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To all my fellow weird kids;

I hope you find something special in these pages.

And to you,

who charted a course without a map. The stars are watching.







The Prophecy



Nigh is the time of the witch who burned,

Nigh is the time that stars will fall,

Nigh is the time of the mermaid’s son

Who’ll destroy his home to answer a call.

Nigh is the time of sixteen suns,

Nigh is the time of poison root,

Nigh is the time to find lost things,

For witch’s blood bears fertile fruit.







Prologue: To Live



The Seer from Persea was born powerful. She had entered the world with her eyes wide open, devouring each sight as though she’d been starved in the darkness.

Persea was her coven. Her mother smiled into her babe’s eyes in those bloody, tired moments, and gave thanks to Yaa, the great goddess of their land, which was known as Xaymaca.

“Yvane,” her mother whispered reverently. “You are Yaa blessed.” The baby gazed with precocious clarity. To be a Seer was a great gift and a heavy burden. It was understood that when she came of age with her sixteenth sun, she would see the great truths of Xaymaca. Her little sister, who will die at the end of this chapter, was not so gifted.

Not that Nubia ever accepted this. Where Yvane saw more than any one being could ever wish, Nubia sought more than any witch might have dared. Nubia would venture beyond her coven’s eastern grove and plunge into the depths of the great forest. She would lie down on the soft blanket of green, gaze at the stars, and the stars would gaze back. When Yvane would unfold nervously at Nubia’s side, lowering her back to the grass, Nubia’s eyes would light from brown to gold in wicked amusement and she would clutch at her sister’s arm to elicit a shriek of surprise. It is here that we find our Seer and her sister, the silvery light of the tenth moon pooling blue on their dark faces.

“Oh, great Seer of Persea, quite blind in the dark, quite unseeing of her sister’s tricks!”

“My skin prickles.” Yvane rubbed her arms.

“It is only natural. It is the Sankofa. And you are sensitive to the currents of the world.”

“I know.” Yvane followed her sister’s gaze, turning her eyes skyward. “It is strange, is it not? Every witch celebrates their own birthday, but it is their sixteenth Sankofa that really matters.”

In Xaymaca, the sun and moon would certainly wax and wane, but Time had a magic, had a voice, a soul of her own. The Sankofa was a point of consistency, though, always occurring on the first full moon after the late equinox. It was thought that despite distance or difference in name or language, on this night, witches everywhere raised their eyes to the heavens in reverence and so magic flared brightest in the world. On this night, witches who had celebrated their sixteenth sun that year would come into their full power.

When the River Mumma and Yaa, the goddess of the land, came together in what was known as the Great Bonding, a rainbow had arced crossed the sky. This happened in a time that predated memory. Together they had overcome the true darkness of chaos, drawing it out, out and away, into the depths of the sea. But what is taken must always be replaced, and so magic flowed back into the land until it was absorbed by its natural vessel, the witches whose coven was called Persea.

As the darkness left, some of their shadows remained—the fraying, blurry edges that mediate with the light. From these silvery diplomats, the Anansi spiders were born.

The Anansi spiders were large and shadow-colored, their masses moving in clusters through the forest, spinning silk that could find truths, knowing how each thing connected to the next and the next and passing them from elder to youth. They had no names, for what need had they of such individualizing things?

Not like the faeries, who valued the opalescent glimmer of each distinct wing. The faeries had arrived not long after the spiders; the air created by the magic in the plants had formed their light, weightless figures with skin that glowed bronze and copper. Mmoatia was the only faerie queen that Yvane and Nubia had ever known. Where the spiders preferred the cool dark corners of the deep forest, the faeries preferred the rolling hills and lush valleys of the west of the island. The air was elderberry sharp; they were creatures formed for catching breezes, for drifting with thin currents. They avoided the forests and groves, could not understand the language of their slipstreams, and told resentful tales of faeries whose wings had been shredded on sharp branches and thorns. They, led by their queen, Mmoatia, built wide, airy halls and chambers above Favour Falls, a waterfall as clear and sparkling as the eyes of Mmoatia herself.

“Are you nervous? About tonight?” Yvane asked her sister. The River Aphra, the watery source of the land’s magic, murmured nearby, laughing at the haste of youth. Tonight the veil was thin and magic coated the air.

“No,” came the typical response, and though Yvane could taste the lie, she chose to ignore it.

“You can be honest with me, Nubia.”

“I am. I am not nervous. I am just … frustrated.”

“Why?”

Nubia wriggled her shoulders. “It’s the … the noble sacrifice of it all. On your sixteenth Sankofa, you cease to be who you were before, become someone new. And you don’t decide. Yaa does.”

“That is not true.” Yvane frowned. “I am still who I was before my Sankofa.”

“But you always knew you would be the Seer. You were born more powerful than most. And even of you, that is not quite true. You are more worried, more burdened.”

“The burden of sight is one I am willing to bear for Persea, for my coven and land.”

Nubia snorted. “Well, I am happy as I am, thank you. I do not wish to change. I do not want a burden. I defy it. Not for Persea, not for Xaymaca would I give up a chance to live as I am.”

Nubia threw the words across the forest, skipping them like stones across the river.

And the river spoke back.

“Who you are will change, defiant child of Persea.”

The River Mumma sat before them. Her seaweed-colored tail rippled idly. Had she been listening all along? An ancient and powerful mermaid, she was feared and revered. It was said that she guarded the river, protecting the source of the land’s magic, and showed herself only to those considered worthy. Her dark green hair was lost in the relative gloom of the forest, so like it in shade and texture. Her skin shone smooth and brown, and her eyes, the blue-gray of a stormy sky, seemed to glow in the darkness.

Nubia glared back. She was, perhaps, the first living thing to dare to do so. “I know I will,” she countered, as though the ancient river mermaid had been sitting with them all evening. “I simply do not see the point in living my life for anyone else. It is my life. I want to live it and live it for me.”

The River Mumma’s eyes sparkled with amusement. She did not have Yvane’s proficiency for prophecy but she did, of course, know things. She was older than they could even comprehend.

Yvane regained her voice, though it trembled in awe, interrupting before her sister could say something else offensive. “You are worried. I felt the same before my sixteenth Sankofa. I feel the same tonight, with all the eyes of this world upon us. But tonight is more than just a party or some rite we are compelled by duty to perform. It is a celebration of who we are. Who you are.”

“I know who I am!” Nubia was indignant. “I am me! Nubia! I don’t need to be affirmed by anyone, not even Yaa.”

The River Mumma chuckled, snapping the witches’ heads toward her. “I like you, witchling. I’m sure Yaa does too. But some things are meant for you, Nubia. There are some wills that you cannot live in defiance of.”

Nubia shivered. How did the mermaid know her name? The river frothed and foamed and the water closed over the River Mumma’s head as though she’d never been there.

Yvane gazed at the place she had vanished for a few moments. The River Mumma was so rarely seen and yet she had chosen to present herself on the night of her sister’s sixteenth Sankofa. What did it mean? Two years after answering her own call, she knew that to see was not always to know. But she had the gift of sight and she could not shy away from it. It was as the River Mumma had said to Nubia: She could not always live in defiance.

And now, from the depths of the forest, she could hear the faint beginnings of music. A wild, pulsing drumbeat, both unearthly and entirely of the earth, as though the land itself had begun to dance. But even as Nubia stiffened, ears pricked toward the sound, Yvane the Seer heard something else.

A familiar whispering. A song that only she could hear.

A prophecy.

Turning from the river, Yvane trod lightly up the bank toward the watery bower where the willow trees dipped their heads in silent prayer.

Yvane pressed her hand to the bark of a willow tree and felt the familiar light-headedness that spread in a tingling throughout her body, until she was so thin and glittering that she could become part of the tree, could dissolve into bark and stem and root. What she saw sent her careering back into her body, her breath catching in her throat.

Fractured pieces of future, some vague, others certain, but the whole of it a puncture through her heart.
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Nubia would think often about Yvane’s face that evening. The press of her cheek against her neck as she had emerged from the willow bower, a fresh prophecy bubbling like blisters on her lips.

The Sankofa had called them deeper into the forest and Nubia remembered the feeling of the tug, the musical cry of the call as she was swept up and lost.

The coven had assembled, hundreds of witches dancing and singing and drinking and eating—all eyes trained on her, the sister of the Seer, waiting for her to take that first step on the path laid out before her—

No!

Her body surged in response to the music and magic around her but even though it was anathema to everything she knew, she stopped dancing. She fought the pulls and tugs, her body longing to twist and arc but she fought it still, jerking until she came to a painful standstill. Something was building in the air around her, a gathering pressure, a storm about to break. Nubia’s bones shook, her teeth grinding as though her jaw might splinter, her feet boring into the cool moist grass beneath her.

And then a release, clear and dazzling, as though the twinkling of the stars had been given a voice. Hello, Defiant One.

The call she had been waiting for, primed for all her life. The voice of Yaa, soft and sweet and immovably demanding an answer. Her body reached toward the presence of her goddess, and she fought it, even as she began to suspect that it was a fight she had lost long ago. All around Nubia, bodies continued to move and blur but all was mute and gray. Because the stars were twinkling at her. Winking and calling and laughing until her No! became the song that beckoned to her from far away.

And the newly named Nubia of Defiance had no choice but to open her heart and answer Yaa’s call.

Fate claimed her as it claims us all. Afterward, when Yvane shared her prophecy and her suspicions about the witch that would burn, Nubia was almost deaf to her speculation. Even when the faeries and spiders gathered to discuss, coven, court and cluster, murmuring of the River Mumma’s dangerous future son, of what it all might mean, the call of her future was loud in her ears, drowning out all other sound. While part of her clung to her old defiance, another part of her, the part of her that was bright and permeable, had already reached into the sky and answered.
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Two suns passed and Nubia could resist no longer. She could not deny what was written in her stars.

Yvane wrung her hands, swollen with worry. “You must not go!”

Nubia grasped them in her own. “You will rub them raw,” she chastised gently. “I will miss you terribly. But the stars, they call me, Yvane. I hear their song in the mortal world and I must answer.”

“Yaa named you Nubia of Defiance! So defy this!”

“I can’t defy this any more than you can see a way to be free of the responsibility of your sight. We are Persean witches. With our many blessings come burdens. You taught me that. And our people do not fear goodbyes.”

“I fear that world, Nubia. It is far away and different. I hear whispers of it from the trees. It is as though everything that exists beyond the material there is … dying. Magic is not wanted there, Xaymacans are not wanted there. I think of my prophecy and worry that you will never be by my side again.”
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Later, as Nubia burned, she played those words over and over in her head. She was unsure, as the first of the flames licked her feet, how she could have avoided this moment. Her cry of pain was a whisper as the smoke scratched at her throat. She was weakened, vulnerable after the hours she had bled and sweated to bring her baby into the world. She thought of the sweet cherubim face she had known only for a day and a half before they had taken him from her arms. Pain was pushing at her consciousness; distantly she was aware that she was screaming, but she was far away from her body now, as gentle hands stroked her brow and a musical voice intoned, Hello, Defiant One.

The rage that burned in Nubia’s chest cooled the fire, now encasing her body, to inconsequentiality. Her fury at the injustice of this dance that she had been led down, of this end, was hot and deadly, a supernova exploding to swallow the world around her. She would not go gratefully or obsequiously. She would not die thanking Yaa for whatever any of it meant—for what did it matter anyway? She would not see it. She would be gone and her son would never know his mother. She was Nubia of Defiance, and she would not be noble.

Where she burned and became ash, the earth was fertilized by her flesh and bones and a tree of blistering, blazing danger shot up in her wake.

The “NO!” Nubia of Defiance sent out into the ether with her dying breath tore through the skies with such force that it rattled the stars themselves.

And slowly, falteringly, one star in particular—one that had watched too closely and twinkled too brightly—began to fall.







Part One

Port









NEW SHETATOWN



Someone, somewhere, far away

is calling out your name.

You are one of ours, they say,

Your eyes are so familiar.

Your blood is burning bright.

You know the language of the trees,

You hear them in the night.

Inexact but with intent,

You know the song we sing,

Hear Her voice, find your place,

Brown girl in the ring

There’s a brown girl in the ring

Tralalala

There’s a brown girl in the ring

Tralalalalala

Brown girl in the ring

Tralalala

She looks like the sugar in the plum

Many things had to begin long before your story started. Without all that went before, you might have been frozen in the prologue of your existence or, perhaps, never past act two.

You always have had a sense of beginnings being significant, but despite that, you have never really liked birthdays, and today is no different. Celebrating the day of your birth is not an entirely comfortable occasion in your house given that it happens to coincide with the day your mother died. You don’t remember her, of course. Not as she was. She haunts your house now, an unacknowledged specter, a flitting shadow of resentment, laughing at your father’s jokes and knocking over your photos. She brought you into the world, the first girl in your dad’s family—“And you thanked her for it by killing her. Some feminist you are!”

That’s the joke your dad, Five, often makes.

According to him, he has a “famously dark sense of humor.”

Five is the cartographer of New Shetatown, Sheta Island’s small, solitary port town. The map-making company is a family business and unsurprisingly successful, given that naval paraphernalia, marine research, and navigation are what the island is best known for. The monopoly over what is technically a successful industry in the island’s capital has given him, in your opinion, a rather inflated sense of self-importance. That and the repeated refrain “dark sense of humor” often feel like an excuse for the hurt he throws at you, casual and small, dropped like pennies for you to pick up.

School-day birthdays are a blessing. They feel like any other day, even though your mother’s ghost gusts more coldly through the house. Going to school means avoiding her bitterness. Though it does not avoid the modest “Happy birthday, Reggie” from your dad, a card handed over while he downs his coffee and reminds you that he’ll be back late.

Although loneliness sometimes gnaws at the edges of your daydreams, you have found freedom in the independence of being a solitary figure, the “weird girl.” You watch your peers playing at social politics in your classes, arguing, kissing, making up, lying. You have witnessed in fascination, have built up an understanding of how people work from the outside.

When you were eleven, you and the most popular girl at school, Chloe Johnson, kissed behind the bike shed in her garden. Her father the pastor walked by, and that had been the beginning of the end. You can still remember the heat of your body, the plunging sickness, the way you had recoiled from yourself in the initial days after your first brush with shame. In abject mortification, Chloe told all the girls you were a “pervert,” even though neither of you knew what that word meant, and a “weirdo who had killed her mother.” You didn’t hang out in her garden after that.

Later that year when all the girls lined up at church in their pretty white confirmation dresses, you had simply refused, much to your zealous father’s embarrassment. You did not want a heavenly father, your earthly one caused you enough tense stomach cramping.

When you were fourteen, you’d shaved your head. All the other girls had started braiding their hair or chemically straightening it with relaxer, but Five wouldn’t pay for you to visit a salon. Nobody had ever shown you how to comb and oil your thick Afro. Before you were a teenager, Five had sent you to a knowing neighbor, but by thirteen you’d felt you were too old to sit against knees and be fussed over and inquired into. You had taken Five’s clippers and given yourself the same style you’d seen him give himself hundreds of times; number two all over. It had not occurred to you to feel apprehensive when Five came home; you were used to the look. Disappointment and resignation and something worse. But this time his face split into an unexpected smile and he had called you “a chip off the old block.”

That was the year you had learned what the word ambivalent meant and had been thrilled by the validation its existence conferred. Five could love you and not love you all at once, and that wasn’t a thing that you’d made up because there was a word for it. This made perfect sense to you because there have always been things about Five that are best described as contradictions. His full name, for example, isn’t Five, it’s Diego Hornigold the Fifth. Your family are men of tradition. Five loves tradition and he hates his nickname, even though people have always called him Five. When you’d asked him why he hated it, he said, “Five is what people call thieves sometimes. Because they get five-finger discounts, see?”

You had shrugged. “But you’re not a thief.”

“I know that!” he had snapped. “I just don’t appreciate the association.”

You sort of understand. Five has lots of friends in the island’s small police force, he wears shoes that shine, and he changes his voice depending on who he’s speaking to. He wears neat suits and keeps his fingernails clean and never lets his stubble progress past a five-o’clock shadow. He runs a “business of unimpeachable reputation.” Decent, respectable, upstanding. That’s Five.

You reflect on that moment now and stifle a laugh, which morphs into a yawn. You have always been a restless sleeper, a vivid dreamer, and often wake gasping, reaching out for something or someone who is not there. Lately, though, the dreams have been even more vivid, a clarity and brightness, images that linger with you long after you wake. Often the sea, sometimes a forest, lush and dense and green, burned into your retina.

You shake off the strange longing sensation that descends and rinse out your bowl and your dad’s mug, which is still warm where he poured, stirred, and downed it.

On the counter next to the open birthday card—five words and some money, Five’s gold standard—is a leaflet, junk mail. A garish splash of orange, blue, and yellow boasting Sheta Island’s new Aqua World: Within the cluster of coves on the eastern shore, where local legend claims the great sea dragon Leviathan once dwelled, a new legend is about to be born—AQUA WORLD! COME RIDE THE TIDE! Scan the QR code now for discounted early bird entry!

There had been much excitement about this at school, but you have your reservations. Into the garbage it goes. Aqua World has a reputation for poor pay, and you’d heard that a local over-sixteens’ club where drag artists performed was being asked to move to make space. You’d mentioned it in conversation with Five. “Sinful squatters,” he’d barked. “You know they don’t even have permission from the local council to be there. They’ve been trying to move that dive for ages but somehow it always falls through.”

You head upstairs to feed the stray cat in your room that refuses to leave. Five hates cats. He claims he’s allergic but you’ve been secretly tucking Bast (named after the goddess) into your bed every night for months and Five has not sneezed once, despite the fur that clings to you, invisible because you dress in black to match her. Five still gives you an allowance to ensure that you never ask to come and work in the cartographer’s office, and so you even saved to get her spayed and vaccinated. You lock your door but keep the window open when you leave for school. She’s never once made a mess.

You tuck her under your chin and gently wave her paws in time to a round of “Happy Birthday.” She butts her head against you, purring.

As you get ready for school, the shimmering veil of the dream falls back over your mind, light as the sun on water. A headache threatens. Come on, Reggie, don’t mope, it’s your birthday. You dress in your own unofficial uniform, wispy layers of thin black mesh, tulle, and today, chiffon. You line your eyes and apply red to your lips. You try and find pleasure in the smooth darkness of your skin, the soft fullness of your nose, and mouth. You want to look pretty for you. After all—you don’t turn sixteen every day.
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Your school is on the outskirts of town. It’s busy today. Heat waves off the pavement, sticks glistening to strangers’ skin as they hustle. You like this part of your small port town. The golden light beating down, turning the sandstone to rich ocher, the smell of sunscreen. Beyond the walls and talk, vast and promising, is the sea. A boundless blue contradiction, constant but ever changing. Your eyes roam the freedom of the horizon while the waves lap at the shores. All the roads are hilly and yellow-bricked, full of steep acclivities and swift descents, and ultimately lead here, to the town center at sea level. You like to get lost in the crowd. The lanes of shops that twist up and away from the center are well stocked with local fare; salt lamps and cowry necklaces, wooden masks, finely carved and painted, creamy Guinness punch fudge. Spoonfuls of a blended culture, from a time before, when pirates, the persecuted, and the enslaved found a shared home on your island, outside of imperial rule.

Then there are the recent developments. The tourist office was first, part of the governor’s modernization project. You remember seeing him on the news, making a speech.

“Sheta Island has a rich and diverse culture and a fascinating history. Pirates and empires, republics and revolutions, a dream destination for any keen historian. Not to mention tropical weather, beautiful beaches, and a quaint community spirit. There is no reason that in a few years’ time, Sheta Island shouldn’t be a popular location for holidaymakers.”

His statement had excited you initially. The promise of a changing wind blowing in new people, diversifying the doldrum. Your dad gets more business than ever and the local museum got a cash injection. But your certainty has begun to wane. The greengrocer’s and the butcher’s have been overtaken by a supermarket chain, the shiny neon sign promising convenience to everyone but the locals, who have found the price of bread and meat rising while their wages remain the same. The governor got reelected after promising affordable housing along the cliffs, and then announced that he’d sold them to a private company for holiday homes.

Miss Gibbers, your history teacher, once said that the island replaced magic with faith but always remained superstitious: “one foot in the church and the other dancing the hempen jig,” which is what pirates used to call execution by hanging. But the authenticity is lagging. The fairy tales of witches and sea dragons are molded into plastic toys and worn as costumes by sulky twenty-somethings handing out flyers for the newest bar.

You can feel the hot haunting of what you had loved about your home slipping away from you with each passing year, and you are slipping with it.






The Birth



The land would become Xaymaca,

but in the beginning

there were no words—

there were no names.

There was Light and Dark

but, without their titles,

these existed together,

an agonizing push and pull.

In this chaos were glimmers

of magic made from separation;

when either became singular they

pulled power from the other,

self-identifying among the everything

that was all that had ever been.

One was never able to truly dominate the other—

they were evenly matched and so

tussled on.

But then,

from fissures in foundations,

an impact.

She had no name,

no real memory of much at all,

just knew that she was ejected

full-formed, rejected,

unknown by the world of her

creation

and then she was here,

pulled through the in-between.

She was made of so much of

her surroundings that

for a long, long time

she was unable to discern between

the mottled weeds that drifted by

and the dark green of her billowing hair,

could not see how the swift steel of the

ripples around her

differed from the thrashing

quicksilver of her tail.

When she broke the surface

she realized

to her surprise

that she could feel the dazzling rainbow of

world,

a thousand different views,

a thousand different blues,

and so much sensation,

each shade part of her.

Day turned to night turned to day again,

gold razed by pink, blinded by orange,

fading to an indigo inky hue.

A thousand different views,

a thousand different blues

until—land.

She had never known land before

but knew it immediately for

what it was;

anathema to herself and

yet something

she could not be wholly separate from,

for what is water without land

against which to define itself?

As she approached it

she bent back

waves smacked

crested against a crack

a split she hit

against the rocks and

fit

into the island’s gaping

mouth, it would eat her whole,

surely devour her alive,

surely she could not survive,

but then—peace.

A world of wood and water.

Since she had first found herself

in this heaving world of

light and sound and feeling,

the pressure abated

as though the currents waited

breath baited

for her to realize that she was home.







The Sea Dragon



The world is dark and cool

but not hostile,

the gentle cool of a pillow

turned on a hot night,

the cool of a shadow in the

glare of the sun,

cool is comforting,

cool is kind,

cool is a caress, is an embrace,

is a half-forgotten whispering voice.

“Where your old cradle lies,

your first home burbles by.

The first sight held in your bright eyes,

the first ears rent with your new cry,

now only hears the drummer …”

The voice ebbs and flows like the tide,

he is up and down,

he is lost and found,

he is home but far, far away—

“LEVI! I swear on the locker itself if you don’t wake up in the next five minutes, I will cleave ye to the brisket and roast you on the poop.”

Levi’s eyes stung as they adjusted to the bright marigold light streaming through the portholes of The Sea Dragon. He tasted the salty tang in the air and felt something pressing gently on his abdomen. He rubbed his face, calloused palms anchoring him to reality far more surely than the training saber currently resting on his midriff. He closed his eyes briefly, straining his ears for the voice that lapped against his memory. But whatever, whoever it was, was gone. He focused instead on the person immediately in front of him.

“For God’s sake, Levi, stop staring at me like some gormless paper-skull and get up!”

Vega, Levi’s adopted sister, looked quite serious about the cleaving and roasting. Standing in her loose white shirt and fitted leather trousers, she was dressed for practice—her thickly curling cadmium hair was tied back with a bandana he recognized as belonging to their father.

“Paper-skull? That’s new. I didn’t think Tally could teach you any more insults.” He grinned at her sleepily, stretched his long limbs into the streaming sunlight.

Vega glared at him. “I’ve been waiting ages!”

“Come on, Vega.” Levi yawned. “What’s the point, really? You’re extraordinarily fast and stronger than anyone aboard the ship, including me and Pa.”

He was not exaggerating. It was a simple fact—his sister was extraordinary. She had, after all, been found in an extraordinary way by their father and crew. A toddler bobbing in the middle of the sea, in a cradle of rock and sky matter. She had twinkled like a beacon in the dark and Ezi, pirate prince and captain of The Sea Dragon, had been rendered helpless. He knew what she was, spoke her name, though how he had known it he could never say, and had immediately placed her in the cot with his son, Levi, who had been but a few moons old. It was uncommon, in this time, for stars to fall from the sky and walk the earth, but not entirely unheard-of. In this golden age of gods and monsters, stranger things had happened. The crew of The Sea Dragon had nicknamed the star-child “driftling” and so she was, Levi’s extraordinary sister.

He squinted up at her now, bright face gold and glowing, competing with the sun, and felt not a little resentful at always being so outshone. “What more can you possibly have to learn? Anyway, no one has sprung upon the crew of The Sea Dragon in years. They’d not be stupid enough to try it now.”

“You’re a paper-skull indeed, hatchling!” Vega was not known for her patience. “We must always be prepared! Tally says the winds are changing so we’d better batten down the hatches. Now move it!” Talani, or Tally, was the helmsman. Ever since the first pie-bird had arrived, its black-and-white plumage stark against the clear blue of the sky, Levi had indeed heard her say this at least twice a day.

Only the Nubian Brethren, the five pirate captains who had led the founding of the Republic, used pie-birds as messengers. Their father was one such captain. Most landlubbers thought of pie-birds as omens of sorrow but pirates had other superstitions and knew them to be incredibly reliable. Captain Ezi, their pa, had set sail for the open seas not long after the Republic had been established.

“When can we visit the Republic, Pa?” they had asked repeatedly over the years. Ezi’s reply was always the same.

“The Republic is no place for children.”

It had seemed to Levi and Vega that they would never see the famous Pirate Republic of Sheta Island, a land of freedom and adventure that existed outside of the tightening grip of the Empire. But lately, with the sudden influx of missives, Levi and Vega had reason to hope that this might change.

Levi sighed and eased himself out of bed. He strolled over to the washbasin, suppressing his laughter as Vega’s eyes narrowed at his leisurely pace, foot tapping. “It’s hours past first light! There isn’t even any breakfast left. Come on!”

“Sink me, Vega, don’t tell me there’s naught to eat?”

She stopped her tapping, torn between the reprimand and the rush before saying, “No, obviously I saved you some”—Levi grinned—“but I’ll not tell you where I’m keeping it until after you’ve worked up an appetite.”

He dipped into a graceful bow. “Sister”—he flourished his hand—“accept my most humble apologies for my tardiness.” He grinned at her and then lunged to the right, reaching for his training saber. Vega’s expression did not change as she parried his attempted hit, sending his saber clattering to the floor. He chuckled, stretching again, the picture of nonchalance, and her face softened somewhat. “Sink me, you look like Pa when you stretch like that.”

Levi had inherited much of his father’s appearance, the long limbs, the wide grin, the thick, heavy dark hair that Ezi himself had twisted into locs when Levi was just a boy. The only differences were his eyes, the blue-gray of a stormy sea, his slightly darker complexion and his lack of ichi—facial scars of his father’s royal family. He had been told that even their expressions were similar, though Ezi’s had long since lined with brooding.

Levi’s mind wandered past his father’s face, past Vega’s impatience, returning, as it so often did, to his plan to sneak off for a swim later. Maybe he could persuade Tally to let him out of their lessons early. He yearned for the salt and clarity, the endless stretch of possibility—the sea connected every land, every shore holding potential for exploration and adventure. Levi wanted to see them all. Perhaps this was why his dreams, always vivid, were all the more so after a swim. Though lately they had developed a darkness, a persistent tug, a pulsing kind of urgency that he couldn’t ignore but couldn’t articulate when he woke.

“Levi, are you even listening?” Vega’s sharp tone pulled him out of his reverie.

“Sorry.”

“I said, I finally twisted Tally’s arm and got her to tell me some part of the pie-bird’s message.”

Levi paused. “Well?”

“It’s to do with people leaving the Republic. Pirates—other crews.”

Levi looked at her blankly. If falling stars were rare, their father receiving messages by pie-bird was rarer still. He and Vega had spent weeks speculating on what mysteries it contained. But this was disappointingly mundane. “Why would Pa care if pirates leave the Republic? Pa always said as long as a crew didn’t sell the rest of their comrades out to the Empire, and swore to return and defend the island if needed, they could come and go as they liked.”

“Exactly.” Vega’s tone was heavy with unknown meaning. “Why would the crew care? I asked Tally more but all she said was that it seemed that a voyage to another island was being organized and it boded ill.”

“Did Tally say anything else?” Levi rubbed his face. It was unlike him to care much for scuttle but this felt different.

Vega shook her head. “Not really. I asked her why it ‘boded ill’ and she said that just because all the pirates on the Republic are technically our allies, it doesn’t mean that they’re all our friends.”

Levi nodded thoughtfully. “So maybe whoever is leading this … voyage … is no friend of The Sea Dragon.”

“Maybe. Whatever it is, Pa’s got more pie-birds in the last two moons than he has in our whole lives. It rings like a cry for help to me.” She raised an eyebrow, her chin set at a cocky angle. “It would make sense. There’s no crew alive that matches the strength of The Sea Dragon.”

Levi snorted. “And I suppose you hope to fight this mysterious threat, too, do you, driftling, when the time comes?”

Vega grinned, the gold in her brown eyes flashing, exhilarated. “Of course. We shall both fight. Pa knows it’s inevitable, that’s why he’s always insisting we train.”

Levi rolled his eyes. “Vega, Pa will never let us fight. He won’t even let us haul booty when we come about on a navy’s lone caravel.”

“He will.” She straightened again, swinging her hips from side to side, arcing and stretching. “We’re already the best fighters aboard the ship and we’ve never even seen combat. At some point Pa will have to use us.” Levi wondered if she was genuinely concerned about the Republic or simply keen to show off. “Besides,” she continued, “I’m basically indestructible and you’re … well, you’re not exactly normal either, hatchling.” Levi blinked, bemused. He had no real concept of normal. Perhaps if he had lived on land he would have known he was different from other boys his age, but he did not know any other boys his age. Even the youngest swabbies and deckhands were at least a decade older than him. Vega moved for the door. “Now hurry, it’s nearly nine and Pa will give no quarter if we’re not on deck.”

Her footsteps retreated down the corridor and up the stairs. Levi swiftly tied up his locs with a bandana. On top he added a tricorne stolen from the quartermaster, Able. It was a lifelong game of his and Vega’s, stealing small items from members of the crew. Items were always immediately returned when they were noticed missing—but a currency had developed between them, scoring each small trinket according to a complicated system of judging, based on everything from cost to color, the story of how the original owner came to possess it, and, of course, how daring and dastardly the thief had to be to sneak it away.

Vega was right: their father would wear his guts for garters if he was late again. Levi glanced around the cabin he shared with Able before he left. The Sea Dragon had been modified for equity. Able and Talani often spoke about his father who, after formally renouncing his title as a prince, had his own grand captain’s quarters turned into multiple cabins so that the junior members of his crew did not have to sleep on deck.

Most of the crew slept five or six to a cabin, stacked on top of each other in precarious bunks, nailed and railed to prevent drunken pirates flying out as the ship moved, or hung higgledy-piggledy in hammocks, which rocked with the vessel’s motion. Levi, son of the captain, only had one cabinmate. It was the only special treatment Ezi afforded his children. The furniture was all old but ornate carved wooden tables, the relics from Ezi’s past life as part of a royal family Levi had never known. Levi paused, glancing out of the window at the bright sun, wondering if it was too warm for his favorite skirt, a dark cobalt-violet overlay, lustrous in velvet.

He thought of Vega, in her sleeveless loose white shirt, and opted for just the muslin layered petticoat. It was his father’s rule that they train in what they were most likely to be wearing if ever sprung upon. Levi spent most of his time in an underskirt, with a thick, richly colored and decorated overlay in cooler weather, sometimes worn retroussé dans les poches for extra volume and flair. His father approved of flair. Levi remembered the moment he became aware that not everyone felt the same.

They had docked just off the coast of a wealthy port town. He could not remember if it was his first time disembarking from The Sea Dragon, but if he had before, he could not recall. He was seven or eight years old. It was strange to feel the ground beneath them remaining still and rooted while they walked, the noise of life on land, the bodies that jostled in their inconceivable numbers.

“Right, Levi, Vega.” They had looked up at the seriousness of their father’s tone. “Stay close, keep your chins up and when people stare, you just give them a long hard look until they turn away, savvy? And, Levi, none—”

“—of my daydreaming,” Levi interrupted, voice half-singing along to a very familiar melody. “I know, I know.”

It didn’t occur to Levi to think that the staring that Ezi had warned about was for any reason other than the jewels that hung about the necks of the crew, the glinting sabers at their sides.

“That’s Ezi, prince of pirates!”

“Captain of The Sea Dragon!”

“My, isn’t he handsome!”

“My, isn’t he fierce-looking!”

“They say he’s visited magic islands!”

Ezi had raised an eyebrow at Levi and Vega, stifling a chuckle as they turned from him to their onlookers and back again. Smart ladies and gentlemen lounging outside eateries selling sugared confectionery, clucking like appreciative geese as Ezi walked by, dressed in all his finery, royalty and stolen riches combined.

Their pa had always told them he was famous, the crew had bragged of their adventures, but to Levi and Vega they were a motley bunch of callous-handed nannies and their world was so small that they couldn’t really comprehend what fame meant.

“They say he’s been blessed by sea gods!”

“They say all royals of his kingdom bear scars shaped like the sun!”

“I heard that’s because the royals in his kingdom are descended from gods!”

“Descended from gods, Pa!” Levi and Vega had crowed with laughter.

Ezi had merely shrugged, saying, “A stopped clock is right twice a day,” his voice low and mysterious, and they had laughed harder.

“Who are those children straggling along behind him?”

“They say he has love children on every continent!”

“Look at them, though! Those aren’t ordinary ship urchins!”

“Well, they can’t be his, look at their rags!”

At this last comment Ezi had frozen, and his amused expression slipped. He had rounded on the clucking, quacking geese. For a moment Levi thought he would gut them right there. But Ezi merely fixed his gaze and allowed the onlookers to see how depthless those black eyes could become.

Then he took his children’s hands and led them into a boutique.

“I need a trunkful, fit for a prince.” Ezi had dropped a jangling bag on the counter and the tailor had sprung into action. It was only when Levi, admiring the black-and-gold damask sheet of hanging fabric, felt a needle jab his side, that he had realized he was the prince to which Ezi referred.

“Which print, hatchling?” Ezi had asked and Levi had picked out the brightest and most flamboyant; intricate silver stitching, lace-cuffed coats, and the damask, of course.

“Pa, didn’t you have a coat like this when you fought the dread Pirate Redbeard and freed all those stolen children?”

“I did indeed.”

Vega had sighed longingly at his neat breeches and waistcoat. “Pa, Pa, can I have some too?”

The tailor had looked askance. “Now, little miss, I think these are more appropriate for your brother. I’m sure your papa will take you to the dressmaker down the road after.”

Vega had looked scandalized. “I’m not a little miss! I’m a pirate! And Levi and I always wear the same thing!”

“Well, I think—”

Ezi had cut him off with a brusque, “I’m not paying you to think, man. Nor am I paying you to parent my children. You do your job and I’ll do mine, savvy?”

The tailor had fallen silent immediately.

Vega smiled, vindicated, but Levi felt his face heat. Was there something wrong? Why shouldn’t he and Vega wear the same thing? They always had—he didn’t understand.

The store from which he and Ezi had purchased their wares had been a serious place, it made shopping a serious business. Everything was dimly lit and darkly wooded, but not like The Sea Dragon which, despite being worn and shabby in places, had flair. Perhaps you would call it camp, but Levi did not know that word in that context. The store that he and his father had shopped in was the very opposite of camp and even though Levi could not specifically identify this, he knew the lack of it made him feel more at sea than he had ever been.

Vega’s shop was not so afflicted. Such wonders! The colors, the textures, the shapes, the patterns. The dresses! There was delicate filigree jewelry in glass cases and glass mirrors lining every wall.

Levi was entranced.

Vega was not.

“Must I wear these, Pa?” Her mouth was a thin straight line. Even at ten, or eleven, or however old Vega was, no one had ever been sure, that rebellious look held power. Even Ezi did not often go toe to toe with Vega when she had that expression on her face but this time there was no arguing with him.

“Yes, driftling. I don’t want people saying that Ezi, the captain of The Sea Dragon, the pirate prince, can’t clothe his own.”

“But why can’t I wear what Levi wears?”

Levi said nothing but turned his eyes to Ezi hopefully. Maybe if Vega could wear the clothes he had just been bought, he would be able to buy something here instead. The skirts and dresses, colorful and majestic as polly-birds, hung temptingly on racks to his right. Levi’s stomach twisted. His body ached to fill them.

“Well, because those are boys’ clothes.” Two pairs of eyes had widened on Ezi’s face. Brown flecked with golden sunshine. A storm flecked with silver stars. The lady who owned the store, a pink-and-white-crinolined walking powder puff, was listening in with interest. Ezi looked uncomfortable.

“But I always wear what Levi wears.” Vega was confused. How could they be “boys’ clothes” when she happily wore them? Levi was similarly bemused.

“Well, maybe you shouldn’t. Maybe you should wear what other little ladies wear.”

“But I’m not a little lady. I’m a pirate.”

Ezi couldn’t argue with that. He took a breath.

“That’s true. When you’re on The Drag, you’re a pirate, and when you’re a pirate, you can be whoever you want, go wherever you want. It is our home and you can be free there. But when we’re on land”—he cut a glance at the powder-puff lady who quickly busied herself with one of the many glass cases—“we have to perform a version of ourselves so that the world sees us a certain way and doesn’t bother us. I wear all of this,” he gestured at his plum velvet coat, full pantaloons, and shining black boots, “so people say, ‘Look out! There goes Captain Ezi, prince of the pirates!’ I’d rather be in a shirt and leathers too. But they don’t always protect me. Sometimes this costume is better than any armor, savvy?”

Levi and Vega looked at each other. Then Vega said, “So these dresses are like my armor, and when I wear them, I won’t be bothered?”

Ezi paused, then said, “Not exactly. It’s different for girls. You will have to be especially guarded. But you’ll look the part of the pirate prince’s daughter, not some portside blowsabella, and that’s powerful.”

Vega thought some more. Then said, “OK, Pa. I’ll wear the dresses on land. And on the ship I can wear my shirt and leathers.” Ezi opened his mouth to agree, but Vega hadn’t finished. “And one day,” she pressed on, “when I’m big and strong and dangerous like you, I’ll wear what I want to wear. I won’t need to look like your daughter, because people will fear me for what I can do, no matter who my pa is. I’ll be Vega, the world’s best navigator, Vega of the Seas and Skies, and anyone that bothers me, I’ll slice nose to navel!”

Ezi erupted in a roar of warm laughter. “Fair enough, driftling.”

Once they were back on The Drag, and she and Levi had unpacked their many bags and parcels, Vega was disdainful as she spread her bounty on the bunks.

“Look at all these ruffles. It’s so heavy I can barely move. I’m glad Pa said I was too young for a corset.”

Now alone, with no one but Vega—who he trusted above all others—Levi felt free to loose his admiration. “But they’re beautiful, Vega.” He ran his hands over one, a flowing oxblood dress with a separate petticoat.

“Sure enough, the shoes would make scaling the lookout post tricksy, but imagine how fine you’d look raiding enemy stores in this!”

“What about you, though?” Vega had countered enviously, shrugging out of the layers and saffron-colored slip she’d been heaved into by the powder-puff lady. “Your new leathers are fine indeed!” She held the leathers to her face and inhaled deeply.

“Sink me!” She had sighed and pulled them on, admiring herself in the ancient spotted mirror. “I’m never taking these off, even if it means I never leave The Drag ever, ever again!”

Levi yearned for her relief. He itched on the inside and scratched at the internal nettling thing, until he had picked away at what had covered it and said aloud to Vega, “You know. You wear leathers onboard, and so does Tally and all the other women in the crew. But men never wear skirts and dresses. I wonder why?”

“Well, skirts and dresses are a bother. Imagine swabbing the deck or mending the sails wearing this.” She raised and limply dropped the petticoat on the bed. “And besides, Pa wears his cloth wrapper sometimes, so he’s not always in pants.”

But Levi shook his head. “I like Pa’s wrapper more than leathers, but this”—he stroked the layers lovingly—“this is so … extra. Pa would never wear a skirt, none of the men would. How come you get both and we get half?”

Levi would always remember the beat that followed. Remember the way Vega had paused, pursed lips, reminding him of their father, masticating words.

Then she said, “You’re right. It’s stupid and unfair.” She had held out the skirt to Levi—“Swapsies, savvy?”—and had slipped into the lush black-and-gold damask velvet coat, strutting the cabin with pride.

Levi imitated her, ignoring the stays and stomacher, tucking his ruffled shirt into the oxblood skirt and arranging the layered petticoat underneath. Vega assisted and after adding a tricorne and a jerkin, and crowing with delight at her own artistic genius, she declared him to be quite perfect. Levi improvised with a matching set of brooches found in one of the many chests of neglected booty, pinning up some of the skirt to create a pleasing ruffled look, for he agreed with Vega that tripping during a duel would be highly embarrassing and, “Besides, there’s so much petticoat that it’s a waste for no one to see it.”

They had emerged on deck with their chests puffed with pride, not noticing the descending hush, the surprise and confusion.

But Ezi had said, “Well, whelps. Swapsies, is it?” with perfect calm, and in that moment had indicated that for the crew to laugh would have invited a trip to the locker. And so, nobody had.

The wind arced as though craning to listen, caught the sails and The Sea Dragon sped up.

Father and son met each other’s gaze. Levi swallowed, his stomach suddenly tight. Then, “Very well, hatchling. Same rules. Your frock is fine for The Drag. But you will practice dueling in the biggest petticoat I can buy so that one day this can be your armor, so that one day you too will be able to slice any cur from nose to navel without my assistance, or my name”—here he’d paused and flashed his teeth, a grin of pride and defiance—“and without spoiling the muslin. This is our home. You can be free.”







The Bonding



You would call her a mermaid,

but she did not know that word yet.

All she knew was

Light and Dark and Light again

as above the island, chaos reigned.

Time here meant little; she did not know

how long she watched,

the Light and Dark had no respect

for

Night and Day

and so on they warred,

until—a change.

From within the flashes of Light,

something like a hand

moving toward her,

not to snatch but in supplication,

reaching, beseeching,

please.

She did not know why she did the thing

she did next,

the thing that would change everything

forever—

but she reached back.

Sent a hand of her own,

pulled a current up from the sea

and extended it like a life belt

and where the two fused,

where cobalt mixed with

gold,

the world split into a rainbow.

Hand gripped hand in a firm embrace.

She could feel the Light passing something

to her,

something raw and hot and hungry

that she could not hold for too long

lest it feed on her,

and so she passed it on and out,

out along her currents, out to the

teeming eternal wine-dark waves,

where it would surely get lost in the

thousand views of a thousand hues,

where it hissed, was stubbed out,

where the white froth foamed and spat at it

in contempt

and it was reduced to nothing.

This may have lasted seconds,

it may have lasted millennia.

Slowly the mass of Dark

shrank, siphoned out to sea

and the thing that was Light grew,

formed into a shape that she

recognized,

as something not unlike herself.

This new something or someone

smiled at her,

she was so big and bright and beautiful

that it hurt to look at

her.

Greetings, Great Mermaid. What do they call you?

She did not know how to answer.

So she did not.

Simply stared.

The one made of Light smiled.

An ancient enemy has been here defeated,

banished and restrained far away—

it could not have been done without your aid.

Yaa thanks you.

The mermaid smiled.

Yaa inclined her head.

I would call you friend and grant you blessings in gratitude.

The mermaid inclined her head,

Yaa spoke:

Something has been created where you stand,

something has been imprinted,

spearing through existence

and staking your place there

eternally.

If there you remain, you will do so

safely,

with great power.

You may be older than everything but

you are young here.

From our Great Bonding

comes a Source;

the time of magic is nigh,

the time of life and mortality and more,

the time of creation, of channeling

what we have back to

the land—

turn your breast to the mouth of this

Great River

and you will find home.

Pause,

the world stilled, frozen

between possibilities.

The mermaid nodded.

Her dark skin,

the closest brown could be to

onyx while still reflecting the

light, prickled with

the change.

Yaa repeated:

Friend, what do they call you?

The mermaid spoke,

her voice cracked with

never-use,

“They don’t.”

May I name you?

“Yes.”

Yaa opened her mouth and all

the light of all the worlds

spilled forth like ore,

a thousand different hues

a thousand different views:

“Ata,” said the goddess and the mermaid as one,

and her name arced over the rainbow and the sun.






A Piece of the Pie



Their Republic had not formed out of a press-gang or any kind of conscription. A witch called Nubia from a faraway land was put to death for her magic. When lit at the stake she was said to burn so brightly that all those who stood in solidarity with her were able, that night, to fight back against the naval officers and constables in charge of what was then simply known as Sheta Island.

The Republic of Sheta Island was formed, a land of pirates set apart from the rest. Vicious and deadly, yes, but with a kind of honor and an abhorrence for the new wave of society that was sweeping the world, calling magic heretical and piracy barbaric while turning people into cargo and raping their homelands of all resources.

Before Levi and Vega, before fatherhood, Ezi and The Sea Dragon were famed for the lengths they went to, upholding this code of honor; they freed the enslaved and offered them a place aboard The Drag, they never harmed women or children, they never killed if surrender was offered. Despite this, they were merciless in their conquests; some of the fiercest buccaneers of the day fell to Ezi’s swift saber and cutlass and organized, loyal crew. Pirates of the senselessly pillaging kind were robbed, slavers were slaughtered and made a bloody and brutal example of. In his youth, Ezi was lit by a righteous fire, creative in his cruelty, and once decorated a mile of coastline with the spiked heads of men of the Empire. He made sure all of their hats were visible, and had laughed a laugh heard across the horizon, as his colors waved among them.

Levi blinked up at these colors now, the white dragon against the black background, straining his eyes once more under the sharp attention of the sun. Members of the crew wove past him, sluggishly repeating, “Mornin’, lad.” The usual to-ing and fro-ing rocked him like the ship, the familiar cries of “All hands!” settling his soul like a cradle song. His crew, his family—washing clothes, scrubbing the deck, smoking.

Talani and Able were bickering, as usual, standing at the helm as Vega watched, impatiently waiting to begin training. Tally, sepia-skinned, with a shaved head and limned with muscle, spoke quietly because she never needed to shout.

Able, ruddy-faced, beer-bellied, and peg-legged, by stark contrast, shouted loudly and was never heard. “What kind of landlubber would take to the high seas without a map? The key to being a good navigator is preparation and—”

“Maps aren’t always accurate. Printers plagiarize and seek profit and many have no nautical nous at all.” Talani’s tone was weary, as though she’d been battling Able in this way for decades which, Levi supposed, she had. “Besides, maps are scraps of paper, they are easily destroyed. The stars are the only reliable guide at sea.”

“Aye,” Levi said as he approached. “Didn’t a gully-bird steal a map from your hand once, Tally? When you were navigating the eastern gulf after plundering that naval man o’ war?”

Talani laughed. “Levi, I swear, you have a memory for stories and dreams and nothing else.”

Levi grinned.

“I wouldn’t need a map,” Vega interjected. “See, this is why you really ought to let me navigate, Abe. As long as I know the destination, I just listen for star-song and—”

“Now, now, young Miss Vega, Tally and I have been steering this ship right since you were naught but a twinkle in the sky. I think we’re managing just fine.”

Vega harrumphed, “I’m older than half this crew were when they joined and, besides”—she looked slyly at Abe’s graying hair—“you’re getting on, Abe. If you let me navigate, you’d have plenty of time to take a caulk or do something else about as useful as you.” She was gratified to see Able swell with indignation. Vega loved ruffling his feathers. Before he could respond, however, a warm growl rumbled, “Now, driftling, none of your disrespect,” and Levi turned to see his father, swinging himself down from the lookout post with the agility of a man half his age.

“Captain!” The cry was echoed around the deck, but Ezi waved an enormous hand and the ebb and flow of work continued.

“I don’t know what’s worse,” Vega scowled. “‘Young Miss Vega’ or ‘driftling.’”

“‘Driftling’ is better than ‘hatchling,’” Levi said as Ezi strolled across the deck to them. At almost six-and-ten years old, Levi stood as tall as his father, but he was still lean, still had something of youthful roundness about his face. Ezi’s was weathered but the rakish handsomeness of his youth had hardened into something undeniably appealing. He looked as though he had been carved from the ship itself, scars adorning his face like fine craftsmanship.

“Oh, aye, and thanks for joining us, Your Highness, good of you to arise at last!” Vega narrowed her eyes at her brother and began to strap her wrists in strips of leather.

“Apologies.” Levi was serious now he was in front of his father. He hated disappointing him. “Sleep did not wish to loosen her grip on me.”

Ezi’s heavy brow furrowed and he reached for Levi’s face, cupping his jaw and scanning the features that merged his own with another’s. “What’s the problem? Hmm?”

“No problem, Pa,” Levi said quickly. “Strange dreams is all.”

Ezi held his gaze a moment longer, even as Able tutted about how soft the captain was on his children.

No one ever discussed how Levi had come to be aboard the ship. It seemed to Levi that he had been formed like the stories they told as the sun died and rum flowed freely around lanterns, his birth not a mystery exactly, but something between legend and reality. He was the son of the captain, his mother had died when he was a baby, that was that. A little time later, they had found Vega the star—she had lit up his nursery and had been dazzling them ever since.

In the time after, Ezi was more cautious. He plundered only when necessary for the financial security of the crew and kept the children locked in his cabin with two of his fiercest buccaneers for protection. Able had scoffed and called him a “grandsire sailor” but did not disobey orders. On occasion they would be come upon by another ship, bright navy colors waving the far-reaching arm of a distant monarch, or fellow pirates with the blackjack hoisted high. These ships had heard of the pirate prince’s strange new seafaring and sought to take advantage. Perhaps they regretted this, but dead men tell no tales, and Ezi was not one for last words.

Ezi released Levi now and reached for the bandana tying Vega’s hair back. “Did you think I didn’t notice this was missing from my trunk?”

Vega opened her mouth to explain but Ezi merely said, “You can keep it, driftling. It suits you.” Vega smiled, her brown eyes flashing briefly gold, and picked up her practice saber. The old wood of the deck creaked underfoot, groaned as it rocked through the briny blue, The Sea Dragon sang its tired sea shanty. The sails caught the wind, billowing outward like the wings of a great white stormbird.

“Right, whelps.” Armed and stretching, Ezi began a variation of his usual pre-sparring-practice speech, as though they might forget from one day to the next. “The world is changing. Daydreaming is nary an option”—here he fixed Levi with a beetle-black eye—“aye, hatchling?”

Levi, who had been staring out to where the waves tossed like white-headed horses, responded, “Aye, sir!”

Vega rolled her eyes. “Pa, can we please get started? The day’s half-gone and Tally needs help with the binnacle, it’s drifting again.”

Ezi leaned back, his broad shoulders resting against the portside ballast. “Tally can wait, Vega, this is important. Things are happening out in the world. Our way of life will not last forever.”

Levi was listening now. Vega threw a glance in his direction and took a deep breath, before saying, “Pa—Tally told me a bit about what the pie-birds’ letters said.”

“Oh, aye? What did she tell you?”

Vega swallowed. “That some buccaneers from the Republic are embarking on a voyage and that it … bodes ill.”

The crew continued their chores though a quiet fell. Ezi looked toward Talani at the helm. Her back was to them but she was clearly listening. Ezi lit a cigar. “Aye, well, that’s true enough.” He puffed, chewing his words, deciding what to divulge. “Leaving Sheta Island is nary a cause for concern normally … but the last of what magic we once had is dying. The Empire is closing in on the Republic and buccaneers leaving presents greater risk. As far away as we are, we cannot hope to remain unaffected. As numbers dwindle, we must replenish them.”

“So we will get to fight!”

Ezi sighed heavily. “Aye, ’tis likely, Vega.” He paused, eyes meeting Levi’s. “Would that I could spare you from it.”

His words skittered along Levi’s spine.

“Pa …” Levi would not miss the opportunity to ask questions, not when Ezi answered them so rarely. “If this … voyage means that the Empire might weaken the Republic, why are the crews allowed to go?”

“The Republic is a free land, Levi. People may come and go as they please.”

“But why would they want to go?” Vega exclaimed. “And leave their home vulnerable?”

“That”—Ezi pointed at her with his cigar—“is an excellent question, driftling.”

Levi threw caution to the wind. “Why don’t we go, then? To the Republic? Shouldn’t we help?”

Levi thought he saw a flicker of something in Ezi’s eyes, thought the deck quietened imperceptibly once more, but Ezi simply shrugged and repeated his old refrain: “Perhaps we will, eventually. But the Republic is no place for children. And I’ve not been back in eight-and-ten years, Levi—there are no guarantees that I will be welcomed by everyone. I’d rather keep you both free and clear of all of that until absolutely necessary. Now. No more delays. En garde.”


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE

MAP

THAT

LED
YOU

ELLA MCLEOD





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/html/nav.xhtml


Contents





		Cover Page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Dedication


		Contents


		The Prophecy


		Prologue: To Live


		Part One Port

		NEW SHETATOWN

		The Birth


		The Sea Dragon


		The Bonding


		A Piece of the Pie


		Wishing on a Star


		X Marks the Spot







		THE WEIRD SISTER

		Pirates Punished


		Strange Dreams


		The Mermaid and the Pirate Prince


		Tally’s Tale


		The First Storm


		The Third Storm


		The Prophecy, Revisited







		ALL HALLOWS’ EVE

		The Second Storm












		Part Two Starboard

		The Republic of Sheta Island


		FACT AND FICTION

		The Pull


		New Tides


		The Queen Áine


		Watercourses


		The Seams of Things







		THE JACARANDA TREES

		A Whisper on the Wind


		Of Sea, Of Stars


		Star Quality


		Do Not Catch Her Do Not Try


		La Liberté


		The Nubian Brethren







		NEW YEAR’S EVE

		Leviathan, Awake


		the Third Storm, Revisited












		Part Three Prow

		THE DRAG QUEEN

		Disembark


		Diego the First


		The River Mumma







		FRIENDS WITH THE TREES

		The Leeching


		Caught


		Blood and Water


		The Unmaking







		SOME CATTINESS

		The Language of Dreams


		A Faerie Tale


		Fly the Rainbow












		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments







Landmarks



		Contents


		Start Reading







List of Pages



		i


		ii


		iii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		48


		49


		50


		51


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		221


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		276


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		364


		365


		366


		367


		369










OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
W)U

ELLA MCLEOD

: *’m!






OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
*E YELLOW JACKET . glaad M

an imprint of Little Bee Books





