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			Dedication

			
		
    For the women who refuse to kneel.
For the girls who were told to be small, soft, silent—
and chose instead to be fierce, loud, and unapologetically vast.
For the women who buried their pain behind sharp tongues and sharper wit.
For the mothers, daughters, sisters, and warriors whose stories were never written
because the world feared their fire.
This is for every woman who has been burned and chose to rise from ash.
For the ones who loved too deeply and were punished for it.
For the ones who dared to lead in rooms not built for them.
For those who fought battles no one saw, cried in silence, bled in secret—
and still showed up, still held the line, still bore the weight of worlds on tired shoulders.
You are not too much.
You are not too loud, too scarred, too angry.
You are exactly enough.
You are legend.
May your name echo louder than the noose meant to silence you.
May your legacy be carved in storm and stone.
And may the seas rise in reverence when you pass.
This story, like the storm, bows to your fire.


    



  	
        
            
            "I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my ship."
— Louisa May Alcott
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Prologue: The Gallows’ Grin

THE CARIBBEAN NIGHT was a beast, all teeth and hunger. Storm clouds churned above Isla de Sangre, spitting rain that tasted of salt and rot. 

The port town sprawled like a drunkard’s fever dream—crooked shanties, flickering lanterns, and the din of laughter from taverns where men gambled their lives as freely as their coin. 

Beneath it all, the sea growled, its waves clawing at the docks as if eager to drag the whole cursed island under.

At the heart of the square, a gallows loomed, its noose swaying like a pendulum. A crowd had gathered, a motley swarm of pirates, whores, and cutthroats, their faces lit by torchlight and malice. 

They jeered, their voices a jagged chorus, as the prisoner was dragged forward. Her wrists were bound, her naval coat—stolen from some dead officer—torn and crusted with blood. Rain plastered her cropped, gray-streaked hair to her scarred face, but her eyes burned, sharp as a blade’s edge.

Elara “Blackthorn” Brown.

“String ‘er up!” a voice bellowed, and the crowd roared, hungry for death. 

A one-eyed bosun spat at her feet. “No woman’s fit to captain! Ye’re a curse, Blackthorn!” Another hurled a bottle that shattered against the gallows’ base, glass glinting like broken promises.

Elara’s lips curled into a sneer, her voice cutting through the storm like a whip. “Keep yammerin’, you pox-ridden dogs. I’ll carve my name on your bones yet.” 

The words were venom, but they hid the truth: her heart pounded, not from fear of the noose, but from the sting of betrayal. 

Her quartermaster, that snake Jonas, had sold her to the governor for a pardon and a purse of gold. Her crew—her Iron Wraith—was scattered or dead. And still, these scum thought her weak. A woman. A nobody.

The hangman, a hulking brute with a face like pitted iron, tightened the noose around her neck. “Any last words, witch?” he growled, his breath reeking of rum.

Elara tilted her head, rain streaming down her face, and laughed—a low, jagged sound that made the crowd falter. “Aye. Tell your governor I’ll be back to gut him like a fish.” 

Her hand twitched, brushing the amulet hidden beneath her shirt. Cold as a corpse’s touch, it pulsed against her skin, and for a heartbeat, the world flickered. 

A vision seared her mind: a ship wreathed in flame, a spectral figure rising from the waves, its eyes hollow and endless. The Drowned Maiden. A warning. A promise.

The crowd didn’t see her flinch. They didn’t know the amulet’s curse was unraveling her mind, whispering of relics and power buried in the deep. They saw only a woman, small and scarred, standing defiant in a man’s world. They underestimated her. Always had.

The hangman yanked the lever. The trapdoor snapped open.

But Elara Brown was no lamb for slaughter.

A pistol cracked from the shadows, its shot punching through the hangman’s skull. He crumpled, blood pooling in the mud.

Chaos erupted—screams, steel clashing, the crowd scattering like roaches. A figure darted through the fray, a mute gunner named Silas, one of the few still loyal. 

His blade severed the rope as Elara dropped, gasping, her boots hitting the platform. She tore the noose free, her eyes blazing with a fury that could rival the storm.

“Move!” Silas gestured, tossing her a cutlass. She caught it mid-air, the weight familiar, like an extension of her soul. The square was a maelstrom now—governor’s men pouring in, blades drawn, muskets flashing in the dark. 

Elara carved through them, her movements precise, brutal. A soldier lunged; she parried, drove her blade through his gut, and kicked his corpse aside. Blood mixed with rain, slicking the cobblestones.

“Blackthorn!” a voice roared. Jonas, the traitor, stood atop a cart, flanked by redcoats. His grin was all teeth, smug as a cat with a mouse. “You’re done, lass. The sea don’t want you.”

Jonas’s eyes gleamed with something darker than greed. “I’ll have power beyond gold, Blackthorn—power to make the sea itself kneel.”

Jonas’s grin was a blade, his eyes glinting with hunger. “I’ll wield power beyond gold, Blackthorn—relics that make the sea itself bow. You’re just a cur in my way.”

Elara’s laugh was a snarl. “The sea don’t choose, you cur. I take.” She hurled a dagger, its blade sinking into his shoulder. Jonas howled, stumbling back, but the redcoats closed in. Silas grabbed her arm, dragging her toward the docks. 

Behind them, the gallows burned, flames licking the sky as lightning split the heavens.

They reached the water’s edge, a stolen skiff bobbing in the surf. Elara vaulted aboard, her coat billowing like a tattered flag. Silas rowed, the storm swallowing their pursuers’ shouts. In the distance, the Iron Wraith waited, her black sails a smear against the horizon. Elara’s ship. Her throne.

She clutched the amulet, its pulse syncing with her heartbeat. The vision flickered again—flames, a relic, a galleon guarded by death itself. 

The Eternal Flame. A prize that could make her a legend, or break her entirely. The governor’s words echoed in her skull: A woman can’t rule the seas. She’d prove him wrong. She’d prove them all wrong.

As the skiff cut through the waves, Elara Brown stood, rain-slick and unbowed, her silhouette framed against the lightning’s glare. The Blackthorn was coming—for vengeance, for power, for the sea itself. And hell itself would tremble before she was done.
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One: Ashes of the Wraith

THE Iron Wraith groaned like a dying beast, her timbers creaking under the weight of the storm. Dawn bled through the horizon, a bruise of red and gray, as the brigantine limped toward a jagged cove off Isla de Sangre’s northern shore. Elara Brown stood at the helm, her hands gripping the wheel, knuckles white as bone. Rain had stopped, but the air hung heavy with the scent of salt and betrayal.

Her crew—seven souls, all that remained after Jonas’s treachery—worked the deck in sullen silence. Silas, the mute gunner, hauled a frayed line, his scarred face unreadable. 

Beside him, Marta, a voodoo priestess with eyes like polished obsidian, muttered charms over a cracked cannon. 

The others, a mix of deserters and drunks Elara had scraped from the docks, moved sluggishly, their glances darting to her when they thought she wasn’t looking. They feared her. Good. Fear kept them in line.

But fear wasn’t loyalty. And loyalty, Elara knew, was a coin too rare to spend.

She touched the amulet beneath her shirt, its cold pulse a reminder of the night before. The gallows. The governor’s men. Jonas’s smug grin as he’d sold her out. Her fingers tightened on the wheel, and a vision flickered—flames licking a galleon’s masts, a relic glowing like a trapped star. The *Eternal Flame*. It was real, not some tavern tale. The amulet had shown her, and she’d carve through hell itself to claim it.
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THE AMULET WAS NO MERE trinket—it was a fragment of the Flame’s binding, cold as the sea’s heart, forged to guide the cursed to their prize. Elara had stolen it from a dying witch in Tortuga, and now it whispered of
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