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It was the boots that tipped me off.


There were other signs too—the cap pulled low over the young man’s face, the hunched shoulders. Rather than watching the busy dockworkers around him, he stared resolutely at the mud near his feet. Even the too-bright and well-fitted shirt looked out of place despite the smear of dirt staining the front.


His shiny pointed boots, however, were completely impractical for a rainy day. Impractical for anything, really. Particularly taking a stroll about the harbor this early in the morning. This was no common sailor.


“Are you listening?” Father asked.


I snapped my gaze back to him and leaned against the ship’s rail. “I’m always listening.”


A heavy sigh meant that he thought otherwise. “I know you like to go ashore with the men, but it’s too dangerous this time. Perhaps in a month or two when the festival is over.”


And when King Eurion has better things to do than kill innocent girls, I wanted to add. But it would have been a waste of breath. Father never went back on his word once he’d declared it. Besides, I couldn’t deny that the very air around Hughen’s harbor had changed since I was here last. We’d had to pay extra for our usual berth. Raucous laughter had been replaced by quiet gossip exchanged among extra dockworkers. Most worrisome, though, was the increase in security. A patrol party passed by every ten minutes, its soldiers scanning faces in the crowd. It took everything I had not to adjust my disguise each time their gazes slid over me.


It didn’t mean I had to like it.


“I know there are… things… you need in town,” Father continued as a gust of wind swept his graying hair into his eyes. He brushed it aside with an impatient jerk. “Give your list to Dennis. He’ll get them for you before the day’s done.”


I snorted at the thought of Father’s crabby first officer selecting fabric for my chest bindings. “I’ve made the journey into town fifty times. Nobody ever pays me any heed.”


“Then we’ve been lucky fifty times. I won’t risk our luck running out on the fifty-first, not with the city on alert like this.”


I was losing this battle terribly, but I refused to yield. “They’re looking for women sailors, not a captain’s boy.”


He lifted one thick eyebrow. “They’re searching for pretty faces, feminine features, and high voices—all three of which you possess. You’d see that if you used my looking glass on occasion.”


I scowled. I’d perfected the art of hiding in plain sight—strutting about, training my voice to sound lower. Eating like the others. Nobody climbed the ratlines faster than I did, and I practiced with my axes nearly every day. I’d fooled hundreds of men over the years as crew members came and went. Yet none of that mattered to Father, the most paranoid man in the Four Lands.


He stood there watching me, his white shirt fastened right up to the collar as always, bright against skin weathered by long days at sea. A tiny shaving cut lay under his crooked chin. I’d lived on the Majesty for eleven years now, and I still didn’t know what he looked like with a beard. Whether his day included meeting a client or sitting alone by the constant sea, every last hair would see the blade of his razor.


To my surprise, he placed his hands firmly on my shoulders. In an instant, the stern merchant ship captain was gone, replaced by my father. “Lane. I mean it. They’ve erected a new sign on the way into town, a big Jilly Black. Whether you agree about the danger or not, you’ll remain inside my cabin or belowdecks until I return. Do you understand?”


My frown deepened. I’d been Lane Garrow since I was five year-days old, yet he still felt it necessary to lecture me. Did he truly think I could forget that the pompous king Eurion’s palace loomed on the cliffs above us right now?


“I do understand the danger. Really.”


It wasn’t a promise exactly, but he finally nodded. “Good. I’ll bring you back a crosuit. I’m dying for potatoes myself, ones that don’t stink like Julian’s armpits.”


I fought a smile and lost. “Agreed.”


Father gave my shoulders a squeeze. “I’ll see you in a few hours. We’ll dine like lords tonight.” He stalked down the gangplank and past the odd stranger without giving him a glance. The boy still stood rooted in place, a stone in the river of workers, gazing at the Majesty behind me. He took in her grand masts and furrowed sails with the awe of a child. If he’d noticed the exchange with my father, he didn’t seem to think much of it. Or he was better at pretending than I gave him credit for.


I examined him for a long moment. He was sixteen, possibly seventeen year-days. Medium-oak hair, skin untouched by the sun, slender build. I’d seen most of it before—boys leaving home for the first time, seeking work and adventure and escaping the demands of their parents. But something about this one felt… different.


Definitely the boots.


I waited till Father disappeared into the crowd before striding down the gangplank myself, set on driving the boy off. The Majesty took on sailors of all skill levels, but social levels were another matter entirely. He could take his pretty boots and pretty eyes to the Mum’s Commoner across the harbor.


“Lane!” Barrie shouted, barreling up the gangplank to stop me halfway down. “Be Cap’n Garrow here? You won’t be believing what I just heard.”


At fourteen, my station partner, Barrie, was the youngest sailor on the ship. He just didn’t know it, since I was supposed to be younger. His hammock was homespun rather than shop made, and he quietly sent most of his earnings home to his fourteen-member family in a distant farming town. He could wander Hughen alone without a second glance. Meanwhile, I had to hide like a scared child. Again.


“I can believe near anything.” I kept one eye on the stranger.


“Not this,” Barrie said, breathless with excitement. “That filthy pirate’s been freed. Cap’n Belza.”


Now I was the one gawking. Dread set me stiff as a board. “What?”


“It be true. Heard it in town. Two officials be talking about it, then I heard it again from a soldier. Messau’s new ruler set him free for good. Raymus, I think?”


I tried to speak, but the words felt caught in my suddenly dry throat. “Rasmus,” I managed. “He became khral of Messau when his father died last month. But Belza—are you certain?”


“Aye. Positive.”


That was news. The last remaining member of Elena the Conqueror’s pirate crew had rotted in a dungeon in Messau for the past decade. It had been incredibly difficult for the old khral to capture the pirate in the first place. Why would his son free the man?


“There be even more.” Barrie leaned forward. His wide-set green eyes were a startling contrast to his black hair. It was a combination I wished the skies had bestowed upon me, instead of my rat-brown everything. “They say Cap’n Belza be asking around, looking for someone. Care to guess who?”


“King Eurion?” The Hughen king had been the one to deliver Belza into the original khral’s hands. Both had been desperate to lock him away, declaring that he’d never see freedom again.


Barrie’s eyes sparkled. “Our own Cap’n Garrow.”


My stomach thudded.


“Captain Garrow,” I repeated dully.


“Aye. Cap’n Belza—”


“Nay.” I stopped him with a sharp look. “Just Belza. He’s only captain if he has a ship, and he has no crew either.” Nor would any self-respecting sailor join him. Not when the entire world knew of Belza and his brutal crimes.


“But that be it—the khral gave him a ship and crew. Now he’s set out to find your father, Lane. He be looking for him now.”


The fact that Belza was now a privateer on the new khral’s errand was bad enough, but it barely registered. The second-most-deadly pirate in history sought my father. The paranoid man who charmed merchants and refused to carry a weapon and punished crew members who fought with one another. It couldn’t possibly be the same Captain Garrow.


“Where did you hear this, Barrie?”


“Everywhere. The entire city be talking about it. Nobody knows why Belza be so insistent. Maybe Garrow and Belza were enemies. Now that Belza be free, he seeks revenge. Some even say—” He caught my expression and swallowed. “Never mind.”


“What? You can tell me.”


“You won’t like it, I swear.”


I paused, the dread sinking deeper into my gut. “Quit playing around and say it.”


He lowered his voice, his eyes bright. “Some wonder if Cap’n Garrow be one of them. A pirate.”


I snorted as the dread faded in a single, abrupt rush. “A pirate? Certainly not.” The very idea was ridiculous. Father’s superstitious fears prevented him from even discussing pirates. If he knew that the history book hidden in my storage chest discussed the pirate captain Elena, he’d have burned it long ago.


Barrie looked grumpy at my dismissal. “But how do you know?”


“Because I know, all right?” I snapped. “Father is no more a pirate than you are, and I don’t appreciate your implying otherwise.”


He flinched.


Some of my anger drained away. Barrie received plenty of sharpness from the crew. He didn’t need it from me too. “I only meant to say there are a dozen explanations for this. Belza could have the wrong name, or perhaps the wrong Garrow altogether. My father probably has family members all over Hughen.” Except he never talked about them, let alone introduced us. He resented being asked about his past. I’d learned that lesson one rainy day at age eight.


It had been a simple question—“Why did you start sailing?”—and one many of the crew were happy to answer. Most sought adventure or dreamed of fighting pirates and traveling to distant lands. Others sought their fortune or escape from climbing debts. With a sly grin, one man had even admitted that he was simply avoiding his angry wife.


But Father’s answer was a long, cold stare. It was the first and only time I’d ever wondered whether he would strike me.


“If I ever want to tell you of my past, Lane,” he’d finally said, “I will bring up the subject. Otherwise, you will allow me my privacy. Understood?”


My childhood mind had invented all sorts of explanations for his reluctance. A father who’d beaten and driven him to the sea. Parents who’d died in a plague and left him to fend for himself. Perhaps he’d been raised by a set of cruel, wealthy grandparents who’d forced him to spend his days with tutors until he’d had enough and run away. None of my imaginings had ever involved piracy. Why would they? Father was the most honest person I knew—far more honest than I ever wanted to be.


Except there was one secret he would never reveal. Mine. And if he’d lied about that, what else had he lied about?


That dread was back, heavier than ever.


“He was never a pirate,” I said again, less sure this time. “The rumor will die by this time tomorrow. My father is the most dependable merchant ship captain in Hughen, and everyone knows it. Especially the crew.” Father respected his men and they trusted him. Surely his reputation would lift him above this silly rumor.


Barrie folded his arms. “Ignore it, then. We’ll be completely unprepared when Belza be finding us. Which he will. Or you can be getting the truth of it from the cap’n so we can ready ourselves.”


I flinched. He had a point. We couldn’t escape Belza forever. But I couldn’t exactly ask my father whether he’d served with one of the most deadly pirates in history. He’d either laugh or refuse to speak to me again. That meant I had to find my own answers—and I knew exactly where they lay.


Every bosun kept detailed records of his crew. If Father had been a pirate, his name would appear on the crew list preserved in town, carved into stone below the queen’s statue. It was less than half an hour’s walk from here. So long as I returned before Father, he would never know.


“Do me a favor,” I told Barrie. “If anyone asks, I’m staying belowdecks today. That’s where you found me and that’s where I stayed. Aye?”


“Aye.”


He’d barely agreed before I plunged past him down the gangplank and into the crowd. My feet moved of their own accord, but my mind ran miles ahead even as my heart lagged behind. This was more than disobedience. It felt like betrayal. Father was the only family I had. Frustrating as his fears were, they were rooted in love. Today I would repay him with the worst kind of doubt imaginable. But I had to prove his innocence.


More than that, I had to know the truth for myself.


It wasn’t until I’d nearly left the docks that I remembered the strange boy. Did he have something to do with all this? Whirling about, I scanned the crowd once more. He was gone.


There are more important questions to be answered, I reminded myself. The seconds already slipped away too quickly.


The heaviness in my gut felt as thick as the crowd with each step toward town. But this would be nothing compared to the festival crowds in a few weeks. Those could suffocate a person, true as the morning sun. I could imagine it all. Blue ribbons strung through the streets, shop fronts packed with wine and expensive cheeses. There would be no geese or hens hanging from the butcher’s cart here—Hughens were too superstitious—but the fish stands would be packed with fresh seafood. Drunken Messaun guests would stumble about until the sun made its appearance. Khral Rasmus’s arrival would be celebrated with a parade through town ending at the palace. There, the two kings would renew their twenty-year treaty in front of a group of clapping lords and ladies.


Treaties, wars, politics—Father had kept us removed from all of it, and that policy had served us well for over a decade. The Hughen people could celebrate another twenty years of peace without me. This was my father’s country, not mine. No country on the planet had claim on Lane Garrow. Especially one that would see me dead.


I walked quickly, sticking to the rails to avoid wagons and the occasional soldier. Only one thing felt exactly the same as before—the heavy, solid ground underfoot. Passengers complained about how our ship lurched and moved about with the sea, but to me, it was beautiful. A perfect balance between ship and water, neither servant nor master. If there was anything unnatural, it was trying to walk on land. Solid, unfeeling land.


At least Hughen’s seasonal rain had cleared the air some. These docks still reeked of old fish and ill-drained refuse, but the blessed winds had swept most of the stench out to sea. Mud was a far cry better than stifling heat and the sweat collecting in the bindings that hid my criminal femininity.


I stepped around a pile of dung with bits of grass poking out like spiky green hair and continued on. They’d installed cobblestone since I was here last. Yet from the gaps along the edge marked by crude warning signs, I could see they weren’t finished. So silly. What good were cobblestones to protect one’s boots when horses did their business all over the place? I preferred dirt streets, even when it meant muddy winters. At least mud was honest.


There. A new sign stood at the footbridge leading toward town, larger and brighter than its predecessor. It boasted a figure wearing a black dress and holding an axe. A bloodred X had been painted over her. NO PIRATES, screamed bold lettering. The Jilly Black symbol. Like the old sign, it wore splatters of old spit along the bottom edge.


It was ironic—male pirates had terrorized the four brother nations for centuries, yet the universal symbol for pirate was a woman. Not just any woman, but the one who’d nearly accomplished the unthinkable. Captain Elena and her fearsome crew had defeated three of the Four Lands. She’d come closer to conquering the world than any man who’d ever tried.


Granted, she had nearly destroyed it in the attempt. And granted, her execution had spawned the King’s Edict and complicated my life considerably. She’d scared the nations’ leaders so badly, men cursed her name and spat at the thought of her. But there was one detail they’d gotten terribly wrong. Historians and witnesses all agreed that Elena had never worn a dress in her life.


I stared at the sign, imagining a crossed-out figure next to Elena. What would King Eurion do to my father if he really was a pirate? Did he face prison like Belza, or execution like the other members of Elena’s crew? If this madness were indeed true, it would be just as important to protect my father’s secret as my own. Nobody could know. As far as the world went, it wouldn’t change a thing.


And yet it would change everything.


No matter how devastating the truth, I couldn’t turn back now. I wouldn’t be given this opportunity again. I pushed past the sign and strode on.


The walk into town required crossing three busy footbridges over unusually high water for this early in the season. I dodged between two carts and trotted across the street toward the fabric shop, only to find my path blocked by two well-dressed and incredibly slow women. A heavy lavender scent tainted the wind. The women swung their hips as they sauntered, looking much like fly-bitten mules. Did that actually attract men? I really had no idea.


Yet foolish as they looked, at least they didn’t have to hide who they were.


I was about to walk past when I noticed a stringy-haired child trailing one of the women. Her once-yellow dress hung too short, exposing a pair of bare feet, dirty from the streets. An orphan. Rumors said many of Hughen’s orphans had disappeared lately—kidnapped off the streets for military service, some believed, though I wasn’t sure about that. Slavery was illegal here. More likely that the boys got picked up by sponsors wanting cheap labor. But the girls? Their options were begging or the brothel—both paths I’d narrowly avoided myself.


It wasn’t her dress that tore at me, however. It was the girl’s bewildered look, as if in disbelief that she was now utterly alone.


I’d felt that way once. The image emerged unbidden… reaching for the comfort of my mum’s hand and watching her stalk away instead.


“Pardon, ma’am,” the beggar said, ignoring me and addressing the taller woman wearing the blue gown. “Have you a coin to spare?”


The women’s pasted-on smiles froze. Blue Dress lifted her nose, huffed, and backhanded the girl clean across the face. The child yelped and stumbled, hitting the ground hard.


I moved before I had time to think, blocking the woman’s escape. “A simple nay would suffice, Your Ladyship.”


The first woman just blinked, but the one next to her, in green, snickered. “Do not address us in such a manner, boy. Move aside before I call the guards to remove you. I’ve no desire to touch… that.” She gestured to my clothes.


I folded my arms and waited.


“Oh, never mind.” Blue Dress grabbed her companion’s arm and strode off into the road, shoving me against a shop window. A rider jerked his bay gelding to a stop just in time, so close that the horse could’ve sneezed in their faces. I wished he had. The rider watched with gritted teeth as the ladies passed.


The orphan sat in stunned silence on the ground where she’d landed. What faded yellow had remained of her dress was now a uniform mud brown.


“Steer clear of lords and ladies,” I hissed, hauling her to her feet and digging my last two coins from my pocket. She snatched them from my outstretched palm and scampered away without a word. Her rudeness was a comfort. She’d learned a hard lesson today, but she’d be all right.


The statue was only a few blocks away now. I picked up the pace and had just turned the last corner when a long scream pierced the air, pulling me to a sudden halt.


The distant sound of hooves on cobblestone echoed against buildings from the direction of the docks. Travelers scrambled to clear the road. Behind them, a team of white stallions clattered toward us, hauling a tidy wagon filled with rigid soldiers. A single woman sat at their center, bound in an intricate network of chains save her hay-colored hair whipping in the wind.


“Three years since the last Jilly execution,” someone muttered, “and this’ll be the second in a week.”


Every muscle in my body went taut. I struggled to keep my face impassive as I turned to the man, a baker, standing behind his cart. “They’re searching ships at port? For women?”


“Part of the king’s cleansing. Random inspections from now till the festival.” The baker grimaced, his lips covering a set of brown teeth.


I cleared my suddenly dry throat. “King Eurion’s never done that before.”


“Nay, but with the khral coming, s’pose he thought it best. The last prisoner kept yelling that she was a passenger, not a sailor, but they hanged her anyway. Must’ve got too hard to tell the difference.” He shook his head. Whether for the poor woman or her excuse, I couldn’t tell.


Horror held me rigidly in place. If I’d remained at the ship like Father had asked…


My heart drummed in my rib cage, so loudly I feared the man could hear it. It could have been me in that wagon. So close.


I straightened my vest and looked about, but the entire market’s eyes were focused on the prisoner. The crowds parted slowly, forcing the wagon to a crawl. I could see the woman’s terror-filled expression now. She skimmed faces and shouted again. This time I caught the word. Marcu. A southern name. Was Marcu a lover or a family member? Not that it mattered. Only the king could pardon her now, and that was as likely as a sea monster wearing a dress and dancing in the square.


The church bell began to toll. Come witness a pirate’s death. It wasn’t a request. The entire city was expected to attend.


A single thought pounded in my head like a hand drum. If they treated a suspected pirate like this, what would they do to a known one?


Somber mothers gathered their children. Men collected their purchases and trotted off, some looking eager. Those sitting behind carts full of wares only lowered their heads, silently tracing wards on their chests to shield them from dark spirits. It was good fortune to witness a criminal’s execution—a person could send their troubles with the dead into the afterlife and come away cleansed.


But this wasn’t a criminal. It was simply a woman who’d dared set foot on a ship. A decision that would cost her life.


My hands formed tight fists. Another hanging body that would haunt my dreams for months. Another innocent soul sent to join Elena in the afterlife, assumed a pirate simply because she lacked manly parts. Robbed of happiness and a future, and punished for violence she’d never dreamed of committing. She wouldn’t even get a trial. Meanwhile, I’d set out to see if my father was guilty of the same crime.


Because if he bore pirate blood… so did I.


One thing was clear. Sprinting to the ship now would bring attention upon myself, and I didn’t even know if it was safe there. Besides, the poor prisoner deserved at least one witness who cared. My errand could wait. I hoped.


I squared my shoulders, feeling hundreds of invisible eyes on me as the bindings beneath my shirt pulled tight. Then I followed the others.
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It took only fifteen minutes for the entire town to pack themselves into the square, shoulder to shoulder. Hastily invented stories of the condemned woman’s crimes whipped through the crowd. I placed myself on the group’s edge, too far for the gossip to reach and hopefully too far to see well. I focused on the oversized woven hat of the plump woman blocking my view and tried to ignore the whispers filling the air like a brutal wind. The bindings beneath my shirt were damp enough for a good wringing.


A quick glance revealed that the nearest guard stood several horses’ distance away. I felt his eyes sweep over me as he inspected the crowd. No reaction, but I tensed anyway. Beyond him, I could make out the gallows’ highest timber. Several knotted ropes lay across it. Only one would be used today.


The gallows’ placement was a chilling reminder of royal power. They’d built it upon the spot where King Eurion beheaded his wife’s murderer, Elena the Conqueror. But that hadn’t been enough for him. His infamous Edict had followed later that day. An Edict that would forever follow me like a thief in the shadows.


Today I felt the thief’s hand on my shoulder.


I scanned the audience, but Father’s three-cornered hat was nowhere to be seen. Engaged in business elsewhere, perhaps, and too busy to attend? Or did he have as much cause to hide as I did?


“They’re unloading the Jilly,” a man drawled from the rooftop above me. When I narrowed my eyes at him, he just grinned and tipped a bottle toward the gallows. He knew as well as I did that this woman was no Jilly, but now wasn’t the time to correct him. Most of these observers would discuss the young woman’s murder tonight along with other gossip like the upcoming festival and the palace’s new cat, which was barely news at all, considering the royal family already owned fourteen.


Meanwhile, a new body would be rowed out to sea and dumped with the city’s waste. A body that didn’t look all that different from mine.


“They’ve put a sack over her head,” the rooftop drunk continued, emboldened now. “The priest is exchanging words with the prisoner.… Oh, he just turned his back on her! He’s walking away. The Jilly’ll die in her sins.” He belted out a laugh. A few others joined him. I wanted to curl my fingers around their thoughtless throats, every last one.


The crowd quieted, brushing their trousers free of dirt or straightening their hats and placing a fist to their hearts in salute. Staccato hoofbeats from the front meant a carriage had arrived.


“Varnen is here,” someone muttered.


My blood went cold. Varnen: the man who had betrayed Elena and turned her in. A strange concoction of emotion churned inside me—curiosity, respect. Disgust. People spat at an uttering of Elena’s name, but from what I’d heard, Varnen wasn’t much better. The king had rewarded the man’s so-called loyalty by appointing him high advisor.


I rose onto my toes, a feat that only earned me a few worthless inches. I almost expected the man stepping down from the carriage to have three heads and scales, but he was very much human. He wore his gray beard to a sharp point and stood slightly shorter and stockier than his guards. If it weren’t for the deep-blue uniform, he could have been one of Father’s Hughen friends.


The thought was a bitter one. For all I knew, he was.


A single shout sounded across the square. A man in his early twenties threw himself into the crowd, waving his arms wildly. “Stop! Advisor, please!”


If word of the official’s arrival had stirred interest, this new development arrested every pair of eyes. Townspeople stepped back to allow the man’s approach, sending him nearly stumbling in his frantic haste. The surge allowed me to see clear to the gallows and its single prisoner, standing with her arms tied behind her and a cloth over her head. They’d already secured the rope around her neck. Even from where I stood, I could see her legs trembling.


“She’s no Jilly, I swear!” the man continued, flinging himself at the advisor’s feet on the platform. Guards yanked him back, but his shouts only grew louder. “That woman is my intended from KaBann, just arrived. Please, oh, powerful one. This is a terrible mistake.”


Despite everything, a twinge of hope fluttered in my chest. Varnen could ignore the woman’s story, but he couldn’t dismiss the testimony of a man so easily. Not in front of a crowd like this.


“She has broken the King’s Edict,” Varnen said, far too calmly.


“Please, Advisor Varnen, give her a trial! I will assure the judge that I pushed her into taking passage on that ship. Or let me die in her place.”


My hope drained away as I took in Varnen’s disinterested expression. Marcu truly didn’t understand. This wasn’t just an execution—it was a demonstration. The nearby guard’s eyes swept the crowd again. If I slouched any more, I’d be folded in half.


Calm down. Nobody sees a captain’s boy.


A long silence hung over the square, like the wind holding its breath. It made Varnen’s voice clearer than ever. “Then she fooled you too. You should thank me for saving you from such a woman. Now stand aside and witness justice done.”


“This is not justice!” the man howled. “This is not right. How dare—”


I flinched as a guard’s club sent him to the ground. Then it was quiet once again, save for the muffled sobs coming from the condemned woman. She and Marcu had begun their day focused on the altar. Hours later, everything would end at the gallows.


Love had no place in my future either, but what these two had made my chest hurt.


Ship or man, I reminded myself. You can’t have both.


As it was, four men alive knew my secret. That meant four opportunities for betrayal, four people who saw me as vulnerable. Placing my life into yet a fifth person’s hands would be terrifying enough. Handing over my heart as well, especially when any romance was doomed to end up just like this? Nay, never. Not in a thousand years.


If Elena’s ship had always been enough for her, the Majesty would be enough for me.


“The Treaty Festival begins in a few weeks,” Varnen called out. “No crime will be tolerated, especially not the treasonous crime of piracy. Women such as this nearly destroyed us once. We refuse to be tricked again. Long live our defender, our protector, our glorious king Eurion!”


The crowd raised a half-hearted shout, but most shifted in their boots. By Varnen’s darkening expression, he noticed. He didn’t spare the shuddering woman behind him a single glance. Justice indeed.


Varnen said something to a soldier, who saluted. A wave of quiet expectation swept over the audience. He’d given the order, then.


Movement to the left caught my eye as a young man pulled a cap lower over his face. His jaw clenched as he stared at the advisor, his shoulders taut. He had a stain on his shirt too, just like…


I cursed.


The boy from the docks turned to meet my gaze. Our eyes locked. Surprise flashed across his face—or was it confusion?—and he examined me, taking in my entire ensemble of ratty trousers and a worn vest. Then he grinned.


Panic shot through my chest like the ball of a cannon. I forced my hands into my pockets to keep them from shaking. First the docks, then here. I didn’t believe in coincidences. He was following me—and there was only one reason he would do that.


I felt the boy’s eyes still on me as I stepped backward, nearly tripping over someone’s boot. I ignored the person’s angry curse and headed for the back of the crowd. Something felt like it was closing around my throat.


It should have been you, whispers in the crowd said.


Next time.


Pirate.


The awful squeak of hinges tore through the square as the hatch beneath the woman’s feet swung open.
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My boots didn’t stop moving until I’d reached the square, my lungs gasping for precious oxygen. I darted into an alley and hid in the shadows, straining for any sound of pursuit. But as the moments passed and my breathing slowed, I sat back with relief. If that boy intended to give chase, he would have found me by now. Even if he’d alerted a guard, what soldier would sprint after me when they could see a woman die instead?


I hadn’t watched, but my mind provided the images far too readily—the victim convulsing, thrashing about, fighting to live with what instinctive strength remained. The image would reappear in my nightmares for weeks to come. Except her pale yellow dress would become my ratty pair of trousers and the delicate shoes a pair of dirty, too-tight boots.


That was way too close.


It was several minutes before the square filled with people again. Their conversations were somber, but the sound made me feel safer. Noise was natural. It was silence that was suspicious. The boy from the docks was nowhere to be seen. If I meant to complete my errand, now was the time.


I crept out of the alley and strode toward the statue of the dead queen. She stood too rigidly, looking down upon the square’s inhabitants, every bit as proud and regal as I’d expect from royalty. It was this woman’s death that had caused so much trouble. Why Elena had thought it necessary to murder Hughen’s queen instead of its king was a mystery.


I let my fingers brush against the letters etched permanently into stone beneath the statue, the words forever branded into my mind.




Respecting my dear queen’s memory and regarding the bloody mayhem Elena and her band of women pirates have left behind, I hereby decree that any woman found sailing upon our seas will be assumed Elena’s spawn and executed.


—Noble King Eurion of Hughen (YBE 348)




The thing was, the Edict hadn’t even brought peace like it was supposed to. Belza had launched a bitter campaign of revenge that would last ten years before his capture, taking the lives of hundreds more. Sailors suspected, betrayed, and even killed one another. And now innocent women passengers were being publicly murdered. If the Hughens would talk sense into their king rather than getting superstitious, maybe we could finally get somewhere with the whole world peace thing.


Father said not to hate King Eurion, that the man had announced the law in mourning. I snorted at the thought. Killing dozens of innocent women wouldn’t bring back anybody.


To my right was another plaque, scroll shaped and nearly covered in smatters of old saliva. Elena’s crew list. My heart hitched as I stepped closer, hesitated, and began to read. Each name was crossed out in a crude, almost angry way. It made them difficult to distinguish, but not impossible.


I read each name, paused, then scanned the whole list again. Only then did I let myself breathe deeply once again.


Father’s name wasn’t there.


A strange mix of relief and shame filled the space that worry had left behind. I’d jumped to a terrible conclusion rather than rely on what I knew about my own father. Rumors would come and go as they always did, but the Majesty’s first rule would always apply: loyalty. To the ship, to the crew, and to its captain. Surely that included my own flesh and blood.


If my father was a pirate, I would have known. It was that simple.


When time passed and the rumors evaporated like mist, Belza would still be just a man with a violent past. The Four Lands all despised him. If he lasted a month without a ball in his chest, I would be surprised. I examined the queen statue again, letting a familiar anger well up once more.


Belza hadn’t killed anyone today, but King Eurion had. He was the one who stood in my way. He was my enemy. While that innocent woman hadn’t survived, I would. I knew it sure as the ugly cobblestone and the waiting horses tied to shop fronts, heads lowered in lazy slumber. Not only would I survive, but I would command my father’s ship someday, whether anyone liked it or not. As Lane, I was powerful—strong, safe, worthy of respect. Everything a captain should be.


The rain began again. I raised my face to welcome it as footsteps stopped behind me. I whirled to find Father standing there with a dark expression, his hat clutched in both hands. “You shouldn’t have fled the execution like that, bringing attention upon yourself.”


I frowned. That wasn’t what I’d expected him to say. I considered telling him about the strange boy, then thought better of it. “I could have danced a jig and nobody would’ve noticed. Lands forbid they miss a second of someone’s suffering.”


“This isn’t a joke,” he snapped. “I should be angry at your blatant disobedience… but then, had you listened, it could be your body swinging back there.”


That familiar tightening sensation returned, and I swallowed just to prove I could. “It wasn’t.”


“Because of a coincidence. We can’t rely on coincidences, Lane. Things are changing here, getting more complicated. Nowhere is truly safe for you now.” He shoved the hat back onto his head, seeming to gather himself. “There was a missive in the post today. From Nara.”


I stiffened. Nara. The name felt wrong, like a word reflected backward in a mirror. She was “that woman” or “your mum,” the tainted shadow of a life long past for both my father and me. He hadn’t uttered her name in years.


“What did she want?”


“She’s sent for you. Owns a manor in Ellegran now, said she’ll set aside a room. Think of it. No more sharing a ship’s cabin with your father, separated by a hanging sheet. Your own room.”


My thoughts swirled until I felt unbalanced, like a giant crack had appeared in the deck and I was falling, falling, falling, trying to catch myself before I struck the water and never rose again. This couldn’t be happening, not when the path I’d chosen depended so much on the Majesty. “My own room,” I repeated flatly.


“All to yourself.”


I gritted my teeth to gain a little control. “Why would I care about four walls and a floor? And you didn’t tell me you’ve been speaking with that—that… priss. The woman left me on the docks for dead.”


“She sends missives occasionally. It’s only proper to answer. And she didn’t leave you for dead—she trusted you to my care.” His face twisted, like he was still trying to convince himself. There was a pain there I’d never seen before. For things done or left undone, I wasn’t sure. “Now I’ll be trusting you to hers.”


I pushed back my rising panic and folded my arms. I knew what he wasn’t saying. “This is about Belza, isn’t it? You’re afraid he’ll find you, and you’re panicking.”


He blinked, but recovered quickly. “It’s more than—”


“The inspectors aren’t such a danger either,” I plunged on. “If we avoided them today, we can avoid them again.”


“You’re sixteen now, Lane,” he growled. “Only a year away from marriage age. We both knew this wouldn’t last forever. You’ve a pretty face and a different shape even than last year. It won’t be long before you start your womanly courses.”


I kept my face blank. That particular surprise was three years old, long past. A dark day. I’d been vigilant with the laundry since then. But that wasn’t even the hardest part of hiding who I was. I hunched my shoulders a little more, feeling the linen bindings under my shirt pinch tighter. “No matter.”


“Aye? You look twelve, but even young lads grow up sometime. Where is the chest hair? Your voice change? The crew will notice things like you going to the bathhouse alone at port and sneaking your bucket around. I’m a fool. Should’ve listened to Dennis and sent you away years ago.”


I blinked, his words sizzling into my soul like hot tar. This wasn’t something that had just occurred to him. He’d thought this decision through, weighing each consequence and stacking them against me without my knowing. These were arguments he’d been collecting for a very long time. In my mind, it had always been Father and me against the world. The two of us, facing down inspectors and pirates and hard winters. As I watched for adventure on the horizon, had he been watching for Belza? As I dreamed of inheriting the ship, had he waited until the day he could finally be rid of me?


He’d even written my mum—that woman—and kept it from me. Somehow, that was the greatest betrayal of all.


“I’m no child,” I said. “I know the dangers and I choose this anyway. All of it. The inspectors, suspicion. Belza.”


“You know very little of it. ’Tis my responsibility to protect you, as your father.”


“I’m not afraid. I refuse to let them beat me as they’ve obviously beaten you.”


His eyes turned sharp as a pirate’s blade. “And I refuse to see you on that platform with a noose around your neck. I’m protecting you from yourself as much as the world. Ellegran will be your home, and that’s final.”


I grimaced. The words hacked like a cutlass at my earlier resolve. The Majesty was home. My life there existed like the gulls overhead and the water below. It just was.


Father softened at my expression. “You’ll have a better life in Ellegran than I could ever offer you anyway. With your mother’s station, you could stop being Lane and become anyone you like. No more pretending, no more hiding. No more lies.”


“My hiding? My pretending?” My voice was incredulous. I had spent my life hiding, perhaps, but never pretending. Lane was me. I was meant to be a sailor, even if I had to wear boy’s clothing to do it. Did he truly not see that? “Tell me what Belza wants from you so we can discuss lies in depth.”


He flinched. My retort had found its mark. “I refuse to discuss either matter. You will return to the ship this instant.”


I felt victory slipping away. “Father, I—I barely remember my life before. The Majesty is all I know. If you won’t give me a choice, at least give me more time to prepare.”


He watched me for a long moment. There was a heaviness in his eyes that scared me. “A choice, then. Pahn the hen farmer is looking for help. It isn’t glamorous work, but it will provide what you need to survive. Or if you choose to return to the Majesty, know this—I will gauge your safety carefully on this voyage. If I feel your life is in danger, you won’t question my decision to send you off. The Majesty sets sail at dawn.” He opened his mouth as if to say more, then shut it again and stalked away.


I was left gaping after him. Sometime in the past hour, my life had taken a horrifying turn. He had to know I could never be happy raising livestock after the open sea. But when faced with being the daughter of some Ellegran lady, I wasn’t sure which was worse.


A montage of experiences came to mind—canvas snapping in a taut northern wind, the slippery wetness of freshly scrubbed wood beneath my knees, the acidic heaviness of gunpowder in my nostrils after a long drill. Even the tiny slivers from mending line meant that I was alive, far more than the prettiest embroidery ever could. How could my own room in a quiet, lonely house ever compare?


The shock had fully drained away now, leaving behind a hard core of anger. What I wanted didn’t matter. Not to Father, not to Eurion. It was about superstition, not logic. Never mind that I could tie a bowline knot faster than anyone else in the crew, one so tight the devil himself couldn’t loose it. I was faster up the ratlines than anybody, and I knew the Gaigon Channel better than most sailors four times my age. I’d been born to sail, to command a crew. Our crew. I just had to find a solution that would calm Father’s irrational fears.


I headed straight for the docks, adopting the wide-stepped swagger of a twelve-year-old boy, as always. It barely took a thought these days. A contingent of blue-clad soldiers marched by, likely returning to the palace from the gallows. They carried no body. The poor woman’s corpse had likely been thrown into a wagon bound for the sea alongside those of the paupers whose families couldn’t afford the burial fee.


My reflection in a shop window slid to an abrupt stop. A skinny figure with jaw-length hair pulled back into a tail stared back. Typical sailor. Sure, I was taller than most captain’s boys—they usually rose to a midship position by thirteen—but nothing about me screamed girl. My bindings, stretched as they were, still kept all my curves flat. Nothing was amiss.


I took a deep breath and forced myself to look again.


And there it was. The trousers fit a bit more snugly than they should, the shirt too tight through the chest. A slender neck was barely visible under a dirty collar, and a sprinkling of freckles highlighted a hooked, very feminine nose. But above all, dark eyes glowered back at me with the wisdom of someone far older than the twelve years I pretended. Pain reflected back, the anger of a girl who’d spent her life reaching desperately for something the world had declared impossible.


I’d grown up around men. I spoke like them, walked like them. I knew how to swing my arms and stride around like the world was mine. I had the right clothes and the right words. Even the right build. But as long as men like King Eurion and Captain Belza pursued us, I would spend my life running. At some point I would have to turn and fight.


New clothes, I decided. A new shirt at the very least, and stronger bindings. Perhaps a hat. New trousers could come later. Once we put distance between the ship and Hughen, we could all relax again.


A sharp wind tore at my ponytail, grabbing a piece of dull brown hair and trying to send it eastward. The king and that horrid pirate could fall on their own swords. For once, I didn’t hunch my shoulders as I headed for the docks.


I would command the Majesty someday. The world would just have to get used to the idea.
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I was nearly to the ship when I spotted our gun master, Kempton, filling a tavern doorway. His white-blond hair was a tight knot at the back of his head, and his shirtsleeves were torn clean off as always. He insisted it was for convenience in battle. I knew better. Kemp wielded intimidation like a weapon, and he did it well. But as formidable as his stature appeared, it was the chilling gaze from his nearly clear Messaun eyes that made men’s knees shake.


He muttered something to the handful of men surrounding him as I passed, his voice slurred. There was a smattering of uneasy laughter. Drunker than a rat in a barrel of ale. Last time he’d sounded like that, Father had been forced to pay half a month’s wages to bail him out from the city dungeons. Yet somehow I was the one being kicked off the crew.


I was so distracted that I stumbled over a loose cobblestone in the road—only to smack hard into a man’s chest. He grunted.


“My apol—” I began, but the words died in my throat. It was the boy in the expensive clothes with the dirt stain so close I could touch it with my nose.


Fear surged once again, and that familiar choking sensation returned. It was too late to run. If he shouted, the guards would be upon us within seconds. Mustering every ounce of willpower I possessed, I folded my arms across my chest and returned his probing gaze with my best glare. Nothing girl about this sailor, my hard expression said. Not an ounce of feminine weakness.


His mouth—a perfectly shaped one—turned upward into a grin. “You were saying?” No accusations, no interrogating questions. He simply looked pleased.


I frowned. “No matter.” I turned and stalked away.


He trotted up from behind and matched my stride, oblivious. “That was impressive.”


I groaned inwardly. “Walking down the street isn’t particularly impressive.”


“Escaping the execution. Pretending to be sick was brilliant. Masterfully done.”


I glanced at him again, but there was only amusement in his eyes. He hadn’t given chase then, nor had he sent the guards after me. I’d run away like a fool and he’d been happy to watch me do it.


My gaze slid down to his boots again. No merchant could afford such expensive leather. The rich son of a lord, then. I shot him another scowl, which made him chuckle, then I sneaked a discreet look across the harbor to the Majesty. Her deck lay empty. No inspection teams, no soldiers.


“How fortunate that you were entertained,” I said. “Now explain why you’re following me about.”


He hurried to match my pace. “Actually, I wondered if you’d help me secure passage.” He spotted a contingent of guards at the other end of the dock and hunched his shoulders.


I eyed him. What kind of lordling feared royal soldiers? None I wanted to be involved with, that was certain. I began to jog. He did the same. My scowl deepened.


“You’ll have to talk to the captain about that,” I said.


“That’s the traditional way to get passage, yes. But my situation is different. Could you just—” He grabbed at my arm, trying to pull me to a halt.


I whirled to face him, yanking my arm free. “Don’t touch me, or you’ll be taking a long swim. I say again, you’re talking to the wrong person. Only the captain or an officer can grant you passage.”


He dropped his hand. “Captain Garrow already refused me. He won’t transport those running from the guards.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Then we’re done here.”


“I’ll pay well. It’s extremely important. Please.”


I sent him a flat look. Nobility were the cheapest people alive—they always undercut our usual fares. Lords and ladies considered their presence blessing enough for the merchants and captains serving them, as if being forced to bow and scrape was the purpose of a sailor’s very existence. Only shadowy business would cause nobility to offer a huge sum for passage. Even so…


“We don’t want your gold,” I told him.


He blinked. “I’m short on other resources at the moment.”


“Besides, we don’t work with lords and ladies.”


“Fortunately, I’m neither lord nor lady,” the boy said with a half smile. “And I’d like to point out that I’m running from the king’s guards, something nobility doesn’t do. You need money, and I need passage. We can help each other.”


I paused. “Why do you think we need money?”


He looked surprised. “Belza’s interest in Captain Garrow has scared off all his usual customers. He’s been asking merchants for loans all morning. I thought you knew.”


So much for Father’s reputation. The slightest doubt, and everyone he knew had abandoned him as though he were an injured gull. But I couldn’t deny my interest in the stranger’s offer. “You said you’d pay well?”


“Very.” He looked over his shoulder at the guards again.


I hesitated. He was right that we needed to leave quickly, but this could all be an elaborate hoax. The boy was obviously upper class, no matter what he pretended. If he was lying about being from a lord’s house, this conversation was already dangerous. Even as the fugitive son of a lord, he could have a personal relationship with King Eurion. Turning me in would be a simple task. But there was an edge of panic to his voice that couldn’t be faked. Whatever he’d done, it was terrible enough to make him desperate. Desperation could be used.


If only he weren’t so blasted nice to look at.


“Halt!” someone called behind us.


I flinched and turned slowly, my heart leaping to a gallop. But the guard stalked past me toward a wagon jostling by. The driver, a gray-haired man with a bulbous nose and hard eyes, yanked at the reins just as the guard jogged up and leaped onto the wagon bed. He began shoving around the man’s load.


“What are you looking for?” the old driver growled. The guard shot him a scathing look, causing the driver to hunch his shoulders and turn back to his team.


A moment later, the guard jumped down and tossed a dismissive hand toward the driver, who snapped the reins. The guard strode in my direction with a scowl. I realized I was staring. I crossed my arms over my shirt and threw a glance toward the rail. The boy was gone.


“You,” the guard said, stopping in front of me. “Have you seen a boy of seventeen, brown hair?” His breath stunk of old meat.


I couldn’t speak. I just shook my head.


“Send for a guard if you see him.” He was already walking away.


Air escaped me in a long, relieved breath. Two close calls in a single day. Our departure couldn’t come soon enough.


“Thanks for covering for me,” a voice said a second later.


I whirled to find the boy crouched behind a discarded coil of line. His too-perfect grin widened at my startled expression.


Why had I covered for him? I silently cursed his pretty face and resolved to be more careful. “I’m not doing it again, so you can be on your way.”


He shot a glance at the disappearing guard. “Look, I’m desperate or I wouldn’t be pursuing this. Here are the facts. One, there are no other ships going to Ellegran. Just yours. Two, I need to get there as quickly as possible.”


“The Mum’s Commoner over there is headed for the islands and balmy weather,” I shot back. “I’m sure they’d stumble over themselves to serve a lordling throwing gold around.”


“This isn’t a vacation, and I already told you I’m not a lord. I need to get to Ellegran, and no, I’m not telling you why.”


“And bring the guards down upon us for helping a fugitive? No thanks.”


“I’ll join the crew, then. I heard about the men you lost to these Belza rumors.”


That made me pause. We’d lost men? I resented how much he knew that I didn’t. “One sailor isn’t worth the risk, especially one with no experience.” His smooth hands and pale skin screamed shoreman.


He sighed, all good nature gone from his expression. “A bargain, then. Smuggle me aboard, and I won’t tell anyone you’re a girl.”


My head snapped up. All sound on the docks went hollow, and the ground lurched beneath my feet. Had he just said…?


In a second, my knife was at his throat. My grip was wobbly, but I hoped the venom in my voice made up for that. “What did you just call me?”


The lordling looked exasperatingly unworried. “Now that I have your attention, let’s go aboard and discuss this.”


“I will not be threatened.” My voice sounded choked.


“Relax. It wasn’t a threat. Well, fine, it was a threat. But this position doesn’t look good for either of us, so if you wouldn’t mind…” He nodded toward the dock, where several workers had paused to watch. Lands. This was not a conversation I wanted remembered.


“Follow me,” I growled, and stomped up the gangplank. He followed more gingerly.


I led the boy straight to the captain’s quarters and shoved open the door, wincing as the inset glass rattled. The room was empty, the table clear of its usual maps and contracts, its two ornate chairs tucked neatly beneath. Father was likely still trying to secure that loan for supplies. I pulled the boy inside, letting the door close sharply behind him, and raised the knife toward him once more. “How did you know Captain Garrow is my father?”


“I didn’t,” he admitted, eyeing the blade. “I saw you both talking this morning. When he turned me down, I followed you into town. It wasn’t long before I lost you in the crowd. But then at the execution, there you were.” His mouth twisted. Whether his distaste was for the hanging or the woman who’d died, I couldn’t be sure. “I realize what I’m asking might bring more trouble on you and the captain, but I promise to make it worth your while. I can tell you’re a good person. You wouldn’t have lied to that guard if you weren’t.”


I mentally kicked myself. “And you wouldn’t have threatened to turn me in if you were.”


“We need each other. That’s all I’m saying. Show me where to hide, and you can keep your secret.”


“And you’ll do what, stay there for three weeks? You have no food, no water.” No baggage either. His flight from the guards had been a sudden one. A curiosity I couldn’t help crept up on me, but I refused to ask what he’d done to bring the entire city’s guard down upon him. The less we knew about each other, the better.


“I’m certain you’ll take good care of me. The crew doesn’t know your secret, do they? Surely you want to keep it that way.”


I almost dropped the knife that I’d forgotten I was holding. How dare he? If Father discovered my secret was out, I’d be off the ship the second we docked in Ellegran. “I’m no chambermaid. I take care of no one, and I refuse your bargain.”


He looked genuinely surprised. “Pardon?”


“Hiding you is a terrible idea. You’d be discovered within a day. But since I obviously can’t let you go either, you’ll remain tied up until after we leave. Then I’ll toss you over the rail and you can take your chances with the jardrakes.” I paused. “Either that, or I can convince the bosun, Dennis, to let you sign on as an inexperienced recruit—which I may be willing to do for the right price.” My voice was surprisingly calm for the turmoil I felt inside. I had the advantage here. I couldn’t let it slide through my fingers.


He examined me for a long moment. I stared right back, trying to look like the kind of person who would follow through on such a threat. His gray eyes finally grew guarded. “How much?”


“Six hundred gold pieces.”


It was an entire year’s wages for the whole crew. An exorbitant amount, utterly unthinkable. I half expected him to throw a tantrum and stalk away.


To my surprise, he only frowned. “I’ll give you four hundred.”


Four hundred. How much did this boy carry? I cleared my throat to cover my surprise. “Six hundred. Feeding a crew for three weeks is expensive. If my father fails to secure his loan, your money will ensure we can still leave. And if you want me to keep you a secret from my father, I’ll have to invent some kind of cargo so he doesn’t ask questions.”


“Four fifty,” he said. “You nearly bowled me over in the road and refused to apologize.”


“And you chased me down. Quite rudely, in fact. Five hundred, final offer.”


“Fine.” He removed a bag from his pocket. Only the rich carried bags of coins around—it was too hard to disguise how much one had. The clever ones hid pouches throughout their layers of clothing. He plucked out a few coins before stuffing them into his pocket. Then he handed me the entire bag. “Deal. And call me Aden.”


I hid a smile as I accepted it. Five hundred gold coins. I’d never seen such wealth in my life, let alone held it in my hands. I imagined myself sprinting toward town to buy ten shirts and another pair of boots. My axes could finally get the proper sharpening they needed. Lands, I could buy my own percentage of a ship if I wanted.


Aden’s amused smile was back. I’d been grinning at the bag like a fool. He might be desperate, but he was still nobility. I had to be more careful.


I cleared my throat. “You’ll sign the book as soon as the bosun returns.” This solved several problems. These coins would buy our supplies and ensure we could leave tomorrow. The farther we got from Hughen, the safer Father would feel. The biggest problem now was keeping this stranger’s secret so he would keep mine. This voyage had to go perfectly. I didn’t like it at all, but the journey to Ellegran was only three weeks. I’d told far worse lies in my lifetime.


I gave my knife a last flick for good measure before shoving it back into its sheath, watching with satisfaction as Aden flinched and followed the blade with his eyes.


“As enjoyable as it is to stand here,” Aden said, giving the cabin one last look, “perhaps we’d best get below.”


An urge to snap at him overcame me, but I shook it off. If Father walked in and caught us here, there would be no bargain at all. I swung the door open. “Follow me. And be quick about it.”
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