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THEY SAY EVERY PIRATE has a grave they crawled out of. Mine was a gutter in Port Calwyn, stinking of fish guts and piss, the year the winter never left.

I was born Cam, nothing more. No family name; the streets don’t hand those out. My mother sold what little warmth she had left for a cup of rotgut and a dry corner. When she stopped breathing one spring night, nobody bothered to close her eyes. I was eight. After that I learned quick: laugh loud, run faster, and never trust a kind face.

By twelve I could pick a pocket clean before the mark felt the breeze. By fourteen I’d killed my first man (some dock rat who thought a skinny red-haired boy was easy meat). The knife went in under the ribs just like the older thieves showed me. I still remember how warm the blood was on my knuckles when I pried his purse loose. I bought bread and a bottle of rum with it. Drank half, vomited most of it back up, and laughed until I cried because I was still alive.

The years blurred. Hunger, fists, the occasional warm bed when some sailor took a fancy. I grew tall and raw-boned, beard coming in the color of fresh blood. They started calling me Redbone because I was all sharp edges and never seemed to break. I liked the name. It fit.

I was nineteen, half-starved and running from three city guards who wanted my head for lifting a merchant’s fat purse, when I stumbled down a pier and straight into the shadow of the blackest ship I’d ever seen.

The Bleak Siren.

She stank of tar and old blood, her figurehead a snarling woman with empty eyes. Men lounged on her deck like wolves: scarred, drunk, laughing at jokes that ended in knives. At the rail stood a giant of a man with a beard braided in gold rings and a cutlass longer than my arm. Captain Torvald “Blackgut” Korrigan. Even the city guards knew better than to chase anyone onto his deck.

I vaulted the rail anyway. No plan. Just instinct.

Korrigan looked down at me, one eye milky from an old wound, the other sharp as a boarding axe.

“Got a death wish, redbeard?”

“Got a fast hand and a faster mouth,” I said, grinning like the lunatic I was. “And three guards with pikes about to learn I can swim.”

He studied me a long moment, then threw back his head and laughed so hard the deck shook.

“Name?”

“Cam. They call me Redbone.”

“Redbone,” he tasted it. “I like it. You any good with that knife?”

“Good enough to still be breathing.”

He jerked a thumb toward the foremast. “Climb. If you fall, the sea keeps you. If you don’t, you ship with us when we sail on the tide. Fair?”

I was sixty feet up before he finished the sentence.

That was how I joined the Siren’s crew, three weeks before everything changed.

Torvald ran the ship like he ran his fights: loud, brutal, and always smiling. We raided fat merchantmen, burned a navy frigate that chased us too close, drank ports dry and left them smoldering. I learned the ropes (literally), learned to laugh when cannonballs took the man beside me, learned that the sea gives nothing and takes everything.

Then came the day off Blackspire.

The King’s payroll ship, three navy escorts, more guns than any honest ship had a right to carry. Torvald smelled gold and glory and charged straight in. We fought like devils. Grapples bit, planks crashed down, steel rang on steel. I almost lost two fingers to a marine’s bayonet and laughed in his face as I buried my own blade in his throat.

Torvald met the navy captain on the quarterdeck, two giants swinging death. For a moment I thought we’d win.

Then the sniper on the enemy tops shot Torvald through the eye.

He dropped without a sound. The fight went out of half the crew right then. The other half, me included, fought twice as hard because we had nothing left to lose.

We still lost.

The Siren limped away with half a crew, no captain, and a hold full of gold that tasted like ash.

Back in Crimskull the remaining officers gathered in the tavern to drink and decide who would take the chair. Tradition is simple: the captaincy goes to the man who can hold it. Blades, pistols, bare hands; whatever the sea allows.

Three men stepped forward.

One was the quartermaster, old and cautious.

One was the gunner, mean as a shark with a toothache.

The third was a quiet newcomer nobody knew well yet. Tall, broad-shouldered, brown hair salted early, a jagged scar just starting to heal across his left cheek. Hazel eyes that looked like they’d already seen hell and were measuring the distance for a return trip.

His name was Jax.

He didn’t speak much. Just walked to the center of the room, drew the curved short sword at his hip, and waited.

The quartermaster went first. Jax disarmed him in two passes and broke his wrist with the flat of the blade.

The gunner came next, roaring, pistols blazing. Jax took a ball in the shoulder, never flinched, closed the distance and drove the man to his knees with a pommel to the temple.

Then he stood in the sudden quiet, blood running down his arm, and looked at every man in the room.

“Anyone else?”

No one moved.

He picked up Torvald’s battered black coat from the table, slung it over his bleeding shoulder, and said the first words any of us ever heard from our new captain:

“Ship out at dawn. We’ve got debts to settle.”

I was already grinning when I stepped forward and offered my hand.

“Redbone,” I said. “First mate, if you’ll have me.”

He looked at me for a long moment, something unreadable behind those hazel eyes, then clasped my forearm hard enough to bruise.

“Welcome aboard, Redbone.”

That was the day Jax Blackblade took the Bleak Siren.

That was the day the real storm began.

And somewhere out there, the sea was already laughing.
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​Chapter 1: Shadows in Crimskull
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THE SEAS OF ELDRATHIS are cruel bastards, its waves gnawing at my bones like the ghosts of every mistake I’ve buried. I’m Jax, or Captain Blackblade if you’re a member of my crew. Captain of The Bleak Siren. Yeah, I know, wonderful name, guess that’s what we get when the crew gets a vote. I wasn’t always a pirate, but we can get to that later.

My name was forged in blood and betrayal, the results of which are etched into the jagged M of a scar across my cheek. It burns when the wind bites, a reminder of a past I keep locked tighter than my sea chest. My hazel eyes squint through the fog as I guide the ship toward Crimskull Cove, my muscular frame braced against the ship’s sway. Years of hauling ropes and swinging steel have carved me into a hard muscled frame, my brown hair streaked with salt, my beard tinged red under the lantern’s flicker. A curved short sword hangs at my waist, its hilt smooth from use, and a flintlock pistol rests heavy on my right hip, primed for trouble. There is always trouble in Crimskull.

“Hard to starboard, Ironshank,” I call, my voice a low growl over the groan of timbers and the snap of sails. “Miss Crimskull’s mouth, and we’re kissing the rocks.”

Kael “Ironshank,” my navigator, grips the wheel, his metal leg clanking against the deck. 

“Aye, Captain, stars don’t lie, even in this cursed fog.” His sharp eyes dart to the heavens, reading constellations like a map only he understands. He’s loyal as steel, but question his charts, and he’ll cut you with words sharper than my blade.

The fog parts like a torn veil, and Crimskull Cove’s cliffs loom ahead, jagged as a beast’s teeth, cloaked in mist that clings like damp rot. Torta, the sorry excuse for a town at its base, is a lie; rickety shacks and sagging docks masking the true haven. There are caves burrowed deep into the rock, where pirates like us can breathe free. The air reeks of tar and seaweed, and the docks creak under the Siren’s weight as we tie her fast. 

My boots sink into Torta’s muddy streets as I step off the dock, the crew trailing me like shadows. Redbone, my first mate, strides at my side, his lanky frame swaying, red beard glowing like embers. His curved sword rides his back, two pistols slung at his hips. He’s grinning, already spinning a jest to keep the men’s spirits from souring. I don’t know how he does it but it’s a welcome break in the bleak surroundings when we are under sail.

“Hey, Crow, you sure you ain’t a gull up there?” Redbone calls, his voice cutting through the damp air. The crew chuckles, a rare sound in this grim place.

Ryn “Crow,” our rigger, clings to the mast still, young and sharp as a tack. “Laugh all you want, Redbone. I’ll spot trouble ‘fore you spot your own feet.” His eyes pierce the mist, reckless but keen, making him worth his weight in the crow’s nest.

We push through Torta’s facade, past shacks leaning like drunkards, and duck into the caves. The true Crimskull pulses here. Grottos carved by time and desperation, lit by glowing lichen that casts an eerie green across stone walls. 

Taverns, forges, and black-market stalls thrive in the dark, where eyes glitter with greed and blades never sleep. I lead the crew to a tavern deep in the caves, its air thick with the stench of sour ale, smoke, and unwashed bodies. The floor is slick with spilled drink; the walls scarred from old fights. I claim a table in the back where I can see the door, its wood gouged like my face, and the crew settles around me, mugs clinking as they sit.

Redbone slouches beside me, tossing a coin to the grizzled, one-eyed barkeep. Sylva, “Whisper”, our lookout, leans against a wall, muttering to herself with her fingers twitching like she’s already picking a lock. Torben, “Grimhook”, the gunner, hulks by the table’s edge, stroking his harpoon launcher like it’s a lover. 

Mira, “Saltvein,” our surgeon, slides mugs across the table, her weathered hands marked by the sea’s bite. 

“Drink, you sorry lot,” she says, her voice dry as old rope. “Else I’ll pour my tonics down your throats.” 

Up on a ledge, Crow perches, his young face sharp with mischief, watching the room like a hawk.

The barkeep lingers for a bit, wiping a rag that’s filthier than the floor. 

“Trouble’s brewing on the mainland,” he mutters, voice low. “The Eldwood’s elves are stirring again. Beasts are crawling out the forests with hides like iron, eyes like hellfire. Crews that have fought ‘em came back in pieces, if they came back at all.”

My scar twinges, a phantom pain tied to memories I don’t touch. The Eldwood, a sprawling tangle of ancient trees and older magic on the mainland, isn’t a place pirates wander lightly. Beasts like that mean something’s broken; something big. Eldrathis feels off, the seas are wilder than when I first took to them. Storms hit harder; currents twist like snakes. I’ve heard whispers of humans in the far east, building machines that spit smoke and sail without wind. All mad talk, maybe, but I store it like powder for my pistol. Knowledge is a weapon you don’t draw till you need it.

Redbone nudges me, his grin sly. “Varn’s here, Captain. Time to talk coin.”

I spot Captain Varn across the tavern, his gold-trimmed gaudy coat in the dim light, his smile sharp as a shark’s. He’s the kind who’d sell his own blood for a profit, and I trust him as far as I can spit. He weaves through the crowd, two brutes at his back, their hands resting on cutlass hilts. He sits without asking, his chair scraping like a warning.

“Blackblade,” Varn says, voice slick as oil. “Got a job for you. Got a rival hoarding cargo in a cove, two days’ sail, spices, silks, and maybe gold. If you take it for me, we split the haul.”

I lean back, fingers brushing my sword. “Split how?”

“Sixty-forty,” he says, smirking. “My tip, my cut.”

Redbone laughs, loud enough to turn heads. “Sixty for sitting on your arse, Varn? You’re dreaming. We’re the ones bleeding for it.”

Varn’s eyes glint, but his smile holds. “Information’s worth more than blood, Redbone. You’d be sailing blind without me and my information.”

I tap my pistol’s grip, letting the threat hang. “Eighty-twenty. We risk our necks; you get a fifth for wagging your tongue.”

His brutes tense, knuckles whitening on their blades. Grimhook growls, his harpoon launcher shifting. Whisper’s muttering stops, her eyes locked on Varn’s men. Saltvein sips her ale, smirking like she’s waiting for a fight to stitch up. Crow dangles his legs, grinning like a fool who loves chaos.

Varn waves his men down, but his jaw’s tight. “Seventy-thirty. I’ve got mouths to feed too, Blackblade.”

“Seventy-five-twenty-five,” I say, voice flat as the calm before a storm. “Take it, or we sail empty.”

The tavern hums with tension, eyes flicking our way. Varn’s not foolish, he knows my crew’s worth ten of his, and my blade’s faster than his lies. His smile twists, but he nods. 

“Done.” He offers a hand, cold as a fish when I shake it.

“Details at dawn,” I say. “Cross me, Varn, and you’ll feed the crabs.”

He smirks, rising with his brutes. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Blackblade.”

As he vanishes into the crowd, Whisper hisses, barely audible. “He’ll cheat us. Always does.”

“Then you’ll pick his secrets apart along with him,” I tell her. She nods, fingers twitching.

“I’ll plot the bay once we know the details, if he isn’t lying,” scowled Ironshank.

Grimhook grunts, stroking his launcher. “Let ‘em try us. I’ll sink ‘em.”

I drain my mug, the ale bitter. The Eldwood beasts, Varn’s greed, the shifting seas, they’re pieces of a puzzle I haven’t yet seen. My crew’s ready, we always are, but I feel the weight of something coming, as heavy as the pistol at my hip.

“Rest tonight,” I say, standing. “We sail at first light. Stay sharp.”

The crew scatters into the caves, chasing sleep or trouble. Redbone follows me through Crimskull’s twisting tunnels to our quarters, a stone chamber carved deep in the rock. His room is a mess with maps strewn across a table, empty bottles rolling as we make our way through the mess. His cot’s piled with gear, pistols within reach. He guards the only door to my room, a spartan cell with a cot, a lantern, and my locked chest, its contents a secret even Redbone doesn’t know.

“Night, Captain,” Redbone says, flopping onto his cot. “Don’t let them beasts haunt your dreams.”

I shut my door, the scar burning like a brand. The Eldwood rumors, Varn’s job, the restless sea—they’re storm clouds gathering. My past presses closer in the dark. I lay on my cot, sword and pistol at my side, the cave’s silence a thin shield against what’s coming. Tomorrow, The Bleak Siren hunts, and I’ll carve my way through whatever Eldrathis dares throw at us.
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​Chapter 2: The Siren’s Pulse
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THE CAVES OF CRIMSKULL Cove smell like damp stone and bad decisions, but they’re home more than any port I’ve known. I’m Cam, first mate of The Bleak Siren, though the crew calls me Redbone for the fire in my beard and the jokes I sling to keep their spirits from sinking. My lanky frame leans against a tavern wall, the green glow of lichen painting my curved sword and twin pistols in eerie light. Last night, Captain Blackblade; Jax, to those who know his face, squeezed a bounty deal out of that snake Varn, and now the crew’s itching to sail. Me? I’m watching them, feeling the pulse of this ragged lot, knowing it’s my job to keep them steady while Jax carves the path ahead.

Morning in Crimskull’s like waking in a drunkard’s gut, stale air, sour ale, and the hum of schemers plotting in the shadows. I push through Torta’s muddy streets, the shacks leaning like they’re tired of standing. The docks creak under my boots, and the Bleak Siren looms at her mooring, her black hull gleaming like a predator’s hide. Jax is already aboard, his broad shoulders braced at the helm, hazel eyes scanning the horizon where fog clings to the cliffs. That scar on his cheek catches the dawn’s light and I wonder, not for the first time, what betrayal put it there. He’s tough as iron, fair as a clean cut, but there’s a darkness in him he keeps locked away. I don’t pry; I just keep the crew moving so he can brood in peace.

“Oi, Crow!” I shout, spotting our rigger scampering up the mast like a squirrel with a death wish. “You fall, I ain’t fishin’ you out the drink!” 

Crow grins, all sharp teeth and sharper tongue, his young frame swaying in the rigging. “You’d miss my charm, Redbone!” he calls, already scanning the sea from the crow’s nest. Reckless, but his eyes are worth their weight in gold.

Below, Ironshank, scribbles on a chart with his metal leg propped on a crate. “Keep flappin’ your gums, Redbone,” he mutters, “and I’ll steer us into a reef just to shut you up.” His sharp gaze flicks to the stars fading above, plotting our course to Varn’s cove. The man is a genius with currents and the stars. I’d almost swear he has some magic of his own.

Grimhook hefts a cannonball, his massive frame dwarfing the deck. “Powder’s dry, but these fools better not touch my guns,” he growls, stroking his harpoon launcher like it’s his only friend. 

I clap his shoulder. “Save the scowls for Varn’s lot, Grimhook.” He grunts, which is as close to laughter as he gets.

Saltvein, emerges from below, her weathered hands clutching a vial of her gods-awful tonic. “Drink this, Redbone,” she says, her voice dry as driftwood. “Or the sea will rot your bones.” 

I take the vial, grinning. “Tastes like piss, but you’re the boss, Saltvein.” She smirks, tossing a vial to Crow, who catches it with a curse.

I lean against a rail, watching the crew work. Jax provides for us; coins, food, and a purpose carved from Eldrathis’s brutal seas. He’s the blade; I’m the grip, keeping the crew from slipping. But the world’s shifting under us, and I feel it like a storm in my gut. 

Last night’s talk of Eldwood beasts; iron-hided monsters crawling from the mainland’s forests; has the crew on edge. The Eldwood’s a place of old magic, where elves weave spells no pirate understands. If beasts are spilling out, it’s trouble we can’t outrun. And then there’s the talk of humans, far east, building machines that belch smoke and sail without sails. I heard a drunk in the tavern swear they’ve got ships of iron, guns that fire without flint. Sounds like madness, but madness has a way of catching up.

“Redbone,” Jax calls, his voice low but sharp. “Get the crew ready. We sail in an hour.”

“Aye, Captain,” I say, tossing a mock salute. “Let’s rob Varn’s rivals blind.” The crew laughs, tension easing. I spin a tale about a pirate who stole a mermaid’s heart and drowned for it as we work, keeping their minds off beasts and machines. But my eyes never stop moving, checking ropes, sails, faces. Grimhook’s loading cannons too fast, nerves. Whisper’s muttering louder than usual, doubt. I’ll talk ‘em down later.

Jax nods, approving, but his scar twitches, and I know he’s thinking about more than the bounty. That cove we’re hitting, two days’ sail, maybe loaded with spices, silks, maybe even gold but it feels like a trap. Varn’s a liar, proven time and again, but Jax’s call to take the job was firm. He’s got a knack for turning snakes into profit, and I trust him to lead us through. Still, I keep my pistols loose and my sword sharp.

“Redbone, you ever hear of them machines they were talking about?” Crow calls from above, his voice half-curious, half-mocking. “They say they’ve got boats that don’t need wind.”

I grin, leaning back. “Aye, and I heard they’ve got lanterns that light themselves. Probably just tall tales to scare us into prayin’.” 

The crew chuckles, but Saltvein’s eyes narrow. “Heard a merchant say they’re real,” she says. “Iron ships, spitting fire. If they’re hunting beasts, they might hunt us next just for fun.”

Grimhook snorts. “Let ‘em try. My hook will sink their toys.”

Ironshank looks up from his charts. “If they’re east, we’ll see ‘em soon enough. Focus on the cove first.”

Whisper’s voice cuts through, soft as a blade. “Varn’s men will be watching that cove
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