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To those who split their time between reality and their dreams. 
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Chapter 1
Hurricane


Laughter echoed throughout the dining hall over the clicking of dice and cups smacking table tops in rhythmic succession. I took a bite of my stew as I watched a few of our men bickering over their dice results. 
“I saw you turn one of them over when we weren’t lookin’!”
The man accused lifted a hand to his chest in mock offense. “Yer calling me a cheater? Did I not catch you swapping cups just earlier? Don’t listen to this one, lads!”
Unease prickled along my spine at any sign of conflict, despite the fact that I recognized that they were teasing each other.
Gilroy’s voice quickened with conviction beside me, drawing my attention back to the conversation at my own table.
“It’s become so popular that you’d think I would have been able to find it by now, but it wasn’t at the last port we visited. If it isn’t on Isla Dalia, I may have to request we visit Beowrec Bay after our next job—they’d definitely have it there.” Gilroy waved his hands as he tried to convey the importance of finding a book that had taken the south Carnelian by storm.
My brother, Marcel, shook his head, looking lost in thought. “I’ll be far too busy this time. If I recall correctly, I spent three hours with you at the last port riffling through bookshelves. What a tiresome hobby, if you ask me.”
“What was the name of the book?” I asked, having already forgotten the title but eager to take my turn to help in his search.
“A Voyage to the Land of Houyhnhnms, it’s the fourth installment in my favorite series.” His passion was almost infectious, it made me wish I was a stronger reader.
Chuckling, I glanced toward Marcel, who ate quietly beside us, no longer showing the least bit of interest in the conversation. “With a long title like that, how can you expect anyone to remember it?” I asked.
Grinning in agreement, Gilroy took a swig of his drink. “That is part of the problem! I don’t trust anyone else to remember the title—not that anyone else from the crew will help me search for it, anyway. Please try to remember it, Caraway. I’ll need your help looking for it once we hit the shops.”
Marcel seemed to stir from his thoughts then. “Shops?”
“Well, if it isn’t at the bookshop at the port … then we may have to search further inland, check around the other villages that may have a better book selection,” Gilroy said and I looked down into my stew, already knowing without looking at him that Marcel wouldn’t approve of my gallivanting all over the island looking for a book.
I shook my head with an apologetic smile. “As much as I would love to scour the entire island to find you your book, I’ll be far too busy. With the handful of men we have retiring after this season, I will need to find some new recruits and get them trained before we set sail again.”
Marcel nodded at my answer. “Have you asked Larsen? He likes to read—better than Caraway.”
Gilroy looked between us with a scoff. “He reads ledgers and financial accounts. I’d hardly call him a fantasy enthusiast. Funny you should mention him, though, I did speak with him and he said that he would be far too busy looking for new recruits.” His eyes landed on mine. “I asked Coen as well if he would have time to help me and he informed me that he would be assisting with training. With both of them helping out, surely you will have a bit of free time?”
Sitting back in my stool, I set my spoon in my bowl, offering a tight laugh. “You caught me—I suppose I will have some free time … but I’d prefer to just stay at the port.”
Leaning heavily on the table, Gilroy furrowed his brows. “You won’t make me explore the island all on my own, will you? This is a popular port.” His face contorted to reflect a mock worrisome thought. “What if I were to get mugged? Or challenged to a duel? I need you by my side.”
Warmth spread across my cheeks at his words, and a small smile tugged at my lips. But when Marcel cleared his throat I wiped the smile off of my face. “I think you can handle yourself, but I may be able to accompany you to a few of the shops, if they’re within a day’s journey—”
“It’s as you said, Gilroy,” Marcel interrupted, his voice hard, “This is a popular port. You’re right to be concerned about getting mugged. There will be a lot more crews coming and going than we’re used to. As a precaution, our men won’t be splitting off on their own if it can be avoided. No groups smaller than five men will be permitted to leave camp. If you can assemble a group, you may go wherever you’d like to search for your book.”
Raising an eyebrow at the new rule, I glanced at my brother. Was he really so worried about our men? Most of them traveled in groups, anyway; the few who didn’t were able to take care of themselves just fine.
Gilroy tilted his head, confusion flickering in his eyes.
Feeling bad for our friend, I attempted to keep the conversation light, moving my hand to touch Marcel’s forearm as he clutched his cup. “He’d be safer with me. I don’t see the point in dragging a group of our men along for a whole day when I could just go with him myself.”
Marcel’s hands tightened, his arm moving away from my touch. “The rules apply to us all, regardless of our rank—or skill with a sword.”
Frustrated, I tried to understand why he was being so immovable. “So you’d have us find volunteers to leave the port, leave the comfort of the brothels, so that we might have a group to go book shopping across the island? You know there won’t be enough volunteers.”
Marcel narrowed his eyes at me, staring me down. “Without a group, you can’t go.”
I knew I shouldn’t question him further, but my annoyance kept me pushing. “All we’re asking for is a single day. Gilroy has been looking for this book for months, and who knows when we’ll be able to visit Beowrec. You really won’t allow it? What if we decide to go anyway?” I could understand the need for the majority of our crew’s rules, but he couldn’t keep implementing new rules whenever he felt like it. There was once a time when a select few of us would put those rules to a vote, but over recent months Marcel had done away with even that tradition.
Sliding his palm across the table, Gilroy was quick to intervene before we could argue further. “The rules keep our crew safe, I understand. I’ll just have to hope I find the book at the port market—otherwise, I’ll wait until we can sail for Beowrec Bay.”
My eyes flickered to Gilroy’s as I was about to object, but he shook his head just slightly. Grabbing the pitcher of grog in the center of the table, he refilled Marcel’s cup, then mine. “Besides, I’ve heard this port has much entertainment to offer,” he said with a wiggle of his brows.
Marcel nodded, a smile returning to his face slowly. “Yes, they have a much larger traders’ market. I’ve also heard they have some of the best brothels on this side of the Carnelian Sea. So, once you’ve grown weary looking for your book, you should make haste in returning to the celebration. I’ll need your help if I am to have any success with the courtesans.”
Gilroy chuckled, his voice vibrating uncomfortably. “I was never much help in the past, besides you’re a far smoother talker now. I doubt you’ll need me for that, these days. Honestly, I’m thinking of retiring from chasing women … I was never that good at it anyway.”
Marcel sat forward, grabbing his cup with a scoff. “Retire? Nonsense. You’re irreplaceable, the women adore the way you tell a good story.”
I relaxed as the tension from our near argument melted away. Resting my chin in my hand, I went back to eating my stew. Marcel raised his cup to Gilroy’s, offering a toast to solidify their kinship. Gilroy finished drinking first, his eyes caught on my own as he lowered his cup, and I mouthed the words ‘thank you’. He’d always been far better at diffusing Marcel’s temper than I’d ever been. He smiled, holding my gaze for a second too long before he quickly looked away, turning back toward Marcel to continue their conversation.
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I fixed my eyes on the horizon where a stretch of dark clouds had gathered, reaching across the sky like a massive pair of wings. The sound of thunder rumbled over the sea as I rested my arms on the ship’s railing. These would likely be the last rays of sunlight I would enjoy for the remainder of our journey.
In a few days’ time, we’d finally reach land. With the storm looming in the distance, the last days of our voyage would be consumed by darkness.
“Caraway,” a chipper voice called from behind me.
I glanced at Gilroy as he stepped up to my side. His eyes met mine, and I smiled. “Would you look at this sunset? It’s stunning!”
He leaned on the railing with one hand, his copper curls blowing in the wind, which was growing in intensity. “It is beautiful.”
He glanced in my direction briefly, before returning his gaze to the horizon. “Breathtaking ...” He cleared his throat as he leaned both arms on the railing.
Watching the sun dip below the waves reminded me of why I was up here. Pulling my long hair around one side of my neck so that the wind couldn’t wield it against me, I nudged Gilroy. “Thanks for what you did—at dinner. Sometimes I forget Marcel is the Captain, not just my brother. I got carried away.”
“Anytime.” Smiling, he looked down at his hands, fidgeting with the simple rings he often wore.
“You’ve been kinda quiet lately,” I said. “I hope you’re not too disappointed about the book.”
“I’ve just had a lot weighing on my mind.” A warmth spread along his cheeks, making his reddish freckles all but disappear on his face. “I actually wanted to talk to you … before we made landfall.”
Worried, I turned to face him fully, but he avoided meeting my stare directly. “What is it?”
He stood up straight, running his hands through his loose curls. “This is harder than I imagined.”
Curiosity sparking in my chest, I shoved his shoulder playfully. “If this is a practical joke, I won’t hesitate to toss you overboard.”
Swallowing a nervous laugh, Gilroy turned to lean his back on the railing. “No, no, I just ... have a question, I guess one might say.”
“You’re making me nervous,” I teased, looking back out to sea. Was he afraid of my reaction? Was he thinking about leaving the crew? In truth, I wouldn’t have been that surprised. His ambitions were much larger than his current role, grander than piracy, even. Although, I’d certainly miss his company if he did leave.
I let him work out what he wanted to say and, for a few minutes, we listened to the thunder in the distance.
“You once asked me why I carry this?” Gilroy finally asked, revealing a small, oval-shaped wooden box with intricately carved little flowers decorating the lid.
Nodding, I looked at the beautiful box again. He’d had it with him since he joined our crew a few years back. I’d occasionally been tempted to look inside it, but it had been months since I’d seen it last. In fact, I’d almost forgotten about its existence.
“It belonged to my mother,” Gilroy explained, holding the box between us so that I could see its details more clearly. “A gift from my father before he passed. My mother gave it to me when I left to join my first crew. This crew.”
Tentatively, I rested one finger on the lid, tracing the delicate floral pattern. “It’s beautiful.”
He moved his other hand over the lid and his eyes met mine as our fingers bumped briefly. “My mother always hoped I would meet someone special, even though she would probably never meet that someone. She said that if they had this ... then she could meet them in spirit.”
When he removed the lid, my eyes took in the item concealed within. It was a flower hairpin, adorned with a white rose, with petals made of delicately carved pearl pieces and cream-colored shell fragments, inlaid in a copper setting. If Gilroy’s mother’s hair was anything like the shade of her son’s, I imagined it would have looked beautiful on her.
Bringing my eyes up to his, I barely managed to find my voice. “It is lovely.”
Was he offering it to me? Did ‘someone special’ mean what I thought it meant? We had become good friends over the last few years, but was I really worthy of such a gift?
My brother’s warning voice rang in my head, urging me to never let my guard down for anyone. Marcel had never allowed me to court with anyone. If someone had even whispered that they held a torch for me, he’d have dismissed them from the crew before anything could develop. Which was why I’d always kept my distance from everyone else—until Gilroy.
All nervousness gone from his voice, he continued, “Traditionally, a man would present a ring ... but I didn’t want to wait to purchase one on the island.”
My eyes widened, my heart quickening as I looked between Gilroy and the pin. “Are you asking for my hand?”
“I am,” Gilroy murmured, barely able to suppress his smile. “Caraway Auclair, would you consider doing me the honor of becoming my wife?”
Wife? The word felt foreign to my ears. I’d never imagined myself as a wife. I wasn’t even sure that it would suit me. Gilroy seemed to think it might, otherwise he wouldn’t have been asking.
My heart fluttered in my chest as I stared at him, a baffled smile tugging on my own lips as I let my thoughts run away with the idea for a moment. But before I could answer him … I paused, furrowing my brows. “Marcel gave his permission?”
He wouldn’t be making such a bold confession unless he had already received Marcel’s approval, surely? If this was what Marcel wanted, and thought our crew would grow stronger for it … then of course I should accept. In truth, I had wondered for some time now what it might be like to allow myself to grow closer to someone else. But I'd yet to ever feel that sort of pull, or rather, desire ... toward anyone. If I accepted Gilroy's proposal, would I get to finally experience what others claimed I was missing out on?
His smile lowered, a pang of disappointment reflecting in his fair blue eyes. “I wished to gauge your reaction first, before speaking with him. That way, it would be less humiliating if you rejected me.”
He wasn’t wrong. Marcel was closer to Gilroy than even his quartermaster. Had I rejected him, Marcel would have never let him hear the end of it. If anyone could earn such approval from my brother, it would be Gilroy. But I couldn’t even consider such an offer without my brother’s blessing.
At my hesitant expression, he cleared his throat, a look of determination flickering across his face. “I’m certain that he’ll be fine with it, but I’ll talk to him. Can I expect your answer then?”
I nodded, smiling in relief. “Of course.”
A flash of lightning was followed closely by a crack of thunder. The storm we’d been watching approach was almost upon us.
Taking my hand, he pressed the box into my palm. “I look forward to your answer.” His other hand grazed my cheek softly. “Wait for me. This shouldn’t take long.”
“I will,” I said, watching him jog back across the deck and down the stairs to the first landing.
My heart soared as I looked down again at the pin before replacing the lid and tucking the box carefully into my coat pocket. Looking toward the storm as it grew closer, I exhaled shakily as the thunder caused the railing to vibrate under my hands, the wind whipping the waves higher. I was relieved that this had happened before we had reached land.
Gilroy knew my brother always felt uneasy whenever we docked, paranoid that I’d leave the crew and marry someone who lived ashore—or worse—that I’d leave and join another crew. It didn’t matter how unwaveringly I promised that I’d never leave his side. However, if I was bound to a member of our crew, Marcel would have no reason to feel so uneasy. We’d have something to celebrate, instead of arguing over the slightest things. Maybe our time on land would be enjoyable again.
The waves grew even higher as the wind picked up; the ship swayed and dipped more forcefully as the wind whipped through my hair and I chuckled as I tried to restrain it with a ribbon. There would be no better solution than this. My brother would surely agree and provide his blessing. As I moved to find my post for the approaching storm, I was blanketed by the warm feeling that everything was going to change for the better.
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The wind wailed furiously against the ship’s rigging as the crew struggled to contain the sails. All thoughts of Gilroy’s proposal and Marcel’s still unknown response were far from my mind as I focused on the here and now. The storm had reached us sooner than we had anticipated, and was now bearing down against us much worse than we’d expected; my shouts barely carried over the sound of the waves as they crashed against the ship. Making my way to the railing, I helped one of the men tie down a crate that’d come loose, water cascading into our faces with every lurch of the ship.
I grabbed my crewman by his jacket. “Help the others get below!”
A wave crashed into our port side, and we were washed across the deck by the impact. Getting my feet under me, I squinted through the pouring rain at the others struggling in the storm. “Everyone get below! Quickly!”
“Man overboard!” Someone bellowed from the other side of the ship and I hurried toward the sound, finding my brother pulling our second mate, Bentley, along with him across the slick deck.
I stopped them with my hands, peering to the back of the ship where they’d just emerged from. “Who fell?!”
Marcel shielded his face from the rain, pushing Bentley roughly to get moving toward the stairs. “Everyone get below!”
The rest of our men heeded his command, scurrying their way to the stairs to join the men already taking shelter. Marcel took my wrist, trying to encourage me to follow them, ignoring my question. “We need to get below. The storm is worse than we feared!”
Glancing at his hold on my wrist, I felt a cold thrill run through me as I realized his hand was shaking.
Angered by his quick dismissal, I moved past him to try to see if I could spot the man lost in the waves but he grabbed my arm tighter pulling me back. “Caraway, he’s gone!”
“Who?” I demanded, my heart beating wildly in my chest, a sick premonition sinking into my gut at the mournful look in his eyes.
“It was Gilroy! A wave swept him off. I couldn’t get to him in time—”
I lunged toward that side of the ship, my heart in my throat, but Marcel’s arms caught me, snaking around my waist. Another wave rocked the ship sideways as we struggled with each other.
“He’s gone, Caraway!”
Cursing, I tried to pull away, but we were knocked off our feet by another wave, hitting the deck painfully as water sloshed around us. My brother hoisted me back to my feet and I tried to push him off. “Drop anchor! We have to go back for him!”
“Caraway!” He pleaded, holding me fast. “We can’t turn about in these winds! We’d capsize! Would you doom us all for one man?”
“No! Marcel, please!” I cried, shoving against his chest, but he just pulled me closer. He wasn’t just one man; he was Gilroy.
“He’s lost to the storm!” Marcel pleaded, fully embracing me, barely keeping us upright as the ship swayed below our feet.
Faintly, I heard someone call out our names from the stairwell. The waves rocked into the ship harder as I came to terms with what had just occurred. All that kept me upright were my brother’s arms, holding me steady as the storm threatened to take us as well. Collapsing into his chest, I came undone, the storm winds drowning out even my screams.
This couldn’t be happening. Gilroy couldn’t be swallowed up by the sea.
Lost to us … forever.




Chapter 2
Isla Dalia


The candle flickered softly, breathing in harmony with the slow rocking of the ship where it sat anchored in the bay. I’d heard the bell, ignoring the excited shouts of the men as they made ready to lower the light boats and row for the docks of Port Isla Dalia. In truth, I’d hardly left my quarters the last few days. But even I knew that I couldn’t stay holed up forever; the days would continue to pass, heedless of my silent plea to go backward. 
At a knock on my door, I dragged my eyes away from the candle, swallowing dryly as I stood from my desk. My eyes lowered briefly to the nearly empty page of my personal ledger; the same ledger Gilroy had been teaching me to write in. Where I commonly jotted down notes about our adventures and job earnings in my clumsy handwriting. Only a few lines were scrawled haphazardly at the top of the page, some hauls from a few months ago and our most recent job. But, just below, I had started to jot down an incident report from the storm, listing out some supplies we had lost, but I couldn’t bear to write down the gravest loss of all.
“Caraway?” A voice called from the other side of the door. “Marcel wanted to know if you’d be joinin’ the crew tonight?”
Taking in a breath, I closed my ledger and moved to open the door. This was to be our first introduction to Isla Dalia, the first time the regular crews would be laying eyes on us. Of course, I would be coming. I’d never send my brother off to face them on his own—first impressions were everything in our world. As his first mate and the crew's enforcer, my presence was invaluable.
“I’m coming,” I answered, my voice cracking dryly as I forced energy into my tone.
The moment my boots hit the sand my breath caught in my throat. The members of my crew swirled around me, their figures blurred as they hurried to finish setting up the tents. Half of the men began to gather around the center of camp, ready to head out for our first evening of celebration. Closing my eyes against the setting sun just dipping over the water, I tried to mentally block out their cheery laughter. They were all relieved to have reached land, looking forward to the next few weeks—or possibly months—that we would be on Isla Dalia. However, now that my boots were on stable ground, I just felt nauseous.
“The Clancy is the most frequented brothel of the port.” I heard someone reporting to Marcel as he’d begun leading our crew up the beach and toward town.
Taking a deep breath, I forced my feet to move as I followed behind some of our men.
“No,” Marcel replied shortly. “I liked the sound of Madam Clarkston’s. Didn’t you say that one was nice? Decorated in the Fraician style?”
Our crewman fumbled over his words. “A-aye, I did. But I meant some of the furniture, not the whole place. There may only be a handful of other crews there though.”
My brother seemed to settle on that. “That’ll do for tonight.”
Surprised that Marcel would pick a less popular brothel, I moved my way past the men until I was at his side. I waved our man off to give us some space. “Shouldn’t we at least make an appearance at The Clancy? If that’s where most of the island's prominent crews prefer to gather?”
We’d always picked the most popular brothels at each port we visited in the past. It was far better to get introductions out of the way all at once. Usually, this would entail throwing our weight around, spreading a few of our stories, or Marcel would encourage me to pick a fight with someone or accept a challenge. Anything to send the message that we weren’t a crew to be trifled with so that the rest of our stay on the island would be uneventful.
I pursed my lips when Marcel’s only response was a sigh. “I’m sorry that I’ve been a bit out of it, but I can handle this.”
Marcel frowned, casting me a piteous look. “Can you? This is the first we’ve spoken in days. Besides, while you’ve been … resting, I’ve been busy. I would like to go somewhere a little less crowded for our first night on the island.”
Tearing my gaze away, I held my breath a moment to compose myself. “I’m sorry … I’m trying. But I am fit—”
His arm draped around my shoulders gently, pulling me close for a moment. “It’s all right, I understand. Let’s just relax tonight. There’s no need to rush anything.”
Finally, I gave him a nod.
He smiled, rubbing my arm before he released me to turn and address the crew. “I hope you’re all ready for a small taste of my homeland this evening! You’ve all worked hard these past months, and now you’ll get to reap the rewards. Remember our rules. Keep an eye on our new lads so they don’t get swindled”—a few of the men laughed, one of our newer men turning red in the face as he had been cheated out of some money at the last port—“travel in groups if you go back to camp or to the ship for the evening, and, most importantly, drink your fill of both the islands sweet grog and their even sweeter women!”
Covering my ears against the celebratory cheers, I grimaced. It was going to be a long evening.
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Thunder vibrated through the foundation of Madam Clarkston’s, mixing with the laughter of the many men inside. The wall I leaned against trembled against my temple with every clap of lightning. Shifting away from the wall, I leaned my elbows on the table instead, moving my hands through my hair to massage my head as I tried not to focus on the weather. This was the first storm we’d experienced since arriving on Isla Dalia almost two weeks ago.
Just when I’d thought I had been finally coming around, refocusing on my crew and starting to be more present for our outings … it had to rain. Suppressing a shiver, I tried to focus on the noisiness of the patrons around me. But no particular conversation was able to hold my attention this evening.
Since arriving on the island, I’d only gone out with the crew every few days or so, or specifically at Marcel’s request in his attempt to try to help me. Many of the crew had tried to ease me back into the swing of things, but so far all had failed. It was as if, although I was present, I was unreachable, trapped. Every moment I spent surrounded by my men’s celebrations felt like torture to me now, like at any moment their merry cacophony might drag me down and drown me—when I was barely hanging on as it was.
Most evenings I left early, wandering the coastline in search of solitude and the welcome silence that nighttime provided—breaking Marcel’s newest of rules. He didn’t understand it. Marcel, it seemed, had already come to terms with Gilroy's passing and he had no problem celebrating with the crew, thoroughly enjoying himself. I desperately wished I could do the same, but just the thought of trying felt like my heart might shatter in my chest.
“This weather is putting me in a foul mood,” one of my men grumbled from a few tables away.
A few of the men began to murmur in agreement and I slid my hands over my ears, wishing I could stop listening. If only the thunder were louder. The least it could do was drown out all other sounds along with my torturous thoughts.
Marcel’s voice rang out above the men, bringing me into focus. “We never did hold a gathering after the storm, did we?”
At the men’s murmured assent, he offered a sad smile, stepping onto his chair and then onto the table. Lifting his cup as he raised his voice to address us all, including the few other crews present. “Before we arrived on Isla Dalia, we faced a storm just like this one. We lost a good man that night, a brother, Gilroy Loughty. Being from the isle of Leoche, he’d never forgive us if we did not hold a wake in his honor!”
When the men cheered, my brother continued, “Gilroy was a fearless fighter, a brilliant storyteller, and a true comedian at heart. He never missed an opportunity to pass a joke or stir up some laughter at the dinner table. Half of you wouldn’t know this or may not remember, but Gilroy joined the crew during my first year as Captain.”
Clutching my cup, I listened intently, remembering that first year after the mutiny. It had been one of the hardest years we had endured as pirates. I had still been disguised as a man and Marcel was just learning how to be a proper Captain. We’d barely managed to scrape by that year. Gilroy had played a critical role in keeping tensions down among the men. Without him, we wouldn’t have captained The Phoenix for more than that first year.
“Gilroy was like family to us all,” Marcel said, his voice vibrating with emotion, somehow his eyes picking out my own in the shadowed corner of the brothel. Several eyes followed his, landing on me, and I forced my eyes down to the table, holding my breath. I couldn’t let them see. This brothel held more than just our crew. Blinking rapidly, I fought my own swell of emotion as it pushed against my peripheral vision.
“Who would like to do the honors of telling the first story, then?” Marcel asked.
The men began to talk animatedly until there was a volunteer. Now that the focus of the brothel had shifted to the new speaker, it was my chance to escape. Standing slowly, I wrapped my jacket tighter around myself and readjusted my hair to better hide my face. As the men began to cheer at the new speaker—who had stepped atop his own table—I crept my way around the edge of the room, circling my way toward the front door.
Someone stood from a chair too close to me. I swayed sideways to avoid them and my shoulder collided with someone else. Their grog sloshed out of their cup and down the front of their blouse. I grasped their jacket sleeve to stop them from stumbling and spilling more, my eyes flickering to their face briefly in remorse, hoping they wouldn’t make too much of a scene. I tensed as my eyes took in the tall man, his striking indigo eyes and shoulder-length, disheveled, chestnut hair sparking a sense of recognition.
I knew this man; I’d heard his crewmen’s stories a handful of times. Glancing at his soiled shirt, I grimaced, blinking hard against the tears that threatened to shatter my normally hardened expression. I released my grip on his jacket, patting his arm apologetically before taking a step back. At least he didn’t seem quick to anger, or he’d have thrown a punch by now.
“Pardon me,” I mumbled, barely succeeding in hiding the emotion in my voice. Turning my head away to avoid the Captain’s gaze, I headed for the door.
He called after me and I paused, expecting him to demand a proper apology or payment for the soiled shirt. But he surprised me instead. “The storm isn’t letting up any time soon!”
Waving a hand over my shoulder to convey that I did not care, I rushed out into the downpour. I only stopped walking when I could no longer hear the laughter from the brothel. Choking on a sob, I lifted my head to glare up at the storm, daring it to do its worst. The rain soaked me through in a matter of seconds.
When a familiar voice shouted my name from the brothel’s doorway, I snapped into action, running forward and away from the brothel. If I went back, there was no way I could keep it all together. Not with all of the memories flooding my mind and the stories being shared. I couldn’t let them see.
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“Caraway?” My brother’s voice called into the darkness of his tent as I stumbled through the entrance, dripping water from my walk back to camp.
I’d been gone for most of the night, taking shelter under a cliff overhang, near a waterfall I had discovered during one of my late-night strolls. But the storm had never let up, the silence I had sought in running away from the brothel had become more deafening than the thunderous weather, continuously dredging up unwanted memories I’d tried to suppress. Now that Marcel had arrived back at camp, I could say all that had been on my mind.
Taking a steadying breath, I watched him sit up from his cot, still damp from his own walk home. “Why did you do that?”
“Do what?” he mumbled, getting up to better look at me, grabbing a spare blanket off the foot of his bed and holding it out to me.
I didn’t move to take the blanket. “The wake.”
He sighed, stepping closer, unfolding the blanket, and shaking out a few particles of sand. “It’s what Gilroy would have wanted … don’t you think?”
Biting my lip, I held out a hand to stop him from placing the blanket around my shoulder. “We could have held it anywhere, at any time. We should have held it on the ship or in the privacy of our camp … not during a storm like this—” my voice cracked, betraying my weakness.
“It felt right—” Marcel tried, but I stopped him with a glare. He knew how unstable I was, he knew how hard I had been trying. I couldn’t help but feel ambushed tonight. He could have at least warned me beforehand, or asked for my input. He could have at least allowed me to leave quietly, respectfully, but instead, he had stood in the doorway and had called out to me—revealing that I had left. What sort of message had that sent to our crew?
Groaning in frustration, he tossed the blanket back on his bed. “What? Do you want me to apologize? When would have been the right time, then? The time wasn’t right in the days that followed the storm. The time wasn’t right the first week we docked. I can barely convince you to leave your tent when you’re at camp, and when you aren’t at camp I have no idea where you go, or if you are safe. How could I have found the right time to consult with you, Caraway?”
Growing hot despite the chill in my bones from the rain, a small sound of frustration escaped me. “Don’t give me that. You’ve been avoiding me, too. Do you think I haven’t noticed that you can barely look at me? I know how disappointed in me you are. I’m sorry that I can’t keep it together as well as you can.” Taking a heated breath, I folded my arms to hide my tremors, hating how exposed I felt, with my emotions on full display. “Before tonight when you gave that speech … I was beginning to think you weren’t mourning for him at all. That I was completely alone in my grief.”
Marcel stepped closer to me, the sweet scent of grog mixing with the heavy smell of the rain clinging to my own clothing. “Alone?” he seethed. “I don’t have the luxury to shut myself off from the crew—I’m their Captain. If you think for even a moment that I haven’t been mourning for Gilroy, then you are gravely mistaken. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t wondered what if? What if I had reached him in time? What if I had spotted him sooner? Could I have saved him?”
My chest constricted and it felt like I might never breathe easy again. Collapsing to my knees, I erupted into a fit of broken sobs, fisting my hands at my sides. “Please Marcel … tell me what you saw? How did he fall? How could he fall?”
Marcel trembled as he watched me, fighting against his own onslaught of emotion. “A line for the mainmast’s sails had come loose, I think. When I saw him … he had one leg over the railing as he sat trying to re-secure the line.” Slowly, he moved to kneel in front of me, his eyes lost in the darkness, only illuminated by the occasional flicker of lightning outside the tent. He took a steadying breath. “I called out, but he didn’t hear me. Before I could get to him, I lost sight of him as a wave came upon us. When I looked back … he was gone.”
Unable to breathe, I clutched the front of my shirt, sobs wracking my body as I envisioned what had happened. How could he? Gilroy had known how dangerous it was to be so close to the railing during a storm, to be sitting upon it … how could he put himself at risk like that? Biting back a groan, I shook my head, letting the tears fall. I didn’t pull away as Marcel tentatively wrapped his arms around me.
For a few minutes, we didn’t speak, the thunder serving to drown out my cries so that the crew wouldn’t hear me. Eventually, my sobs began to subside, leaving me shaking from exhaustion. Marcel rubbed my back softly, lost in his own thoughts. Taking a deep breath, I began to sit up and Marcel leaned back, taking a look at my mess of a face.
He sighed again, his brow furrowed as he seemed to stare past me. Lost in thought. “I wonder if you’d be this inconsolable if it were me you’d lost in that storm, instead of Gilroy.”
A breath caught in my throat at his words. Why would he wonder such a thing? Of course, I would be inconsolable. I looked down, not sure how to respond when anger and sorrow mixed uncomfortably in the back of my throat. Losing Marcel and losing Gilroy were barely comparable—but I had lost Gilroy, not Marcel.
“I, for one, am grateful that I didn’t also lose you. Then I’d truly…” he trailed off, shaking his head. Standing to shake off the sand from his trousers, he said, “In a week or two more, you’ll feel better. Spend some time outside with the crew over the coming days. No more running off on your own.”
Blinking in confusion, I looked up to watch him as he moved to fetch a bottle from his desk. My thoughts were a mess. They swirled around my head at his words, how certain he sounded that I would be back to my old self in no time at all. Swallowing painfully, I got to my feet and moved to his side, taking the bottle from his hands.
“You’re supposed to be cutting back. If you expect me to abide by your rules, then the least you could do is follow mine,” I said, failing to keep the bitterness from my tone. “You know how you get when you drink more than you can handle.”
“I’m monitoring my intake,” Marcel mutters, reaching for the bottle again.
I pulled it close to myself, lifting it and taking a sip. “I’m taking this with me.”
When he didn’t argue further, I ducked outside his tent, the rain pelting me with a vengeance as I scurried toward my own tent. Once inside, I moved to sit beside my bed on the straw-woven rug. Drinking more from the bottle as I recovered my ledger from under my bedroll, unfolding it in my lap with one hand. A few droplets of rain slipped down the bridge of my nose and onto its leather cover.
Setting down the bottle, I closed my eyes as I tried to steady my still-racing heart. When some warmth returned to my fingertips, I reached for the small inkwell and quill I kept in the small wooden crate beside my bed. Dipping the quill’s point into the small jar, I sucked in a strained breath and wrote the last word of the incident report, the last word needed to complete the small list of losses from the storm.
Gilroy.

[image: image-placeholder]
~ Three Weeks Ago ~


Bracing my boot on the man’s chest, I yanked my cutlass free of my adversary’s rib cage. The blood dripped to the floorboards as I looked to where Marcel and some of our men fought. The screams of battle swirled around me as my eyes searched the fray, locking on the target. A large man in a red coat, the Captain, scampered up the steps leading to the Captain’s cabin.
Pushing my way toward Marcel, I grabbed his shoulder and indicated the direction we needed to go. “He’s fled!”
Marcel grinned wolfishly. “I knew he was a coward.”
My brother took off, rushing past our crewmen as they battled on. I trailed behind, my eyes surveying the fight even as we hurried to put an end to it. Noticing a man about to cut down one of our newer crewmates, I turned, grasping the back of the man’s jacket and pushing my blade up through his spine. Dropping his corpse to the floor, I offered my crewman a hand up.
“Keep your wits about you!” I lectured as the younger lad flinched at the sounds of battle that surrounded us.
“Go fight alongside Coen. He’s just over there.” I shoved him toward Coen as another voice sounded beside me and I smiled, taking in the blood-speckled face of Gilroy. His fair blue eyes always appeared brighter, more alert, against the gruesome color.
Jerking my head for Gilroy to come with me, I said, “I thought I told you to stay with Marcel.”
I hadn’t seen Gilroy since the beginning of the fight, and I had been focusing my efforts elsewhere.
Gilroy huffed, matching my stride as we maneuvered past a few of our men. “I looked away for two seconds and he was gone. Besides, Marcel can hold his own in a fight.”
Lowering my gaze at his words, I shrugged. “You know what I mean … he gets ahead of himself sometimes—”
With the unmistakable shout from Marcel up ahead, I sprinted forward, leaving Gilroy to curse and run to catch up with me. Craning my neck above the fray, I spotted four men blocking Marcel’s path to the steps.
Before I could move further, another man moved into my path. I blocked his blade with my own, deflecting his momentum to the side, and shoved my boot out to trip him on his next step to steady himself. He collapsed to the floor, his sword skittering out of his hand and I moved to step around him but he lunged, clutching my leg.
Annoyed, I sliced his shoulder and tried to kick him loose. Gilroy, having just caught up, plunged his blade into the man’s chest. Shaking my leg loose from the dead man’s grip, I grabbed Gilroy’s arm and pointed with my blade toward the steps just ahead. “See, he’s pushed ahead without our men.”
Gilroy smirked, rolling a shoulder back as he met my eyes. “Race you?”
I twitched my eyebrow at the challenge, unable to resist. “Go.”
He lunged forward and I hurried to follow, weaving my way through the onslaught as I kept my eyes on Gilroy’s coppery curls. A yell from our left caught my attention and I spun, catching a blow from a man wielding two short blades. I parried one blade with my own, and my free hand directed the movement of the other to miss my torso, my rigid palm connecting with my opponent’s forearm. His blade just barely grazed me, the sting against my skin only adding fuel to my rage. I gripped the man’s sleeve before he could pull away or redirect his swing, bringing down my sword to slice his forearm. He dropped his short blade with an agonized cry, and I brought the hilt of my sword back up, striking him in the nose, and he fell back.
My eyes snapped back toward the steps, spotting Gilroy as he leaped into the battle alongside Marcel. My brother smiled wide at Gilroy as he slit the throat of a man who had dared to block his path. Sprinting in their direction, I breathed a low whistle through my teeth to distract a tall man attempting to sneak up behind them. As the man began to turn, I sliced the back of his calf to force him into slumping lower. His blade blocked my next swing, but he wasn’t prepared for my dagger as I plunged it into his chest.
“Caraway!” Marcel beckoned to me as I tossed the taller man to the side. Gilroy knocked another man out of our path with a kick to his chest. One of our own men had caught up to us and dragged the enemy to the ground to finish him off.
The tide had shifted in our favor. It was clear, as I glanced back briefly, that our men were winning this fight. Rushing forward to my brother’s side, I followed him up the steps. Gilroy shouldered past us once we reached the upper deck, running forward and slamming his boot into the cabin door’s handle to break in the lock. When it didn’t give on the first attempt, Marcel joined him, and they both kicked it inward with a shout.
Gilroy paused, noticing the emptiness of the office, and gestured for Marcel to go in first. “After you, I insist.”
Marcel laughed grasping Gilroy's shoulder. “Let us go together, then. You go right and I’ll take the left.”
They both hesitated, snickering, reluctant to enter the cabin. The quarry we were after was no doubt lying in wait within the shadows somewhere inside the room. As they began a countdown from three, I rolled my eyes, moving closer. “Let’s get on with it.”
My eyes locked on a slow-moving shadow under the door, on the right, and I leaped forward, pushing Gilroy into Marcel. I barely managed to knock the Captain’s arm to the side in time as he fired a blunderbuss, the peppery scent of gunpowder tickling my nose. I smirked, holding his arm tightly as the Captain’s eyes met my own, tilting my chin up as I twisted his thick wrist, forcing him to drop the weapon. A coward indeed.
Marcel pulled me aside to get his hands on the Captain, gripping his coat and dragging him further into the room. “You should have thought twice before insulting my crew. Now tell me, Rodriguez, where is the ledger? Fetch it for me. Now.”
The sound of fighting just down the steps grew slightly closer, and I moved to block the open doorway on the slim chance any of the opposing crew were able to fight their way up.
“This wasn’t necessary! I had agreed to give you back the ledger!” Captain Rodriguez shouted, his voice pitching with anger as he staggered around the back side of his desk.
It had taken us weeks to track down a merchant ship we’d been paid to raid, only to find out Rodriguez’s crew had already been there, and had taken most of the spoils and the ledger—the item we needed to collect the rest of our payment. We’d immediately set out to hunt them down.
Marcel laughed, moving to the front of the desk and resting his sullied sword over the piles of paperwork. “If you beg for forgiveness, I might forget what you said and spare the rest of your crew.”
Gilroy moved to check out the window beside the Captain’s desk, patting down the heavy drapery with the edge of his blade just in case anyone was lurking behind it. Though I didn’t miss the roll of his eyes at my brother’s spitefulness. Marcel could have simply brushed off the insult; Rodriguez had already surrendered and had agreed to give us the ledger, but there had been no real reason for it to have escalated to this. Then again, this wasn’t the first time Marcel had overreacted and retaliated at an insult, either. In truth, I’d lost count of the occasions.
Rodriguez groaned furiously, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “I apologize, I didn’t peg you as sensitive from the stories I’d heard. Would you have me grovel at your boots ... or that of your sister’s, then? You still never answered my question on which of you I should fear more.”
My eyes snapped toward the Captain at the statement, shocked he would dare insult Marcel a second time. My brother started to laugh at length, leaning harder on the Captain’s desk, growing more manic with each passing moment. I noticed the slight tremor in Rodriguez’s hands as he began to shuffle through the drawers for the ledger. Glancing toward Gilroy, I found his eyes waiting for mine, and I offered a slight nod.
Gilroy stepped toward the Captain and I moved closer to Marcel as he dragged his bloodied blade across the Captain’s desk, raising it to point it at Rodriguez’s face. I brushed my shoulder against Marcel’s back as I moved to his side, keeping my voice low in an attempt to calm him. “There’s no shame in wishing to kiss the boots of the nightmare you worked so hard to create … shall I give him a taste?”
Marcel offered me a ghost of a smile, looking back toward Rodriguez as he lowered his sword. “I think he desires more than just a taste. Don’t you?”
Captain Rodriguez’s eyes widened, and I noticed his arm tense inside one of the desk drawers. The Captain’s eyes move from my brother’s to my own. Narrowing my gaze, a small smile crept across my face. I reacted the second he moved his arm to withdraw the second gun—too little, too late. Before he could aim the single-shot pistol in time to pull the trigger, my dagger found a new home in the jugular of his throat, sparing him from having to face me—the nightmare.




Chapter 3
Approachable


A yell startled me out of my fitful sleep and I sat up, breathing hard. I wiped my hair off of my face as I looked about in the darkness of my tent—the silence made me think I’d imagined it. When the shouting continued, I swung my feet to the rug below my sleeping roll, yanking my jacket and boots on before pushing past the tent flap. Whoever had angered Marcel this time had interrupted my sleep and they’d have to answer for it. 
“Larsen, assemble the men and go take care of it.” My brother’s voice rose from his tent, the lanterns from within casting the shadows of a small number of our crew gathered inside.
Parting the flap, I ducked inside, their confused voices falling silent as I approached. Moving to Larsen’s side, I met Marcel’s bleary gaze. I was accustomed to the scent of stale ale, but it had been particularly pungent in my brother’s tent as of late. Despite my warnings and words with John, our crew’s cook, to limit Marcel’s intake.
Taking in the mixture of angry and confused looks of the gathered men, I cleared my throat. “Take care of what? What has happened?”
Marcel shot an annoyed glance at Larsen. “It’s not your concern, Caraway, I’ve assigned the task to Larsen.”
That was hardly an answer. I looked to Larsen for clarification, and he flinched tensely under my impatient stare. “It would seem we have a traitor. Marcel says they snuck in while he was resting and stole from his desk. A rather large sum is indeed missing, and I did the finances just this morning.”
If there was a traitor, it was even stranger that Marcel was assigning this task to Larsen—the quartermaster. As the ship’s first mate and, more importantly, its enforcer, it was my role to dispose of our enemies, including crew members who betrayed us.
“He must have thought I was out cold. That bastard stole from us, and is probably off spending it as we speak!” Marcel growled, slamming his fist down on his desk.
Larsen jumped, startled by my brother’s aggression, looking down at his boots. “We should bring him back for a trial, I don’t understand why he would dare—”
“A trial? I saw him with my own eyes!” Marcel bellowed, staggering forward to stand nose-to-nose with Larsen, his voice low. “You know the penalty for thievery.”
Frustrated with the lack of information, I stepped between Larsen and my brother, placing a reassuring hand against Marcel’s chest and forcing his attention back to me. “Give me his name and I will see it done. No one steals from our crew and gets away with it.”
My brother regarded me, his amber eyes blazing as he thought. “I had hoped to spare you the trouble, but seeing as Larsen doesn’t have the stomach for such a task …” His eyes flickered over my bedraggled appearance skeptically. “Are you well enough?”
Narrowing my eyes, I withdrew my sword, holding it out to the side of us. His eyes surveyed my blade and arm, looking for even the slightest tremor. I couldn’t blame him. We’d both been drinking more than our fair share since arriving on Isla Dalia … since the storm. In fact, just a few days ago I had been a drunken mess in this very tent, inconsolable after Gilroy’s wake, and surely a pitiful sight to behold. But I had recovered since then and had hardened myself against the grief that had threatened to consume me. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.
Marcel held my gaze a moment longer before he finally nodded. “Show them all what happens to those who dare to make an enemy of me.”
[image: image-placeholder]My senses were running high as I pulled the brothel door open, taking in every indecent giggle, ruckus cackle, and drunken rant of the occupants. I sifted through the noise, in search of one voice in particular. Reaching up, I pulled the brim of my hat down to better shield my face from the many creeping eyes before I made my way around the crowded main floor, searching for my thief.
“The next round is on me!” I heard a very drunken, but nonetheless familiar, voice shout from a table in the back.
As I drew nearer, I heard the thief’s friends’ peals of laughter and
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