sad look, but I turned away. “Don’t ever look at me like that, Ontario. She needs this too. That money will save us both.”
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The small waves met the sandy shore and lapped against the planks of the pier, each sound warning me. Beware of the bitter waters. Beware of the seas where your mother drowned. Beware of the pirate life.

I’d diligently heeded their warnings my whole life. I’d not taken up my mother’s legacy or set sail with Arn. I’d kept to the safety of the land and the certainty of hard ground beneath my feet. I’d not answered the call to the water.

But the luxury of land was no longer mine to claim, and the certainty I’d always clung to began to slip through my fingers. Now, because life was cruel, the nut that could save me grew on an island almost impossible to reach, forcing me onto a ship and across treacherous waters in a desperate search.

So, to the water I go.

And, if there was a twinge of excitement that stirred within me as I looked over Arn’s plans, or a moment of anticipation at the thought of setting sail, I chose to ignore it, for that thinking could only bring devastation. The high seas could only bring ruin.

Beware.

I wasn’t a pirate. I wasn’t my mother.

My mother had been one of the fiercest pirates to sail the high seas, either feared or loved by all who knew her. She left me and Emric in our father’s care while she made her fortune, hardly returning to her small family on the sheep farm.

Until one day, she didn’t return at all.

None could say for certain which sea held my mother’s body now, but my father grew further troubled with each passing day, and he never recovered from that stress. Eventually he died, sending my older brother and me to Kaffer Port to work alongside the man who grew up with Mother. Our days tending sheep under the hot sun were replaced by foggy air and salt in all the food. Emric remained by my side for two years, but his heart longed for adventures bigger than the tavern, so I let him leave with the next sailor who came through. He wrote several times a year, but I’d only seen him twice since.

Emric was like Mother—he always had been. Wild and ambitious. His free spirit couldn’t be contained, just like the mass of brown curls on his head.

Remembering how Arn had praised him made my stomach turn. Of course he would think Emric was a more valuable shipmate than me; I was probably little more than a token to convince Emric to sail with us.

I loved Emric, but he loved the sea, and I didn’t.

The smell reminded me of Mother and of sorrow, and the salt burned my eyes. The sea was a place where people went to get lost, not where people made an honest life. I’d lost enough people to the sea. I refused to lose myself.

Arn might be the only one who could convince me to get on a boat. But I saw how much he needed it, and I needed this too. More, in fact. I had more to lose than he did.

I started packing.

It didn’t take long to gather my things. My room above the tavern wasn’t much more than a few blankets on a straw bed and a trunk for my meager belongings. All my letters from Emric were inside, as well as the few I’d exchanged with Arn. I had one pair of shoes and three linen dresses in addition to the one I had on now. I wrapped them up in my blanket and tied the edges together.

That was it. My entire life packed up in a faded wool blanket.

My hand caught on the splintered doorframe. It wasn’t too late to stay here. I’d be safe, I’d be happy, and I’d be on dry land.

But I’d be dead within a year.

When I thought of it like that, it was easy to forget the moving ocean and the high waves in storms and the endless smell of fish filling my lungs and the sunburnt skin and tiring work on deck.

One year.

Or the chance at having a lifetime.

My foot pulled the door closed behind me, and I didn’t look back. Bart waited downstairs with a sack in hand and somber look on his face. “Provisions for the trip,” he said as he set it down with a thud on the table. The tavern was empty now that all the fishermen had gone out to sea. Soon I’d be out with them, but while they returned in the evening, I wouldn’t see another port for a long time.

His arms wrapped around me like a wall of safety, and I pressed my hands against his sturdy back. “I love you,” I whispered. When I pulled away, tears glittered in his dark eyes.

“I love you too.” He cleared his throat. “Be safe. The ocean is a dangerous place. The storms, the pirates, the sea creatures, the unpredictability of King Valian . . .” His voice trailed off, and he touched my cheek. “It’s a treacherous world on the high seas. And who knows what stirs on that island.”

My hand clutched his. “I’ll be careful. And I don’t believe in the Sea King Valian.”

His face told me he did, but he stepped back. “If you change your mind, you’re welcome to come back home.”

He got that sad look in his eyes again. If this was our last time seeing each other, I didn’t want that to be the last look he got of me, so I pulled back my shoulders and threw on a smile. “Thank you, Bart. For everything.”

With his dark skin and large body compared to my small frame and olive complexion, most assumed Bart adopted me as his daughter when I was a child. We didn’t correct them. In a way, he had adopted me, and it hurt to leave him almost as much as it hurt to leave my deceased father buried under the old willow tree back home. The same dull ache pulled at my heartstrings. Bart’s wide frame filled the doorway as he waved one last time before I crossed the causeway and onto the pier, where small pebbles filled the cracks in the old planks and dead fish gathered at the edge of the frothing water. The Royal Rose swayed in its berth, as small waves lapped against its hull.

Again, the water called out to me. Danger, danger, danger. The water holds infinite dangers. Your mother was lost in its waves.

My breath tripped and I stumbled. I glanced behind me to where Bart still waited, watching me leave. Seagulls squawked, mocking my conflicted heart. The bags grew heavy in my arms, and I willed my feet to continue. I’d given my answer; I wouldn’t go back on my word now. Not when Arn was counting on me. Not when I needed this to survive to nineteen.

Arn stood at the helm of the ship, gazing at the other ships bobbing in the crystal water. As I lurched near, he swung himself over the side of his boat and landed on the pier with a slight stumble. Still drunk. As he straightened, he shook his head, and I laughed. “You need to sleep.”

He gave me a lopsided grin. “All in good time. Two bags?”

I tossed one of the bags to him, which he narrowly caught. “Food from Bart.”

His face lit up as he peered into the sack. “Jolly good, I knew I liked that fellow. Fresh rolls?” He dug into the bag. “Bless him.” He took a bite, then spoke with his mouth full. “Ontario just went to grab some more provisions, but we plan to leave at midday.”

Midday. Very soon I would set sail with a band of pirates in search of a treasure. If my mother could see me now. She’d been sailing for years at my age, and already had a healthy list of enemies.

Emric wasn’t going to believe his eyes when he saw me on a pirate ship. I felt as if I was observing someone else’s feet go up the rickety gangway and onto the deck where the ground swayed, the saltwater splashed, and a suspicious smell of rum tainted the air. Arn opened the hatch to the ladder below deck and gave me an apologetic look. “I would offer you the deckhouse, but it’ll rock more violently. You can have my room.” He waved a hand. “I see you ignored my advice to don some pants. You may regret that one.”

I knew I wouldn’t. This dress kept me separate from my mother. The moment I put on pants, there’d be little distinction between me and the woman who chose sailing the seas over her family. This dress reminded me of the colors of home and of who I was.

“I’m not a pirate,” I reminded Arn.

The corners of his lips rose. “We’ll see.”
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After getting set up in Arn’s room, which consisted of little more than dropping my bag under the cot and checking to see if any crawly creatures roamed under the mattress, I rejoined Arn above deck. It might sway more here once we set sail, but the open air was comforting.

Arn made a bed for himself in the on-deck cabin by laying some fleece blankets down under the table. Several built-in shelves were stacked with thick books, all their colors faded by the years of sunlight coming through the four portholes.

“Why do you not sleep with the other crew?” I asked. “You certainly have enough empty bunks for it.”

He gestured to the room. “Because I’m a captain. I have the privilege of privacy. Besides, my men need to bathe more often before I’ll lie next to them.” He took his dark blue jacket off and laid it over the table. His leather gloves were worn through the fingertips and looked to be scorched, but his belt buckle still shone. He’d cut off his blond ponytail since I saw him last, and the ribbon that once held it was now tied to his wrist. It was easy for me to forget how handsome he looked when he stopped creasing his brow in worry.

I moved to join him at the table’s side. “How bad have things been?”

It took him a few moments to respond, but when he did it was through a strained smile. “It’s not too bad.”

“Arn?”

A sigh. “All right. Remember last year around first snowfall when I told you things were pretty bad?” I nodded. It was the first time Arn had showed signs that pirate life wasn’t as grand as he’d claimed. After turning from the king’s navy, he was eager to prove he knew what he was doing and hesitant to show weakness. His pride meant a lot to him.

“But remember how I came back two months later after scoring silk from a merchant vessel and everything was fine again? It’s like that. Things are tricky right now, but they’ll turn around.” He pushed the worry from his face until only his calm blue eyes, narrow nose, and his reassuring smile remained.

My mouth opened just to snap shut. Questions on my end could lead to questions from his, and I wasn’t telling him the whole truth either.

“Now, let’s see about getting you a weapon, ey? I’ve got a fine cutlass here and a dagger if you’d like.” He crossed to the wall where a chest sat with crimson engravings. It creaked as he opened it to show the few weapons inside. “Isn’t much, I’m afraid, and the pistol is a little rusty. Are you still a solid shot?”

The weight of the pistol once felt natural to me, but now it felt unbalanced. Still, if faced against a foe, my hands would remember what to do. “I could hit a chest shot perhaps, though I’m not keen on the idea.”

“Chest shot is fine. Here, this belt will fit you.” His fingers grazed my sides as he brought out a brown leather belt and wrapped it twice around my waist, tying it in the front. To the belt he attached a small dagger on my left side and a cutlass on the right. Then he stepped back to take a good look.

“Look like a pirate to me. I’ve got extra pants right over here if you want.”

“Don’t even think about it.” The weapons brought me back to that little sheep farm inland where Mother would let us shoot against bales of hay and spar with us in the mornings as curious little sheep watched. Even when she was gone, my father would keep up our training so Emric and I could impress her when she came home.

Emric always impressed her more.

The door opened, and Ontario paused in the doorway, his eyes sliding over me. “You look great,” he said. His eyes lingered before they turned to Arn. “Captain. We are ready to sail.”

Something frolicked in my chest, a feeling I couldn’t describe. Many times I’d heard Ontario tell Arn it was time to set sail as he came to fetch him from the Banished Gentlemen, but this time I was on the ship with them. This time when they set sail, I’d be sailing too.

This was it. After this, I couldn’t change my mind. If we didn’t get the Elmber Nut, I’d be dead before we ever returned to Kaffer Port. The strings in my heart pulled so tight that I had to use all my strength to anchor my feet to the boat and remind myself this was where I needed to be if I hoped to live. My mind knew that, but my fluttering heart still didn’t.

Was this feeling in my bones from anticipation, or was it my gut warning me to flee back to land? Was my mind excited by the water, or trying to save me from it?

Arn grinned as he announced, “To the Island of Iilak we go.”
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“Anchors and sails, boys!”

On deck, everyone moved in seamless fashion to prepare to set sail. One of the crew members untied the ship from the wharf and threw the ropes on deck where others swarmed to wind them up. The furled sails were let loose, then pulled taut and tied in place. Emme grabbed the portside railing and clenched her jaw as she cast a longing look back at the Banished Gentlemen. I offered her a smile, but she hardly noticed. She looked moments away from hurling or jumping from the ship.

The Royal Rose glided forward as the oars below began to move. We veered slightly right, and I glanced over the starboard side. “Where’s Ursula? Her oar isn’t moving.”

Ontario sheepishly rubbed his hands together. “Sorry, Captain. She informed me this morning that she won’t be rejoining the crew. Seems she was offered honest work a few months ago, and she’s decided to take it.”

Blast. We were stretched too thin as it was. I tried to control the disappointment on my face so the crew wouldn’t pick up on my troubles.

“I suppose it’s too late to kill her new boss and bring her back to the seas?”

Ontario’s grimace deepened. “That might make her company most unpleasant, don’t you think?”

“I suppose. Frankly I couldn’t care less what sort of mood she’s in, as long as she’s rowing.” I ran my hands through my hair and groaned. “I didn’t even know she was offered work.”

“Well, Captain,” Ontario said very matter-of-factly. “Is that not what you intend when you teach your crew how to read and write?” He cleared his throat. “Perhaps it’s time to stop those lessons before another finds a new job.”

The idea had occurred to me more than once. But I sighed. “No. I want to give them opportunities. It’s just a terrible time for them to be finding them. We have no quartermaster. We have no decent cook. We have no second. No carpenter. No doctor. If other pirates could see us, they would laugh.” A mist from the sea came up and splashed my face, as if the very waters were chuckling at our misfortune.

“Our crew is still young,” Ontario reminded me. “Give it time. Many pirates prefer to sail with more experienced crews, but soon enough we will be a force to be feared. Men’s teeth will quake at our names.”

We’d been pirates for three years now. I ought to be grateful we had a nice ship, but if we didn’t have the crew to manage it, then it might as well be at the bottom of the ocean. “We must first survive that long.”

Ontario gave me another pitiful look. “I’ll go take over her spot below. But Captain, consider halting the crew’s lessons so they don’t get new jobs. Or at least teach them a few wrong things—that’ll do the trick. I could teach them, if you’d like. I’m guaranteed to do it poorly.”

I waved him off with a chortle that soured as soon as his back turned. I had twelve sailors with me on my crew. One less mouth to feed and portion of plunder to offer, but also one less sailor to help us navigate through the rough voyage ahead.

Thank the stars for Emme and her brother who would follow. Their mother’s diligent sea lessons and ruthless weapon training when they were younger would be invaluable to us during the grueling months ahead.

If anything, their lineage might deter others from attacking.

The son and daughter of Arabella the Ruthless.

The woman who could shoot a bottle at seventy meters and whose sense of hearing let her track through the night. The one who ruled the high seas before she died five years ago, leaving a slew of pirates behind regretful that they hadn’t been the ones to spill her blood.

Even as a fresh recruit in the king’s navy, I had known who she was. I should fly her flag below mine to elicit fear in all who crossed us.

That might come off as taking advantage of Emme’s presence and lead her to doubt that I desired her company regardless of who her mother was. She could be the daughter of two corn farmers, and I’d still want her at my side.

My own flag cracked in the howling wind—a black tarp with a golden rose dripping golden blood. The blood had been Emme’s idea. She thought the flower made me look weak.

Right now Emme was leaning her head over the side of the ship with her eyelids pressed shut. I slid to her side and placed a hand on her back, where her muscles startled at my touch. “By stars, Arn. This is worse than I remember.”

“You haven’t vomited yet, so I’d say we are off to a swell start.” I tried to be optimistic, but the shore was still near, and she already looked green. As the days went by, she would only grow more miserable. Without thinking, I said, “You don’t have to do this. Stay here, and I’ll bring the treasure back to you.”

Warmth filled her eyes, but she shook her head. “No, I have to go. Your cook, Bishop, promised to make me a concoction that should ease my stomach.” Saltwater splashed up the side of the boat and spat mist over Emme. Pure disgust crossed her face. “I’m going to smell like fish.”

She would, and I would miss her usual smell of wildflowers.

She turned away from the water. “I think I’ll go rest for a while.”

My face twisted apologetically. “It’s best you don’t, love. Stay above deck and keep your eye on the horizon. It’ll be the fastest way to get over this seasickness.”

A shaky breath escaped her lips. “But it doesn’t reek as bad down there, and I can’t be as sick if I’m not awake.” Before I could attempt further argument, her hand squeezed my elbow, and she moved away from the railing.

Timmons, one of the men on crew, passed by. His eyes roamed over Emme, and he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Looking a little sick. First days at sea will do tha’ to you. Have ye tried a cotton ball?” His face got close as he inspected her skin.

“Cotton ball?” She reached back to stabilize herself on the railing once more.

Timmons stepped back. “You don’t know that trick? Where’s Bo, he always has cotton balls. Bo!” Timmons’s eyes wandered over the ship until Bo’s head popped out from the cabin. “Gimme a cotton ball.”

Asking no questions, Bo pulled one from his pocket. Timmons held it between his fingers and thumb. “Thank ye kindly, you odd man. Here you are m’lady. Put it in your ear.”

She glanced between us. “Will that help with seasickness?”

“’Bout as well as whatever Bishop could give ye,” Timmons swore. I, who hadn’t found that particular trick to work well during my early days, merely shrugged.

Percival, with his bright red jacket unbuttoned over his unlaced shirt, came out of the on-deck cabin a moment later. “Give her a green apple. That
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