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CHAPTER ONE
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— WARREN —

The ocean sang to me. The wind carried a voice even when there were no ships on the horizon. Despite not being near the shore, I heard waves softly crash as if they were outside the window as I held a ship in a bottle.

My plan for the afternoon had been to clean out the storage room of the last Queen’s clutter. Yet I found myself almost frozen as I stared down at the model ship in my hands. The wooden model with sails at full mask showed off their dark color, making it unmistakably one of pirates.

The ship anchored my thoughts to the past as I pondered destiny. My life had gotten better upon coming to this town and continued to grow ever more peaceful after the Queen’s death. And now because of a new King, I was able to build something for the future. A school by and for mages. The chance to heal more than broken bones, something deeper that might soothe souls. Capable of protecting its charges instead of stealing their childhoods.

The Queen had taken me from my parents before I even learned my real last name. I was given one in a royal court where magic was treated as either a bag of tricks or violence acted out on each other. Both for her cruel entertainment.

I hadn’t ever been able to imagine that people picked what they did with their life until I crossed paths with a botanist. She was able to talk to plants, and only after I was lost outside a hedge maze was I truly found and given a home here in a quiet castle that was only ever visited when the Queen wanted solitude.

Under a moonless sky, the mage told me about my future here. She had foreseen that I’d fall for a man with a single ocean blue eye and forevermore go without a home on solid ground. It was easy to pretend I loved the fairytale romance she claimed when she was alive. Believing was the greatest way to show my gratitude for all the care she gave me.

But ever since, I’ve drowned out the call of the ocean because I had met the man I was destined to be with. There were no figures posed on the model ship, but I could almost see where he’d be standing. Men who lived at sea always looked like rough trade. But their captain had a duality around all those hard muscular edges with black curls flowing down to his shoulders.

My first brush with fate had been when his crew searched the town for a healer and brought me onto their docked ship. The Captain’s hand was completely missing, and blood-soaked rags covered where the limb should have been. Given the extent of the injury, it was no surprise they wanted a mage instead of a regular doctor. This hadn’t been the only time I’ve bore witness to the end result of a sharp cleave. But being alone in a room with a pirate captain while his crew waited outside blocking off any escape made my hands sweat.

“I can’t reattach limbs.” My words came out in a panic, weaker than they had been in years. Strangers in town often grew upset when I couldn’t do the impossible after their trip to the castle. What would bloody pirates do?

The Captain looked at me with amusement in his sharp, beautiful eyes marked by heterochromia. The mismatch made one brown and the other blue. “What’s your name?” The voice was friendly despite the amount of pain he must have been holding back.

“Warren.”

“Well, Warren,” he said with a confident smile before his voice dropped to a near whisper that I instinctively leaned closer to hear. “My name is James, and I don’t need you to return the hand. Heal me as I am.”

My face flushed, and I realized how rare and precious that specific truth was. “Why would you tell me that?” I blurted out, my voice stronger now. “Don’t you know the power a true name has with a mage?”

“Aye,” James said, giving the vulnerability a beat. “But you seem more scared than I. No one fears a pirate with a commonplace name.” He offered his wounded arm out as if to remind me he needed care. “If you’d please.”
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“Warren, are you feeling okay?” a stray child-like voice called.

Shaken from my memories, I blinked over to the young girl at the door away. “Yes, sorry. Cleaning these rooms out stirs up the past as well as dust.”

Sophie smiled sweetly, before nodding towards my hands. “Neat ship. Are we getting rid of it?”

“Yes, please.” I licked my lips and somewhat nervously gave her the bottled model of the Jolly Roger. She walked away taking the bottle with her, but I knew I’d see that ship again soon. It would be only a matter of days before Captain Hook returned.

His reputation grew fiercer by the day. People believed he was so in love with the sea that it refused to take him down into its dark depths. A rubbish tale since it was my magic that protected him from all harm.

My intent had been to heal him like any other person in my care, but when I spoke his name and promised he’d feel no more pain, magic flowed wild and free. It curled around the contours in his name and stitched itself within his heart as the threads of fate hooked like a counterweight deep within me.

I might have well been a fish, given he seemed to be able to add or remove slack as if magic was on a reel. The Jolly Roger could travel the waves for months until he’d be all I could dream about. His words echoed in my mind for nights before he’d return under a new moon.

If Hook knew what he did to me, I’d cut our destinies apart. No matter the damage it caused. But ever since our deal, even lacking an explanation of any whys of magic, his behavior never hurt me. How could I worry about a deadly pirate when I feared the kind man within him? If only my fate was comforting. It stirred a panic over how hopelessly in love with him I might be if I ever let him truly near me. If he ever stayed on land...
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CHAPTER TWO
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— HOOK —

The sea was free of false pleasantries, politics, and boredom. My laugh bounced around with the thunder shaking the sky above. A soon-to-be-dead man stared at me with wide eyes that caught the crack of lightning glinting off the sword he ran me through with as he wondered why I was so amused.

“By the seas,” the sailor prayed as he stumbled back against the very cargo we were in the midst of stealing.

I pulled the sword out of my sternum. Where there once might’ve been blood was now a glow of light that faded once the blade was pulled free of my skin. With the flick of my wrist, I wielded it as my own weapon. “The cargo was worth attempting to kill for, but tell me... is it worth dying for?”

A chorus of weapons hit the deck, and another round of laughter rumbled through my chest. A one-man boarding party had been an impossible feat until I gave up the ability to live on land. Now I was unstoppable on the water.

My eyes scanned the terrorized crew before resting on the captain. “Do we have an agreement for your surrender?”

“Spare our lives,” the fellow captain said, forgetting for a moment that other things of value existed. “Take what you want.”

“Gladly.” I stepped over to a rope line that tied our two ships together, rippling the length to signal to my first mate. Smee was waiting with the rest of the boarding party, and within seconds, she and more pirates dropped in and started to liberate the offered cargo.

Smee paced in front of the sailors. “Anyone wishing for a new life may join us,” she offered, expression stern solely because she hated that with a magical boost she didn’t get to fight as much anymore. “The rest of you keep your heads down, and we will be out of your hair in no time. Any funny business, and my blade can finally have some action.”

I returned to the ship first and was greeted by a man who always stayed on board. A quite colorful man given his two-toned striped pantaloons. When he asked for passage, he refused to give a real name—only a job title, knowing the value that truth held just like Warren had. We called him Piper since it was his instrument of choice. His blonde hair and habit of keeping even his fingernails clean never allowed him to look like the rest of the crew. Despite preferring land, he often joined our voyages since the money with us was consistent. In return, the angriest of the sea’s moods would calm after a few notes of his music.

Piper currently stared at me with wide eyes. “Never saw magic like yours on land.”

I grinned. “‘Tis the whole point.”

“The whole point would be telling me how,” Piper insisted as he pushed off the railing and followed me along the deck.

With a deep laugh, I turned to him and crossed my arms over my unmarried chest. “Thought you said it was more poetic to claim I was born from the sea.”

Piper conceded a quick nod. “Poetic indeed but not truthful.”

“Dead men tell no tales; maybe that’s when I’ll tell you.” As I stepped towards my cabin I heard a groan behind me.

A short time later, there was a knock as I studied a map I already had memorized.  “Come in,” I called towards the wooden door.

Smee stepped in with a pleased grin on her face. “Cargo is secured.”

“Kill anyone?”

“Nay,” she grinned and leaned back against the door, picturing something I wasn’t privy to. “Tossed a man overboard. Sailors are so funny, always acting like they have to relearn swimming.”

I smirked. Smee always loved a good splash and would usually toss her kills overboard for the added fun. “Glad you enjoyed yourself.”

She pushed off the door, eyes falling to the map. “Piper wants us to head to land. I assume we are ignoring the request for another few nights.”

“Indeed. No reason to waste a favorable moon.”

“Aye, Captain.”

In the silence after her departure, my eyes lost focus on the details as the answer to the mage’s question slowly drowned out all other thoughts. There never used to be bad moons ruining my land legs for half of each month. A curse to most, but a mere inconvenience for a man as at home on the high seas as me.

In trade, there was only warmth now where physical pain used to be. Being a pirate was the best life if one yearned to be free, but it wasn’t an easy life. Or, at least, it hadn’t been before Warren. His gift made me more brash and daring simply to get my blood pumping.

Oh, that darling, Warren. Loneliness rolled in as if on the tide. I attempted to wash it down with a swig of rum to no avail. He was empathy incarnate, and the yearning I felt towards him was the only pain my body was still capable of. My true nature was kept carefully hidden from him, lest he sees the vicious creature I could be and make me vulnerable once more.

Maybe I was too harsh the last time we met. Our rendezvous was always a private non-affair between the two of us. Last time, Warren spoke of a new King who showed up promising deeds and the types of dreams only land lovers had. Maybe I was too dismissive.

But what good ever came from men that traded soil that barely could be called their own? I groaned at the small dots of land and the coasts that marked the edge of the map as if they were personally responsible. Politics was for those who weren’t free. If only Warren could be convinced to have a life at sea, the ship would never have to dock again.
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In the middle of the night, I awoke to cannon fire. After quickly pulling on my jacket, I headed to the deck to see what was going on. The Jolly Roger was a fast ship. How’d anyone even get a jump on us? The flags of the other ship quickly held the answer with their red diamond shape.

A hiss of air escaped my lips. The Queen’s bloody fucking Cards. Give me an actual Navy compared to the random draw when it came to her old guards. After the queen died, they’d fled to the sea, becoming even more senseless and greedy without a purpose of serving her.

I’m not sure what the Queen once did with a guard so deeply akin to rabid animals that were now missing the cruel praise at the end of a leash. Piper was especially skittish of them. It took a long night of drinking to get him to reveal the symbolism in the Card’s flags. Hearts had been tasked with fulfilling the Queen’s whims and dark desires. Those who sailed under a diamond single-mindedly hoarded any type of wealth, ravenous beyond merit—now for themselves instead of the Queen. 
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