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​Bound by the Sea
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Blurb:

Elara Taylor, once a princess, now a pirate captain known for her cunning and ruthlessness. Driven by her thirst for freedom, she seeks a legendary treasure on a long forgotten island that will give her the ability to live free wherever she chooses. Her journey becomes complicated when she discovers her old flame, Tristan Rourke, is also after the prize. 

Once they shared a passionate love until duty tore them apart. Now, as rivals on the hunt, Elara and Tristan must decide whether to trust one another again or risk losing, not only the treasure, but the chance at rekindling their love.
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​Chapter One


​Caladoria:
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"Princess Elara, please, you mustn't go."

"I'm sorry, Sara, but I have to. We only get to meet when my parents are away on diplomatic visits."

Sara groaned as she helped her princess into a simple dress, so unlike the extravagant clothing Elara was expected to wear at court.

"True, the King and Queen have not returned from securing your marriage to Prince Victor, but your guardian is still here."

"That is where you come in, Sara. You will distract her so I can leave."

"Princess..." Sara whined.

"And then come back here and get into my bed in case she decides to check on me," Elara continued.

Elara moved to the window and smiled. A huge moon bathed the royal gardens in a soft glow. The trees blocked her view of the docks from this distance, but she knew Tristan was there, waiting for her.

"Thank you, Sara. Wish me luck," she said as she climbed out the window.

She scurried across the grounds, ducking behind the large flower pots as she went. She slipped through the side gate, out of the line of sight of the two guards posted at the castle entrance, then hurried across the vast lawn, praying she wouldn't be seen. A quick glance over her shoulder told her she was safe. Her heart fluttered with excitement as she drew closer to the water.

The castle loomed behind her. Elara moved swiftly, pulling her cloak tight around her shoulders so the hood concealed her hair and face. Her boots made quick, sharp taps against the cobblestones as she rushed down the road. The docks, usually alive with sailors and merchants during the day, were quiet now, save for the gentle lap of waves against the wooden hulls of anchored ships. Finally, she spotted him standing by the fountain, gazing out at the sea.

"Tristan," she called softly.

He turned at the sound. A shadow of a smile crossed his face.

"Elara." He pulled her into his arms the moment she reached him and kissed her deeply, his lips warm and soft against hers. "I've missed you. I didn't think you'd make it."

When their eyes met, she saw the same fire in him that had drawn her to him from the very beginning. His dark eyes called to her, making her forget the rules and expectations that came with her royal blood.

"I had to see you. I've missed you so much," she breathed. "I hate that we have to hide like this."

He stroked her cheek. "As much as I want to be with you, we knew how it would be going into this."

His eyes held something other than the usual excitement of their secret meetings.

"What's wrong? You look troubled."

"I — I have news."

She couldn't stop the gasp that escaped her. The weight of those three words filled her with dread.

"I've been promoted to lieutenant. The King has received word from the Queen of England that pirate activity near their waters has increased significantly."

"What does that have to do with us? Caladoria is far smaller than England."

"True, but we are still England's allies, and our waters border theirs. The King wants ships to patrol our borders and strengthen England's blockades on the Eastern Sea — to prevent pirates from crossing into either territory. I've been chosen for one of the ships going out."

Elara stared at him. Her mind raced, and her hand trembled in his as she blinked back tears that threatened to spill.

"How long will you be gone?"

Tristan shook his head, his expression pained. "I don't know yet. Months, at least. Possibly longer."

"I can't believe this is happening."

Her world was crumbling around her. Their love — as passionate and real as it was — had no place in a world where duty came before everything else. When that realization struck her, she couldn't hold back the tears any longer. He gripped her shoulders abruptly.

"You're not to marry until you're twenty-one, right?"

She sniffed and nodded.

"I'm a lieutenant now. I can earn enough before then and come back," Tristan promised. "We can find a way to make it work."

"But what if you don't?" she asked, her voice trembling. "What if you're too late?"

His hand cupped her cheek gently, his thumb brushing away a tear that had slid down her face.

"It should not take me two years to return. I will do everything in my power to be back before you're forced to marry."

Her chest tightened at the mention of her looming engagement, a burst of anger shooting through her like lightning.

"It's not fair! My parents already have a successor. My sister and her husband are next in line to rule Caladoria." She gestured toward the castle. "She's married and expecting her first child, who will stand in line before me for the throne. Why can't I simply live my own life?"

"Because there is more to being a princess than taking the throne, sweetheart. There are alliances to other count—"

"I don't care about any of that! I care about you. I love you."

"I know, sweetheart, and I love you. But sadly, that is the life you were born into — and the one I chose. A life of duty and loyalty to the Crown."

She stopped before him with a gasp, tears filling her eyes as the truth of his words overwhelmed her. Tristan pulled her close, and she wept against his chest. His heartbeat quickened beneath her cheek as his own tears fell against her hair. When their breathing finally steadied, Elara kissed him fiercely, pouring every drop of love and fear into it.

"So this isn't goodbye?" she whispered, her voice breaking.

"No," he answered. "It's just... until we meet again. When I come back, I'll take you far away from all of this — away from the court, the crown, the Navy. We'll be free of duty and responsibility. We'll simply be together."

Elara nodded and wiped her eyes as she looked up at him, her heart full of love and fear in equal measure.

"I'm going to hold you to that."

They walked in silence to a nearby bench, wrapped in each other's arms, and sat for a long while.

"Do you know when you're leaving?" she asked finally.

"I won't know any details until I report to my ship in the morning."

Elara sighed and melted into his embrace. The moonlight shimmered on the water as they settled into a quiet, comforting stillness. She rested her head against his shoulder, and he pulled her closer.

For a long time, they simply sat and watched the moon and stars reflected on the water — no duty, no honor, nothing to interrupt the moment. The peacefulness of it washed over her, though the weight of their impending separation pressed steadily against it.

"I wish we could stay like this forever," she whispered, breaking the stillness.

Tristan pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head. "So do I," he murmured. "When I come back, we'll have more nights like this — just the two of us, watching the water, with nothing and no one to pull us away."

Elara nodded, though the ache in her chest didn't ease.

"Do you think about the future much? With me, I mean?"

"Every day," Tristan replied quietly. "I think about what it would be like to live without duty to the Navy or the expectations of the Crown. What life might look like if it were just the two of us. Mostly, I think about how much I want us to simply be Tristan and Elara — free to go wherever we want, and do whatever we want, with no one to answer to."

Her heart skipped at his words, and she turned to look at him.

"I want that life so badly," she whispered. "More than anything."

He smiled, though sadness tinged the edges of it. "So do I, Elara. More than anything."

They stayed wrapped in each other under the stars, the world fading around them. Right now, she was just a girl in love, holding the man who had her heart. Then the bells from the castle echoed across the harbor, signaling the late hour, and the reminder shattered the quiet like a stone through glass. Elara pressed herself closer and let the tears fall again, resting her head on his shoulder. When the sun rose, everything would be different.
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​Turks and Caicos:
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The Queen of the Seas creaked gently as she rocked in the calm waters of a hidden cove. The men had been given shore leave to complete a supply run and rest. Elara stood at the helm, her hands resting lightly on the worn wood as she stared into the dark, star-scattered sky. The warm breeze filling the sails pressed softly against her cheeks and moved the braids resting on her shoulders.

Hurried footsteps made her glance over her shoulder. The grim expression on her first mate's face as he climbed from the lower deck made her turn fully to face him.

"Mistress," Sebastian said, his voice low as he reached her side.

"What's wrong, Sebastian?"

He cast a quick glance around the deck to make sure no one was listening too closely.

"I just got word from one of our informants in port. It's not just pirates we have to worry about anymore. The Caladorian Navy is after the treasure as well."

“The Navy?” Elara narrowed her eyes. "Why the hell do they want it?"

Sebastian crossed his arms over his chest. "It would seem that the royal coffers could use a bit of padding these days," he said, his voice thick with sarcasm.

"Hmm," she murmured, thinking.

"I also heard that Captain Tristan Rourke is leading the charge."

The name sent a rush of emotion through her that she wasn't prepared for. She forced herself to remain still, afraid her face would betray the turmoil suddenly churning inside her.

"Did you say Captain Rourke?" she repeated.

"Yes, Mistress. Apparently, he has done well for himself since your last encounter."

"It would seem so."

"The Navy won't be easy to shake. They're hunting pirates, from what I hear."

Elara drew a slow breath, forcing her mind to sharpen.

Get it together, Elara. You're a pirate captain now not some lovesick princess clinging to a life that no longer exists.

"Let them come," she said, her voice steady. "Their flagship is no match for the Queen of the Seas. If it comes to a fight, I'm not afraid."

Sebastian's familiar smirk returned. "I was hoping you'd say that."

"We need to get ahead of them. If the Navy is after the treasure too, we don't have much time. Alert the crew. We sail at first light."

Sebastian nodded and turned to leave, but Elara called after him, her voice quieter.

"And Sebastian?"

He paused, glancing back. "Aye?"

"Keep a sharp eye out for any other ships. I don't want any surprises from the Black Marauders either."

He gave her a quick salute with the smirk never leaving his face.

******
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ELARA GAZED OUT THE porthole of her cabin and took a deep breath. The early morning hues of orange, yellow, and lavender pushed away the deep blues and purples on the horizon. A small smile touched her face as the sun climbed steadily over the water. 

"Mistress, are you awake?" a voice said outside her door.

She swung it open. "Of course I am." 

Elara crossed the ship to stand at the bow. As the day brightened, white caps began to appear over the turquoise water. A subtle breeze caressed her cheeks and she smiled, drawing in a deep breath. The bustle of ship life was already in full swing behind her as Sebastian rallied the men, her crew moving with practiced precision. Not long after the sun had settled fully in the eastern sky, Sebastian appeared at her side.

"Navy convoy off the starboard side, Mistress," he said, pointing the way.

Elara turned. “There they are with their bright orange, yellow, black, and blue flags flying proudly in the morning breeze. Which ship leads them?"

"Taren reports it's the Eagle's Crest."

"Hmm. Isn't that one of the Navy's largest ships?"
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