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CHAPTER ONE

A Rabbit in Port


The pirates arrived on an unsuspecting summer day. I saw them from my perch atop a roof I’d been repairing. With two nails hanging from my mouth and a hammer in hand, I froze, unable to take my eyes off the navy-blue sails moving into port from a distance. On the largest sail, the emblem of a white rabbit marked their arrival.


“Lyam!” my father shouted from the ground. “What’s the holdup there, boy?”

I shook off the trance from the ship, removing the nails from my mouth and returning to work. “You cannot rush perfection, Père! I’m cherishing the timber.”

“Well, cherish it tomorrow. The day is growing weary. I would like to tell Monsieur Aubert that his roof is repaired before nightfall.”

“I know, Père! It won’t be long!” I resumed my work on the roof, hammering away at the wooden shingles, my attention drifting every few moments to the sails. As I lined a nail with a shingle, I glanced again toward the harbor. There was something haunting about the way the ship moved, approaching like a monster with skin painted obsidian.

My attention torn, I raised my hammer.

Rather than hitting the nail, I hit my finger.

“Merde!” I cursed.

“Lyam! What are you doing!?” my father shouted again.

I shook out my hand. “Sorry! There’s a strange ship in the harbor.”

“We get ships every day. What’cha mean?”

“It’s painted…black.”

“Black?”

“With navy sails…and a white emblem of a rabbit,” I glanced down at my father.

He furrowed his brow so the wrinkles on his forehead became more defined.

I glanced one last time at the ominous ship, then slid down the ladder to where my father waited. “What’s wrong, Père?”

He adjusted his smudged glasses and shook his head. “Not sure. Just remembered a rumor I heard down at the docks ‘bout a couple ships down in the Malva Straits. Pirates, someone told me. Said it was an obsidian ship with a tortoise on its sails.”

“This is a rabbit, though.”

“Yeah…not sure, really. Could mean anything.” He eyed me. “Go home to your mother, Lyam. She’ll want to know.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to finish up here? The roof will be done soon.”

“You mean, in three days.”

“I’m a bit faster than that, don’t’cha think?”

“Monsieur Aubert needs his roof done today. Your jobs are always done perfectly, but sometimes we need a bit of speed.”

I scoffed but didn’t argue. My father waved me off and ascended the ladder. Halfway up, he paused to catch his breath before continuing.

I waited until he was on the roof before leaving. After setting my hammer on my belt, I turned down the road.

A monstrous storm had struck our little island of L’Perle only a week earlier. With torrential rains, winds that uprooted the trees, and flooding that invaded the harbor for a week, it was only now that life had started to return to normal. My father and I had set out to work at once, repairing homes and structures around the island. It was good, honest work; mundane, but reliable.

But the idea of a pirate ship in port filled me with bubbling excitement. What stories could they tell me? What treasures had they uncovered? But for the storms, life on L’Perle was as smooth as an actual pearl. Things didn’t change.

As I climbed the hill away from port, I continued to steal glances at the ship. It was quite the vessel; not only did its navy-blue sails cast a shadow, but its obsidian body stained the entire harbor. Could it really be pirates right here in L’Perle? What could they want?

If pirates were here, my mother would want to be the first to know.

While my father had worked as a carpenter, my mother became a seasoned importer for the local government. She negotiated deals too complex for even the wealthiest of men. Ever since I was a little boy, she took me down to the ports to assist with trades. I spent countless hours playing with children who sailed across the seas. In our countless games, I learned their languages and their stories, and at night I would go home and imagine life at sea.

But instead, I stayed here on the island, helping my mother with her trades and my father with his repairs. I had resolved to be content with that, letting the stories of voyagers and adventurers carry me away like the tune of my flute-pipe.

I stopped at the top of the hill overlooking the harbor. A few gray birds flew above, their flight reminiscent of smoke. I whistled in their direction. One gray bird with yellow and orange tail feathers broke off from the flock. It circled me for a moment, then landed on my shoulder. 

“Lee-Yam!” the bird exclaimed.

“Hi, Cheddar-bird. Good flight today?” I asked.

The bird clicked her beak and mimicked the sound of thunder.

I smiled and bobbed her on the beak. “Thunderous excitement today then?”

The bird produced a similar noise once again.

With Cheddar on my arm, I continued down the narrow path toward my family home. With my mother’s work and my father’s skill, our home was certainly one to be admired. It sat perched on a stone base, with winding stairs that reached its carved door. Sitting two stories high, even its smallest windows could see the sea in the distance. Unlike many other homes on L’Perle, my parents made sure to commission a fresh coat of paint on the wood after each storm season, ensuring that the home glistened like a jewel on a necklace.

As I approached the door, I ushered Cheddar to step onto a nearby branch. “I’ll be back out soon, okay?”

Cheddar bobbed her head.

I reached into my tool belt and removed a seed. Cheddar took it with excitement.

“Good bird,” I whispered, then pushed open the door to the home.

While our home did indeed loom in size, once inside, it shrank. With its eclectic assortment of goods, every day I scrambled over the collection of crates in the entranceway. As I entered, it was no different, tripping over one of the boxes and hitting my head on a nearby beam. The wood clunked, yelling at me for my clumsiness.

I uttered a curse under my breath, then shouted, “Mère! You home!?”

“Upstairs!” my mother called back, her strong voice loud enough that the bottles clattered on a nearby shelf.

I navigated through the piles of books and knickknacks, hopped over a blanket-covered couch, and found my way to the stairs.

A pile of clothes sat on the steps. As I reached the landing, I grabbed one of the disheveled piles of tunics and placed them under my arm before turning to the ajar door to my mother’s study.

“Mère?” I peeked inside the room. Like the rest of the house, my mother’s study comprised a vast array of unique items, disorganized and strewn about in random locations across the room. From books to model ships to the twenty-or-so globes, the room was a disorganized museum. Even the walls, decorated with scribbled maps, had no empty space.

My mother stood in front of a map, her hair pinned in a disheveled bun, her glasses riding down the tip of her thin nose. A smile filled her face as she turned. “Lyam! You are home early! Wonderful… that means you can help me. There’s a Rosadian book downstairs with updated maps. It should be on the kitchen table… or the sofa… or perhaps under the boot rack. I was looking at it, I know I was…but it has updated maps. One of my traders wants to know a good place to trade for ore, and I know a few cities in Rosada, but I need to check. Could you go find it?”

I nodded, trying to keep track of my mother’s slew of thoughts. “Yes, of course, Mère, but one thing—”

“Oh, and if you could help me later, there was this trader in town who speaks Vernnes. I’ll need you to join me tomorrow, if your father can spare—”

“Mère!” I interjected.

She stared at me, wide-eyed.

“Sorry. It’s—I have important news.”

“Oh?”

I motioned toward the window, covered in maps. “A pirate ship pulled into port. Thought you’d want to know about that.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s an obsidian ship—”

“That sounds like the Commeant’s Obsidian Fleet to me.”

“It’s not. They have a skeletal flag of a rabbit.”

“Oh…really?” My mother’s face lit up like the sky, and a smile raced across her face. “Fantastic! If I hurry, I might be able to corner them. I haven’t had a good pirate trade in years…not since Venom Mouth got themselves killed at least. You know, they might cause terror across the sea, but pirates are damn good trade partners.”

I smirked. My mother had gone on tirades about pirates on more than one occasion. When I was a boy, she used to trade regularly with the infamous Venom Mouth, a ruthless pirate known for disrupting trades and claiming the sea. Once word spread that Venom Mouth had passed, no other pirate visited our little island.

“Would you like me to come with you in case they need translating?” I asked.

“No. No… stay here. Find that book for me. I need to get that information to my buyer before they leave in two days.”

“Of course, Mère.”

She patted my cheek. With a smile laced on her lips, she hurried downstairs, nearly tripping over one of the boxes on her way out.

I watched for a moment, but rather than following her downstairs, I continued along the hallway and retired to my room. Unlike the rest of the house, my room maintained a rather bland interior. My father handmade all my furniture, and sitting on my dresser was the first thing he ever taught me to carve: a wooden flute, one that did not produce a sound as clean as the performers in town, but a flute nonetheless.

After putting my clothes in a drawer, I took the flute and sat on my bed. Carefully, from under my pillow, I removed the very book of maps my mother had asked me to find. I flipped through the pages. This, and the stories from sailors in port, provided the only escape from life on this island. It wasn’t a terrible life by any means, but the sight of the sea and the hillsides only provided so much enjoyment.

Especially when the world was far more intriguing.

I brought the book to my door and placed it in the hall for my mother to find later. With my door shut, I reached for my flute and opened my window. The blue edge of the sea waved at me. A flock of birds took to the clouds.

Except for Cheddar, who flew up to my windowsill as soon as I opened it.

I held out a finger, which she pecked once.

“Why don’t you go flying far away, huh, Cheddar?” I asked the bird.

She tilted her head to the side.

“Yeah, I get it…it’s a little scary.”

She whistled once.

And with a slight smile, I raised my flute to my lips to play a gentle song that Cheddar might someday carry to the sky and set free.


CHAPTER TWO

Aquamarine


My father and I ate at our cluttered kitchen table. The glow of sunset cast an orange light over us from the open window. My mother had yet to come home. She often spent long nights at the docks, dealing with sailors, her tongue sharp and mind quick. So, we ate our seafood bisque, sharing a few anecdotes and our company, as we always did.


“Did you finish Monsieur Aubert’s roof?” I asked my father.

He chuckled. “Of course I did. I might be old, but I still got my speed.”

“But was it as perfect as my work?”


“Perfect? Pfft. That’s a little pretentious, don’t’cha think? No one is that talented.”


“Then why do you keep me around?”

“Because I’m old,” my father chuckled.

I grinned. With my mother’s success in port, my father could probably rest easy now. Money was no issue. But once when I brought it up to my father, he simply said, “It’s not about the money. The wood speaks to me like the sea speaks to a sailor… or the trees speak to a forest queen. Don’t you understand?”

In part, I did. Some days, when working on a house or carving a piece of furniture, I thought that the wood whispered my name, instructing me where to best hammer a nail or remove a shaving.

It was hard to ignore the way the wood spoke to me… and I knew my father felt the same.

I picked up the bowls after we finished and carried them over to the basin. From the window, I stole a glance at the tree line. Cheddar, as usual, had taken her nighttime perch outside my home. The orange feathers on her tail blended in with the sky.

“I am going to retire early for the night,” my father said. “Will you be staying in tonight?”

I shrugged. “I may go into town. New sailors are in, and you know I like their tales.”

“As I expect,” my father patted my arm. “Now, don’t go stirring up trouble.”

“When do I ever?”

“There was that lad a few weeks ago… the one you brought home…”

“How was I s’posed to know that he was the son of some important Rosadian official? We were having some fun, y’know.”

“Still, remember to ask questions. Especially since there’re pirates about.”

“I’ll try, but no promises, Père.”

“Very well. Good night, Lyam.”

“Night.”

My nighttime excursions into town were nothing new. I’d been sneaking out since I was fourteen or fifteen. Now, five years later, I didn’t have to worry about sneaking, but my desire to find something new had grown. Night brought out a different world, repainting the town in a way that daylight failed. 

With night as a guise, fresh faces appeared on the docks. Colorful personalities occupied the tavern. Liquor tasted more exciting. Even the music tore through the air, like on the back of comets.

These new personalities drew me. On more than one occasion, I’d found comfort in visitors from abroad, bringing an odd man home every now and again, granting me a momentary reprieve from monotony.

But it was only for a moment. All of these visitors left.

An experience. Gone.

A memory.

But that was my life, and I’d come to accept it.


I’d found a home at one specific place on the docks. A small saloon, hidden between a boarding house and the Postal Bureau, with its door painted blue. While it had no signage, we all knew its name: the Aquamarine.


Unassuming in the daylight, it was easy to miss. But at night, with a glow over its door from a single lantern, it attracted the most interesting visitors, as well as those of the locals who wanted an escape. I’d been frequenting it for years, finding comfort in its colorful walls and multicolored gas lamps. The patrons were like paintings, arriving in eccentric outfits, towering hairstyles, and variegated cosmetics. When I first came, I felt out of place in my boring tunics and worn pants. But they welcomed me like all the others.


Stories brought the Aquamarine to life. It was there that I learned the tales of the seas, from the rumors of serpents and seagrips shifting through purple-painted waters, to stories of sirens and their fear of daylight, and to legends of pirates who lived for a thousand years with a blessing from the Gods. Here, people were unafraid to be themselves, to tell stories wild and untampered by disbelief.



At the Aquamarine, people not only visited…they lived.


As I entered, a server with a tall pink pompadour and a face caked with powder greeted me. “Lyam! How are you, mon amour?”

“Bonsoir Ora,” I said to them, taking their hand and planting a kiss on it. “You ready for a pretty bit of coin tonight?”

“With pirates in port? I’m expecting a fortune.”

“You’ll be the talk of the seas for years to come.”

Ora placed her hand on my arm and lowered her voice. “By the way, at the end of the bar, there’s a handsome fella with blue eyes waiting for someone to whisk ‘em away.”


“I care about more than just blue eyes, you know.”


“Yes, but you always chase after those blue-eyed lads.”

I flushed, stifling a laugh as I slipped Ora a single doubloon. “Well, thank you, pépée.”

“It is but my job, mon amour.” They slipped the coin into their blouse and then sauntered off to greet another patron.

I brushed back my hair and straightened my tunic, reciting a few different greetings to myself, before heading to the back of the saloon. As Ora said, a slim fellow with bright blue eyes sat at the bar counter, his gaze distant. An uncombed mop of red hair glowed like fire on his head. Freckles dotted his nose.

My stomach leapt. Not only did his blue eyes pull me in, but something else. There was an odd allure to him. I was a mosquito drawn in by his fire.

I gulped, then approached him. Sweat dotted my brow. “‘Scusez-moi?”

He stared at me.


Must not speak Volfi. I changed to Vernnes. “Sorry—is this seat taken?”


The fellow shook his head. He was about my age, but something in his eyes said he’d lived the life of someone far older.

I took a seat next to him. “If you haven’t ordered yet, I recommend the Twist. Made with local rum, and will send your troubles on an adventure.”

The fellow half-smirked. “Sounds like something I need.”

I snapped my fingers to get the barkeep’s attention. “Oi! Willy! Two Twists. Put it on my tab.”

The barkeep acknowledged me with a grunt and turned to his liquor cabinet.

While he worked on the drink, I returned to the new fellow. “Guessing you got into port today? Haven’t seen you around here before.”

“Just passing through,” he replied, his voice low and warm.


“Well, you found your way to the Aquamarine, so I’m guessing you’ve got some troubles you want to forget for a bit.”


“A bit is an understatement.”

“I won’t ask—if you’re here to forget, then let’s forget.”

The barkeep interrupted with two drinks, with blue and red colors twisting in the glass.

I picked one up and raised it ever so slightly. “Name’s Lyam by the way.”

My neighbor raised his own glass. “Tristan.”

We clinked our glasses. Tristan downed his at once.

I followed suit. The liquor warmed my insides, and I smiled to myself.

“Few more of those might just do the trick,” Tristan muttered.

“Careful now, they leave their mark in the morning.”

“The ship already rocks enough. Can’t make it much worse.” He closed his eyes and sighed, “What I would do for one night on shore.”

I licked my bottom lip, pulling out my pathetic attempt to flirt. “Well, I can certainly provide you with a…night on shore.”

“Hm?” He opened one eye.


“Only if you want, of course. But you are here at the Aquamarine, looking for an escape. I’m here…if only for the night.” I tapped my fingers on the counter as I waited for Tristan to reply. These foolish nights did not always end in success, and the moments between the “yes” and “no” seemed to last forever.


Tristan raised his brow, cocking his head to the side as he analyzed me. He raised one of his hands, covered in a leather glove, and brought it to my bottom lip. From beneath his glove, a strange warmth radiated.

Our eyes locked. My heart thumped in my ears.

But before Tristan pursued me further, his eyes darted to the far end of the room. His face grew hard, and he dropped his hand to the side.

I turned to follow his gaze.


A woman had entered the tavern. In the Aquamarine’s glow, I couldn’t make out much of her, but her presence commanded attention.


As did the sword on her hip.

Tristan cursed under his breath. Without saying another word to me, he rose from his place and approached the woman.

I could not hear the two from my spot, but I knew then that my chances with Tristan had passed. The woman placed a hand on Tristan’s shoulder. He stiffened but followed her out of the saloon without another drink. 


I groaned to myself and turned back to the bar. So much for that. Tristan’s face remained vivid, but it would fade. A night of fun was not meant to last. It was just a way to escape the ongoing monotony.


“Need another one, boy?” the barkeep asked me.

“Please. And make it the strong stuff this time.”

He obliged, pouring out another drink that would pick me up and take me on a boat through my dreams.


CHAPTER THREE

Negotiations


My head pounded the next morning. I lost track of how many Twists I had, but somehow in my drunken stupor, I still made my way home. If it weren’t for the incessant knocking on my door, I might have slept the entire day.


But my mother’s voice pulled me from such a sleep. “Lyam! Are you in?”

I groaned, covering my eyes with my arm. “Yeah…”

“I need you at the docks with me today. The pirate captain doesn’t speak Volfi, and I’m fearful I’ll flub the trade if I try to speak Vernnes.”

The room spun as I swung my legs out of bed. “Can I get a cup of coffee first?”

“There’s a mug outside your door already.”

I rubbed my eyes and climbed to my feet. Cheddar sat on my windowsill, watching, her head tilted to the side.

“Don’t look at me like that, bird,” I grunted.

Cheddar laughed, a shrill laugh that sounded like my mother’s laughter. This wasn’t the first time I had to go down to the docks with my mother hungover…and frankly, I’d rather do that than climb a roof with my father.

Although if my mother had taken the time to learn Vernnes, I’d still be asleep.

I picked up the cup of coffee outside my door, and nursing the warmth of the beverage, took each step slowly down the stairs. My father sat on one of the couches amidst a few piles of boxes, sorting through his toolbox on his lap.

“Morning, Père.”

“Late night?” He grinned.

“It was…a night.”

“No visitors though?”

“Père…” I groaned.

He chuckled. “Well, you’d better get your head in order. Your mother is waiting.”

I grunted and placed my empty coffee cup on the side table. After slipping on my boots and a wide-brimmed hat, I stepped out into the blinding morning light.

“Yam!” Cheddar greeted me with another guffaw. I held out my arm, letting her land.

My mother waited for me down the steps.

“Ah, hello, Cheddar,” she said to the bird as we approached her.

“Hello!” the bird chirped.

My mother laughed and offered Cheddar a couple of seeds from her hand. Once Cheddar finished her morning snack, my mother motioned me to follow her down the hill and into town, where the sea continued its beckoning. As we trudged down, I once again saw the dark sails of the pirate ship. The night before, they had blended with the sky, one with land and sea, like a ghost in the night.

While I’d met plenty of sailors before, I’d never met a pirate. After Venom Mouth vanished, only rumors ever entered our port. Most recently, talk of a young pirate captain seizing ships and laying claim to the sea had passed through the mouths of sailors. Was this the very captain? Or someone else?

I wrung my hands together as we approached the pier. While I’d spoken to countless sailors, the prospect of pirates sent my nerves tumbling. 

My mother placed a hand on my arm. “Lyam, do not fret. They are merely traders by a different name.”

I nodded.

She smiled. When she smiled, I saw myself in her. We had the same dark eyes, the same wide jaw, and a similar smile that stretched from cheek to cheek. My height and strength, coupled with my mousey brown hair, came from my father.

“Come along. I promised we’d meet Captain Davies and his crew as soon as the sun climbed over their tallest sail. It is not wise to keep a pirate waiting.” My mother beckoned me to follow.

Cheddar jumped from my shoulder as I stepped onto the boardwalk, circling once before landing on the roof of the boathouse guarding the dock. She whistled once as if to say she’d be watching me.

I waved, then followed my mother to the end of the dock, where the pirate ship bobbed up and down with the waves.

I swallowed my nerves and joined her outside the ship. Waiting by the gangway, a woman with long black hair falling down her back greeted us.

“Captain Davies and his quartermaster will be out shortly. They have an artifact that they believe will be of interest,” she said in broken Volfi, then motioned to a nearby crate. “Please take a seat.”

My mother took a seat with little protest. I glanced between her and the woman. Instinctively, I reached for my belt, but my tools had stayed home today.

Although what good would a hammer do against a pirate?

I took a hesitant seat next to my mother. We sat there waiting as the sun climbed above the sails.

Right as it passed the tallest sail, on cue, heavy footsteps came from the gangway.

My stomach dropped upon seeing the ship’s captain walking off the ship.

Tristan?

Decorated in a navy coat, with bright orange hair and those gorgeous blue eyes, his presence commanded my attention. He stood stiff and emotionless, his face turning pale as he locked eyes with me.

Beside him, a woman in a long black coat stood, wearing a sword across her belt. Around her neck, she wore a large golden pendant with indecipherable words inscribed on it. Her dark eyes followed Tristan’s gaze, locking onto me for a moment and raising a single eyebrow.

The first woman who greeted us approached Tristan. “Captain Davies, Madame Beaumont and her son are here to discuss the trade.” 

Tristan’s attention snapped back to the job at hand. “Thank you, Hari.”


I couldn’t keep my eyes off Tristan. This frail boy from the Aquamarine was the captain of the pirate ship? He couldn’t be a day older than me!


The woman called Hari strode back into the ship, her hands laced behind her back, head bowed.

Tristan and the other woman in the black coat approached my mother. “Madame Beaumont?”

My mother rose, fumbling through her broken Vernnes. “Yes. Hello, Captain.”

“You spoke with Sybyl yesterday, correct?” He motioned to the woman beside him.

My mother glanced at me. I joined her side to translate.

“If that’s your quartermaster, then yes. I ran into her at the Postal Bureau, and we spoke ever so briefly about a trade opportunity. Luckily, Madame Augustin was there to help translate because otherwise I would have been lost!”

I translated most of what my mother said, keeping the statements succinct and in place.

“Well, I am hoping you might be able to help us offload a… unique good. Many traders have already denied us assistance.”

“And what might that be?”

Tristan glanced at his quartermaster. The woman removed a vial from her front pocket and handed it to my mother.


I joined my mother’s side as she held it up to the sun. Inside, a strange silver liquid glistened. At first, there was nothing unique about it, reminiscent of an odd concoction I drank once at the Aquamarine. But the longer I stared at it, the more it pulled me in, as if someone was in there, staring right back at me. Bumps rose on my skin, and my fingers pricked.


“Is this magic?” My mother asked, speaking my exact thoughts as I translated.

“That is my understanding,” Tristan said. “Our sister ship found it and provided us with a barrel, in hopes we might find a trader.”

“And…what magical properties does it have?”

Tristan frowned, then said in a low whisper. “It seems to have many capabilities. In some instances, it heightens magic, while in others…I’ve heard rumors that people see the future. All I know for certain is that there is something unique about it…and in all my travels, I have never seen anything quite like it.”

My mother shook the vial once, her brow furrowed. “It is quite fascinating…but here on L’Perle…it’s hard to offload something like this. We don’t have the resources…”

As I translated, Tristan frowned, but my mother continued.

“But I do know of a trader in the far north who would happily take your unit. They have knowledge of all things magic, and I am sure they would be interested in this…artifact. In fact, I’d say they’d make a valuable trade partner for any… king of the sea.”

As I finished translating, the quartermaster’s face scrunched in frustration. She opened her mouth to speak, but Tristan interjected.

“I suppose you require payment for such information?”

My mother’s lip twitched. “Unfortunately, it is hard to put a number on what I desire. What you have here may be worth a fortune…” She rolled the vial in her hands.

“We can offer you a twenty percent interest,” Tristan said, almost at once. This was not his first negotiation by any means.

Another twitch crossed my mother’s lips. “Thirty.”

“Twenty-five.”

“Deal… but…” she eyed Tristan, “I have worked with pirates. How can I be certain that I can trust you to return?”

He did not reply.

Now, my mother ran the negotiation. This was her place to rule, and honestly, if Tristan wasn’t scared yet… he should be now.

“I say you leave behind something that you cannot live without. Something that will force your return,” my mother leaned forward on her toes, “what that is, well, that is up to you.”

Tristan’s face fell.


And finally, the quartermaster spoke, her voice like the deep rumbling of a storm. “Why would we, a cohort of pirates, leave something behind? We could easily take this information from you.”


“Sybyl, don’t,” Tristan muttered.

But she continued, not pausing for me to translate, as she reached for her sword. “I believe you have things more valuable on shore than we have on our little ship. So I’d say you cough up that information.”

My mother held her ground. “You wouldn’t be able to verify it.”

Sybyl glowered at me as I translated.

I held up my hands, “I am but the messenger.”

She spat at my shoes.

Beside her, Tristan shook his head.

Locked in a stalemate, my mother continued her glare. My attention, though, fell on the boathouse, where Cheddar flew in a circle over the shallow waters of the sea.

The sea.

The one thing that kept me from escaping monotony.

I loved my family. L’Perle was a gorgeous home. The work was good. What more could I want?


But the maps, the sea… the stories at the Aquamarine…it was all that ever filled my dreams.


I turned to my mother. The words that followed exited my mouth like a waterspout. “What if I go?”

My mother stared at me. “What?”

“You tell me the details. I travel with them and guard the knowledge until we conduct the trade.”

“What stops them from killing you once the trade is over?” My mother hissed.


Point. My mind raced as I chose a reason. “Because… I’ll offer services to their ship. Services they need to navigate home. Carpentry, translation, entertainment…you name it. My skills will be valuable to them.”


“But Lyam—”

“Mère, it’s not like I haven’t thought of leaving for years.”

“I know.”

“Please. If I go…everyone wins.”

She pondered my idea for a moment, then nodded. “Very well. Tell them the offer… and inform them that you’ll need a few days to prepare. Understood?”

“Thank you, Mère.”

“No. Thank you.”

I gulped, then turned back to Tristan and his quartermaster, and offered myself to their ship.


CHAPTER FOUR

A Puzzle for the Seas


I placed my wooden flute into my satchel and pulled the drawstring closed. This was it. All my possessions packed away in one bag, ready for me to set sail. This was no dream. But the moment had come…and I was going to seize it.


With my satchel over my shoulder, I opened the door to my bedroom. My father waited there silently, looking rather small in the doorframe.

“Père,” I said.

He didn’t meet my eyes, shifting a poorly wrapped parcel in his hands. “Always knew you’d leave this island. It’s in your blood. I left Janis, your mother left Rosada…so of course you would leave L’Perle. But…I didn’t think it would be so soon.”

“I know, Père. But the opportunity was right.”

“Always seems to come at the wrong time, though,” he sighed, then held out the parcel to me. “I want you to have this.”

I took the parcel from my father. It weighed heavy in my hands.

“Go on. Open it.”

Even before I pulled away the paper, I knew what lay beneath the wrapping. Even so, as I unwound the parcel, a smile crawled from ear to ear across my face.

There, with a freshly smithed head and a carved handle that matched my grip, was a hammer.

“Père…this is gorgeous,” I marveled.

“Worked with the help of Mademoiselle De Grace. I carved the handle, she welded the head. You know, it’s a small thing…so you remember where you came from,” my father said.

“I’ll never forget where I came from.”

“Eh, you’d be surprised what the sea might do.”

I placed a hand on my father’s arm. He looked older standing before me, his graying hair draping around his face, the wrinkles beneath his eyes like baggage. But he still smiled at me. The same smile he gave me as a boy when I learned to build a birdhouse. Or when I repaired my first leak.

I equipped the hammer on my belt, and we walked downstairs to where my mother waited.

She had already reorganized the entire state of the sitting room. Books and papers lay scattered across the table before my mother, who sat cross-legged on the sofa. Her eyes lit up as I entered, marred with a sleepless night.

“Lyam, you do not need to go—we can forget about this silly trade,” she said at once.

I took a seat next to her. “Mère, I want to go. I can’t stay on L’Perle forever.”


She sighed, “I know, but…with them? Pirates? They’re great traders, Lyam, but…they’re pirates. You’re too kind to affiliate with them.”


“Isn’t being a pirate but a name?”

“It is…but not one I ever saw you taking.”

“I know. But now’s my chance.” I glanced at her and then at my father across the room. He grimaced.


My mother shuffled the papers on the table. “Well, since there is no changing your mind…I have put together a set of maps for you from that book you stole from me.”


I scoffed.

She spread the papers out on the table. “Each of these show a piece of the map based on what I know of this trader. I never met them in person, but I met one of their colleagues years ago. They were searching for magical artifacts and asked me to send it their way if I ever come across one,.”

I scanned the papers. Each piece only showed a part of a map. Disorganized, they were a puzzle waiting to be put together.

“I have put a different word on each map’s corner…in Volfi, of course. They won’t make sense to anyone but you.” She pointed a word at the corner of one of the pages.

Timber.

My lip twitched, and I said softly, “Treasure every moment like a flame cherishes its timber.” 

From the other side of the room, my father spoke. “Just as I told you the first day you picked up a hammer and nearly nailed your hand to the wall.”

My throat tightened. Yes, this was one statement that had sunk deep into my heart. It guided my work as a carpenter.

Now, on this new adventure, I wouldn’t let a moment pass me by.

I know, you probably think I am overdoing this…but it is the best way to secure the map and ensure that the pirates don’t harm you.” My mother placed her hand over my hand.

“I know, Mère.”

“Yes, of course. Now…one last thing…the name of the trader. I am going to tell you it now. Do not speak their name until you arrive at the last spot on the map.”

She leaned forward and whispered a name to me. A unique name. One I’d never heard in L’Perle.

Tarek Kek.

I recited it to myself, committing it to my memory, promising my mother that I would never speak it aloud until needed.

Even to Cheddar.

“I understand,” I said as I picked up the papers, glancing at the disorganized words in each corner.

“Remember, Lyam, you can never trust a pirate. Not in full. They have no laws, only obeying the ocean’s currents.” My mother punctuated her statement.

I nodded, securing the pages in the deepest pocket of my satchel.

My mother continued. “Now promise, when you arrive in that last port, you will write to me. If the waters are cooperative, it should take you three to four months to arrive at your destination…so I should expect a letter no later than eight months from now,” she paused, calculating the distance in her head. “Yes, that’s right. Eight months. And if I don’t receive anything, well… I have connections.”

“I know Mère,” I replied. There was no doubt in my mind that my mother would burn the ocean looking for me. When I was a child, one evening I got lost on my way home. My mother rallied the whole town to find me, deep in the forest and well into the night.

She would slaughter pirates to protect me. That much I knew.

“And if you get scared, there is no harm in stealing a lifeboat and heading to safety. I promise Lyam—”

“Alice,” my father interjected, “he’ll be fine. He’s not a little lad anymore.”

My mother frowned.

I took her hands. “I promise, Mère. I can handle these pirates. Besides… they need me.”

“They do…” she whispered.

“I’m not scared. Really…. I’m excited. This is my chance to go on an adventure. I’ll be okay, Mère. I promise.”
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My mother and father coddled me for another thirty minutes, then, after a few shared tears, I headed down the hill, glancing back once at my parents standing in the doorway. Be well. I’ll miss you. I recanted to myself, adjusting the bag over my shoulder.


Cheddar landed on a branch at the bottom of the staircase. She chirped, tilting her head to the side.

“Yam!” she exclaimed.

“Hey, Cheddar-bird.” I removed a few seeds and held them out to her. She snatched one in her beak and cracked it open.

I continued, “I’m setting sail today, Cheddar. But you should stay here with your friends.”

She stared at me.

“I know you’re a bird. You probably don’t understand.”

She jumped from the perch and landed on my head.

“The sea isn’t a place for a bird like you,” I had her step off my head onto my hand. “You won’t be happy.”

She clicked her beak and bobbed her head.

“You want to come? Are you sure?”

Another head bob.

“Well, if you change your mind, you have until you leave port, okay?”

She chimed five times, the same sound that came from the bell tower each day at sundown.

“Right. Five bells,” I replied. It was enough for me to know that she understood.

So with Cheddar on my shoulder, my satchel on my back, and my newly minted hammer on my belt, I headed into town.


An air of silence hung over the town. While I said goodbye to Ora and other familiar faces at the Aquamarine, I hadn’t paraded about town to announce my departure. I would leave that to my mother, who would, as soon as I boarded that ship, be telling everyone who might listen.


Yet, it felt like the town was still watching me, with a silent judgment that followed anyone who left L’Perle. I had no shame in my decision, but I knew people would talk. Why leave L’Perle? It was quiet, undisturbed, and peaceful. We were often spared from the political antics of Gonvernnes in the south, or even of our mother country, Volfium. We were but a haven for traders, travelers, and pirates.
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