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  Debts and Dilemmas


   


  Jason


  The open-air market of the capital of Caravelia thrived with life—a vibrant medley of colors, scents, and sounds. Countless stalls lined the cobblestone streets, their vendors vying boisterously for the attention of passersby. The scents of fresh-baked bread and spiced meats mingled amidst the salty sea air of the nearby ocean. Merchants and shoppers haggled and bartered, adding to the melodic cacophony of the marketplace.


  Jason Callidor strode confidently through the bustling crowd. His muscular build, honed from a youth at sea, was not out of place in the city of his birth. Neither was the mischievous grin he occasionally flashed, though he liked to think his charisma was largely unmatched.


  “Captain Callidor!” a merchant called, waving a handkerchief to catch Jason’s roving gaze. “Come here, my lad! I have the finest silks this side of the Azure Sea!”


  Jason’s grin widened. “Ah, but do they come with a fair maiden to model them?” he teased, earning a hearty laugh from the merchant.


  “I’m afraid not, Captain. But they will make the woman who wears them feel like a queen.”


  “I’ll take one of your gowns, then,” said Jason on a sudden impulse. “The blue dress, over there. How much?”


  “Three silver pieces—but for you, I’ll make it two.”


  “Excellent,” said Jason. He could have talked the man down to at least a silver and three coppers, he knew. But he was in a good mood, and the man seemed friendly enough. Besides, as a merchant captain, he often sold wholesale goods to vendors like these. If he spent a little freely now, perhaps this merchant would return the favor when their roles were reversed.


  The vendor swiftly obliged, carefully wrapping the dress while Jason fished in his pouch for the coin. “Did you have a particular lady in mind, Captain?”


  “No,” Jason admitted, tucking the package under his arm. “But you never know when your luck may change.”


  With that, he bid the merchant good day, humming merrily to himself as he went. It always gave him pleasure to buy or sell a thing of quality. Nevertheless, as he approached the harbor, his steps grew increasingly heavy, and his grin grew ever more strained. Once again, he considered the sheet of parchment in his vest pocket. Just that morning, his creditors had reminded him of his overdue debts, informing him that they would seize his ship in lieu of payment, unless he immediately made good on his back payments. 


  With a sigh, Jason purposefully quickened his step. This was just another setback, nothing more. Perhaps if his last voyage had been more successful… But no, it was better not to dwell on that. Besides, he hadn’t borrowed that money for himself. He’d need the funds to pay for supplies and repairs, not to mention wages for his crew.


  No, he wouldn’t let this latest storm sink him. All he needed was one big score—one successful voyage, the likes of which men always talked about eagerly in pubs and taverns. In spite of his recent setbacks, Jason was still confident that things would work out for him in the end. It was only a matter of time before his fortunes began to change.


  A slight tug on his belt brought him immediately back to the present. His hand snaked out of its own accord, seizing on the young pickpocket before the lad could escape.


  “Careful there, boy!” he chastised the boy playfully. The lad froze, fear widening his eyes, but Jason merely ruffled the boy’s hair. “Never let your mark see you coming.”


  “Th-thank you,” the boy stammered, his eyes filled with desperation.


  Jason chuckled to himself. He had seen his fair share of underhanded dealings in his time as a ship’s captain, and as a sailor in the King’s Fleet before that. This street urchin obviously bore him no malice.


  “What’s your name, lad?” Jason asked, still holding onto the boy’s shoulder.


  “Tomas,” the boy replied, his voice barely more than a whisper.


  “Well, Tomas, it just so happens that I captain a merchant ship, the Azure Serpent, and I’m looking for quick young men to join my crew. If you want to strike out and seek your fortune on the sea, I may have an opportunity for you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Tomas, standing a little taller.


  “Life on the sea isn’t just about taking what you can get,” Jason added as sternly as he could manage—which wasn’t very much. “You’ll have to earn your keep, as well as the respect of those around you.”


  “Yes, sir,” Tomas repeated. The wide-eyed look on his face told Jason that his message had been received.


  “Go on, now,” he said, releasing the lad with a gentle push. “Go to my ship and ask for my first mate, a man by the name of Samuel. Tell him Captain Callidor sent you.”


  As the boy ran off, Jason couldn’t help but chuckle to himself. If he could trade lives with that carefree young lad, would he do so? No, he decided, though the thought had a certain appeal. A life on the streets of Caravelia was a life without a ship of his own, and that would simply not do.


  The Azure Serpent waited for him in the harbor. Her bow was graceful and proud; her sides sleek, if a little weather worn; her white sails trimmed with the same cerulean hue as the gown under his arm. For the last few years, the Serpent had been his home, carrying him through the treacherous waters of life as well as the high seas. Jason could hardly wait until they set sail again, leaving his worldly cares ashore.


  “Captain Callidor,” a gruff voice called out, interrupting his thoughts. Jason turned to find a rotund man with a bushy mustache approaching him. “I trust you received my letter regarding your outstanding debts?”


  “Of course, Master Gavrel,” Jason replied, his heart sinking. “And as I told your messenger, we are about to embark on a most profitable voyage that will more than cover what I owe.”


  “Oh, really?” the beady-eyed man said skeptically. “And where, pray tell, do you intend to take my ship?”


  She’s my ship, you greedy whoreson, Jason thought, clenching his fists—and technically, that was true. But since Master Gavrel owned his debts, if Jason could not pay, ownership of the Azure Serpent would revert back to him.


  “That’s a trade secret,” Jason lied. “I wouldn’t want every other merchant in the kingdom trying to edge in on my profits.”


  Master Gavrel’s mustache twitched. “For your sake, Captain, I hope that your ‘profitable voyage’ isn’t a fool’s errand like the last one. I invested a pretty penny in that one, and I have yet to see any return on my investment.”


  Jason’s smile faltered slightly, but he quickly regained his composure. “I assure you, Master Gavrel, this time will be different. You’ll have your payment in full, with interest, before you know it.”


  “Best be on your way then,” Gavrel said with a wave of his hand. “You’ve got until the next moon. After that, I will take what is mine.”


  With that, he turned on his heel and walked away. Jason watched as his portly figure disappeared into the crowd, knowing full well that the miserly man would make good on that threat. As much as he hated to admit it, the weight of his debts made his throat tighten every time he saw the man. But he refused to let that dampen his enthusiasm for the upcoming voyage. After all, the sooner he was back on the open sea, the better. 


  As he climbed onto the creaking deck of the Azure Serpent, he took a deep breath of the salty sea air. The tangy scent of the sea always lifted his heart and made his spirits soar. That was the smell of freedom and adventure, especially when mingled with the fresh-cut wood of the ship’s recent repairs and the sweat of the sailors laboring to ready her for her next voyage.


  “Jason!” hailed a voice from the lower deck. Samuel, Jason’s first mate and oldest friend, strode toward him with a grin. Tall and lanky, with a thick beard and a head of shaggy brown hair, Samuel was only a little older than Jason himself, and as close to him as a brother.


  “Samuel,” said Jason, greeting him warmly. “How are the preparations going?”


  “Very well. We’re ready to sail as soon as you’re ready.”


  “Good, good. And the crew?”


  “No problems there,” Samuel said encouragingly. “There’s no shortage of men eager to sign up. I’ve kept the crew lean this time, but those I’ve picked should work well together.”


  “Very good,” said Jason. He considered telling Samuel about the pickpocket he’d encountered in the town but decided against it. Samuel was a better judge of character than him, and he didn’t want to tell his first mate how to do his job.


  “Like I said,” Samuel finished, “we’re ready to set sail as soon as you give the word. All we need now are goods and a destination.”


  “Right,” said Jason, gazing out across the harbor.


  Samuel paused. “Begging your pardon, Captain, but have you decided what we’re going to carry?”


  “Not yet,” Jason admitted. If this was the voyage that would make or break them, he would have to choose carefully. That was part of the reason he’d been putting it off.


  “Well,” said Samuel, “I heard there’s a shipment of the finest, rarest spices from the east, brought into the city just recently from the overland route. They’ll fetch a pretty fortune out to the western sea kingdoms, such as Alynthia.”


  “I’m sure they will,” Jason said with a grunt. “But they’ll cost us a pretty fortune, too, and we’re in no shape to borrow more to acquire them.”


  “Right,” said Samuel. His bushy eyebrows half-covered his eyes as he furrowed his brow. Jason turned to face him again and clasped a broad hand on his shoulder.


  “Don’t worry, my friend. I’m sure an opportunity will present itself in the next day or two.”


  “Are you sure? I saw Master Gavrel talking with you on the dock, Jason. If we fail…”


  “We won’t,” Jason told him firmly, though his thoughts were still heavy with apprehension. “We’ve faced worse storms than this. And besides,” he added with a mischievous grin, “with you as our ship’s mage, I’m sure we’ll have luck on our side.”


  “Right,” said Samuel, grinning.


  As his friend returned to overseeing the preparations, Jason strode along the solid oak deck of the Azure Serpent, running his fingers lovingly along the familiar wooden railing. He’d worked so hard and sacrificed so much for her, and he wasn’t about to give her up to miserly cretins like Gavrel. No—this was more than just another vessel to him, more than just an investment. To him and Samuel, the Azure Serpent was home.




  A Marriage of Duty


   


  Julietta


  Princess Julietta of the Petty Kingdom of Firenia sat by the window in her bedchamber, gazing down at the castle courtyard. Servants loaded trunks and crates onto the wagons that would carry them to the harbor. Most of her belongings were in those trunks, and in just another day, she would be carried away to a new life, with a man she had never met, in a distant kingdom that was foreign and unfamiliar.


  A soft breeze made her auburn hair dance. She leaned against the stone windowsill and lifted her eyes to the long blue line of the sea. The beautiful view was usually sufficient to soothe her, but the knowledge that she would soon cross that boundless distance made it difficult to think of anything else.


  “Your Highness, it’s time for your fitting.” Julietta turned to see Elise, her favorite lady-in-waiting, standing in the doorway.


  “Of course,” she replied, tearing herself from the window. She followed Elise down the hall to the chamber where the royal seamstress, Madame Duval, was waiting. Her other ladies-in-waiting, Giselle and Marie, were fussing over the exquisite silk and lace wedding gown that Madame Duval had prepared.


  “Ah, Princess, there you are! Come, let us begin.”


  Julietta silently undressed and slipped into the gown, feeling its cool fabric slide smoothly against her skin. As the ladies laced her into it, she could feel their shared thrill at the upcoming wedding, but her own emotions felt more like a tangled knot.


  “Isn’t it lovely?” Elise asked as she smoothed Julietta’s skirts.


  “Yes,” said Giselle, “but it’s missing something.” As Marie carefully braided Julietta’s hair, Giselle slipped a silver chain around the princess’s neck, with a deep blue sapphire that settled onto her bosom. The stone was just the right shade to complement her eyes and bring out the redness of her hair.


  “Marvelous!” said Elise, clasping her hands together in delight. “You’ll be the most beautiful bride the Kingdom of Valinar has ever seen!”


  “Indeed,” Marie agreed, her eyes shining with admiration. “Prince Anton will be smitten the moment he lays eyes on you.”


  “Thank you,” Julietta murmured, managing a smile.


  As Elise held up a mirror for her, she couldn’t help but wish her mother had lived to see this day. Instead, she had only her ladies-in-waiting, whose praise—though well-meaning—did little to assuage her fears.


  “Madame Duval, the dress is perfect.” said Julietta, forcing her thoughts back to the present. “You have truly outdone yourself.”


  Madame Duval bowed deeply. “Thank you, Your Highness. I am honored to have played a part in your special day.”


  Is it really that special, though? Julietta couldn’t help but wonder. Her marriage to Prince Anton was a matter of duty, not of love. How could it be otherwise, when she had yet to meet him? She kept these thoughts to herself, though, as Madame Duval went about taking measurements for the final adjustments to the dress.


  “Can you imagine how grand Valinar must be?” Marie asked excitedly. “I’ve heard their castle has more than a hundred rooms!”


  “And they say the prince is quite handsome,” Giselle added, giggling.


  “Have you any thoughts about your future husband?” Elise asked.


  Julietta forced a smile. “Only that I hope to do my best to be the wife and queen I am expected to be.”


  Elise’s eyes filled with concern. “What about love?”


  “Love has nothing to do with it,” Julietta said quietly, dropping her gaze. “I know my duty.”


  The ladies fell silent, the weight of Julietta’s words settling over them. After a few moments, Elise spoke again.


  “Your Highness, please. There is no need to despair of happiness. Who knows but Prince Anton will surprise you.”


  “I am not despairing, my dear Elise,” Julietta said quickly. “Nor do I expect that happiness will forever elude me.” Even if it does for a season, she thought but did not say.


  “Is something troubling you, Princess?” Giselle asked.


  Julietta sighed. How best to put her feelings into words?


  “All my life, I have lived within these castle walls, never venturing out for more than a day or two. As a young girl, I yearned to see the world that lay beyond them—to take my life into my own hands. And yet, now that I am about to leave home forever, I cannot help but feel that all my choices are still being made for me.”


  “Do you wish to call off the wedding?” Elise asked quietly.


  “No,” Julietta answered. “I know my duty and have no qualms about fulfilling it. But…” Her voice drifted off uncertainly.


  “You mustn’t let such thoughts distract you,” Marie gently chided. “Instead, think of the good people of Firenia, and how this union will ensure their security.”


  “I know. But a part of me cannot help but yearn for more control over my own life—to make choices for myself rather than having them made for me. Do you understand?”


  Her ladies-in-waiting glanced uneasily at each other. “Your courage and strength are admirable, Your Highness,” Giselle answered.


  Julietta sighed, even as she forced a smile for them. “Thank you, Giselle. I promise to fulfill my duty as best as I know how.”


  “You’re just getting the wedding jitters,” Elise said good-naturedly. “Every bride does. When you look back on this time, I’m sure it will make you laugh.”


  “I hope so,” Julietta said softly. But inwardly, she wondered if she would ever find a way to satisfy the deeper yearnings of her soul.


   


  Julietta


  “Princess,” Julietta’s father greeted her at the door to the council chamber. King Aldric Godfrey was a tall, imposing man with gray hair and a salt-and-pepper beard, though in Julietta’s mind, it was still the thick, shaggy mane of jet-black hair that she remembered from her childhood. Strange, she thought, how the people closest to us seem to change the most at the moments when we have the greatest need for their stability. 


  “Father,” Julietta replied, smiling as she took her seat next to him at the head of the great oaken table. All the other chairs were taken by King Godfrey’s counselors and advisors. His vassals were absent, except for Lord Kenrick, the baron of the town below the castle. But all of his commanders were there, as well as the head of the merchant’s guild. Their presence was a reminder that the entire kingdom’s future hung in the balance, not just her own.


  “Are you all right, my child?” her father asked softly enough that only she could hear.


  “I’m fine,” she answered, smiling to reassure him. “Let us begin.”


  He hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Very well. Lord Kenrick, you may conduct this council.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Lord Kenrick rose to his feet and surveyed the table. “We are gathered here to discuss the impending marriage of our beloved Princess Julietta to Prince Anton of Valinar. This marriage will grant us access to the northern straits and several critical trade resources we have long lacked. Indeed, we already have received several new items of correspondence from Valinarian merchants eager to establish new terms of trade.”


  “Furthermore,” added Lady Astrid, “Julietta’s marriage will secure a formidable military alliance against our enemies—not just the other petty kings who seek to rule over us, but against outside powers that have been eyeing our lands and wealth for some time. We must discuss how this will affect the disposition of our forces, according to the most recent reports.”


  “Indeed,” nodded Sir Eamon, one of the king’s commanders. “Our alliance with the Valinarians is crucial for the future of our people.”


  “Your Highness,” Lord Kenrick asked, looking Julietta in the eye. “Are you prepared to fulfill your duty?”


  “Yes,” she answered without hesitation, her voice steady and resolute. “I understand the significance of this marriage alliance, and I will do everything within my power to ensure its success.”


  Julietta listened attentively as the council continued to discuss her upcoming union. As King Godfrey’s youngest daughter, and the only one still unmarried, she knew full well the importance of her role. But beneath the politics of it all, she couldn’t help but wonder about Prince Anton himself. Would he be kind? Would he care for her? Would they be happy together?


  Her father kept an eye on her as the meeting continued, and when he saw her thoughts begin to wander, he stood and placed his hands palm down on the wooden table. “I believe that is enough for today. The council is adjourned.”


  As the counselors filed out of the chamber, King Aldric turned to his daughter. “Shall we?” he asked, motioning to the door that led out to the battlements. She slipped her arm in his, and they walked out together, nodding to the guards they passed.


  The view from the castle’s eastern wall was magnificent, with the city and its harbor stretched out far below them. Nearest to the castle, the buildings were tall with slate roofs, while further out, the rooftops were wood or even thatch. Beyond the wall, the edges of the city seemed to blend into the verdant countryside itself, with golden fields of wheat, barley, and rye interspersed with woods. Of course, the deep blue ocean dominated the scene, the waves breaking on the cliffs and sandy beaches where land met the sea.


  Julietta’s father led her to the southern wall, which offered a much better view of the surrounding countryside. It also afforded them some privacy, as the guards were concentrated on the northern and eastern walls which overlooked the harbor.


  “Julietta,” her father said softly, “I want you to know that I am proud of you and the sacrifices you are making for our kingdom.”


  “I know, Father. I am looking forward to my marriage to Prince Anton.”


  Her father paused, as if carefully weighing his words. “We must often put our own desires aside for the greater good, but there is no shame in wanting more for yourself, my dear.”


  Julietta wasn’t sure what to say to that. She had long felt that there ought to be something more to her life, but she didn’t quite know how to express it and didn’t want to voice those thoughts without first having greater clarity.


  “About that,” she said, “I know that this marriage is an important alliance that will secure our people’s future. The Kingdom of Valinar is powerful, and their support will—”


  “Julietta,” her father gently interrupted her. “This is not the council. Please, tell me how you really feel.”


  She took a deep breath. “It’s just… I’ve never met Prince Anton. I know nothing about his character or how he treats those around him. I know it is my duty to marry him, and I will do so. But… can you tell me anything about him, Father? Anything at all?”


  “Well,” her father began uncertainly, “Prince Anton is a practiced warrior and a skilled tactician, much like myself. His cousin, the Lady Kenric, speaks highly of his dedication to the kingdom.”


  “Is that all?” Julietta asked quietly, her heart sinking. She had hoped for something more personal, to help her feel a connection with the man she was to marry.


  Her father placed a hand on her shoulder. “Unfortunately, I have not had the pleasure of meeting Prince Anton myself. Our correspondence has been limited to matters of state and diplomacy.”


  “Then he is a stranger to both of us,” Julietta murmured, mostly to herself.


  “Sometimes, that is the way of things,” her father conceded. “But the anxiety you feel is not so different from that of a soldier facing his first battle. It is not the clash of swords that fills his heart with dread, so much as the long, uncertain silence that comes before.”


  “Thank you, Father,” she whispered. But still, the weight of her duty felt like it would crush her.


  King Aldric stared at her for a moment, then reached into his ermine robes and pulled out a small, leather pouch. He removed a small stone from it. “Take this,” he said, presenting it to her. It was as smooth and clear as glass, though it felt heavier, like gold.


  “What is it?”


  “It is called a whisperstone. When you wish to talk, hold it close and think of me. When you speak, I will hear your voice in my mind, and you will hear mine.”


  “How can that be?” she asked as she examined it curiously. Though at a first glance it appeared clear, on further inspection she saw that it was slightly cloudy, like a fortune teller’s crystal.


  “The whisperstones are magically infused, though the spell wears off with time and use. It will only last about a year—shorter, if you use it frequently—and when it has worn off, the two stones must be paired again for the spell to be renewed. But while the magic holds, distance is no obstacle.”


  Julietta’s eyes widened as her father produced an identical stone to hers. She knew a little of magic, but this was all quite new to her, and she couldn’t help but marvel that such an incredible thing existed.


  “So you see,” her father told her, replacing his stone in its pouch, “no matter how far you go, so long as there remains any magic in that stone, I am only a whisper away.”


  “Thank you, Father,” she said, giving him a hug. “I will treasure this stone always.”


  “Not always, child. I assume you will want to pair them again, to renew the spell—and by then, you may want someone else to hold the other.”


  “Never,” she said aloud, though deep down, she knew her father was right. It was difficult for her to imagine a time when he was not her closest friend and confidante, but that time was swiftly approaching.


   


  Julietta


  Dawn’s light cast a beautiful golden glow over the already-bustling harbor. Seagulls cried out overhead as the fishermen prepared to set out for the day, checking their nets and hoisting their sails. Elsewhere, dock hands stacked wooden crates, filled with goods destined for the eastern kingdoms.


  The ship that was to take Julietta to Valinar was small and sleek, its dark wood polished to a shine. Emblazoned on its sails was the emblem of her father’s kingdom: three silver fish and a lion rising on its hind legs. The vessel was one of the swiftest in her father’s fleet and had been christened the Golden Swan.


  “Your Highness,” the captain greeted her kindly as she boarded. Frode Isidore was a tall, lanky man, with high cheekbones and deep-set eyes. As a youth, he had probably been gangly and awkward, but the authority he carried as an older man commanded immediate respect.


  “Captain,” said Julietta, favoring him with a curtsy. “I trust that all is in order?”


  “Yes, milady. We are ready to depart as soon as your entourage has finished boarding.” When Julietta did not reply, he added: “My crew is skilled and experienced. We will carry you to your betrothed as swiftly and surely as we can.”


  “There’s no need to hurry, Captain,” Julietta said absent-mindedly. “We will arrive as soon as we are meant to, I am sure.”


  Captain Isidore gave her a puzzled look but bowed and stepped aside. She walked slowly around the lower deck, taking in all the details of the ship: the intricate rigging, the gleaming brass fixtures, and the sailors busily preparing for departure.


  “Make ready to set sail!” Captain Isidore barked as the last of Julietta’s entourage boarded. The crew sprang into action, hoisting the sails and untying the mooring lines.


  Julietta climbed the stairs to the upper deck and moved to the railing, gripping it tightly as the Golden Swan began to glide away from the dock. She looked back over the city, its slate-roof houses and colorful market stalls gradually receding. The castle stood atop the hill overlooking the harbor. Its tall towers and sturdy stone walls had been both a sanctuary and a cage to her, but not anymore.


  Julietta’s heart swelled with a strange mixture of melancholy and determination. Tears began to tug at the edges of her eyes, but she forced them back, refusing to show any weakness in front of the courtiers and crew—or herself, for that matter.


  “Goodbye, my home,” she whispered as the ship began to sway before the gently lapping waves. She would not allow homesickness to overwhelm her, nor would she dwell on the life she was leaving behind.


  “Full sails ahead!” Captain Isidore ordered. The last of the sails unfurled, and a sudden blast of wind filled them, causing the Golden Swan to leap forward.


  Princess Julietta turned her gaze toward the open sea. The sight filled her with anxious exhilaration as the Golden Swan carried her into the new and the unknown.




  Kidnapped


   


  Julietta


  The dawn’s rays slowly dissipated the mist and fog that drifted across the placid sea as the Golden Swan cut through the waves. Her sails fluttered in the cool morning breeze while seagulls cried overhead, indicating that land was not far away.


  From her vantage point on the upper deck, Julietta marveled at the beauty of the sleek, newly built ship, and the practiced efficiency with which her crew went about their duties. Half a dozen men worked the rigging, perched along the mast and sails like birds, while another half-dozen worked the deck below. With their efforts, the ship cut through fog and water alike.


  “Quite a ship, isn’t she?” a voice came from behind her. Julietta turned and saw Elana, the ship’s mage, coming to join her.


  “Yes,” said Julietta, greeting her with a smile. “You must be very proud to be her mage.”


  Elana nodded and walked over to stand next to her at the railing. She was a young, blonde-haired woman, only a few years older than Julietta herself, but her green eyes had the serenity of one who was well-versed in magic. She was the daughter of the court magician, and while Julietta didn’t know her especially well, she had always been a friendly acquaintance.


  “To be honest, this is my first voyage,” Elana confessed. “I’ve trained to be a ship’s mage all my life, but now that I’m actually here, I feel a bit…”


  “Like the ground could fall out from under you at any moment?” Julietta finished for her.


  Elana smiled. “Yes! Exactly. I practically grew up on sailing ships like this one, but this is the first time I feel like I’ve lost my sea legs.”


  “I know what that feels like,” Julietta mused, thinking of her upcoming marriage. Now that it was actually happening, her mind was tossed by a turmoil of conflicting emotions. Duty weighed heavily on her shoulders, even as a part of her yearned for—what, precisely? Freedom to forge her own path? A greater sense of personal control?


  “Are you looking forward to your wedding, milady?”


  Julietta paused. “I think so, Elana. But to be honest, it’s hard to say.”


  “I don’t blame you,” said Elana. “I’d probably feel the same way, if I’d never met my betrothed.”


  “It’s probably just normal wedding jitters,” Julietta said dismissively, even though she knew that wasn’t true. Or was it? Lots of brides had second thoughts in the days leading up to their wedding—her ladies-in-waiting had said as much to her. The fact that they were all still sleeping spoke to the fact that Julietta’s anxiety was her own.


  Elana gazed out over the waters and closed her eyes as she cast a spell of discernment. The air around her seemed to glow and flicker.


  “If that’s true, milady, you won’t have long to wait,” said Elana, opening her eyes as the magic faded. “We’ll arrive in Valinar today—perhaps even this morning, if the favorable weather prevails.”


  “Good,” said Julietta, even though she wasn’t sure she was ready to arrive. Sensing her anxiety, Elana put a hand on her arm.


  “Your Highness, you should go down to your quarters and rest. We’ll make sure everything goes smoothly here.”


  “Of course,” said Julietta, turning to leave.


  “And milady?”


  “Yes?”


  Elana gave her a reassuring smile. “Thanks for your kind words.”


  Julietta nodded and climbed down the stairs, slipping through the open doorway into the narrow hall that led to her quarters. Life on a ship was much different than a castle, where the rooms were spacious and decorated with elaborate tapestries and rugs. Her quarters here were much more spartan than she was used to, but they held a certain charm. The bed was narrow but comfortable, with an ornate wooden chest for her personal belongings and not much room for anything else. A small porthole let in just enough light from the morning sun to cast a warm glow. This was not the luxury she’d grown up with, but she found it all the more invigorating because of that. A part of her regretted having to eventually leave it behind.


  As she lay down on the bed, enjoying her last few moments of solitude before the inevitable whirlwind of events that would soon come, she couldn’t help but wonder about her betrothed. Would he be kind and gentle to her, or strong and fierce? Would he be the kind of man she could love, or would she find herself merely a pawn in the machinations of a court far removed from her home?


  She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the shouting on the deck above her until the ship lurched to one side. She stumbled to her feet, clutching the whisperstone that hung in the locket around her neck, and looked frantically out the porthole.


  The sea outside was churning, as if in a great storm. Lightning struck the water, not from the sky above, but from the side, just out of view. The crack of thunder was so powerful that it sent Julietta to her knees.


  She rushed out of her quarters into a scene of utter chaos. The crew were running in every direction, battening things down against the powerful wind that seemed intent on tearing the ship apart. It whipped her hair and nearly blew her off the deck, forcing her to cling to the railing. From the upper deck, Captain Isidore barked orders.


  “Secure that rigging! Get the sails back under control!”


  A lull in the wind gave Julietta just enough time to climb up and see what was going on. Half the sails were torn and fluttering wildly, while others were pulling so far to the side that the wind threatened to capsize the ship. She held onto the railing for dear life as they pitched hard to starboard, sending barrels rolling across the lower decks.


  “Secure that cargo!” Isidore shouted. But it was too late—the barrels plunged into the sea.


  Another crack of thunder made Julietta scream. She looked up just in time to see a man plunge into the churning sea. The lighting had struck the topmost part of the mast, and the poor men in the rigging could only hang on for dear life.


  “Elana!” Isidore shouted.


  “I’m trying!” the young ship’s mage replied, even as she strained against the magic with all her might. “It’s just too powerful!”


  This isn’t a normal storm, Julietta thought ruefully. The sea in the distance was just as placid as it had been the hour before. Only immediately around the Golden Swan had it transformed into a maelstrom of fury.


  “Dammit!” Isidore muttered. “Where is our Valinarian escort? They were supposed to meet up with us before dawn!” His eyes fell on Julietta and widened. “Princess, are you all right?”


  “I’m fine, Captain,” she said, rising on unsteady legs.


  “Stay close to me,” he instructed. “We’ll see you safely through this.”


  “Captain!” Elana shouted, pointing frantically. A large black ship suddenly materialized out of the mists, bearing straight for them.


  Captain Isidore drew his sword. “Prepare to repel boarders!” he shouted to his men.


  Pirates, Julietta realized, dread suddenly gripping her heart. She thought of her ladies-in-waiting, still below-decks, and trembled at the thought of what the pirates would do to them—and to her, for that matter.


  She braced for impact, fully expecting the ghostly ship to crash into them. At the very last moment, it turned hard to port and pulled alongside them. Grappling hooks flew across the deck, and before she knew what was happening, strange and fearsome men were leaping across the gulf, brandishing swords and daggers.


  The roaring of the wind was soon replaced by the clash of steel on steel as the disheveled attackers swarmed the deck below. Isidore placed himself at the top of the ladder, defending it even as he continued to shout encouragement to his men. Thinking quickly, Julietta rushed to Elana’s side.


  “I’m sorry, Princess,” the mage said, her face pale from exertion. “I’ve failed you.”


  “Not yet, you haven’t.” Julietta reached under her shirt and pulled out the locket with the whisperstone. She held it out to Elana.


  “Your Highness—what is this?”


  “A whisperstone,” Julietta said quickly. “My father has its twin. Use it to tell him what’s happened to me, should I fall prisoner.”


  Elana hesitated for a moment, then clenched the stone tightly and nodded. “Don’t worry, milady. I’ll keep it safe.”


  “Princess!” Captain Isidore shouted just as another dozen pirates swung toward the upper deck of the Golden Swan. Elana raised her hand, and a sudden blast of wind knocked all but two of them aside, sending them into the churning waves. But the other two quickly rolled to their feet, swords drawn and eyes ablaze with murderous intent.


  Captain Isidore plunged his sword into the first man’s heart, striking him down before he could react. But the other lunged toward Julietta, grabbing her before she could escape.


  “I’ve got her!” he shouted, holding her tight with one arm. Julietta screamed and tried to break free, but his grip was too strong for her.


  “Princess!” Isidore shouted. He wrenched his sword free, but her captor was already on the move. He easily parried Isidore’s blow and leaped with her to the deck below, where the pirates had all but overwhelmed the crew.


  As they crashed to the wooden deck, the blow knocked the wind out of him, and he released her. They both rolled together, but Julietta managed to scramble away.


  “There she is!” one of the men shouted.


  “Get her!” cried another.


  I have to get out of here! Julietta thought frantically. The way back to her quarters was blocked, so she ran toward the bow, where a small knot of crewmen still held out. The deck was slick, and it was impossible not to trip over the bodies of the dead and dying, but she did the best she could, ignoring the pounding of her heart.


  But then, a firm hand gripped her arm. She cried out in pain, as other hands grabbed her and yanked her around.


  “We’ve got her, Captain!” the pirates yelled. They stank of sweat and filth, their teeth yellow and their faces scarred.


  “Let me go!” she cried, trying in vain to break free.


  The pirates hauled her kicking and screaming to the edge of the deck, to a man who could only be their captain. He was lean and tall, with a rough-shaven square jaw and a scar that ran from his forehead to his chin. His eyes were like knives that glinted from the shadows.


  “Please,” Julietta begged, realizing that it was over for her. “Stop the killing. I’ll come willingly, if you let everyone else go.”


  “Ah, so noble,” the pirate captain sneered. “Haul her aboard!”


  From the deck above her, Captain Isidore urgently rallied his men. Julietta’s gaze briefly met his before one of the pirates grabbed her around the waist and swung with her over the railing. For a terrifying instant, she dangled over the churning sea. Then they landed on the black deck of the pirate ship. The others quickly followed, putting on a fighting retreat as their comrades cut the grappling hooks loose. Their captain was the last to swing aboard.


  “Cast off!” the captain shouted. “Full sail ahead, you scullions! There’ll be time enough later to lick your wounds. And get our prize below!”


  The pirate ship lurched, nearly sending Julietta to her knees as the men dragged her off toward the hold. She caught one last glimpse of the Golden Swan, her sails and rigging in tatters and her deck littered with dead and dying men. Then her captors pulled her down to the windowless decks below.


   


  Frode


  Captain Frode Isidore watched in dismay as the pirates sailed off into the morning mist, leaving the Golden Swan helpless in their wake. His men had successfully repelled the attack, but in the aftermath of the battle, he couldn’t help but look on in horror as the extent of the carnage became clear.


  “Gather the wounded!” he shouted. “Bring up bandages and salves! And set a lookout—we want to be ready if they come for us again!”


  Deep down, though, he knew that the pirates were gone. They had doubtless come for the princess, and now that they had her, he doubted they would come back for more.


  “I’m sorry, Captain!” Elana sobbed. “I just wasn’t strong enough to stop them!”


  “Have you recast our defensive wards?”


  “N-not yet, sir. I’ll do that right away.”


  “Don’t bother,” said Frode, surveying the blood-drenched deck below. Several of the wounded were crying out in pain, while the survivors rushed back and forth to care for them. He knew from grim experience that many of them wouldn’t make it.


  “S-sir?” the mage asked uncertainly.


  “Use your magic to save as many of them as you can. I don’t want to lose any more than I have to.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Elana, confidence returning to her eyes. Frode knew that she excelled in healing magic, so this was something she could do. She hurried down to the lower deck and immediately began assisting the ship’s surgeon.


  Frode lifted his eyes to the torn and tattered sails. The once proud emblems of his country were thoroughly shredded, adding insult to injury. With all the damage they’d taken, they’d be lucky to make it back to Firenia, but so long as the Golden Swan was still seaworthy, he wouldn’t give in to despair.


  “Get me a count of the dead and wounded,” he commanded. “I want everyone accounted for. And if you find any pirates among the wounded, hold them separately. I want them alive for questioning.”


  And where was their damned escort? These were Valinarian waters, not the high seas. They should have met Prince Anton’s fleet en route to the princess’s wedding. Stormy seas were not an excuse, as the day was perfectly clear. Was something else afoot?


  Damn those pirates! he thought, gritting his teeth. The thought of Princess Julietta languishing as their prisoner—on the eve of her wedding, no less—made his skin crawl. King Godfrey needed to learn about this vile attack as soon as possible. The Golden Swan was in no shape to go after her, and with each passing hour, the prospects of rescuing her grew ever slimmer.


  The sun rose swiftly, clearing the morning fog. His men worked tirelessly to save as many of the wounded as they could, and by noon, the urgency of their work had passed. The bodies of the dead were shrouded in white sheets, while the cabin boys mopped the deck of blood. Up in the rigging, the crew worked to repair the damaged sails while the gulls and cormorants circled noisily around them.


  “Captain,” said Elana, returning to the upper deck. “The wounded have all been seen to. We found three pirates among them, including two we fished out of the sea after the fighting. They’ve been sequestered from the rest of the wounded.”


  “Excellent,” said Frode, clenching his fists. “Keep them under watch, like the animals they are.”


  “Already done, sir. I’m using my magic to keep them in bonds. They won’t surprise us again.”


  He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Well done, Elana. What about the rest of the wounded?”


  She hesitated before answering. “Most of them should live, though five of them are still on death’s door. I’ve done all I can for them.” She looked up at him, her expression hardened with resolve. “What are your orders, sir?”


  Frode took a moment to look into her young face. Gone was her naive and girlish innocence, her eyes hardened from the gruesome sight of battle and its aftermath. It was up to her whether that hardness would temper into strength or ultimately cause her to shatter. He’d seen both.


  “Can you signal the Valinarian fleet?” he asked. “Send word of the attack before the pirates get too far?”


  Elana nodded, then blinked suddenly. “I nearly forgot to tell you. The princess gave me something before the pirates took her away.”


  “What is that?”


  From the locket around her neck, she withdrew a milky-white stone, translucent like frosted glass. “This is Julietta’s whisperstone. It has magical properties that allow the bearer to communicate with the person who holds the matching stone.”


  Frode took it from her and examined it curiously. “Who has the other stone?”


  “I believe she said it was her father, sir.”


  “The king?”


  “Yes.”


  Frode’s heart leaped, though he resisted the urge to get his hopes up. “Very well. How do I use it?”


  “Hold the stone tightly and think of the person you wish to talk with. If one who holds the other stone is receptive, they will hear your voice just as surely as you will hear theirs.”


  He nodded and closed his eyes, holding the stone with both hands. In his mind’s eye, he pictured King Godfrey.


  “Your Majesty, this is Captain Isidore of the Golden Swan. Your daughter has been abducted by pirates, and we are unable to help her. Please respond if you can hear me.”


  Both Frode and Elana held their breath as they waited for a response, but for several long moments, the only sound they heard was the lapping of waves against the ship’s hull. Suddenly, the whisperstone began to glow, and King Godfrey’s voice sounded in Frode’s mind.


  “Captain Isidore, thank you for your warning. I am giving this stone to Sir Eamon. Tell him everything you can about this attack. We will send help with all possible speed.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will do as you command.” He opened his eyes and turned to Elana, his hope renewed.


  “What did His Majesty say?” she asked.


  “That the effort to rescue the princess has begun.”


   


  Julietta


  No sooner had the pirates thrown Julietta into the hold than she began to search for some way to escape. They had bound her hands and feet with thick cords. There were no hatches or portholes around her, but a shoddy patch in the hull had a crack running down it, letting in just enough light to see by.


  She shuddered at the memory of the awful battle that had brought her to this place. The thought of good men dying for her made her stomach queasy, and she didn’t want anyone else to suffer on her account. But if the pirates weren’t simply opportunists looking to hold her for ransom, she feared that her capture could be the prelude to war. And even if all they wanted was ransom, there was a good chance her father would try to take her by force, rather than give into their demands. Either way, if she didn’t find a way out soon, a lot more people could die.


  But for now, a calm seemed to have settled upon the ship. She occasionally heard footsteps on the deck above her or on the stairs in the corridor just outside, but no one opened the door. She didn’t think there was even a guard.


  The ropes that bound her were slick. She bit them gingerly, wincing at the acrid taste of hemp and oil as she tried to pull them loose. The taste was so awful that she had to spit to get it out of her mouth, and even then, it still lingered like a sore that refused to fully heal.


  She looked around the room for some other way to free herself: a sharp piece of metal, perhaps, with which she could cut the rope. Unfortunately, the room was empty, with nothing but a few nails sticking out from the shoddy repair job in the hull.


  That’s still better than nothing, she thought, hobbling over. Taking care not to cut herself—the last thing she needed was an infected wound—she pressed her bonds against one of the nails until it punctured the fibers of the cord. She twisted and pulled, ignoring the pain in her wrists, until she’d twisted it as far as she could. She then took it out and tried again with her teeth, pulling on the rope as hard as she could.


  Slowly but surely, the knot began to come free. She had to use the nail a couple more times, but after what felt like hours, the rope began to slide out of the knot with each pull.


  Yes! 


  She could hardly restrain her cry of triumph as she finally freed her hands. Her wrists were rubbed raw, though, and it took a few minutes for circulation to return to them. Still, she was free!


  As she began to untie the rope at her ankles, she heard booted footsteps on the stairs outside her cell, coming straight toward her. Her heart leaped in her throat. She quickly wrapped the loose rope around her wrists again and sat with her back to the wall, burying her hands in her lap as the door creaked open.


  The ship’s mage came in first, casting a spell of illumination just above him. The sudden brightness made Julietta wince, but she resisted the urge to shield her eyes, afraid that her work would be discovered. The next man was heavyset and burly, a regular thug who was missing half his teeth. The last one to crowd inside was the pirate captain himself.


  “Welcome aboard, Your Highness,” the captain sneered. “I regret that we couldn’t come to you sooner, but the circumstances of our departure required my full attention.”


  Up close, he was not as ugly as she remembered. He was actually somewhat handsome, in a rugged way. His square jaw was darkened by a few days’ worth of stubble, though his looks were marred considerably by the scar that ran the length of his face. His eyes were a deep blue, deeper even than her own, and they seemed to dance with a scornful mirth.


  “Who are you?” she asked.


  The captain removed his hat and gave her an exaggerated bow. “Captain Karl Hansen, at your service—so long as we find it profitable to keep you alive.”


  “It is ransom you’re after, then? Gold from my father?”


  Hansen laughed. “My dear child, I don’t rightly care whose gold we take for you. But I seriously doubt the Petty King of Firenia could offer us more than those who hired us to kidnap you—though we will hold onto you for a while, just to be sure.”


  Julietta’s heart fell, even as her mind began to race. They must have been hired by one of my father’s rivals, she thought, mentally listing which ones were likely to have the funds to do something like this. Probably one who had already forged a powerful alliance, such as the one her marriage was supposed to secure.


  “Who are you working for?” she asked. “Where are you taking me?”


  “Tsk, tsk, Princess. I thought your questions would be a bit more subtle than that.”


  “I have no respect for petty criminals,” she said, locking her eyes onto his to keep him from looking down at her wrists. “Nor does my father. When he finds you, he’ll—”


  “I like your spirit, girl,” the pirate captain said, “even if you lack the wits to back it.”


  “Is that what you call sorcery and thuggery?” Julietta asked, hot blood rushing to her cheeks. “Because I have yet to find anyone with wits aboard that ship, and that most certainly includes you.”


  “And yet, here you are, bound hand and foot as my prisoner.”


  She sat up straight, keeping her hands in her lap. “Mark my words, Captain Hansen. If you do not release me now, you will regret that you ever brought me aboard this ship—if you live to regret anything at all.”


  “Bold words, Princess. For your sake, I hope they are just words, for you may be worth more to us dead than alive.” He turned to his ship’s mage. “Bind her wrists again, Cyrus. We can’t have this mouse running loose.” 


  To Julietta’s dismay, the mage held out his hand and cast a binding spell on the cord, which seemed to come alive like a snake. She yelped as the cord tied itself around her wrists, even tighter than before.


  “I’ve cast a spell on that knot,” Cyrus told her, revealing an unsightly gap between his front teeth. “The moment it comes untied, I’ll know.”


  Hansen sneered. “Did you really think it would be that easy for you to escape?”


  She swallowed her dismay, refusing to show any weakness. “Until you give me a reason to believe otherwise,” she told him defiantly, “I continue to expect that it will.”


  The captain’s sneer turned quickly into a scowl. “Watch the door, Garrek,” he muttered to the thug in the corner. “And no abusing her, you hear? You’ll have your fun when we get to Bone Island.”


  The thug responded with a nearly toothless grin, making Julietta shudder. Hansen gave her a meaningful glance, then turned on his heel and laughed, his men following close behind.


   


  Aldric


  It was high noon before the king’s council was assembled. Only hours had passed since word of his daughter’s abduction had come through the whisperstone, and yet it felt like another lifetime. He burst into the council chamber like a mighty thunderstorm, brooding as his counselors rose quickly to their feet.


  “Are you all here? Good. Be seated and let us begin.”


  “Your Majesty,” Sir Eamon began hesitantly, turning to address the chamber, “esteemed counselors and advisors. We have gathered in this assembly to discuss—”


  “Julietta has been kidnapped by pirates!” King Godfrey bellowed, slamming his fists on the table. “They attacked the Golden Swan this morning—in Valinarian waters, no less!”


  Evidently, the news had already spread, since no one showed any surprise. Not that King Godfrey cared. The one thought on his mind was how to get his daughter back, courts and councils be damned. If he knew it would save his daughter, he would take to the seas himself.


  “There is more, Your Majesty,” Sir Eamon tentatively added, withdrawing the whisperstone from the pocket of his jerkin. “Captain Isidore has informed me that the pirate ship was the Black Viper, captained by a man named Karl Hansen. He believes that they are headed for the Corsair Isles.”


  King Godfrey scowled and leaned heavily over the table, his thews bulging with fury. “Then the Corsair Isles shall burn until my daughter has returned safely to our shores!”


  “Your Highness!” exclaimed Lord Fergus, his eyes wide with alarm. “We cannot simply charge into those lawless waters! Our fleet is too small! Our losses would be devastating!”


  “Additionally,” Lady Astrid interjected, “we must consider the safety of the princess.”


  “Lady Astrid is right, sir,” Lord Fergus added. “Even if our invasion proved successful, your daughter might very well perish in the chaos.”


  King Godfrey sighed and collapsed into his chair, rubbing his aching forehead. He knew that his counselors were right. An outright invasion of the Corsair Isles was folly, especially for a petty kingdom like theirs. But what else could he do? His blood boiled with anger, even as his powerlessness made him feel as if a rope were constricting around his neck. The thought of his darling Julietta in the clutches of those men…


  “Why have the Valinarians not pursued this Captain Hansen?” he fumed.


  “According to Captain Isidore, they have yet to make contact with Prince Anton’s fleet,” Sir Eamon answered.


  King Godfrey slammed his fist against the table. “Where was the escort that was supposed to meet the Golden Swan when she entered their waters?”


  “Your Majesty,” Lady Astrid said gently, “we all understand your pain and indignation, but we cannot help save your daughter if you do not control your temper.”


  Once again, King Godfrey sighed. Lady Astrid was a shrewd and practiced diplomat who had served the kingdom faithfully for many years. She was also his aunt, and few others knew him well enough to have the courage to thus confront him. He took a deep breath and nodded.


  “Very well, Lady Astrid. Do you have anything to suggest?”


  “Yes, as a matter of fact. What if we offered a reward for her safe return? We have no shortage of gold in the treasury, thanks to your wise and prudent rule.”


  “Gold?” Aldric mused. “Yes, gold can move mountains and men alike. Very well, let it be known that I am offering an immense sum to anyone who returns my daughter safely to me.”


  “How much gold, Your Majesty?” Lord Fergus asked.


  “Half the treasury,” he answered without hesitation. Several of his counselors gasped, but he quickly stared them down. If he did not have a kingdom to run, he would gladly have offered all the gold that he had.


  “Are there any objections?”


  “That is a considerable sum, Your Majesty,” Sir Eamon said cautiously. “But thanks to your prudence, it should not put an undue strain on the kingdom’s affairs. Is that correct, Lord Fergus?”


  “Yes,” Lord Fergus agreed. “It is an excellent idea.”


  “I shall inform every foreign dignitary at our court at once,” Lady Astrid concurred. “By tomorrow morning, it shall be noised as far as Alynthia and Caravelia, with our fastest couriers taking the word to every realm between.”


  “See that they do,” Aldric commanded. “I do not wish to delay a single minute more.”


  Sir Eamon nodded. “Very well, Your Majesty. This council is adjourned.”


  As his advisors and counselors filed out, King Godfrey remained in the council chamber until he was alone. He buried his face in his hands, his mind consumed with concern for his daughter. Julietta was clever and resourceful, but he also understood the brutal reality of the world beyond the castle walls in a way that she never had—until now.


  “Please, my child,” he murmured softly. “Stay strong and know that I will move heaven and earth to find you.”




  Rivalries and Rewards


   


  Jason


  The mid-morning sun beat down upon Caravelia, portending another hot and sultry day. Small sailing ships bobbed gently in the shimmering waters of the harbor, their sails fluttering lazily in the breeze. The air was thick with the aroma of saltwater and fish, mingled with the scent of tar-sealed barrels.


  “Make way!” shouted a wagon driver as he maneuvered his heavy cart down the uneven cobblestone street. Some sailors in the crowd cursed liberally as he forced them aside, while street urchins wove through the throngs like eels through kelp.


  Jason Callidor drifted through the organized chaos, his mind on his debts and the urgency of his next voyage. He still hadn’t selected the cargo to carry, much less his intended destination. Samuel had been urging him to make a decision, but none of their current options seemed promising enough to bet his ship on their success—and that was exactly what he would have to do, given the state of his debts.


  As he wandered into the next square, he noticed a town crier taking up position on the stone platform in the center. The man was dressed in resplendently eye-catching colors, with baggy trousers and red and gold striped sleeves.


  “Good people of Caravelia!” he called loudly. “Hear the news from across the sea! Princess Julietta of the Petty Kingdom of Firenia has been kidnapped by pirates en route to her wedding to Prince Anton of Valinar! Her father has offered five hundred pieces of gold to the brave soul who rescues her!”


  Jason stopped in his tracks. Five hundred gold pieces! Could this be the opportunity he was looking for? He quickly joined the small crowd that had gathered to hear the news.


  “King Godfrey of of Firenia implores all able-bodied men of action to aid in the search for his beloved daughter! Those who take up this noble cause will be rewarded handsomely upon her safe return!”


  “Who did you say needs saving?” someone in the crowd shouted.


  “Princess Julietta the Fair, of the Petty Kingdom of Firenia! Her ship was attacked by Captain Karl Hansen of the Black Viper, who carried her off to the Corsair Isles! Her wedding to Prince Anton the Brave was to be today, but no longer! Her father, King Godfrey, has promised five hundred gold pieces to the man who returns her safely home!”


  The town crier continued to repeat himself, adding flourishes and embellishments like a bard, but Jason had caught all the important parts. He hurried back to the docks, the crier’s words echoing behind him until the chaotic din of the streets swallowed his voice.


  “Samuel!” he shouted as he leaped onto the Azure Serpent. “Samuel, come here!”


  “What is it, Jason?” Samuel asked. He dropped what he was doing and hurried across the deck.


  Jason grinned as he clasped both his hands on Samuel’s shoulders. “Kidnapped!” he replied. “The princess of Firenia has been kidnapped!”


  Samuel’s frown deepened. “Princess who? Jason, what in the seven seas are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about gold, my friend. Five hundred pieces of it! That is what King Godfrey of Firenia is offering for his daughter’s safe return.”


  Now it was Samuel’s eyes that widened. His frown evaporated like fog before the dawn.


  “Five hundred gold pieces! Jason, that’s—”


  “Enough to pay off the Serpent and more.”


  Samuel scratched his scruffy chin. “You said the princess was kidnapped?”


  “Aye. By pirates—Karl Hansen of the Black Viper, to be precise.” 


  “Captain Hansen?” Samuel muttered thoughtfully. “I haven’t heard of him. He must not frequent the Azure Sea.”


  Jason took Samuel by the arm and led him to the cabin, while his crew looked on curiously from the deck and rigging. “The crier who announced it said that Hansen had taken her to the Corsair Isles.”


  “What?” Samuel’s eyes widened in alarm. “Jason, we can’t go after them there. Those waters are teeming with brigands and cutthroats.”


  “I know, Samuel, but we’ve faced worse, haven’t we?”


  “I don’t know that we have,” the mage replied. “Besides, won’t there be other bounty hunters seeking the princess? Fighting men with ships and magic more powerful than our own?”


  “I know you still remember a few tricks from our time in the King’s Fleet, Sam. You’re the smartest and most capable ship’s mage I know.”


  Samuel’s eyes lit up at Jason’s encouraging words. He could tell that his friend was hungry for adventure, despite his misgivings.


  “I suppose I do remember a few fighting spells,” Samuel admitted. “But I’m in no shape to face pirates.”


  “Who said we have to face them? If we’re quick and subtle, we can steal the princess before they know we’re there. Remember how we used to sneak out of the barracks?”


  Samuel grinned. “Aye, that I do.”


  “It’ll be just like old times, then. Besides, think of the gold! We can’t let an opportunity like this pass us by.”


  “But what if we’re not the first to reach her? We won’t get anything then.”


  “Will we make enough with any of the other opportunities now available to us? Frankly, I think this may be our only chance. Besides, fortune always favors the bold.”


  “All right,” Samuel agreed. “We’ll give it our best shot. But let’s not have any illusions about what we’re up against.”


  “Of course,” said Jason. “Just so long as we don’t underestimate ourselves, as well. With the crew we’ve assembled, I’m confident that we can find this missing princess before anyone else does.”


  “Let’s hope so,” Samuel answered, his voice tinged both with optimism and concern. “To the Corsair Isles, then?”


  “Indeed,” Jason nodded, his heart swelling with a newfound sense of purpose.


   


  Jason


  The sun dipped low, casting a warm, golden glow over the bustling harbor. Jason strode purposefully toward the docks, his whole body filled with the sense of renewed vigor that always came to him whenever it was time to set out. He’d spent all day making preparations, but they were finally ready to set sail. Just one more night in Caravelia’s harbor. At dawn’s first light, they would be gone.


  An unfamiliar voice suddenly broke his reverie. “Captain Callidor, I presume?”


  He turned to see a striking woman in dark leather breeches and a frilly white shirt. She wore a colorful vest and a wide-brimmed hat that sported an enormous peacock feather. Her jet-black hair was tied back in a tight braid, and her piercing green eyes burned with an intensity that made him stand a little straighter. She moved with a purposefulness of step that matched his own.


  “Who’s asking?” Jason replied cautiously, unable to place the woman’s face.


  “Captain Leona Black,” she answered, a sly smile plying at the corners of her mouth. “I’ve heard you’re after the reward for rescuing that Firenian princess.”


  “World travels fast,” he muttered. “What’s it to you?”


  Leona crossed her arms arrogantly. “Let’s just say that I’m interested in the same prize. You have heard of me, haven’t you?”


  Leona Black. The name did sound familiar, now that he thought of it. Where had he heard it before?


  “Allow me to jog your memory,” she said, withdrawing an old sheet of parchment from her vest. She handed it to him with a flourish, and he saw that it was a letter of marque signed by King Leander of Caravelia. She was a privateer.


  Suddenly, it all came rushing back to him. In the King’s Fleet, Leona had risen to first mate—an unusual post for a woman without any proficiency in magic. As a young sailor, Jason had heard a lot about the female officer who had gained so much notoriety in her short time there. The jealousy of the other officers had ultimately driven her out of the King’s Fleet altogether. Or, some said, it was the scant prospect that, as a woman, she would ever achieve the rank of captain.


  That must be why she decided to become a privateer, Jason thought as his eyes scanned the letter. Perhaps if he had achieved first mate before dropping out, he also would have received a letter of marque.


  “I understand you were in the King’s Fleet, too,” Leona said with a honeyed voice.


  “Yes,” Jason admitted, handing her back the letter. “Military life didn’t suit me.”


  “We have that in common, then. But tell me: What makes you think an old, rundown merchant vessel is fit to rescue a princess, when the fastest ship in her father’s fleet wasn’t enough to spirit her away?”


  “Whose ship are you calling rundown?” Jason bristled. “The Azure Serpent may be old, but she’s quick enough. She’ll get us where we need to go.”


  Leona smirked. “Let’s hope so, Callidor. As someone who knows her ships, it’s obvious that yours has seen better days.”


  “What do you want?” Jason asked as he clenched his fists. Ignoring his anger, Leona pulled a strand of hair behind her ear.


  “The same thing you want, Callidor: to win the reward for Princess Julietta’s safe return. And I always get what I want. Always.”


  With that, she turned and walked away. By the time Jason had thought of a retort, she was already out of earshot. He gritted his teeth in frustration as he made his way back to the Serpent. 


  “Hello, Jason,” Samuel greeted him as he walked up the gangplank to his ship. “Is something the matter?”


  “It’s nothing,” Jason muttered.


  Samuel frowned. “Are you sure? I saw you chatting with that woman over by the docks, and it seems she knocked the wind out of your sails. Who is she?”


  Jason took a deep breath, surveying the weather-worn deck of his ship. His old, rundown ship.


  “Captain Leona Black. She’s a privateer now.”


  “Captain Black, huh?” Samuel said as he followed Jason to the upper deck. “I’ve heard about her and her ship, the Ebony Eagle. She’s done well for herself since leaving the King’s Fleet.”


  “Yeah. And she’s after the reward for the princess, too.”


  Samuel arched an eyebrow. “It sounds like we’ve got ourselves some competition.”


  “Looks that way,” Jason muttered. A
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