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        "The DeepMother—the goddess who loved the world but it only spewed hate in return.

        From her tears came monsters.

        From her silence, the gods.

        

        And when she died,

        her soul—the sea—bore no heir.

      
        Only vengeance in waiting."

        — Keeper of the Eastern Scrolls, translated from the Ancient Text
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      Even as the cannonball hit her father’s chest, his eyes found hers—storm-dark and commanding—giving a silent order: Avenge the Jaymes name.

      His captain’s hat left his head and settled atop his empty boots below. It lay there, still and silent, while the crew’s shouts of agony faded to nothing.

      She blinked—and he was gone. Only the hat remained, perched atop black leather boots.

      Second blink—the sterncastle deck lurched beneath her feet.

      The ship’s wheel spun out of control, and instinct took over. A scream ripped from her belly as her hands seized the wheel. The ship fought her—smoke and death all around—but she held fast.

      It would obey.

      She would survive.

      The cannon’s roar returned, pounding in her skull. Her knees buckled. The empty boots stared back at her.

      Gone—a pirate king blown from his family’s magnificent ship, Storm Rider.

      Her gut twisted. A thick moan left her lips. The salt and smoke burned her eyes but not as deeply as the sight of the empty black boots. The weight of it pressed into her chest more than the wheel in her hands. Her breath hitched. The sea—the DeepMother—hissed her cold reminder: Avenge me.

      Another scream released from the depths of her belly, rage replacing sorrow. The waves crashed over the ship’s side. She heaved the wheel to steer away from the grappling hooks, but some raiders started climbing aboard from the other ships. The unlucky fell to the deep. Four black-sailed ships surrounded her. Where was the Jaymes fleet?

      “Hold fast!” Her order cut through the chaos. “Storm Rider don’t fall to scum!” she yelled.

      The wind stirred the captain’s hat—her father’s crown—tossing it at her feet. Her belly knotted. Rage simmered in her cheeks and ears. Not yet. She wasn’t ready.

      Had they been abandoned?

      Her heart plummeted as another hail-shot twin cannonball took what remained of Storm Rider’s proud main mast. Splinters rained like shards of bone. Cannon smoke curled into the sky, smothering the sun. The sea dragon trophy—a spike of the beast’s horned mane—fell with a sickening thud on the deck. Its blackened tip glinted once in the sunlight before rolling to rest among the dead. Her father always said it was no mere trophy, but a prophecy that had earned him the submission of six captains’ fleets. A prophecy the DeepMother would grant and never forget.

      The downed white sails swept many of the ship’s crew from their feet into the watery abyss. The golden “J” on the fallen sail glimmered once—then vanished beneath the waves. Without its main sail and surrounded, the ship was stranded, and the raiders boarded with ease.

      Juliette drew her cutlass and a flintlock. The helm was useless. She ran and slid down the stairs, shooting a raider between the eyes.

      For Father.

      Her leather-booted feet landed on the deck with a thick thud. Her cutlass caught a raider’s blade with a screech of steel. The pistol’s crack split the air—he fell without a sound. The next one came yelling like a madman, but dropped dead just as quickly.

      Avenge Father.

      More ships approached. More raiders boarded. It was not a random attack. She glanced at the main deck where the few loyal crew remained. Her mother, Danna, and twin brother, Bobby, fought as a team, back-to-back. Her gaze shot to the sea at Storm Rider’s stern. Her father’s fleet was behind them, all under attack. The swirling pit in her belly pressed against her lungs as a vision of death swept past her—her father’s contorted face in the murky depths. His eyes called to her, Avenge my name; Avenge our legacy.

      Juliette growled as a bullet whizzed past her head. A scowl of determination embedded on her lips.

      Raiders swarmed the bow and now the stern. She was the only one left on the quarterdeck. As the gun smoke cleared from her latest shot, the realization that they were outnumbered and outgunned on a stranded ship sank into the pit of her belly. But she was a Jaymes, and whoever did this to her family would pay with their anguish-filled screams.

      She tucked her flintlock and cutlass back in her belt, grabbed a flailing rope, breath steady, rage contained.

      “Storm Rider’s still ours,” she yelled with a running leap to swing wide over the ship’s edge. Sailing with legs out straight, the raiders were knocked from their gangplanks.

      Her boots hit the main deck. A blade slashed, meant for Juliette’s back, but a shot cracked first. The raider fell. Juliette turned. Her mother—cutlass raised and flintlock smoking—met her gaze with a nod.

      “Multiple ships—this be no chance fight!” Juliette yelled, cutting a raider down with a single, ruthless swing. Yet, no matter their valiant defense, the fighting ended in vain; the raiders penned them in, encircled them on the deck, and cocked their guns.

      The Jaymes crew shot, but the sound of clicks echoed through the space.

      Empty.

      Juliette’s heart pounded in her ears. The taste of injustice soured her tongue. They were Jaymes—the blood of Robert “The Ruthless,” ruler of the North Sea’s triad pirate kingship. And Chadwicks—heirs of the first and greatest pirate king. Royalty of the seas. Feared. Honored. Respected. The family of the DeepMother’s prophecy through the sea dragon’s relic. They deserved more than death on a stranded deck.

      “We die standin’, mates. Jaymes honor don’t bend or break,” her twin brother, Bobby, said.

      Juliette shook her head in defiance of her brother’s declaration, though the future seemed it would end in mere moments.

      “No finer crew for a last stand.” Bobby’s voice carried with a strong cadence. “Be seein’ ye in Tophet.”

      Tophet—where death reigned, curses whispered, and despair knew no end. The final depth where all souls sank.

      Her eyes widened. Her knuckles drained of color as she gripped her useless flintlock and cutlass. It couldn’t end this way. Not for their family. Not for pirate royalty. Not for their loyal crew.

      The gunshots pounded in the air, and bullets flew past her head. She expected one to end her, but when the shots ceased, she stood unharmed beside Bobby and her mother. The rest of the crew lay dead.

      “Drop yer steel, pretty lassies. The sea don’t mind claimin’ souls draggin’ chains,” a raider said, motioning with a cocked gun.

      “Me flintlock hits the deck when I do,” Bobby said, lifting his chin to face the probable outcome.

      “Give ’em up, or we’ll carve ’em from yer grip,” the raider ordered.

      Juliette raised her cutlass with a growl, but rough hands seized her. She thrashed, teeth bared, kicking hard. Still, the ropes came fast. The wheel was lost. The fight—over. The Jaymes twins and their mother, Danna Chadwick, were bound and at the mercy of raiders.

      “Weapons down, Jaymes kin—our captains want ye alive, fer now. Couldn’t say the same fer the rest o’ yer crew,” another raider said, as he sniffed her hair and ran his hand over her neck.

      “Ye smell like the sea after a hard rain,” he whispered, brushing his lips on her ear.

      She yanked her head away.

      A voice cut through the smoke—smooth, commanding. “Lars, stop makin’ eyes, or ye’ll meet the black depths along with these scalawags.”

      Boot steps echoed across the deck. A figure emerged. A broad-brimmed, plumed hat cast his face in shadow. His walk was slow,  confident, and dangerous.

      Juliette’s breath caught.

      She knew that saunter. His handsome face grew clearer.

      Daniel Rosa.

      He strode forward, boots thudding with purpose, and seized her chin in a brutal grip. “The gem o’ the sea... and the curse o’ every pirate’s heart,” Captain Rosa rasped, his breath foul enough to descale a fish. He echoed the shanties telling of her name, but there was no song in his voice.

      “Hair as dark as the depths on a moonless tide . . . eyes cold an’ blue as a sunless sea.” His gaze roamed her grimaced face, voice dropping to a mocking whisper. “Skin kissed by the sun—yet not a scar to tell a tale.” He chuckled low.

      “Well . . . not yet, lass.”

      He leaned in, the stench of rum and rot thick between them.

      His fingers dug deep into her flesh, and a yelp almost escaped from her iron expression.

      “I wanted ye fer me bed,” Rosa growled through clenched, rotted teeth, his grip tightening. “But yer father—curse his soul—denied me. Me. Captain Daniel Rosa. Pirate King. His matelot from the beginnin’.”

      His breath hitched with rage, eyes flashing.

      “Said ye’re meant to be a Jaymes—through and through—not meant fer any man’s touch.”

      The indignation rose on her cheeks. “Ye betrayed us ‘cause me father—” She recoiled—but too late. His mouth crushed against hers, breath rancid with rum. Her skin crawled. Rage flared on her cheeks. She wrenched back. Lars held her still.

      Her brother shouted curses, and a traitor punched him in the stomach for his outburst. He fell to his knees, holding in his pain behind a menacing face, just as they were taught.

      Their mother shouted, “I’ll haunt ye outta Tophet, Rosa.”

      Rosa’s kiss ended, and he licked Juliette’s cheek. A deep, mocking laugh erupted from his belly among the sea rats’ cheers.

      Her body trembled at the violation. She spat in his face.

      “Choke on yer betrayal, ye son of a sea hag,” she gritted.

      Rosa was supposed to be an ally. The Jaymes and Rosas went back generations. It was because of her grandfather that the Rosa name was even remembered as one of the ten kings, and because of her father, he wasn’t one of the pirate kings consolidated under the Jaymes banner.

      Rosa only chuckled, slow and low, wiping his cheek with a blood-stained sleeve. His hungry, possessive gaze lingered on Juliette, rising like a heavy tide.

      Bootsteps echoed beside Rosa. Another figure emerged—broad-shouldered, hat shadowing his face.

      Juliette’s lip curled.

      Foy Blackwood.

      The second betrayal—the triad down to a duo. Her father had led and ruled the triad with fear, respect, and ruthlessness—yet with honor.

      Rosa had no honor.

      And Blackwood? A barnacle clinging to Rosa’s hull—feeding off the strength of another, but too small-minded to sail alone.

      The throne lay empty. The two vultures circled what remained of the Jaymes legacy.

      Captain Blackwood held her father’s mangled hat. His heavy footsteps thudded along the deck before he fluffed the trampled crown.

      “Look here, mates. We’ve got a new Captain—Cap’n Bobby,” Blackwood jeered as he plopped the mangled hat on Bobby’s head and gave a mock bow. “Shame yer crew’s been gutted.”

      The raiders laughed as Bobby stood up, still in his bonds. “It’s Captain Jaymes, Blackwood. Ye’d best remember it.”

      The captain’s fingers toyed with the air as he dismissed Bobby’s command, and the traitors quieted.

      “Now then, Jaymes kin—where be Robert’s treasure map?” Blackwood sneered. “We’ve scoured his cabin, yet no map and no body.”

      Juliette scoffed. If they had scoured the cabin, they would have found her father’s secret stash of enchantments. He had spent a decade in the East learning and making serums, trying to ensure his legacy lived forever. Dimwood Blackwood must not have searched very hard or very long.

      Danna lifted her chin. She was Chadwick blood, a legend. “What map?” she spat in a voice as hard as steel.

      Rosa and Blackwood laughed as did the crew. The laughter faded. Blackwood’s smile did too. His hand snapped out—quick, brutal with a hard punch across Danna’s cheek.

      “Ye know which map,” Blackwood growled. The traitors yanked Danna to face Blackwood again with blood running down her nose.

      Rosa ran his hand over Juliette’s face until it sat glued to her cheek. “Now, me sweet Juliette, where’d yer dear father hide the map? Surely, he whispered his secrets to the gem o’ his eye.”

      Images of her father’s empty boots flooded her mind, and she clamped her jaw shut. Father had made them commit the map to memory—sworn never to tell a soul. Not for gold. Not for freedom. Even if it meant a one-way ride to Tophet itself.

      The treasure map was missing a piece, but it was said to lead to the greatest treasure ever known to all the world. Juliette would honor her father’s wish. To Tophet they would go, but Juliette wondered how Rosa knew about the map or why her father had told him about his secret map. It made no sense.

      Her father was cunning. Grog never dulled his senses. He was learned in the ways of pirates and the civilized alike. Always a step ahead. Always watching. Drilled the same into his children.

      He wouldn’t have told Rosa or Blackwood.

      Yet, they knew.

      Bobby glanced at Danna and then at Juliette. “Me father’s maps never left his person. Ever. Ye’d know that, Blackwood—if ye weren’t a lyin’ traitor,” he sneered.

      Blackwood’s fist cracked against Bobby’s jaw. Bobby hit the deck hard.

      Juliette flinched—but only inside. Bobby would rise. He always did.

      Bobby shook the punch off, slinging blood from his nose and lip. He hopped back up, hands bound, and spat as if it was nothing. Their father would have been proud of his show of strength.

      “That all ye got?” Bobby chuckled as blood ran in a stream from his lip.  “Me mum hits harder than ye.”

      Blackwood drew his knife and laid it across Bobby’s throat. “Be careful, matey.” His nostrils flared. “Now, where be the map?”

      “On me father’s body,” Bobby gritted.

      “Aye, and yer cannonball took Father from the deck. The map went with him—to the depths,” Juliette interjected. She leaned forward and peered up at Rosa with cold eyes of hate. “Best hope the DeepMother don’t give him back. He’d skin ye alive—leave yer flesh out to rot.”

      Blackwood narrowed his eyes, clearly in disbelief. “Ah, but this map . . . this one be special—more precious than all the rest. Rosa said so. Kept it close. Real close. Where none’d think to look.” Blackwood barked, “So where it be?”

      “Aye, in his shirt pocket than a coat pocket, Blackwood—ye daft deck mop!” Bobby retorted. “I’ve told ye fools all we know.”

      At Bobby’s insistence that he had spoken the truth, Blackwood snapped, and the traitorous pirates took Danna and held a knife under her throat.

      “Slit it,” Blackwood ordered.

      Juliette growled. “Ye touch her, and I’ll take pleasure draggin’ me cutlass across yer manhood and watchin’ ye bleed every drop.”

      Blackwood chuckled. “Oh Juliette, ye’re truly every pirate’s gem wench.”

      Rosa squeezed her jaw again. “Warm me bed, sweet Juliette, and I might convince me lads to spare yer dear mum a guttin’. Might.”

      Danna sealed Juliette’s decision. “If ye bed a traitor, ye’re no child of mine. Chadwicks don’t kneel for cowards, and Jaymeses don’t bow to no one.”

      Juliette kneed Rosa in the groin and made him crumple over and groan. “That’s all of me ye’ll ever have, ye maggot-infested princock!”

      Blackwood snapped at Juliette’s refusal. Steel flashed across Danna’s throat. Blood bloomed red across pale skin. Danna Chadwick did not scream. Did not flinch. Did not gasp for air. Her chin lifted—proud, defiant. A Sea Queen, a Pirate King in her own might, to the end. And when she fell, it was with a silent smile—beaming, unbroken—at her children. The last Chadwick chose her fate. She gurgled, eyes sliding to Rosa and Blackwood, “It ain’t . . . the end.”

      Juliette’s breaths slowed but grew heavy as iron chains. A deep weight sank to the pit of her belly, knowing her mother would find a way to haunt them out of Tophet just like she said.

      The world faded as she watched her mother die. But she would not allow tears to fall. Not then, not ever. Her father’s voice flew through her head: “Sorrow is for the weak.” Her mother’s voice whispered, “Stand tall.”

      And Bobby did. Silently, though hate burned behind his gaze. Vengeance would come, and it would bleed the traitors dry.

      Juliette’s eyes lifted to Blackwood. One thing was certain: his fate was sealed, one way or another. A shaky breath blew hot past her oil-rubbed silk lips. She and Bobby would somehow kill them all for taking their father and mum.

      “Perhaps the new captain speaks truth,” a pirate piped up at Bobby’s silence.

      “Well then, seems the sea’s claimed the treasure map. What’d we do with the Jaymes twins? No crew? No ship?” Blackwood asked of his men.

      Rosa stood after composing himself. “Be gracious, lads—send ‘em to Tophet. Let the sea swallow their shame.”

      At Juliette’s sneer, he called out, “Walk the plank.”

      A gritty chant rose, swallowing the evening air: “Walk the plank.”

      Her gaze fell from the dimming sunlight to her white-knuckled fist.

      Her wrist glinted—hidden steel beneath false skin. A last resort. Her father gave her and her brother each a steel spike to protect their lineage.

      A flick of the wrist for one last kill.

      Or a final mercy—to die by Jaymes steel, not traitor’s lead.

      Bobby tried to grab his wrist, but the pirates snatched him. She wanted to scream out for him as they pushed him onto the plank, but she held that sign of weakness down. He spun around with a piercing gaze as Blackwood cocked his gun.

      “Let the Jaymes’ name be a curse upon ye and all yer kin who dare sail the seas,” Bobby cursed them. “Sworn by the DeepMother’s soul.”

      Bobby’s last words echoed in her mind—“Let the Jaymes name curse ye all.”

      A single shot cracked the sky.

      The world stilled.

      No waves. No wind.

      When her gaze found Bobby’s, his eyes—once bright—reflected nothing.

      The roar of the traitors silenced. Her heart stopped in its hollow beat. The urge to vomit clawed the top of her throat. Her father, mother, and now Bobby—gone. In an instant—snuffed out. And soon, she would face the same fate.

      Lars pushed her in his joyous, raucous laughter, forcing the sounds to surge against her ears once more.

      All attention was on her brother; no one held her too tightly. She could have grabbed her hidden spike and used it on herself. A swift jab through the heart was all it took, but Tophet.

      The final depth. Where curses whispered, and souls never surfaced.

      With Bobby’s lifeless eyes staring back with the black hole in his head, Tophet rooted her motionless.

      Bobby fell into the water. The traitors erupted in a louder cheer at the splash. Her reality rushed upon her, and the moment of opportunity was gone.

      Rosa grabbed her and wrenched her arm. “Last chance, lass.” His rotten breath burned the side of her face. “Be me bride . . . or follow yer brother to the black depths.”

      Her nostrils flared as he dragged her to the edge of the ship.

      “What it be?” he gritted and shoved her onto the plank. Her heels rose as she almost fell in, but her father’s nimble training kept her toes on the thin piece of wood. The sea lapped between the ships, and Bobby lay face down in the water; his middle sagged. Her father’s hat floated beside him, disappearing as it sank into the depths. Bobby’s blood had blackened the water’s surface.

      Her father and mother taught her well—outwit, outmaneuver. Survive at all costs.

      She wouldn’t fail them.

      Survival replaced despair, fear, and betrayal’s rage. An idea formed. Bobby’s death would mean her survival. His curse—her promise.

      She lowered her heels. Stood tall in resolve. Her gaze met Rosa’s in a hardened stare. Blackwood loomed behind him. They thought her broken and defeated. They were wrong.

      The Jaymes curse was about to begin.

      “Any last words, Juliette Chadwick Jaymes?” Rosa asked amid the crew’s ruckus. His gaze crawled over her body.

      A sneer lined her lips at whatever disgusting images the man held of her.

      “Such a waste.” Rosa sank a row of rotted and missing teeth into a curled lip.

      Blackwood lifted his pistol in the air to load another bullet.

      Juliette yelled, “Hear this, maggots: I’m me brother’s curse, an’ I’ll gut the lot of ye!”

      Then, she leaped into the water below, preempting Blackwood’s shot.
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      Bullets tore through the waves—silver streaks in murky red. The sea swallowed her whole. Salt burned her throat. Cold gnawed at her bones.

      But the shadows above—her family’s killers—could not see beneath the blood-tainted deep.

      She swam to the other side of Storm Rider and surfaced at the swell of the bow with burning lungs. The rope weighed her down. Darkness edged her vision, only to be chased away by a deep breath of air. Her fingers broke the waterline, finding a grip on the barnacle-laden hull to steady herself and maintain her head above the surface.

      The men’s panicked shouts crashed over each other until Blackwood’s voice sounded above them all.

      “She’s rot, men. Drowned if not shot. Her arms’re tied. The sea’ll claim her one way o’nother.”

      Juliette scoffed. Blackwood's assumption would have been accurate had the ships not been so close and had they not stranded Storm Rider in calm waters.

      She watched her father’s fleet—one-by-one—either raise a white flag in surrender or sink to the black depths. She pushed them aside, knowing she had to take the first fight first—survival, just as her father taught her.

      Though the barnacles scraped her skin, they proved a boon, and she ran the rope across them under the water. By daylight’s end, the rope’s fibers loosened. Her legs throbbed with ache as they kept her from being pulled under the ship by the currents.

      The clank of metal mugs and the victorious shanties grew louder as the sun journeyed across the sky until the lyrics slurred and the stench of rum and grog reached Juliette. Her patient hands seethed with a quiet anticipation of what curse she would impose on these men. Hatred and betrayal’s nasty bite fueled her imagination and kept grief at bay. Without it, she’d break. Her entire family, murdered. Lost before her eyes. She couldn’t think of it, only what she would do when night fell.

      “Drink up, traitors,” she whispered as a sea wave knocked her into the hull. The loosened rope gave enough slack for Juliette to free herself from her bonds. The sea’s chill held her bones in a vice. Every breath tasted of salt and iron. But the voice in her mind—her father’s voice—drowned the ache.

      Avenge us.

      Her fingers tightened on the rope. The Jaymes name and Chadwick legacy would not fade with the tide.

      Her lip quivered in the cold waves, but her breath came long and slow as her father had taught her. He had hired the best masters of survival and fighting methods to teach her and Bobby—to conquer their bodies and lead with their minds. He’d given them an enchantment to learn quickly and heal fast.

      Night fell soon enough.

      Loud snores and gin-soaked stupors filled the air. Juliette took a measured breath and ascended the ship’s side in silent determination amid the aches in her limbs. She rolled onto the deck with practiced grace and swept up an abandoned cutlass. The hunted became the hunter. Needles of ice struck her legs after being in the water for so long, but she pushed past the pain, walking toe-to-heel, a shadow among the drunken soon-to-be dead.

      Her gaze from the bow’s forecastle deck under the full moon made her retch behind closed lips. Inebriated traitors lay atop each other, filling Storm Rider’s decks. A few slept with rum puddled in the hollows of their chests. Her mother and father’s sea dragon trophy was now bolted to Rosa’s mast on the adjacent ship. It gleamed in the dark—its jagged edge glinting like a predator’s tooth. The DeepMother’s sea beast, Cain, marked only the rulers that claimed him. Stolen or not, legend said it remembered its own, and it was her family’s—hers.

      The relic seemed to glare back at her. Watching. Waiting. Willing her to fulfill its foretelling.

      “Ye can’t steal prophecy, Rosa,” she whispered.

      And far below, the DeepMother’s soul whispered its unrelenting promise: to give and take, just as the goddess gave her love, but the world took her life. Just as her father had given friendship to Rosa and Blackwood, she’d take their lives.

      Her blade hungered for blood and screams and the wallow of misery, but she swallowed its urge. She would only kill a few that way. Bobby made her a curse upon them all. She needed precision and silence. One-by-one, traitors’ throats opened in red whispers—their gurgles blending with the drunken snores.

      Doing the same to the entire ship, moving to the next and the next until she made her way to Storm Rider’s captain’s quarters at the stern, wherein Blackwood dared to pass out in her parents’ bed.

      Her mother entered her memory: Danna Chadwick, the last descendant of the first Pirate King of the North Sea—a legend. Juliette made a promise to Blackwood for taking the life of her mother, and as her parents had told her, vows were kept.

      She raised her arms—both hands on the hilt. Blackwood would feel pain for ordering her mother’s throat slit and shooting Bobby, but there was no going back after his screams woke the adjacent ships’ crews. She would join her family in Tophet. The thought of killing Rosa first arose in her mind, but it was too late. Her mother’s face. Her father’s boots. Bobby’s lifeless eyes. It was more than revenge—it was retribution. The blade rose, and hate had her hacking away at Blackwood below his belt as promised.

      Blackwood’s screams tore the night as steel bit deep. Again. And again.

      A pirate king’s blood for a Sea Queen’s death.

      The traitors came running. They caught her covered in blood, mid-swing. Blackwood’s hands slowly drifted into eternal idleness. She spat on his lifeless body as they pulled her out of the Captain’s cabin. They dragged her to the main deck and tied her limbs so she stood with legs and arms out to either side. Shouting curses, they anchored the ropes tight enough to cause her joints to ache.

      Adrenaline pushed her body past her limits. Her legs spasmed; her arms twitched. A cramp in her back could have toppled her. What was left of the traitorous crew surveyed the savagery among their dead. Hardened men wept beside their friends, and Juliette sneered.

      “Sorrow’s for the weak,” she repeated one of her father’s many mantras. Tears of hate filled her eyes. Her breath shook. She only wished her family back, but wishes were for fools. She’d make them all pay—somehow, someway.

      Rosa emerged with a group of scumbags from the adjacent ship.

      She stared at him with a cocky grin. “Ye came to rescue yer fellow traitors? I’m surprised ye didn’t cut loose and sail off like the coward I now know ye to be.”

      Rosa’s dark eyes fell flat. He ran a thumb over golden rings, one for each finger, before punching her square in her face.

      The hit made her weak at the knees, but the ropes held her up. Fresh blood gathered in her mouth and ran down her throat. She spat it in his face.

      He stood still, not bothering to wipe the bloody spit from his cheek.

      “Blood fer blood, mate,” she said with a vengeful grin.

      “Miss Juliette Jaymes, ye’ll now walk the plank . . . again,” he ordered, gesturing with a slight bow toward the wooden path to Tophet.

      But no one moved at the Captain’s order.

      A pirate said with a tremble, “Aye, Cap’n, but Bobby cursed us, he did. She’s the last Jaymes . . . last Chadwick. I’d rather keep a curse tied up than let it loose in the sea I be sailing. Else I’da run her through, not just bound ‘em killin’ hands.”

      A string of “Aye”s followed.

      Juliette chuckled. The red life force dripped from the gash in her lip and nose.

      “Aye,” she said in guttural hum, echoing the legends of the DeepMother, that the soul of the goddess always claimed a child of the storm to right the wrongs that the sea could not forget. The traitors knew they’d done wrong by the depths and believed Bobby’s curse, real. And maybe it was.

      Rosa’s eyes slid to meet hers.

      She crooned in a gravelly hum to the audience, “Let me spirit be free, and I’ll be a curse to ye fer all eternity.”

      Then, she yelled at Rosa. “Ye’d never escape me, ye pathetic, tiny peehopper.”

      Rosa’s cheeks grew red at the insinuation, and he back-handed her in response. “Shut it, ye wench.”

      She fell to a knee. The ropes on her wrists pulled tighter, forcing her to stand again.

      “The curse of Jaymes’ll never leave ye, ye bilge rat,” she forced out under a swelling cheek. Her heart pounded in her chest. “May Tophet feast on yer blood and never give rest to yer soul,” she gritted.

      “All of ye,” she screamed and laughed in a crazed daze to strike fear in the traitor scum. If she could scare the men—terrify them—Captain Rosa would have no choice but to do as they wanted or risk mutiny.

      Rosa rubbed his chin and surveyed the shaking boots all around. At last, he nodded in agreement.

      “Aye, let the curse stay trapped in flesh,” he said. “Bind her. Tighter, this time.”

      The ropes pulled taut. Rosa’s swift fist to her gut made her swallow air.

      “That’s fer rejectin’ me,” Rosa palmed his face, finally removing her bloody spit. “And this,” he ground out while punching her one more time. He bent over and hovered his face over hers. “Fer the kick to me groin.”

      “Free me hands and fight me like a man,” she said through ragged breaths and a bloodied slur of the tongue.

      Rosa sneered.

      “Kick me, shoot me, drown me, break all me bones,” Juliette whispered through clenched teeth. “But know, ye’re a coward.” Her gaze danced around the superstitious crew.

      His fist pulled back, and Juliette braced for impact while gritting, “And now . . . ye’re alone.”

      “Aye, lass, just as I wanted.”
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      A month after her family’s blood stained the sea and Storm Rider was left a ghost ship, Rosa’s crew shoved Juliette into the arms of Orrick—a body dealer. A slave trader. Another link in the chain meant to break her.

      Orrick took her to Rogue’s Isle. The rock island straddled the North and the South Seas. Serving as a neutral place, the sea’s inhabitants gathered to drink, trade, buy, sell, and auction in peace. The Stage, however, was reserved for auctioning bodies.

      Orrick shoved Juliette off the ship as his crew unloaded the boat. With healing gashes on her face, she strode to the island’s prison cell. The guards took note of Orrick’s asset and her valuable history.

      “Heard some say the sea dragon’s curse sails with her. Buyers’ll pay handsomely for prophecy—or power of having the Jaymes heir,” a guard whispered to Orrick. The dealer’s lips curled as green greed passed through his eyes.

      Orrick added his observations. “Captain Rosa’s crew feared gutting her. Said she carried a curse. That the DeepMother marks one sailor each age—to balance the blood-debt. Maybe she’s the one.”

      The guard shrugged. “I’d not buys the legends, but if it brin’s coin, I be singin’ and dancin’. South Sea Kings, even the Bloodfangs. Gill traders. Royalty from the East. And the Depths. All a’coming . . . fer her." The guard continued, giving her a nasty wink. “If I hads enough Delphi, I’d buys ye—just fer the fun.”

      She scoffed. Fun.

      Juliette popped a lazy grin and dangerous promise glinted in her eyes. “Ye’d waste yer Delphi.”  Her voice was low and chilled. “Fun’d be short-lived. Gutted men don’t play.”

      The guard’s grin faltered, and he tore away from her locked gaze.

      They spoke of her as if she were a prize to be owned. Let them try. The curse wouldn’t stay chained for long.

      Orrick removed her bonds and slammed the cell’s iron grid door.

      Juliette sat down, thankful the cell was hers alone, yet the quiet only made Bobby’s absence louder. He should’ve been there beside her, cracking a joke to hide the ache, pacing the walls and planning their escape. Ribbing her about that guard.

      “Oh Bobby, ye dim lantern,” she whispered. Her eyes closed. Her shoulders slumped. Muscles grew tight to hold the hole in her heart from growing. If it grew too much, she’d lose herself.

      The sway of the sea still lingered in her limbs, making the stone walls around her pitch like a storm-tossed deck. She steadied herself with a fingertip pressed to the cold floor—her father’s trick for regaining balance on land legs fast.

      She had to look like a hardened pirate onstage to garner the highest price as the final Jaymes. No one would pay for ruin. It was all she could do. It was all she had left. Her name. Her face. And now her scars. She clamped her back teeth to keep the tears from falling. They burned her eyes, but she wouldn’t break. She wasn’t weak. But, she was alone—all alone.

      And empty.

      Existing with no clear purpose in an impossible situation.

      She vowed to rise again, slit Rosa’s throat, and reclaim her parent’s crown, but how? She had nothing but herself, and there were days—this day—when even she wasn’t enough.

      Relentless waves thundered against the prison fortress. Their salty wisps sprayed shimmering droplets into the air. They clung to the faint tails of light dropping from the minuscule window overhead. The harsh clang of a bronze key striking prison bars echoed down the row of cells.

      “This wretched place,” Juliette muttered as the spray landed on her face. She licked her lips to taste the salt and remind her of a better time with her family on the open sea. Her father used to call her “his star off the bow,” kissing her forehead after night sails. She pushed his spiced scent away from her memory. It was too much.

      “None of that,” she said with a shaky breath. The nightmares hadn’t relented. Reliving each moment as if her family’s murders had just happened. She dreaded sleep. She dreaded the day. She dreaded living without them.

      The false skin at the top of her sleeve peeked at her. Unshed tears again tried to escape, held at the rims before anyone could witness their glisten.

      If she let go now, her brother’s death meant nothing. Her mother’s blood soaked the deck for nothing. That was the only thing worse than dying in a cell on Rogue’s Isle: letting their pain count for nothing.

      So she reminded herself, avenge the Jaymes name. Live in no man’s shadow. Jaymes, first and foremost. They thought they’d broken her.

      They’d come close, she mused. But she owed it to her family to never break. To never give up the name, the legacy, even if it cost her everything.

      Maybe this was it. Maybe the curse didn’t mean power or vengeance—but just survival. Just waking up in chains. Maybe they’d already won—and she was too stubborn to admit it.

      Her eyes narrowed to keep their leak at bay. She had killed some of the traitors, but Rosa still lived with his now massive fleet—he got what he wanted. Rosa—the sole Pirate King of the North Sea. That was her father’s aim, and one day, the world. It was never meant for Rosa.

      But it wasn’t going to be the end of Jaymes and Chadwick. If fate was on her side—if the sea dragon’s prophecy was truth and not just a sailor’s tale—she would rise again if she had breath in her lungs and salt in her blood. And maybe with the resurrected beast under her command.

      The seas would whisper her name.

      Storm Rider’s last captain.

      The Jaymes curse made flesh.

      She would bleed the traitors for every drop until sweet death took them, and Rosa would drown in it.

      “Hey pretty, pretty . . .” an inebriated bark pounded in her direction.

      The chorus of retching and the putrid stench of pitiful stomachs ignited the prison. Her fingers curled into a fist, popping a few knuckles.

      Her eyes slid to behold the caller in the cell across the guard’s walkway.

      “Ye and me?” His eyebrows rose in pretension, and his chuckle exposed teeth, rotted to the bone, while vomit smeared in his grizzly beard fell loose in chunks.

      The gurgle in her stomach begged to retch along with the other men in the prison, but she denied it. A blast of fury instead propelled the words from her mouth, shielding any trace of her sorrow, “Go to Tophet, ye poppet-faced maggot!”

      The crusty scupper roared with laughter. “I like me lassies spicy.”

      The scrawny guard banged against the bars with his spear. “Shut it, swab,” he yelled at the scupper before turning his attention to Juliette. A thick tongue swam across his thin bottom lip.

      He puffed out his tiny chest and strutted to her cell, eyeing her. His narrow shoulders squared, and his hand ran up and down his weapon.

      Her jaw clenched at the desire in his gaze. “Ye lay yer hands on me, and I’ll send ye to the sea floor,” she gritted. “Same as the others.”

      His hand stopped running. “I’d never takes the likes of a Jaymes heir without her ah’wanting me.” A smirk grew across his lips, and he chuckled with a sneer. “At least not until I buys her tomorrow at auction.”

      Juliette jolted at the disrespect, lunging for the small man. Her hands were around his neck before he could react. She heaved the dirty filth against the cell bars. He squirmed with his heavy armor. “My kiss leaves men dead,” she hissed with her mouth hovering over his. “Be careful what ye wish for, ye grotty codfish.”

      He fumbled his spear, and it fell to the floor with a clang. Fear swarmed over his eyes, and he sent a swift but weak fist to her gut. She squeezed his neck tighter to mask the pain of a recoiling stomach.

      “Ye’re gonna have to dance better, guard,” she scoffed before shoving his head away. The rattle from his armor against the scrupper’s cell bars across the aisle made her chuckle.

      She turned her back on him, crossed her arms, and looked to the window above again. She wouldn’t waste her time on that one. He couldn’t afford her at the auction anyway. The bruises and healing cuts on her face and lip would only fetch a higher price; they were the marks of a fighter, a worthy stock in the winner’s arsenal, especially after Orrick announced her latest killings.

      A scowl crawled over her lips as she remembered her father’s boots, the pride-filled gleam in her mother’s eye, and her brother’s last words.

      The harrowing pit of revenge swirled with grief within her belly. The only people worth living for—dying for—were gone.

      Her reputation preceded her, and it was her duty to her family to uphold and further it. Her anguished tears would not fall, no matter how much they screamed for release at the injustice and loss. Her focus settled and hardened, drying any drops that would have formed, just as her parents taught her.

      She would not go to Tophet without honor, without a cause, without having secured her lineage. The name Jaymes would still live in fear of those who journeyed beyond the horizon. And if she failed to reinstate the Jaymes’ name, she would use that spike on herself at the next honorable moment.

      “Hey there, pretty, pretty,” the bark interrupted her thoughts again.

      “Shove off,” she said as the light disappeared. The moon had not yet risen, so she stood in the darkness and leaned against the stone wall. The squeak of her mousy cell companions grew louder. There would be no lying her head down that night.

      The scupper belched and scratched his belly. She was sure ticks were flying off as his nails dragged across his skin.

      
        
        
        “Yo-ho,” he crooned in a broken melody.

        “The treasure’s more than gold.”

      

      

      

      Another ragged voice replied, and the scupper answered in gleeful song:

      
        
        
        “Forged in the days when the sea was old,

        Not coin, nor crown, nor dragon's fee,

        But the heart of the Deep in a lockless key.”

      

      

      

      “Yo-Ho!” Several voices sang.

      
        
        
        “It curses the hand; it blesses the bold,

        It’s stolen from gods, yet never grows cold,

        Sunk in a tomb, ‘neath a weeping reef,

        Guarded by silence, sorrow, and grief.”

      

      

      

      The prison was indeed alive.

      Juliette hadn’t heard this one, but a song of treasure gnawed at her stomach. Yet, as the men sang in an off-tune, off-beat cacophony, it reminded her of their crew—those precious, loyal, dead lick-spittlers.

      
        
        
        “Yo-Ho, that’s the treasure for me!”

        “Where could it be?” The scrupper added in a noisy “Oh.”

      

      

      

      “Shut it already!” she yelled to no avail. Her voice drowned in the ruckus.

      
        
        
        “Where could it be?” The men only sang louder.

      

      

      

      The guard even piped in:

      
        
        
        “Only known to a maid of the sea!”

        “Yo-Ho! Yo-Ho!”

      

      

      

      She pushed her hands over her ears to drown out the drunken shanty from men celebrating their last day of freedom before being sold at auction. Failing to eradicate the annoyance of voices, she rubbed her temples with her forefingers.

      Her father always told her to never take to the rum or grog. He demanded that she act as if she partook but never let her wits succumb to it and never let a fleeting moment of inhibition endanger herself or her crew. He taught her the civilized ways, grooming, and speech; she’d never found a use for the speech, but maybe it would serve her well wherever she ended up.

      The world was merciless, loveless, and ugly—cutthroat. She witnessed firsthand the importance of never trusting those she could call close allies. Never knew when they might sink her ship and kill her family, all for a treasure map that would never be theirs. Every muscle tightened, and her teeth ached from the grinding.

      Never again would she trust anyone.

      Her fingernails dug into her palm as the stench of men and the lingering pain were fresh in her mind. Her family’s blood again called out to her from Tophet.

      “Avenge us!”

      She could hear them—each distinct voice ringing in her ears. Her father’s final gaze penetrated her memory.

      She needed a clear head, a strategy, a plan, a goal, and a lie to tell. The new day meant new possibilities, but the weight of what she had to do for her father and the Jaymes’ name nearly crushed her. Her heart beat hard against her chest, advocating for sorrowful tears. She wanted nothing more than to be in her mother’s arms, hear her father’s booming voice, and mock her brother’s obnoxious laugh. The longing made her mind drift to the hidden stake in her arm. Her finger toyed with the false skin at her wrist. The spike glinted beneath—one flick, and it would be over.

      But no. Not today.

      Not until they all bled.
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      The sun blistered the gash on Juliette’s cheek. Its radiant light made her blink several times as her eyes adjusted from the dim prison. Sweat beaded her brow as if the sun drew forth a glistening crown for her auction day on Rogue’s Isle. The island fortress bustled more than any other time she’d ever been there to trade. Orrick pushed her shoulder to hurry her along, but she turned and gnashed her teeth at him. His size would have made another shudder in fright, but she threw him a stare that could cut iron.

      “Move it,” he growled, unimpressed.

      “I’ll use me own two feet,” she said. “Touch me again, and ye’ll lose yer hand.”

      He shoved her in the back with the intent of sending her to the floor. She steadied herself. “Ye’ve sealed yer fate,” she said without looking back again.

      He hustled her along until they came to the auction stage. The steps were too tall to climb with chains around the ankles, so Orrick ordered the auction hands to lift her as he handed the auctioneer his card.

      Her gaze cast out among the gathered multitude while they lifted her and placed her center-stage. She squinted in the sun’s full rays in the east. Men rubbed their hands together and licked their lips as they ogled her curvaceous frame, clad in leather and linen. Her dark locks engulfed any sunlight that dared fall upon them. The guard from the night before stood near the front, looking up at her like a sick parrot.

      Many nations and kinds were present at her auction. Even the reclusive Atlanteans had come dressed in their fabled long white robes over purple-tinged skin. Long hoods shaded their golden eyes. The Gill traders were abundant, and elegant guards lined the private carriages holding the royalty who dared venture out of their palaces. Usually, they did not chance such vulnerability, even in a neutral zone.

      “Daughter of the renowned Pirate King Robert “the Ruthless” Jaymes and of Danna Chadwick, descended from the Father of the Pirate Kings of the North Sea,” the auctioneer said, and then showcased her with his small sword, sweeping from her toes to her head.

      “Juliette Chadwick Jaymes, the last Jaymes heir and the sole Chadwick descendant!” The auctioneer’s voice boomed with a grand sweep of his arm.

      The last. The sole.

      The words echoed in her head, colder than the chains at her wrists. Her jaw grew taut, wishing Bobby were beside her with his quick wit. He would’ve made her laugh on that stage. She wasn’t just surviving to be her brother’s curse—she was all that remained.

      For the briefest moment, her knees weakened. But she locked them straight. The Jaymes name still lived. Her mother’s legacy wasn’t dead. They would not fade with sorrow.

      The auctioneer swung his small sword before placing it on the podium with a hard knock. “Human. Pirate royalty. Born beneath her father’s sea dragon’s spike. Carries its prophecy in her blood.”

      The crowd gasped in awe as whispers of prophecy bloomed.

      “Bloodied, but no missin’ teeth. No false limbs. Surely, not a wench!” The auctioneer leaned forward. “But be careful with this one. Embodies a curse, so says the crews of Pirate King Rosa. Scared the entire fleet of the North Sea King. In the last fight, she gutted over a hundred of his scumbags with only a cutlass!”

      Jaws dropped. The silence deafened the prison island. The auctioneer raised his hooked hand. “Let the biddin’ begin with one hundred Delphi for the one hundred souls she collected for Tophet.”

      The scrawny guard in the front counted what looked like one Delphi in his hand. Probably a year’s pay. He crossed his arms with a scowl.

      A murmur swept the crowd, wide-eyed and glancing at each other.

      “One hundred Delphi,” the auctioneer repeated.

      Silence. Heads turned. Heads shook. Glances darted. A single cough echoed.

      The scrawny guard grinned, hand twitching toward his pouch.

      Juliette’s gaze slid past the commoners and scanned the rich. They had the power to humiliate her and further damage her family name if the auctioneer had to lower the bid. Yet if they did bid at one hundred Delphi, they would substantiate her reputation and signify her as a powerful arsenal to their territory’s assets.

      The auctioneer slammed his hooked hand on the podium. “Any who can afford the last livin’ heir to the Jaymes and Chadwick lineage? The salty Juliette?”

      The guard grinned and readied his hand at his chance to own her, anticipating the bid to drop—the desperate fool.

      No bidders.

      Juliette took the power into her own hands. She shook her head with a laugh, drawing more attention to herself. With a smooth voice, she used her father’s civilized speech for the first time and hoped it served her well.

      “Pathetic,” she said with a menacing smile. Her arms spread as far as her chains allowed.

      “Do you all fear me?” She would hold power over her reputation with a taunt to the royalty’s egos. “Perhaps no kingdom dares buy what it cannot control. I could overpower any who tried. I’ll enter freedom with blood in my wake.”

      At that, gasps of unease rippled through the crowd. Three ambassador arms rose in a bid for their arrogant masters.

      “Ah!” the auctioneer said and eyed Orrick with a smile. “Now, that’s what we’re talkin’ about.”

      “Two hundred Delphi!” One ambassador called out.

      “Three hundred!” Another.

      The crowd stirred.

      Juliette smirked. “Too easy,” she muttered, remembering her father’s advice—use the right bait and the right hook, and any fish is yours. “I’ll be free soon. Just bide me time.”

      “Five!” Another bid.

      “Six hundred!”

      The auctioneer’s hand hovered. “Do I hear more?”

      The tension hung as thick as sea fog.

      A shadow fell over half the crowd. The king of the Krakenkind stood in front of his shimmering coral carriage, a translucent cab facade. His tentacles sprawled out from his back into the air, coiling in regality behind him. His skin shimmered between realms of flesh and illusion. The air thickened with brine at his presence, like something ancient dragged from the deep. Born of the DeepMother’s tear, the Krakenkind embodied her wrath. Since the dawn of their birth, their kind had fought each other, leaving the world to their ways, but this one had crowned himself king in the last few years and somehow gained control of the Krakenkind, submitting them all to his will.

      The crowd stilled. The sea breeze paused. Even Juliette wondered if he would honor the code of Rogue’s Isle or if he had come to swallow the sea as everyone there knew he could.

      “One thousand Delphi!”

      His voice warbled and rumbled like thunder over the waves.

      He pointed at Juliette with a crooked finger. “I accept the challenge of the Jaymes heir. Escape me, and freedom is yours. But know this: the tide rises but will not lift your chains.”

      “Sold!” The auctioneer slammed the butt of his flintlock onto the podium to cock the bullet and shot it out over the sea to seal the deal.

      Her blood ran cold.

      Freedom—for a price no soul had ever paid upon The Stage. If the tales were true, no one escaped the Krakenkind. But she would. She had to, despite her heart hammering in her chest telling her otherwise. A pit opened in her stomach, and she let out a shaky breath. All eyes turned to her—wide and full of fear. She had to appear strong.

      With a flip of her head, she knocked her hair off her shoulder and held her chin high. She sneered at Orrick and the auctioneer—the men she’d made rich. “Ye’re welcome, ye scurvy dogs!”

      The auctioneer tipped his hat to her. “Ye poor, wretched, beautiful creature. Enjoy the Krakenkind. Ye won’t be able to use yer cutlass against the likes of them,” he sneered, and then to the auction victor, declared, “King Elorbin, come claim yer loot.”

      Juliette stared into the crowd as she processed what had happened. Her freedom was at stake, the Krakenking had said. The Krakenkind were not known to tell lies. Every word was true. Not because they couldn’t tell lies, but because they did not care if their enemies knew the truth.  No one had ever conquered them—no one could, or even dared try. They were the DeepMother’s incarnation of her wrath against the world that rejected her, killed her. Legends said they could swallow ships, islands, even. Her bottom lip trembled as Elorbin’s ambassadors approached, walking on legs, their tentacles coiled behind them in the same regal display as their king.

      She hid a gulp and forced the tight knot of spit down her throat. Why was she—a human—worth one thousand Delphi to the Krakenking? Was it purely the jab to his ego? Something told her it wasn’t. Maybe if Rosa knew of the map to the greatest treasure in the world—the one her father died protecting—then maybe Elorbin did too. Or perhaps he only wanted a trophy. The great Jaymes heir, the mighty pirate whose lineage had unified the North Sea in just two generations—a feat no other could claim but her ancestor, Pirate King Chadwick.

      The ambassadors paid and brought her to Elorbin in a litter, carried her upon their shoulders. She scanned the crowd. No other could claim even close to one thousand Delphi at an auction. With that in mind, she held her chin high. But as the shadow of Elorbin loomed larger, the question of what he would do with her raced on repeat in her mind.

      The ambassadors dumped her at the feet of Elorbin, but she slid off the litter in a graceful exit with a solid landing upon her boots; the chain clanked on the ground between her feet. The crowd watched, entranced by the great king. The world knew of the Krakenkind, but never had she seen them. At the crowd’s gasps, it sounded like the Krakenkind had stayed in their corner of the world until now.

      One of his tentacles reached around and sucked onto the underside of her chin, forcing her to stand on tiptoe before him. The tentacle’s touch chilled her skin, slimy and cold as death. The chains tied around her wrists kept her from shoving the tentacle off. He made her stare up into his face at an awkward tilt of her head.

      The sea had ravaged what was left of a cut jaw and royal indigo eyes. He stood taller than any man, or the towering Atlanteans for that matter. His shimmering cerulean skin tricked the eye, appearing translucent—revealing sable veins and cobalt blue organs—and then in the next moment, opaque—hiding everything once more.

      “Miss Jaymes, you are mine now,” he said. His voice warbled like the swish of his flailing tentacles, but the deep, menacing vibration that followed put a slight shake in her knee. She hid it with a shuffle.

      He grew larger, and the crowd’s gasps resounded through the island. His skin stretched thinner, allowing the sunlight to pass through his body in transformed regal light. As he grew, the tentacle flesh suctioned to Juliette’s chin grew firmer, but perhaps loosened its grip as well.

      The Krakenkind were formidable people. She would not escape any time soon, but her freedom would be earned by observing and finding the best vulnerability to exploit. She already had one in mind: if the Krakenkind’s skin was stretched too thin, would it still resist the cutlass’ strike?

      “King Elorbin, if you will, I have a promise to keep before we depart,” she asked with a voice of honey.

      He scoffed. “What promise is this?”

      The crowd leaned in. And she said, “My body dealer’s hand—Orrick. He touched me, and I promised he would lose it if he did. Give me a cutlass or a flintlock so I may take it from him. On my word as a Jaymes and on this neutral place, I will do no other harm.”

      The tentacle’s two suction cups popped off her skin, leaving red rings.

      “No.” The answer was curt and quick.

      He turned around and snapped before disappearing into his carriage. How the massive creature fit into such a tight space was a sight to behold. His body grew and shrank on command.

      Orrick laughed in the distance as word traveled. She lifted her eyes to the sky in annoyance at that wretched man. She would have made that man beg for his limb. The crowd’s laughter rang louder than Orrick’s. She should’ve asked in private. She should’ve known better. Her father would have waited. He always told her, “Only strike when victory is yours.” Her mother would have never promised what couldn’t be kept. She licked her lip at her foolishness and rubbed her shoulder against the heat of embarrassment on her cheek.

      The ambassadors took her under the arm and secured her to the back of the carriage, their tentacles holding her in place as they stood on the risers on each side.

      Elorbin called for another of his kind—clad in weaponry and an eyepatch—from the carriage’s window.  The king whispered an order and then sealed himself inside the coral carriage.

      “Heave!” The driver called out, and they left that place of misery. Headed south.

      Tall, strong pirates joined the auction on heavy feet, attempting to master their land legs before midday. A long line of them strode past the carriage as it dawdled along the rough, rocky path. She’d never seen them before—likely South Sea pirates.

      Juliette’s hair bounced around her face as she watched the free men, each unique from the next. She kept her head down, not wanting them to know who she was, for it would be another stab to the Jaymes’ name if they knew her face and that she had been sold.

      But for a thousand Delphi.

      No one had ever been sold for as much. She knocked her hair off her shoulder with a flip of her head to hold her chin high.

      At that moment, the sun lit up two steel gray eyes that bored into her soul and pulled her stomach to the top of her throat. Her breath beat against iron lungs, unable to move. The man with steel eyes walked forward as the carriage lurched, but it did nothing to break their gaze.

      Was he even a pirate? Was he a sea sorcerer in disguise? An enchanter from the East with a siren’s allure? Three black straps—tight against a white linen shirt—hugged his chest. Long black locks swept over his broad forehead and down his sharp jaw. His mouth stayed pinched, expressionless, but his eyes turned a pale jade the longer he stared at her. He broke their gaze—his eyes returning to gray—to scan the Krakens that held her to the coral carriage and then forward again—without pause.

      Probably forever.

      Juliette’s cheeks simmered. A strange burn.

      Never had she felt so violated. Forced to meet a man’s gaze and shamefully, wish for it again.

      Her father vowed no man would ever have her heart and promised she would be a pirate royalty who made men’s knees bow to her lineage. His warning rang in the moment, “Never let a man near your heart, for all they want is your name.”

      But her fingers twitched, curling against the shackles at her wrists. A breath caught in her ribs, like a wave that wouldn’t crest. It wasn’t fair. Not when she had no power, no say, no chance to turn back and demand—what? Another look?

      Foolish. She was being foolish.

      It meant nothing.

      He meant nothing.

      And yet, she craned her neck to find him again, but the crowd had already swallowed him.

      Instead, Eyepatch stood heads taller than all at their place of departure, watching them leave. Juliette locked eyes with his pale blue iris. He seemed distant, but there was pity in his gaze.

      A fire ignited in her soul, and she refused to bow to any hint of pity. She released her neck, allowing her head to turn forward once more. Her father would not tolerate pity, and her mother would spit in Eyepatch’s face.

      Her fingers spread wide to release the budding anger, both at Eyepatch for his pity and herself for turning to find that pirate. A deep breath filled her chest to calm her senses and rid herself of those gray-turned-jade eyes. She needed to behave and observe; that was her plan. Only time would tell if her obedience was worthwhile. It was a likely possibility, though, that she would be the King’s slave forevermore. She slammed her eyes shut in defiance.

      No.

      She embodied her brother’s curse and had the sea dragon’s prophecy as a birthright. Surely, escape could be hers. The names of Jaymes and Chadwick would continue to be honored and feared because of her. The Krakenking paid one thousand Delphi for her. What a price. Her family’s reputation demanded it. She had taunted Elorbin with a challenge, and his ego answered and accepted. She opened her eyes to the salty burn of the sea’s breeze. She would earn her freedom, and then Juliette Chadwick Jaymes would go down in legend as the sole name to outwit the Krakenking. She’d return to the North Sea, be the curse her brother made her to be, and reclaim her family’s crown.

      A half smile appeared on her lips as she envisioned that future.

      The Jaymes had dominated in the north, uniting forty pirate kings under three, but the south was still to be conquered. Her family had planned to voyage beyond the North Sea with Rosa and Blackwood to consolidate the South Sea pirate kings under the triad, but now she went alone—bound, sold, but not broken. The game had begun. The Krakenking had wagered one thousand Delphi on her defeat. He would lose it all.
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      There was always a moment in a man’s life when he watched his fate pass by and knew it. Viktor Bloodfang had just seen his, but she was tied to the back of Elorbin’s carriage. He clenched his jaw, muscles taut, as he stood firm between his father and Alek, his younger half-brother, at the back of the auction crowd.

      “Ye see that pretty ‘un comin’ up from port?” Alek whispered to Viktor. Alek’s sandy blonde hair fell in curls around brown eyes.

      Viktor cut back a chuckle. How could he have not? The lass struck him mute, and his legs, weak. Her chin had lifted, defiant, even in chains. The sun caught the bruises on her cheek, but her eyes—sea-dark and cold—glinted with a promise. Not broken. Not yet.

      He longed for a beautiful companion. The long days and nights at sea, living a free life with a hold full of plunder and the sparkling waters sailing to the unknown was every pirate’s dream, but still, part of him ached, needing a woman partner.

      Something about that lass, suctioned to the back of Elorbin’s coral carriage, called to him. He clenched his jaw. “She’s the Kraken’s now. Ain’t no coming back from that.”

      Viktor curled his fingers into his fist and popped his knuckles as he watched a Kraken with an eyepatch approach the auction stand. The Bloodfangs had seen Krakens before—ravenous as sharks and twice as cunning—but even they kept a respectful berth. No sane pirate tangled with one unless they had a death wish or wanted their fleet to burn.

      “She’s as good as Tophet’s,” Viktor murmured in self-reassurance.

      Alek gave a slight shake of his head. “Hah. Shame. She’d eyes fer ye.”

      Viktor lifted his chin. “That she did, and I, her.” He envisioned the black wavy locks flitting in the wind and running over her bruised face and deep azure eyes as blue as the noontide.

      “She’ll make a fine blade for the Krakenking till he dulls it.” Viktor’s lip snarled at the thought of King Elorbin using her to seduce and assassinate his enemies. She had been in a fight or two—or worse, been beaten. His knuckles popped again at the latter thought. Such a beauty, such a waste on the Krakenking’s leash. Maybe if they had arrived sooner, she could have been part of his life. He could have at least had the pleasure of knowing her name. But the seas always swallowed the light of good things.

      His father, Kidd Bloodfang, murmured in a bitter tone, “Don’t waste yer time, Son.”

      The wide black brim of his father’s hat with a single blood-red flume signified his status as High Captain. Their nineteen fellow Pirate Kings of the South Sea took their place behind the royal familial trio.

      “Focus on yer path as the High Captain, not some skirt.” His sour expression lacked warmth. “That one’s likely nothin’ but trouble—a wench with a sassy mouth. If ye want a lass, get ’un born to the tide, who knows her knots and ain’t flinching at blood,” he growled. “And keep her below deck where she belongs.”

      Viktor’s gaze dragged toward the shimmering waters beyond Rogue’s Isle—calm, deceptive. Like fate itself. He hadn’t seen his father shed a tear since the day after he lost his wife, Alek’s mother, at sea. She wasn’t a pirate or a sailor, but she loved the sea and loved Kidd Bloodfang. She was sweet and kind and kissed every scar Viktor had acquired as a young boy. She and Alek’s full brother were lost in a sudden storm that arose on seas as shimmering as the one Viktor gazed upon.

      Viktor had been a boy, but he forgot to add a rolling hitch to the clove hitch knot, and the boom became loose, spun out of control, and knocked his stepmother to sea in the storm. The boom’s snap echoed in his mind, each crack a reminder of his failure. The thunder swallowed her scream. He had never told his father or brother, but the guilt ate at him. In the days after, he had practiced tying a clove hitch and a rolling hitch knot until his fingers bled. When they healed, he did it repeatedly until he could do it in his sleep. No one he loved would ever again die on his account, not if he could save them.

      His father spoke out of heartache, hoping to save his sons from the same miserable longing for a dead woman and child. Kidd had let himself go after that night. No longer did he care to shave or rub oil on his teeth and tongue. His long, scraggly beard neared his belt, and his smile contained more gold than natural teeth.

      Viktor ran his thumb over the calluses on his fingers. Though his heart ached for his father and what he’d done, the black-haired lass with azure eyes etched herself into Viktor’s memory. But he’d never know her name. A deep, sorrowful breath filled his chest for both his stepmother and the beauty he’d likely never see again. He narrowed his eyes and tried to forget her face. But the ache refused to fade.

      “Ye’re right, Father,” Viktor mumbled. Easier said than done.

      The auction crowd stirred him back to The Stage. A sad-looking swab with an ample gut was centered as bids began.

      Viktor crossed his arms over his broad chest and settled into his hearty legs. Even on land, the sea’s sway still trumped his balance. It’d take at least a day to learn to walk straight without overtaxing his body.

      “Remember, Son, the sea takes what it likes. Don’t give it more to crave. Let it be. Now, it’s a good day for an auction,” his father said, changing the subject with a slight sway on his knees. His long, dark brown hair, peppered with white, flitted in the breeze under his High Captain’s hat. “Today, we’re gonna buy the Jaymes heir.” He muttered the name under his breath, “Bobby ‘The Ruthless’ Jaymes.”

      “How much were ye a’wanting to bid, High Captain?” Viktor asked.

      “Five hundred Delphi or so,” Kidd said.

      Viktor lifted his eyebrows. “For a slave?”

      “Heard the Jaymes lot got gutted by Rosa ’n Blackwood. But Bobby survived and butchered a hundred traitors in an hour’s rage—a curse follows him, too,” Kidd said. “Wouldn’t wanna cross a Jaymes, but if we buy the lad, give him a vessel and a crew, maybe he’ll bleed the North Sea fer us. I’d sail with a storm like that.”

      “Aye, High Captain,” Viktor said along with the hum of “Aye’s” hissed behind them, but he stretched his neck in opposition. Another Pirate King would threaten his succession as the leader of the South Sea Pirate Kings, especially if this Jaymes heir were as astounding as the rumors were.

      He eyed his brother, who sniffed in opposition as well.

      The Bloodfangs had always been High Captain, but the brotherly bonds between the twenty South Sea Pirate Kings were stretched thin, and all it would take would be one more dissenting tongue to snap them.

      Viktor returned his sights to the auction stage. If they won the Jaymes heir, Viktor would use him to claim the North Sea—and then kill him. The Bloodfangs would remain known as cruel and heartless, worthy of the High Captain’s crown.

      A man’s scream rang through the crowd.

      The Kraken attacked one of the dealers.

      A few gasps erupted. The crowd shifted. Viktor’s spine straightened. The Gill traders looked to one another in disbelief.

      Viktor said, “Ain’t this a neutral place?”

      Kidd nodded. “All the world agreed.”

      Murmurs rose in the thick air. A few Atlanteans drew their swords. Viktor stared, impressed. Atlanteans never fought; they were always neutral. But at the sound of swords unsheathing, the one-eyed Kraken grew to double the size of the auction stage.

      The pirates took a step back at the gigantic display of power. Viktor’s hands dropped to the flintlock and blunderbuss on his belt as if they’d be any use against the Kraken. Legends were true: they could claim the world if they wanted.

      Then came the Kraken’s voice—warbled and ancient as if the DeepMother herself had crawled from her grave.

      “The Jaymes heir made a promise, and King Elorbin desired to see the promise fulfilled. This body dealer has lost his hand for assaulting Jaymes while bound. If you have grievances about what was done, take them up with the King. And let it be a lesson that no one crosses the Jaymes heir or the Krakenking, for they will be punished.”

      Silence followed. No jeers. No retorts. Only an eerie hush that only a Krakenkind could summon.

      The Kraken threw the body dealer’s hand into a small sack and exited in two gigantic steps before shrinking to his usual size and disappearing down the path Viktor had just traveled. The crowd froze as the Kraken left. Sighs of relief swept the place. Even Viktor shook off the dread that froze his hands on his weapons.

      “By the DeepMother’s teeth, did me ears hear the Jaymes heir’s allied with Elorbin?” Kidd asked.

      Viktor had to make sure he’d heard right as well. He slapped a hand on a man’s shoulder in front of him.

      “Mate,” he said, forcing the man to turn around. “Has Jaymes already been sold? Bought by Elorbin?”

      The man’s eyes danced with grog, and he smiled with a wide-toothy grin. “Aye,” he said with a breath that made Viktor’s nose curl. The man slapped Viktor on the cheek in a drunken, friendly greeting. “One thousand Delphi from the Krakenking!”

      Kidd growled. “A thousand?” Another growl. “Those accursed Kraken!”

      The man laughed. “A thousand Delphi fer the thousand men Jaymes slew with but a cutlass.”

      Viktor lifted an eyebrow. “Was it not a hundred?”

      “Nay, a thousand!” The man lifted his bottle of grog in the air. “Now the Krakens’re double, doobly, doubly . . .” He shook his head as if to clear his mind.  “The Kraken’ve the Jaymes heir . . . now . . . even more a threat to the seas,” he slurred, suppressing a belch.

      A hundred? A thousand? It seemed the truth had been swallowed by grog and fear. Viktor thinned his lips, thanked the man with a nod, and turned him back around with a shove.

      “We’re too late,” he whispered to his father.

      “Aye, that we are, lad. And it looks like the Jaymes brat made good with the Krakenking.”

      Alek chimed in. “Or Elorbin’s just guardin’ his pricey new pet.”

      “Whatever it is,” Viktor said. “We’ll chart our course with more care now. The Krakenking’s got the North Sea’s deadliest sea rat in his hold.”

      “A thousand fer a pirate,” Alek muttered, watching the crowd disperse. “And still tossin’ coin on some wench.”

      Alek nudged Viktor with his elbow and smirked.

      “Don’t sulk, brother,” Alek crooned. “Plenty of girls to warm yer sheets. But, shame. Thought she’da been a challenge ye’d chase, for once.” His voice dropped. “Had that look Father hates—clever, cold—says all wenches got it—always sniffin’ after a crown.”

      Viktor didn’t flinch at the implication in his brother’s last comment. Alek’s easy smile masked ambition. Viktor had seen how his brother’s gaze lingered too long on the High Captain’s hat. He doubted his brother would ever do anything to take it from him, but Alek did fit in with the crews much better than Viktor ever did. No matter how he tried, Viktor’s tongue never quite curled around the pirate drawl. Every sentence sounded half-forged as if his mouth still chased a cleaner tongue.

      “Just like Mum,” Alek added, too low for Kidd to hear.

      That stung. Not because Viktor believed it, but because maybe Alek did to cope with losing his mother.

      Viktor’s gaze remained fixed on the shimmering sea, and he did his best to push that night away.

      He clenched his jaw, though, as he shifted back to thinking of that black-haired beauty forced to ride outside the carriage. Doubt covered his initial assumptions of Elorbin using her as an assassin. The cruel king probably acquired her for the Jaymes heir to enjoy as a token of friendship between the king and the North Sea pirate.

      At that realization, fire surged through his heart.

      It was one thing to bed a wench who dived in on her accord—but another, to force a woman. And Elorbin had ways to force his subjects to bend to his will, ways that would make the DeepMother shudder.

      Some whispered Elorbin had twisted the DeepMother’s nature, stolen her heart, and forged his own dark magic. Viktor had crossed blades with one of the Krakenking’s human slaves aboard a merchant ship. The man’s eyes held no joy, and crusted slime sealed his mouth. He smiled only as the crust left his lips when he died—grateful, it seemed, to be freed.

      As they headed to The Drunken Sailor, the sole tavern on Rogue’s Isle, Viktor gave the sea one last glance. The carriage had disappeared, and so had the sable-haired lass.

      Viktor’s fist tightened, knowing what awaited her. He could only hope she’d find a way to resist. But no one had ever resisted and won. It didn’t matter what he felt or what he wanted. The Krakenking kept what he claimed. No fighting that. But the ache in his gut whispered he’d just watched a woman worth knowing vanish with the tide.
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      The iridescent coral palace sparkled like mirrored glass in the sunlight. The sea crashed against the palace walls, as futile as a child’s fists against a warrior’s chest. Juliette doubted any fleet had ever breached it. Its sheer height and bulk imposed against the sky, and only when the carriage pulled alongside the fortress wall did Juliette look up. The wall blocked the sun, casting them into a dark shadow.

      She sucked in a breath to keep her mouth from gaping. If her family had sailed this far south to attack, it would have been their final voyage. Fear prickled her skin.

      She pushed the unsettling feeling away. Juliette Chadwick Jaymes was never scared. Yet, the image of Bobby’s lifeless eyes staring at her as he fell to Tophet reeled in memory. The hidden stake in her arm had remained unused. Shame rose in her throat. Fear wouldn’t resurrect the dead. And vengeance had no use for the weak.

      The ambassadors unhooked her from the back of the carriage and held her before the massive palatial gates. King Elorbin’s tentacles shot forth from the carriage door and expelled his large frame from the cab. The carriage melded into the palace fortress wall, much like it did when it was stored on the King’s ship on their journey to Elorbin’s royal island deep in the South Sea.

      “Shall you be called Juliette or Jaymes?” the King asked her, peering down.

      “Jaymes,” she said, lofting an eyebrow at his unusual question. She didn’t think that the Krakenkind had names for their servants or slaves or whatever she was to become.

      He glanced at his attendant. “Order Akira to make it ready for Miss Jaymes.”

      “Make what ready?” she snapped.

      And for that, she received a swift backhand to her cheek. His hit would have knocked her off her feet if the ambassadors hadn’t held her upright with their tentacles. Blood rushed from her nose into her mouth, her healing wounds burst open, and she spat out the bitter life force. One ambassador pulled a slimy rag from his pocket and wiped her face amid Elorbin’s stare. The unknown slime instantly crusted on her face, but it stopped her bleeding. She wanted to claw it off her skin, but the ambassadors’ grips were strong. If she couldn’t fight with fists, she’d fight with what was left of her name. She was the daughter of legend and legacy. The sea had raised her harder than this.

      Elorbin straightened and folded his hands behind his back. “Miss Jaymes.” He sighed. “You are mine now; did you forget so easily?”

      “I ain’t the forgettin’ type,” she said with a smirk, baring bloody teeth.

      Elorbin’s lip curled in disgust at her. His body grew in size with each statement. “Silence unless spoken to. Obedience without question. That is the way of the Krakenkind.”

      “So I’ll be a puppet?” she asked, glancing at the drained attendants with distant stares.

      Again, the backhand came.

      The slime kept her face encased in its natural setting to prevent more bloodshed and bone fracture, even though the hit made it feel like he had just ripped her flesh off. She bit back a moan and tipped her head, forcing her stomach to settle. Her eye throbbed, the crusted slime pressing the pain inward, blurring her vision with a sickening pulse.

      She had fought men before. She had taken their hits and given worse in return. But this? Her father had told her she was unbreakable, that the Jaymes name was a shield forged in prophecy and steel. But her father was gone, and there she stood, beaten and shackled, sold like a prize.

      Elorbin’s little backhands were the hardest hits she’d ever taken. She wasn’t sure she’d survive if she had to fight to escape him. The pain was real, but she counted her breath like sails in a storm. If she showed weakness, he’d feed on it.

      “Miss Jaymes,” Elorbin said in a regal voice. “I do not think you understand. Be silent unless I ask you a direct question. That is the way of the Krakenkind.”

      He addressed an ambassador. “Remove the chains from Miss Jaymes and take her to where she will stay.”

      Juliette tensed. “Stay.” Not “live.” Not “rest.” Just another word for a cage.

      The ambassador did what he was told without emotion or uttering a word. He scooped her up in his tentacles and took her through the palatial gates.

      Inside the mirrored walls, water fell in shining streams from the coral towers into steaming pools below. Palace residents bathed in them. Their tentacles stretched out and coiled in the water with a grace she had never seen. The salt stench pierced her senses, almost a hundred times stronger than on a ship. Yet, there was no chit-chat or friendly banter; all was silent except for the sound of rushing water. Dread settled in her belly; it was too quiet, too calm.

      They passed elegantly dressed species other than Krakenkind, most likely bought as her, with slime over their faces and plastered over their mouths, their skin remained unbruised, but their eyes told her otherwise. King Elorbin beat his servants into submission.

      She would not end up like them. What was a pirate without a will, without freedom? A memory slipped in of a steel-gray stare, pale jade for a flicker, like sea glass catching the sun. A stare that wasn’t leering but knowing. That man at Rogue’s Isle. As if he saw more. Maybe he saw defiance and strength, not a captive. But would he have even looked if he’d seen her like she was now? He had turned to forget her. Did she imagine it? Did it even matter?

      The thought was unexpected, and she bit it back. No man or Krakenking would ever have her. She was to be a Jaymes through and through—the perfect lineage of legend and legacy: Chadwick and Jaymes. It didn’t matter what some man at Rogue’s Isle thought of her. It didn’t matter if some Kraken had bought her off an auction stage. She was going to be free soon. She had to be.

      Down a few more sculpted coral hallways, with crushed-pearl paintings of sea foam and graceful sea creatures and sirens, the ambassador entered a magnificent room with ceilings as high as her eye could see. A water stream flowed from the apex into a saltwater bath below. A plush bed covered in silk pillows awaited her. The ambassador set her down.

      She wobbled, taking in the lavish room. A bed draped in satin. Bathwater shimmered like liquid pearl. Too fine for a prisoner. Too quiet for a home.

      She curled her fists. This wasn’t comfort. It was a cage sewn in satin.

      Her room filled with silent Krakenkind servants as they circled her like sentinels.

      Maybe those steel-gray eyes glinting jade looked at her as if he knew she wasn’t broken but maybe would be soon. She shoved the memory aside. She had no time for him.

      “What’s this?” Juliette whispered. She glanced at the pillows. “This be me room?” she asked. “Silk pillows, warm bath—for a slave?”

      A female Krakenkind nodded in response.

      Juliette shook her head. No. Something far more sinister was about to befall her. Fear and hate raced up her spine like twin blades. She jolted toward the door. She didn’t care if it was futile.

      The servants’ tentacles shot out from behind them and suctioned onto her body before she could even pull a punch. The air rushed against her face as they lifted her into the air, and then slammed her onto the silk-draped bed like she was no more than a sack of potatoes.

      “I’ll not be turned into one of ye mindless slaves!” she yelled. She forced her hand to her wrist, but she couldn’t release the stake as the tentacles surged in strength and held her down with arms wide.

      Elorbin approached from the door. “Your noise offends me,” he said. “I demand silence.”

      She released another scream. “Release me!” She squirmed under their grips. “Touch me, and I’ll have yer head!”

      Elorbin acknowledged his attendant and an enchanter from the East, who followed him with a turn. “Is it ready?”

      The attendant nodded. The enchanter halted in the center of the room, his long blue robes a perfect echo of Elorbin’s shimmering skin.

      “I’ll never submit to ye!” she yelled, her fingers scraping for the hidden stake. She knew a room full of Krakenkind was a fight she couldn’t win.

      Her purpose was fulfilled. She was the Jaymes curse to those who betrayed her family. That was the extent of the curse. She thought it was to reclaim the seas for her father, but she had supposed wrong. It would end just as soon as she could release the stake. Her fingernail tipped it, but not enough to release. A frustrated scream propelled off her tongue as she tried again, but Elorbin’s tentacle slammed her head down.

      “You are more tolerable silent,” he said, and his ambassador slathered slime over her lips. It hardened, trapping her screams beneath a crusted veil.

      “Now, Miss Jaymes, I own you.”

      She twisted her head, bones straining against the weight of Elorbin’s tentacle.

      Elorbin’s unamused stare reflected her helplessness against the monster.

      “Akira!” Elorbin barked.

      The enchanter revealed a vial filled with pearly blue liquid. As the attendant received it, he dipped his head before regally approaching the bed.

      Juliette’s eyes widened as the attendant placed the vial in Elorbin’s outstretched hand.

      “This will make it easier, Miss Jaymes,” the wretched king murmured, his tone almost gentle.

      He turned the vial slowly between long fingers, admiring its pearly shimmer. “I call it Enslaver.”

      Her eyes grew wide as his gaze drifted, distant with memory. “To craft it, I broke my bone-oath with the DeepMother. She calls it sacrilege. I call it evolution.”

      Bone-oaths were no babe’s lullaby. Humans had vows, but the monsters had bone-oaths. Juliette’s jaw clenched beneath the slime. If the DeepMother herself cursed him, what chance did she have against that kind of power?

      He smiled thinly. “The cost? Upon my death, my soul will twist into a cursed whirlpool—my soul consigned to eternal torment, always hungry, always churning. No rest. No peace. Never still. Never free.”

      He met Juliette’s eyes without flinching, and a shadow of sorrow—almost human—crossed his expression.

      “How was the oath broken?” He mused aloud. “By blood. My own cousins. I carved a siren’s heart from her chest, moments before she returned to seafoam. I ripped the spine from a living sea dragon.”

      Her stomach twisted. He spoke of family like they were kindling, burned for ambition. He’d unmade his bloodline for power. Her fingers brushed the hidden stake—but even steel felt useless now.

      He sighed as if lamenting the memory. “But the greatest price was time. Abducting an Enchanter’s entire bloodline and waiting—until one bent the knee and forged the enchantment.”

      Juliette’s eyes locked on the vial. She screamed in vain; the hardened slime swallowed her defiance. An entire bloodline—wiped or broken—for this? She had never feared the Enchanters before—her father revered them, learned their magic. But this wasn’t magic. It was ruin disguised as mastery.

      Elorbin stepped closer. “My siren kin were born with telepathy—what I coveted most. And sea dragons? The DeepMother’s children of raw, untamed magic. Pure, as the legends say.”

      He’d corrupted the DeepMother’s children. Twisted something sacred into a weapon to chain her, chain all of them. A true monster worthy of the word.

      His head tilted. “Once you partake, I shall command your thoughts. Your actions, and, soon, your will.”

      His voice dropped to a whisper. “I promised freedom if you could escape me, but there is no escaping Enslaver.”

      Juliette’s entire body trembled from the sickening truth: He didn’t need a cage. He was the cage.

      Another of Elorbin’s tentacles completed the mission to hold her still.

      She tried to scream again, but no sound escaped. Not because of the slime—because of fear. Real, soul-deep fear. She was about to lose herself.

      He jammed the vial up her nose and released the contents with a firm press and twist.

      The liquid exploded into burning gas, bursting through her head. Her muffled screams thrashed against the crusted slime, a trapped storm with no escape. Elorbin blurred, doubled in sight. Pain seized her lungs. Her eyes fought the burn to keep from melting. The pressure built—crushing her eardrums, clawing at her brain. Every muscle seized, coiling tight as pain wrapped around her and squeezed like a vice. The weight of the tentacle pressed hard against her skull as the ignited gas found its way deeper within her mind. The agony froze her tongue in mid-scream.

      Death was surely imminent.

      Her lungs, barely taking in air, fought against the fire crawling through her chest. The pain drained her. She couldn’t fight it. Nothing had prepared her for this. Her fingers twitched, searching for the hidden stake at her wrist. Useless. But her mind still roared. Her father’s voice. Her mother’s warnings. The scars stitched across her skin. They rose like a war cry—she belonged to no one.

      She’d been hunted. Cornered. But never claimed. Never owned.

      The bright, glowing palace dimmed. Darkness crawled at the edges of her vision. She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out the shimmer of coral walls, the weight of eyes watching. But the darkness was worse. In it, she saw the man at Rogue’s Isle again, with steel-gray eyes turning jade, watching her as if she was still someone—someone worth remembering.

      It was then that she heard a voice in her head. It warbled, deep, and commanding, but it was not hers. It slithered through her mind like oil, drowning the memory before she could hold on to it.

      “Be still. The pain shall pass.”

      Elorbin’s eyes glinted black. The abyss swallowed her reflection. His voice. In her head.

      Elorbin pulled the vial from her nose and handed the empty vessel to his attendant. The extra opening for air primed her lungs as she took a sweeping breath. Her body spent, the Krakenkind released her limp limbs. Elorbin’s tentacle popped off her forehead and reached behind her to sit her up.

      She wobbled.

      “What did ye do to me?!” she tried to yell, but it only came out as a few grunts behind closed lips. The slime tightened with every desired word she tried to speak.

      “You are free to roam the palace.” Elorbin’s voice filled her mind.

      Her hands slammed to either side of her head and tried to peel the slime away.

      “What is this?” she tried to speak again, but the slime hardened even more and became impervious to her nails.

      “You are mine, as I told you,” Elorbin said aloud. “I will summon you when I have your assignment. Recover and rest this day. From this moment onward, your life will be in silence.” With that, he spun around and left her. All the servants filed out behind him, the last one closing her door.

      She stood up with help from the bed and knew then that it was her time to join her family in Tophet. She placed her hand on her stake and was about to release it until her fingers betrayed her will. They slipped from the stake’s edge and recoiled into her palm. Elorbin’s voice struck her idle.

      “A thousand Delphi, Miss Jaymes. Your purpose will be worth your coin. Thank you for revealing your coward’s weapon. Sleep now, for humans need such rest.”

      She willed her hand to move, her legs to brace, but they did not belong to her anymore. Her feet moved—steps she couldn’t control. She bathed in the crystal waters that shimmered like pearls, her skin sealing shut where gashes and bruises had bloomed. She dressed, not by choice, but by some foreign will—her body a marionette. And then she reclined, as commanded, on silk pillows. Reduced to a trapped observer within her own mind, she watched her body obey Elorbin’s every order.

      “Sleep now, Miss Jaymes. I tire of your noise.” Elorbin closed her eyes with another tendril of power wrapped around her head.

      “Ye don’t own me.” Her thought was a defiant whisper. “Ye never will.”

      “I already do.” Elorbin’s voice was smooth in her head, clouding out her thoughts.

      “I’ll escape ye, ye monster,” she pushed back against him. Her heart beat in rage.

      But Elorbin responded with dominance, settled her heart, and forced her into a fitful sleep.

      The world dimmed, but beneath the shadows, a glimmer of steel-gray eyes flickered in her memory. She would likely never know who he was, but his stare had cut through the crowd like a blade, as if he knew Elorbin’s chains couldn’t hold her. Never had she seen such eyes—ones that turned to enchanting green. Elorbin’s voice wrapped around her mind like seaweed, dragging her down, but she clung to that thought and fought to keep it.

      “You can try to escape, Miss Jaymes. Perhaps it will amuse me.”
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      Cold blood drops plopped on her face. Her eyes shot open, and she jolted up, staring at a bloody severed hand thrown on her bed. A Kraken loomed at her bedside, his lone eye—cold and pale—focused on her. The black patch over the other added to his unsettling calm.

      EyePatch.

      He dipped his head. His tentacles sprawled out behind him, showcasing his imposing height.

      “Your promise has been kept, Miss Jaymes.” Elorbin’s voice slipped into her thoughts. “To your body dealer, Orrick.”

      She sneered at the reminder.

      “Yes. Let the bitterness seep into your bones. It will make you stronger—for me,” Elorbin said, and heat surged through her nostrils—her body tightened—as an imagined tentacle dove straight for her vengeful heart, wrapped around it, and squeezed every ounce of bitterness to pump freely through her veins.

      Juliette’s bitterness curdled into defiance, aimed like a dagger at the Krakenking. “I’ve told ye, I’ll escape ye. I’ll do it, I will. Ye’ll never own me.”

      “We live in a kill-or-be-killed world, Miss Jaymes. You have entered the undefeated league, and I own you, your body, and your mind. Why would you want to return to the other side? No one has ever defeated me in my conquests. Life will be much easier if you relent.” He chuckled with superiority. “Now, I need you in the throne room. Mr. Erik will escort you.”

      Without another word, Elorbin retreated from her mind, leaving Juliette alone with the grisly reminder of her past and the assumed Mr. Erik with his eyepatch. His face, free of the crusted slime, marked him as more than a puppet—trusted, perhaps, or simply too useful to silence.

      Her gaze dipped to the bed. She grimaced at the severed hand, a grotesque testament to the price she had extracted for a threat made in the heat of Rogue Isle’s auction stage.

      A subtle shift in the air signaled EyePatch’s silent presence heading toward the door. His tentacle slapped a patch on her arm as he turned her to follow him. She slapped his tentacle away and tried to pull off the patch, but it disappeared into her arm.

      “What’s that?” The veil sealed her lips, but EyePatch seemed to understand the escaped murmur. EyePatch pointed his tentacle at her mouth and poked her stomach before recoiling his limb.

      Food, she thought.

      He gestured for her to follow him with a wave of his hand.

      She couldn't let Elorbin break her spirit, and the severed hand was a macabre victory, a small dent in the armor of the Krakenking's control. But what was victory worth if no one saw it? If no one remembered her before he reduced her to another nameless slave?

      For a fleeting moment, she thought of the man at Rogue’s Isle who looked at her like she was something more. That strange, piercing stare, the flicker of jade in his steel-gray eyes. It had lasted only a few moments, but it lingered, defying the silence Elorbin had forced upon her.

      She spun away from Mr. Erik, a minor rebellion in the new kingdom of silence. It didn’t matter that Elorbin had paid a thousand Delphi; she would not do whatever he paid for.

      A deep sigh sounded behind her before one of EyePatch’s tentacles wrapped around her and carried her to the throne room, as she expected him to do.

      Elorbin sat relaxed on his throne that reached from the floor to the multi-story vaulted ceiling. Such a throne reduced the imposing king’s figure.

      EyePatch positioned her feet beneath her before releasing her. At least he didn’t just plop her on the floor. She glanced back at him, wondering why he had done that.

      Elorbin spoke the answer aloud. His voice vibrated in the silence.

      “Mr. Erik likes your spirit.”

      The king sent one of his tentacles shooting toward her. It latched onto the underside of her chin and dragged her to him. Her hands barely wrapped around the tentacle in time before her neck broke from the force. Agony seared her nape, and her moan hit the crusted wall covering her mouth. Elorbin pulled her until she was face-to-face with him. His breath held the scent of the sea: invigorating and briny.

      “I would like to think I bought you for your spirit and grit, Miss Jaymes,” he said. “I do not want to break you, but I demand obedience.” He stood up and walked with her hanging in the air, her arms now clinging to his tentacle so the weight of her body would not snap her neck.

      They came to the multi-story arched window, and he looked out. “Rumor told me your father found the greatest treasure in this world. Or he, at least, had a map to it. Is this true?”

      So Elorbin had paid a thousand Delphi for the map, not to keep her as a trophy. But Juliette forced herself to think of her mother and brother dying to keep the secret. Elorbin searched her mind, trying to pull on the threads of her memory, but she wrapped her mind in the memory of her mother’s pride-filled eyes, a wall against Elorbin’s mental claws. She blinked back tears at the memory, given new life from Elorbin’s power. Her throat tightened against the surge of anger and despair the memory evoked, but she set her gaze on the sea and settled herself, just as she had the day Rosa and Blackwood murdered her family.

      “Ah, Miss Jaymes,” Elorbin finally shouted. “Your mind is stronger than your body declares.”

      She threw her legs around his powerful appendage to give her arms some reprieve.

      Elorbin’s chuckle rumbled like a distant storm. His tentacle twitched, making her legs slip and leaving her to dangle. “Humans,” he mused as she kicked her leg back around. “Always resilient in futility.”

      He spent a few more moments unsuccessfully trying to pry the treasure map from the confines of her memory. But she focused her thoughts on Bobby’s visage, his last words on her tongue. Yet a rogue thought slipped in.

      The stranger from Rogue’s Isle. He had looked at her like she was more than just a pawn in another man’s game. Like he knew her.

      Why did she remember that now? Why, when she had lost everything, did the memory of a nameless pirate feel like something she could hold onto?

      She gritted her teeth, forced his face away, and pushed down the memory—but not before she saw those eyes turn jade again.

      Not now. Not him.

      She refocused herself to think of Bobby’s last moments in the living until the red stain on Elorbin’s translucent cerulean cheeks gave her victory. But it was not like the Krakenking to admit defeat.

      “Insolent slave!” he yelled and hurled her across the palace hall. EyePatch caught her before she crashed into the coral, turned her upright, and set her on her feet.

      She glanced at EyePatch, who kept his focus upon his master.

      “Don’t think of Mr. Erik, Miss Jaymes!” Elorbin roared. “He will not save you every time.”

      The king grew to five times his enormous size, filling half the palace hall. His tentacles flopped on the floor with a thudding reverberation. His mouth stretched wide, revealing pointed black teeth. The air thinned as the king drew in a deep breath.

      “Tell me where to find the world’s greatest treasure, Miss Jaymes! Let me in or face my wrath!”

      She crossed her arms, sequestering the anxious rise in her stomach and forcing it to the tips of her toes. Had she really thought her father could ally with the Krakens? Maybe betrayal was the better path to Tophet instead of defeat. No, she couldn’t think that. Elorbin would see the thought.

      It was too late.

      “I began building this empire from shattered, war-torn nations as a child, alone and orphaned. Since I forged the Enslaver and crowned myself king, no one has defeated me, and no one ever will!”

      Juliette tightened her arms, watching the monster swell.

      “I will conquer all the seas, all the kinds, and all the nations before my prime, and you—” he roared, laughter dripping with arrogance, “—you assumed humans were worthy enough to stand by my side?”

      His chuckle dropped to a low rumble, and he commanded her eyes to lift.

      “With this treasure, I shall never die. I will never have to pay for my broken bone-oath. I own you, and you will serve me in my pursuits.”

      His head crunched the coral ceiling, sending shards flying. His stretched skin, still thick, broke the hardened coral.

      She immediately bowed her head. She had to appease the king for now and force herself to believe she was not afraid of him. But her knees trembled in betrayal, and the King sensed it.

      “That’s better, Miss Jaymes,” Elorbin said and shrank to his usual staggering height. His tentacles wrapped around her and pulled her close. “Now, tell me where to find the treasure, or I shall have wasted one thousand Delphi on a useless human.” He squeezed until she groaned. “And I have no room for useless humans.”

      “No.” The word rang clear in her mind. She used her father’s polished words to better relate to the Krakenking’s civilized tone. “My family was betrayed for that secret. You’ve seen their faces in my memories. Kill me and send me to Tophet with them—I won’t beg. But word will travel. The world will know I was the one who slipped the Krakenking’s reach.”

      “Word will not travel, silly girl. No one in my kingdom speaks, except for me and those I allow to speak. The Jaymes curse will be but a belly-tickler where men drink grog.” He squeezed more, ignoring Juliette’s groans behind the crusted veil. Her arms slammed against her sides, threatening to break her ribs. Her belt buckle pressed against her belly, ready to rip flesh. The pressure surged in her head and against her ears. She let out a scream against the veil, releasing all the air in her lungs through her nostrils, but only the echo of her muffled moan resounded in the throne room.

      The squeeze halted. “Last chance, Miss Jaymes.”

      Tears streamed down either cheek. She was not weak. She shut her mouth tight behind the veil. No more screams. She stopped the tears. Unable to move anything but her head, she gave her final answer.

      The squeeze commenced again. Death was her fate. She focused her thoughts on her father, mother, and brother. She wanted them, needed them, missed them. Tophet would have her soon enough—unless the DeepMother, moved by sorrow, plucked her from Tophet’s door and spun her soul into siren form.

      Behind the tough exterior, the loneliness left her spirit broken. The curse, the Jaymes’ name, the sailing, the sea, the victories, the mastering of the cutlass and flintlock—none of it mattered. In the last moments, she knew what truly mattered in her life: her family, love, and loyalty. Amid the pain, she smiled at seeing them soon, until Elorbin’s voice cut through her thoughts.

      “What is it, Mr. Erik?” Elorbin glanced at EyePatch. A few moments of silence before, “Thank you for the suggestion.”

      Elorbin squinted and hummed in thought.

      His tentacles released her, and she fell to her knees, gasping for breath through her nostrils. Her arms and ribs convulsed. She pressed a shaking hand to her belly to ensure blood did not cover the buckle. Her elbows caught her fall forward, and then she fell flat, the floor pressing against her stomach and forehead. The cool, polished coral was a reprieve to her throbbing head. She spread her arms out, trying to expand her chest as much as she could. Her mouth begged to take in air, but the crusted veil denied it.

      She wiped the blood from her nose on her sleeve before rising, slower than she needed to, taking her time, letting him watch.

      One arm bent and then the other. With both hands flat on the floor, she pushed up amid the ache and muscle spasms. She would not bow to her new master, not fully. She planted her feet beneath her with a straight spine. If he wanted her on her knees, he would have to keep her there himself.

      Elorbin’s tentacle twitched at the audacity in her thoughts, but he ignored her with a sinister smirk. He moved in a single, swift movement to sit on his throne. “Mr. Erik saved your life once more, Miss Jaymes.” He gestured to him. “Your debt will know no bounds.”

      Juliette glanced back and dipped her head. EyePatch stood, not acknowledging her.

      “He does not care for you,” Elorbin said. “He has watched many useless slaves meet their end. His thoughts are for me. He suggested I keep you alive and let you captain my ship to the treasure since you prevent my access to your map.” He flipped his hand back and forth as if weighing the options. “I would then know what you know, each step of the way. I would have a fleet follow you, of course. And I would get my use of you.”

      “I’ll not captain yer ship.” The response launched clearly in defiance from her mind, only known to her and Elorbin.

      He blasted a tentacle forth and knocked her into the window as his response. The glass cracked against her head. Her vision blurred. The world spun. Her body sagged against the glass. The ringing in her ears overpowered even Elorbin’s voice. Her gaze steadied on the ragged sea outside. The waves in the South were bigger and more treacherous than in the North. Their crash against the coral palace’s foundation leaked into the shrill ring in her ears.

      Her father’s ship, Storm Rider, called to her as she envisioned it cutting through the waters. Its white sails, the imposing, glittering gold “J” on the mainmast, the bright red hull, and the golden-plated anchor were vivid in memory. Father was coming for her with Mother and Bobby in tow. It seemed to float toward sailing smooth seas. Bobby’s whisper flooded her ears, matching the shrill ring: “We live ‘cause of ye, so don’t go quittin’ now.”

      The strain on her heart prevailed against the pain in her body.

      She had missed her chance to join them. The need to prove her family name put her in Elorbin’s grasp, and escape seemed more unlikely by the second. Maybe she wasn’t her parents’ daughter after all. Maybe she was just another fool who thought she could take on the world and lost.

      She pressed her finger against the cracked glass. Storm Rider looked so real, as if it were really there, coming to save her. Maybe give her passage to Tophet.

      Elorbin’s tentacle wrapped around her neck. His voice broke through her visions: “You will let me in!”

      EyePatch shifted his weight, taking Elorbin’s focus momentarily before returning his attention to her.

      Her gaze settled on her reflection in Elorbin’s eyes. Had she forced the Krakenking out of her mind in her stupor?

      “The map or the ship, Miss Jaymes, or agony will extend your death.”

      Her memories of Storm Rider still overpowered her senses, and Elorbin took it for her choice. “Good answer, Miss Jaymes. Tomorrow, you will sail with a few of my fleet. Let us see if you live up to your family name.”

      Her body wished for relief, and Elorbin, reading her mind, let her go. “Prepare her and The MegaOct for sailing,” he commanded Mr. Erik.

      EyePatch picked her up and returned her to her satin-and-silk bed. He placed the bloody arm on a shelf and encased it in slime without looking at her once. But as he left, he glanced back, locking his eye with hers. A tentacle snaked through the room with a fluid motion. He dipped a towel in the shimmering pool, the water’s glow softening the harsh lines of his form. With unexpected gentleness, he draped it over her bruised face.

      The cool water sparkled in the room’s light as her cuts and gashes healed in its touch. Her eyelids closed halfway under the weight of the towel. Why was he doing that for her? His eyes told her something more, but as soon as she thought she saw a glimmer in them, his iris turned their stale pale blue. He cast the towel aside and left with a swift twist.

      In the moment, his iris reminded her of the stranger on Rogue’s Isle. His eyes had been steel, then glass—catching the light and she’d seen herself in the flash of green. Not a slave. Not broken. Just Juliette. His face lingered in her thoughts—there’d been no lust or greed, but he had never looked at her again once he saw the Krakens.

      She ran her hand along her healed wound. He must have known what was to become of her. Why did she care what a stranger thought? He was nothing to her. Maybe it was because he was the last human she’d ever come into contact with for the rest of her life. The thought scared her.

      She should have forgotten him after leaving Rogue’s Isle. And yet, she clung to the memory, not because of who he was, but because in that brief moment—someone with a beating heart had seen her for what she was worth. Or maybe that was the lie she told herself. Maybe it was just desire.

      Her hands slid into her hair and pressed hard against her head.

      “I’m ruined,” she tried to say. The burn of defeat seared the back of her eyes and pounded in her ears. The fear of slavery in Elorbin’s cruelest way almost trumped her fear of Tophet. Being alone with Elorbin, her only companion, twisted her stomach. Surrendering to Elorbin would be easier than fighting for failure. Her hands dropped, the tension seeping away like the tide—until a thought surged forward.

      If the king gave her a ship, she could escape. He said he would send his ships with her. She would soon discover if proximity was a factor in the king’s control over her and his puppets. Maybe she could convince them to escape alongside her.

      Elorbin’s voice slithered into her mind again. “Hope is but the last gasp of the drowning, Miss Jaymes. If you wish to chase it, I will enjoy watching you suffer. All who resist me have surrendered in time. You will too. You are no one special. Without me, you are nothing.”

      But she was something. Even EyePatch thought so.

      Elorbin’s presence curdled around her mind like a noose, pressing against thoughts she tried to bury. “You cling to the idea that Mr. Erik means well?”

      A low, cruel chuckle reverberated through her skull. “Mr. Erik abandoned his will for mine a long time ago, and soon, so shall you. Sleep now. You sail at dawn.”
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