Chapter One — Stormwake
The sky split open with thunder. Lightning lanced down in jagged white veins, throwing the black sails of the pirate vessel into stark silhouette. Cassian braced against the tilt of his warship’s deck, soaked to the bone, salt and storm pressing against him like a second skin. Around him, sailors barked orders, cannon fire cracked the night, and the sea boiled with more than just the wind. There were creatures in it. He saw one breach—a serpentine form, massive and glistening, its roar louder than the storm itself. The beast coiled mid-air before crashing back into the ocean with a splash that rocked both vessels. A sea dragon. The biggest he’d ever seen. Its eyes had shimmered silver-blue in the dark. Cassian gritted his teeth, fist curling around the slick railing. “Damn her,” he muttered.
Neressa Vane. Pirate queen. Serpent-charmer. Terror of the Eastern Reach. And the woman he’d spent the last year chasing across half the ocean. Her ship—the Serpent’s Wake—sliced through the churning sea like a blade, impossibly fast. Black sails rippled with supernatural wind, and glowing runes along her hull pulsed like a heartbeat. Magic. Illegal, ancient magic. The kind the Empire had buried long ago .She had the wind. She had the sea dragons. She had him exactly where she wanted him.
The navy ship’s hull cracked under the strike of her beloved beast—a sapphire-scaled wyrm with eyes like lantern light. Another coiled beneath the Serpent’s Wake, lifting her through the waves as smooth as breath. The sky was split with fire, the enemy fleet in disarray, and Captain Cassian Thorne—royal, righteous, irritatingly handsome bastard—was about to taste salt and shame.
Neressa grinned, one hand on the helm, the other dripping with seawater laced with rune-ink. Her magic bled from her fingers into the ocean, threads of command stretching through the current. She felt her beast like phantom limbs—slick scales, twitching fins, rows of teeth ready to shred through the Empire’s pretty little navy.
“More to starboard,” she murmured. “Tear out their rudder, love.”
“She’s summoning the sea beasts!” Lieutenant Arden shouted over the wind, ducking as a stray harpoon whistled overhead.
“I see that,” Cassian snapped. He turned toward the helmsman. “Hold the starboard line! Keep her broadside—she’s using them to shield her port!” As if in answer, another dragon—sleek and eel-like with translucent fins—burst from the waves, wrapping itself around one of Cassian’s warships in the fleet. Men screamed. Wood splintered. The ship began to list sideways, dragged beneath the waves. Cassian’s stomach twisted. He couldn’t save them. Not now. Not with her so close.
She caught a glimpse of him through the smoke—Cassian, braced like a statue against the storm. So noble. So stiff. She could almost see him grinding his teeth. Saints, the man was carved from oak and self-loathing.
“Load the silver-shot!” he ordered. “Aim for her rudder—cripple the damn thing!” The crew jumped into action, shoving the enchanted rounds into the cannons. Silver-shot, blessed by the royal priests, designed to pierce through magical hull wards. He’d brought them for this exact purpose. He just hadn’t expected to use them in a gods-damned hurricane. He looked again at the figure on the Serpent’s Wake’s quarterdeck—Neressa herself. Standing proud at the helm, hair like a crimson banner in the wind. She wore no armor, just a soaked corset of scaled leather and gold chains, and she laughed—as if the chaos below were a symphony she conducted with a smirk. Their eyes met. Even across the storm, across the fury of cannon smoke and dragonfire, Cassian felt it—that strange, electric pull. Her mouth curled. She saluted him with two fingers… and snapped. A monstrous wave reared up behind her ship. No—a creature in the wave. A leviathan of coral and teeth, half-hidden in foam. The leviathan responded—a tide beast shaped like a wave, all barnacle hide and bone teeth. It surged forward, towering above the fleet. Her enemies screamed. Neressa felt the ocean swell beneath her—her power surging, her dragons shrieking in blood-song.
And then. The pull. It was wrong. Not the lurch of a tide, not the ripple of dragon passage—something deeper. Something ancient. The runes on her arms flared white-hot, burning her skin. She staggered at the helm.
“No—”
The ocean trembled. A sound rose from the depths—like a groan from the throat of the world. For the first time in years, panic clawed up her throat. She turned toward the whirlpool. Not a storm. Not a dragon. Something else—something older than magic. Something that lived beneath. “Drop sail!” she screamed to her crew. “Let her ride it—don’t fight it! Do it now!” They obeyed. Too slowly. The bow snapped first, cracked in two like a toy hull. Neressa was thrown backward, smashed against the railing. Blood filled her mouth. The mast above her split with a shriek of iron. Her ship—her soul—was coming apart.
“Fire!” Cassian roared. His ship thundered. The silver-shot blasted from the cannons in brilliant arcs. One tore into her hull, exploding in a flash of white fire. Wood flew. Smoke rose. For a heartbeat, he thought they had her. Then came the sound. Not from a beast. Not from cannon. But from below. A deep, resonant crack. The sea itself trembled. A wall of water rose around both ships—not from magic, not from sea dragons, but from something far deeper. The deck lurched beneath Cassian’s feet. Men screamed. The ocean… split. Cassian fell to his knees as the ship tilted violently. A whirlpool, massive and ancient, opened beneath them. “Helm! Drop anchor!” he shouted. Too late. A bolt of lightning split the mast above him. Darkness swallowed the sea. 
As she fell toward the water, Neressa looked once more across the waves. Through mist and storm, she thought she saw him again—Cassian Thorne, hanging from the wreck of his ship, eyes fixed on her. And then the sea swallowed her whole.

He woke up with salt in his lungs. Cassian gasped, choking on seawater, coughing until his ribs burned. He lay sprawled on damp sand, the tide licking at his boots. The sky above was pale gray, bruised with storm remnants. His body ached. His coat was torn. Blood crusted the corner of his mouth. He blinked against the blur, Sat up slowly and all around him, the beach stretched empty. Silence. Not the clean silence of peace—but the heavy kind. The kind that followed death. His hands moved on instinct, patting himself down: sword still sheathed at his side, though the hilt was cracked. Dagger gone. Armor battered but intact. He forced himself to his feet, swaying with the effort. No ships. No flags. No crew. A wrecked piece of timber lay half-buried in the surf, bearing the golden emblem of Thalor’s navy. Cassian’s throat tightened. “Gods…” They were gone. His men. His ship. The fleet. Swallowed whole. And her. He turned toward the open sea, staring at the gray horizon. No black sails. No coils of serpentine dragons. No Neressa Vane. A strange pang twisted in his chest. He didn’t know what it was—relief, maybe. Or something that tasted dangerously like regret. He walked. The beach stretched endlessly, broken by jagged rock and the occasional skeleton of driftwood. He moved on instinct, boots crunching over wet sand, eyes scanning for movement, for signs of life—or threat.
Then he saw her. A splash of color on the shore, half-buried in seaweed and foam. Gold chains tangled in the surf. Crimson hair spread like fire against pale sand. Cassian froze. Neressa. She lay on her side, chest rising faintly with breath. Barely. Her corset torn, her thigh bleeding from a deep gash, her arm cradled protectively around something clutched at her waist—a dagger, half-sunk in the sand.
He stared at her for a long time. She was the reason his men were dead. She had summoned monsters, drowned his fleet, torn through his lines like a tempest in human form. He stepped closer. She didn’t stir. The dagger in her hand was slack now, barely held. Her face—so often curled in mockery—was peaceful. Almost human. He drew his sword. Stood over her, the point trembling inches above her heart. Just one strike. End it here. A swift, clean kill. The Empire would never know. There would be no trial, no spectacle, no opportunity for her to escape again. But his hand wouldn’t move. Cassian’s jaw clenched. His sword lowered, just slightly. Then—
Her eyes snapped open. A blur of motion. She rolled, swept his legs out from under him, and was on him in a heartbeat—sand spraying, blade at his throat. “Took you long enough to try, sweetheart,” she growled, voice rough and hoarse. Cassian struck upward. Her blade missed by inches. They rolled—he pinned her wrist, she kneed his ribs, hard. He gasped, flipped her, and for a moment, hovered above her—her body pinned beneath his, both of them panting, furious, soaked, and half-dead. Her eyes burned into his. “So what now, Captain? Going to kill me while I’m half-conscious? Real noble of you.” 
He pressed his forearm against her throat, heart hammering. “You murdered my men.” 
“And yours sank my ship.” She bared her teeth. “You started this war.”
“You’ve been raiding coastal towns for years!”
“You’ve been poisoning the sea with your fleets and your laws.” Her fingers dug into his arm. “But sure—blame the pirate.” Their bodies stilled. Their breath mingled. His sword lay just out of reach. Her dagger glinted beside her knee. The moment stretched. Then—
Thunder cracked inland. Both heads turned. Cassian slowly released her. She didn’t stab him. Not yet. They sat in the sand, not quite enemies, not yet allies. Just two survivors on an island that hadn’t finished its welcome. The sun bled out over the horizon like a dying god.
Chapter 2-stranded 
Neressa sat with her back to a driftwood log, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the quiet surf. A fire flickered between them—small, pathetic, barely enough to keep the chill off. She could’ve made it bigger. Much bigger. But she didn’t want to waste her magic on warmth. Not with him watching her like a damn hawk.
Cassian Thorne sat ten paces away, just out of lunging range, cleaning his cracked blade with slow, methodical strokes. His jacket was gone—left to dry on a rock—but he still looked infuriatingly upright, even half-drowned and bruised.
“You don’t sleep?” she asked, casually picking at the dried blood on her thigh wound.
“Not when there’s a pirate across the fire.”
She smirked. “Oh, come now. You think I’d slit your throat after you didn’t slit mine? How ungrateful.”
“I think you’d wait until I do sleep,” he replied calmly, not looking up. “Because you’re smart.”
“And because you’re still breathing.” That earned her a glance. Sharp. Evaluating.
“I could have killed you,” she said, tilting her head. “Back on the beach. You were wide open.”
“You hesitated.”
“Or maybe I’m merciful.”
He snorted. “You’re many things, Neressa Vane. Merciful isn’t one of them.”
She smiled without warmth. “You remembered my name.”
“I’ve chased it across every sea on the map. Hard to forget.” The fire crackled between them. Wind carried the scent of salt and kelp and something fainter—wet stone and moss, from the island’s dark interior. Neither of them looked toward the jungle. Not yet. A gull screamed overhead, then silence settled again. Uneasy. Watchful. The fire popped. They didn’t sleep.
…..
His muscles ached. His sword arm throbbed. But he kept his eyes on her. She leaned back now, one leg stretched out, watching the stars like they were old friends. Her hair, still damp, clung to her throat and collarbone. Her blade rested at her hip—loose, casual. Like she wanted him to think she’d let her guard down. He didn’t believe it for a second. Still… he was tired. Bone-tired. The kind that crept into your spine and whispered of surrender. Something moved in the jungle. His head snapped up. So did hers. They both stood at once.
“Did you hear that?” she asked, voice low.
“Yes.” They turned toward the treeline. A dark ridge of dense trees and swaying vines. No breeze, no birds. Just shadows. And then—Crunch. Not the soft rustle of leaves. Not a rabbit. Something heavy.
Neressa drew her dagger. “Not one of mine.”
“You sure?”
“I’d know if it were. This is something else.”
They both backed toward the fire. He drew his sword, planting his feet. The hairs on his arms rose. The jungle exhaled. And from it came a shape—low, loping, wrong. Cassian caught a glimpse—bony limbs, elongated jaws, seaweed and rot trailing behind it like a cloak. Its eyes glowed dull green. No pupils. No soul.
“What is that?” he breathed.
“A drowned,” Neressa whispered. “Old sea-tale. Sailors who die in cursed water, dragged back by something deeper. They don’t stay dead.” It crept toward them, one step at a time. Limbs too long. Skin like black kelp.
“Don’t let it touch you.”
“Not planning on it.” It lunged. Cassian slashed—and missed. The thing moved like water and smoke. Neressa was already behind it, blade flashing, slicing at its legs. It shrieked—a horrible, wet sound—and rolled across the sand, limbs snapping back into place like bone and rubber.
“Fire,” she snapped. “Light! It hates fire!” Cassian turned, grabbed a flaming branch from the pit, and shoved it toward the creature. It hissed, recoiling—then lunged for Neressa. She fell hard. The dagger flew from her hand. The drowned thing straddled her, claws outstretched, reeking of rot and salt.
Cassian didn’t think. He drove the burning branch through its chest. It screamed—a sound like steam hitting iron—and then collapsed, melting into ash and seaweed in the blink of an eye. The jungle fell still. He stood over her, chest heaving, smoke curling from his grip.
Neressa blinked up at him. “Well,” she rasped. “Maybe you are useful after all.”
He offered her a hand. “We need shelter.”
She took it, with a smirk. “Don’t get used to saving me.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.” They found the hut just past the treeline, hidden in a clearing thick with moss and moonlight. A collapsed roof, vines curling through the beams, a single wall still standing. But it was a shelter. It smelled of rot and old ash, but it was dry—and for now, it was safe. Cassian ducked beneath the doorway first, sword drawn. She followed close behind, her dagger clutched tight despite the ache in her shoulder. Her thigh still burned from the gash—sticky and hot, worse with each step.
“Clear,” he said, voice low.
“You were hoping it wasn’t,” she replied. “So you’d have an excuse to be noble again.”
He gave her a look. “You’re exhausting.”
“You’re wounded. I’m just helping speed the process.” He rolled his eyes and set his sword aside. She slid into the corner furthest from him, the broken wall to her back, and collapsed onto the dirt floor with a hiss. Her body felt like it had been wrung out and tossed overboard. Cassian was already gathering dry leaves and torn cloth from the wreckage of a cot. “You’re bleeding.”
“So are you.”
“Mine’s not as deep.”
“Mine’s more dramatic,” she said, inspecting the crimson-streaked tear across her thigh. “And I like attention.”
He muttered something under his breath—probably a prayer for patience—and crossed the hut to kneel beside her. “Let me see it.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“Because if it gets infected, you’ll die, and I’d rather not be stranded here with a corpse that insults me.”
Neressa huffed. “Charming.” Still, she moved her hand, baring the wound. Blood had dried in streaks down her leg, dark and tacky. The skin around it was swollen and red. Cassian pulled a water flask from his belt and tore a strip of his undershirt. 
“This is going to hurt.”
“I can handle pain.”
He poured the water. She didn’t scream, but her whole body tensed, jaw clenched, hands gripping the dirt beneath her. He worked quickly—too gently for her liking—and wrapped the cloth tight around her thigh.
“Did you miss your calling?” she asked through gritted teeth. “You’d make a decent nursemaid.”
“I didn’t realize pirates cared about compliments.”
“Oh, we do. We just prefer them whispered in bed.” 
He looked at her. Not like a man tempted. Like a man enduring a storm. Her smirk faded.
“Your turn,” she said. “Give me your arm.” He hesitated—then extended it. A gash just below his bicep, nasty and oozing. “Hold still,” she ordered, tearing a cleaner bit of fabric from the remnants of her corset lining.
“You know,” he muttered as she dabbed the wound, “you could’ve killed me back there.”
“You’re welcome.” She poured water on the cloth. He flinched.
“Big man, scared of a sting?”
“Big man just got tossed through a whirlpool and attacked by a walking corpse.”
“Excuses, excuses.” She wrapped the wound, her fingers brushing his skin—just briefly. He was warm. Solid. The kind of man who didn’t know how to relax. Probably slept with a sword under his pillow. Their eyes met again. Too long. Too quiet. He cleared his throat and pulled away. “We need to rest. Take shifts.”
“I’ll take the first watch,” she said, already lying back. “I’d hate to kill you in your sleep and miss the satisfaction of watching you beg.”
He smirked. “You’d miss me.”
She smiled. “Maybe.”
The sun rose sluggishly behind storm clouds, casting a dull gold sheen across the beach. The tide had pulled back, leaving behind shattered bits of ships, broken crates, and coils of rope tangled like sea serpents in the sand. Cassian walked ahead, boots sinking into the wet earth. His sword was sheathed at his back, his coat hanging open, still damp but wearable. Neressa trailed behind him, barefoot, humming tunelessly as she kicked a half-sunk barrel with her heel. They hadn’t spoken much that morning. Just a silent agreement: search for supplies. Weapons. Clues. Anything that would tell them what kind of hell they’d washed up in.
“You’re limping less,” Cassian said, not turning around.
“You’re watching me again.” He didn’t reply. Just bent down to pry open the lid of a broken chest. Inside: ruined parchment, soaked rum bottles, one with the cork still intact. He pocketed it. Neressa knelt beside a half-buried crate, fingers nimble as she pulled out a bundle of cloth. “Look at this.”
He joined her, kneeling down. She unwrapped the bundle—inside was a metallic sphere, about the size of a melon, etched with spiraling runes and ridged along its seams. Seaweed clung to it like roots. The surface pulsed faintly with blue light.
Cassian frowned. “What is it?”
“A relic,” she whispered, eyes alight with something sharp and familiar—hunger. “Old magic. I’ve only seen one like it before, buried in the deep ruins off Volara’s Trench. They called it a soul anchor.”
“That sounds… encouraging.”
“It’s a seal,” she said, turning it in her hands. “For keeping things in.”
“In what sense?”
“In the very bad kind of sense.”
He straightened. “You think it caused the whirlpool?”
“No,” she said slowly. “But I think it came from whatever did.” She stood, brushing sand from her legs. “This island isn’t just a graveyard. It’s a prison.” Cassian looked out at the sea. His ship, her ship—both destroyed. His men, gone. A cursed beach. And now this.
“I think we’re standing on something,” she added softly. “Something that shouldn’t be awake.”
He glanced at her. “You afraid?”
Her eyes met his. “No. I’m curious.”
He nodded once. “That’s worse.” They kept walking. Eventually, they found a cache of half-dried provisions snagged on a rock outcropping—salted fish, preserved lemons, and a small bag of silver coins. Neressa took the lemons. “For the scurvy,” she said with mock cheer. “And because I’m not kissing you with blistered lips.” He looked like he wasn’t sure if she was joking. Then—
A sound. Distant. Metallic. A low chime—like wind brushing the rim of a bell. Cassian froze. “Did you hear—”
“I did.” They turned toward the inland jungle again. The air had shifted. The birds were silent. The tide had retreated too far. Something was changing. Neressa clutched the soul anchor tighter, her smirk gone, her eyes alert.
“Well,” she murmured. “Looks like the island’s not done with us yet.”
They returned to the hut with full arms and heavy silence. Cassian carried most of the supplies—ropes, salvaged rations, a half-broken spyglass. Neressa clutched the soul anchor wrapped in oilcloth, careful not to let it touch her skin. It pulsed faintly, even through the fabric, like a second heartbeat tucked against her ribs. By the time they reached the clearing, the sun had settled into that low golden angle where everything looked softer. Even he did. Cassian dropped the bundle near the fire pit and knelt beside it, sorting through their haul with careful hands. Neressa leaned against the hut’s doorway, watching him without really meaning to. He wasn’t as stiff as he’d been the day before. There was dirt on his cheek, a scrape on his jaw, his hair still wild from seawater and wind. The noble lines of him were still there—clean-cut and chiseled—but now they were cracked. Tired. Human. She hated that it made her chest feel tight.
“Here,” he said, holding out one of the dried lemons.
She raised a brow. “Flirting already?”
“Preventing scurvy.”
She took it, sitting cross-legged across from him. “Very romantic.” They unpacked in silence for a while. The fire had burned low, so she fed it scraps of driftwood until it flickered back to life. The flames caught his face in orange light. For the first time, he looked at her without suspicion.
“Why pirates?” he asked, his voice quiet.
She blinked. “Why breathing?”
He almost smiled. “I mean it.”
She hesitated. Then tossed a stick into the fire. “Because no one owns the sea.” Cassian looked at her. “No kings, no courts, no highborn rules. You float or you sink, and you earn every inch of your own skin.”
He nodded slowly. “That’s fair.”
She turned the question back. “Why the navy?” He didn’t answer right away.
“My brother,” he said eventually. “He was… brave. The kind of brave I’m not. I joined after he died.” Neressa didn’t mock him. Didn’t tease. Just nodded, letting the fire crackle between them. The silence returned, but softer now. She unwrapped the soul anchor, letting the runes glow faintly between them. Cassian studied it with cautious eyes, reaching out—not touching, just near.
“Something about it feels… off,” he murmured.
“It hums when I hold it. It knows I’m not afraid of it.”
“Are you?”
“Afraid?” She looked up at him, firelight dancing in her eyes. “Not of the sea. Not magic. But…” She paused. “I’ve never felt something so old.”
They both stared at the object. And then—A flicker of wind moved through the hut. Not from the door. From the trees. Cassian glanced toward the jungle.
“Let’s not talk about it tonight,” she said suddenly. “Just… not yet.”
He didn’t argue. She scooted a little closer to the fire. Their shoulders weren’t quite touching, but closer than before. It was the smallest of things—but it sent a tremor through her that had nothing to do with cold or fear. After a moment, he did the same. They didn’t speak again for a while. Just sat, side by side, sharing the warmth of the flames and the heaviness of knowing something on the island was watching them. But for that one moment—she didn’t feel quite alone. And neither did he.
Chapter 3. The Anchor 
The jungle was alive with sound. Bird calls echoed like flutes through the canopy. Leaves whispered overhead, stirred by a breeze that didn’t touch the beach. The ground was damp but springy, carpeted in moss and veined with roots thicker than a man’s thigh. Sunlight broke through in narrow beams, painting the path in shifting gold. Cassian moved carefully, sword unsheathed, every step deliberate. Behind him, Neressa walked with her usual feline grace, a coil of rope over one shoulder, the soul anchor slung diagonally across her back.
“Feels different here,” she said after a while.
“How so?”
“Like the island is older inland. Quieter. But not in a good way.” He nodded. He felt it too. The deeper they went, the more he felt. Not by beasts—but by the trees themselves. The moss. The very ground. Still, he couldn’t deny it—he felt stronger than yesterday. The soreness in his muscles had faded to a dull throb. His head was clearer. The fear, the mourning… all still there, but dimmed by momentum. By purpose. He had always moved better with a goal in mind. And right now, that goal was answered. Neressa stopped ahead, crouched beside a crumbled stone buried in vines. Cassian knelt beside her. The stone was carved—faint symbols etched along the face, not in any language he recognized. Spirals. Toothed circles. The same rune-shapes from the soul anchor.
“Looks like a marker,” she said, tracing the groove. “Someone lived here. Worshipped something, maybe.”
He glanced around. “This island isn’t on any charts.”
“Which means someone wanted it off them.”
She stood, brushing her hands off. “Let’s follow the markings.”
They moved deeper. The jungle grew denser, but stranger too. Trees twisted into unfamiliar shapes—some with leaves like feathers, others that shimmered faintly, like fish scales. They passed an ancient arch choked in ivy, and a half-toppled statue of something with wings and too many eyes.
Cassian pointed at it. “Do I want to know what that was?”
“No,” Neressa replied, already walking again. They climbed a ridge, using roots and broken stone for footholds. At the top, they found a ledge—and below it, nestled in the valley like a secret—Ruins. A ring of crumbling stone towers, long overtaken by nature. Vines wrapped around the spires like skeletal fingers. Moss crept over stairs and doors. But something shimmered at the center—a pool of perfectly still water, glowing faintly from below.
“Gods,” Cassian whispered. “This place is ancient.”
Neressa smiled, a real one this time. “This place is perfect.”
He gave her a look. “For what, exactly?”
“Treasure. Relics. Secrets. The good stuff.”
“You think like a pirate.”
“You’re just mad I do it better.” They descended into the ruins cautiously, boots crunching on fallen stone. A few broken doors lay ajar, revealing collapsed chambers, vine-covered murals, and dry fountains carved with sea serpents. Cassian stopped at one of the murals. It showed a great whirlpool, just like the one they’d been swallowed by—except above it hovered a relic. Round. Marked with runes.
His jaw tightened. “Neressa.” She came to his side. Her eyes widened.
“Looks like the soul anchor isn’t just from here,” she said. “It was meant to stay here.”
“Then someone took it.”
“And now it’s with us.”
They both looked down at the anchor slung across her back. The water in the pool behind them rippled—just slightly. Neither of them saw it. The deeper they went into the ruins, the more the jungle seemed to hold its breath. The main tower stood at the heart of the broken city, partially sunken into the earth and veiled in flowering vines that bled crimson sap. Its stone doors had fallen inward, shattered long ago. Inside was cool, shadowed—smelling of earth and magic and something older than rot. Neressa stepped over the threshold first, her boots echoing faintly. “Don’t suppose your Empire ever taught you how to read dead languages?”
Cassian moved beside her, hand on the hilt of his sword. “I learned how to recognize a trap.”
“That’s a start.” They wandered through an arched corridor lined with broken carvings. More murals. More spirals. More eyes. Always eyes. Then they entered a chamber. Wide, circular, domed with broken stained glass that let shafts of colored light spill down across the floor. In the center stood a pedestal, covered in thick dust. Around it: bones. Old. Humans. Some still clutch rusted blades or shattered shields. Cassian knelt beside one of the skeletons. “They fought something here.” Neressa ignored the corpses and went straight to the pedestal. On its surface was a shallow depression, circular and grooved. The exact size and shape of the soul anchor now hanging across her back.
Cassian rose, expression grim. “It was a seal.”
“And someone broke it,” she murmured, pulling the soul anchor free and holding it just above the slot. It hummed in her hands—gently, but urgent. Like it wanted to return.
He reached out. “Wait. We don’t know what it will do.” She paused. Then—tucked the relic back into her satchel. “We’re not ready yet.”
His brows lifted. “Since when do you hesitate?”
“Since the last time I trusted a magical artifact and nearly got swallowed by a sea dragon with two mouths.”
“…Two?”
“Long story.”
Cassian gave a short laugh.
The sound surprised her.
They wandered to another chamber, this one partially caved in. A mosaic on the wall depicted a massive creature rising from beneath an island—dark, winged, many-limbed. Beneath it, tiny ships burned like matchsticks.
Neressa swallowed. “Looks like your Empire missed a few monsters in their records.”
Cassian stepped closer. “That’s not a creature.”
She frowned. “What is it then?” He pointed to a detail in the mural: a symbol etched into the monster’s forehead. The same spiral seen on the soul anchor. “It’s a god. Or what these people thought was one.” Neressa felt a cold weight settle in her chest. And then—The floor shifted. A tremor. Cassian drew his sword. From the far side of the ruined corridor, behind fallen stone and vines—Came a sound. A wet, dragging scrape. Then a voice—high, broken, like a child mimicking speech: Both of them turned slowly. A figure emerged from the shadows. Once human, maybe. Now twisted beyond recognition—its flesh half-melted, bone showing through its neck, its hands elongated like coral branches. It stared at them with pupil-less green eyes.
“Return… the anchor…”
Cassian stepped forward. “What are you?”
It screamed. The sound shattered the stillness. Stone cracked. The stained glass above them burst, raining down in shards. Neressa grabbed Cassian and ran. The creature lunged with a shriek. Cassian barely raised his sword in time to block its swipe, the blow rattling up his arm like steel-on-stone. The thing moved wrong—too fast, too fluid, bones bending where they shouldn’t. Its voice rang in his skull like a curse: Return the anchor…
“Neressa—!”
“Already on it!” she shouted, dagger flashing as she slashed across its back. The creature recoiled with a wet howl. They moved together without thinking. Cassian spun low, slicing at its knees. Neressa darted in from the side, going for the throat. They were opposites in motion—his strikes precise and grounded, hers all heat and feral instinct. But together, they were devastating.
“Don’t let it touch you,” she warned, breathless.
“I’m not trying to!” He parried another swipe, then ducked as a claw tore through the air just above his head. The creature surged toward Neressa this time—limbs stretching, mouth yawning impossibly wide. Cassian lunged between them without hesitation, catching it with a brutal shoulder slam. It crashed into a pillar. She stared at him, wide-eyed. “You just body slammed a cursed revenant.”
He turned, panting. “I wasn’t going to let it take you.”
Neressa blinked—just for a heartbeat. Then she grinned. “Careful, Captain. You keep that up and I might kiss you.”
“Promise?” he shot back, blade raised again. She laughed. It charged again. This time, they met it together. Cassian drove it back, striking at its limbs, while Neressa moved like smoke around it—slashing runes into its skin with her dagger, murmuring sharp syllables of old sea-magic. The creature faltered. Screamed. Then Neressa reached up, ripped the soul anchor from her satchel, and slammed it to the ground. A pulse of blue light erupted from the stone. The creature froze mid-lunge, mouth agape—and then shattered into a spray of ash and saltwater that rained down over the ruined chamber.
Silence. Just breathing. Cassian leaned forward, hands on his knees, catching his breath. Neressa stood across from him, hair wild, bloodied and glowing in the lantern-light. Her eyes found his.
“You good?” she asked.
He nodded. “You?”
She took a step toward him. “Ask me again in five minutes.”
Chapter 4. The Night Between
They made camp in the ruins that night. Not in the broken tower where the creature had died, but just outside—beneath a canopy of vines where the air smelled like flowers and dust. A fire crackled low between them, flickering against ancient stone. Cassian leaned against a crumbled pillar, one leg stretched out, the other bent. She sat beside him, the soul anchor resting in her lap like a sleeping animal. They were both quiet. Not out of tension this time. Just… tired. Worn down to something honest.
“I’ve never fought beside anyone like that,” Cassian said eventually, voice low.
She glanced over. “What—someone who’s better than you?”
He gave her a dry look. “Someone who didn’t hesitate.” She smirked, then looked down at the soul anchor. “I did hesitate. Back in the chamber. I could’ve placed it on the pedestal and ended whatever magic was in motion. But I didn’t.”
“Why not?”
She looked at him. Her voice was quiet. “Because it didn’t feel like the end. It felt like the beginning.” He watched her for a long moment. Then reached into his satchel, pulled out the bottle of rum they’d salvaged from the beach. “We should celebrate surviving.”
She raised a brow. “You? Drinking with a pirate?”
“I’m learning.”
He uncorked it, took a swig, winced, and passed it to her. She drank without flinching, then licked her lips slowly, her eyes still on his. “You’re not half as stiff as you pretend.” He leaned his head back against the stone. “And you’re not nearly as heartless as you pretend.” They sat in silence. Firelight danced across their faces. Their shoulders touched. And for the first time, the space between them didn’t feel like a battlefield.
Neressa spoke softly. “You're still going to kill me when this is over?”
Cassian’s voice was quiet. Honest. “I don’t know anymore.”
She didn’t smile. But she didn’t move away, either.
[bookmark: _z60jplv5hnor]Chapter 5. Rum and Ghosts
The bottle was nearly empty now. Neressa tipped it upside down, frowned at the last stubborn drop clinging to the rim, and handed it back to Cassian with a sigh. “Tragedy,” she said. “Worse than the whirlpool.”
He laughed—soft and real. His cheeks were flushed, his collar undone, sleeves rolled up. That clean, noble posture of his had unraveled into something looser. Human. “I’ll ration better next time,” he said, voice warm with amusement.
She shook her head, eyes tracing the firelight. “There won’t be a next time if we’re stuck on this gods-cursed island.”
“You really believe we’re trapped?”
Her smile faded just a little. “I think the island’s not finished with us.”
 A silence stretched. Cassian leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You’ve seen a lot. Been to places the Empire won’t even admit exist.”
Neressa twirled a blade of grass between her fingers. “Mm.”
“Don’t suppose you want to tell me why you really became a pirate?”
She didn’t answer right away. The fire popped. Then, quietly: “I was born in a salt flat.” He blinked. She kept her eyes on the flame. “Dirt-poor trading village off the southern coast. My father was a fisherman. My mother made salt bricks. We had three goats and a rowboat named Glory, which was a laugh.” He listened, silent. “One winter, a merchant ship came through. Empire-run. Promised trade. Promised coin. Instead, they took the goats. Sank the boat. Left my father bleeding in the tide.” Her voice didn’t waver—but it hardened. “That’s when I learned what law means to people with nothing: nothing at all.” Cassian’s expression shifted. No argument. No defense of the Empire. Just… understanding. “I ran away a year later,” she went on. “Lived on dock scraps in Galbar’s Cove. Stole from drunk sailors. Learned how to tie knots and pick locks. Learned how to survive.” She looked at him then, her voice quiet. “And when I got my first ship, I named it Glory.”
Cassian swallowed. “You made it mean something else.”
“I made it mine.” They sat with that. He reached over, slowly, and placed his hand over hers. No words. She didn’t pull away. And for once, there was no teasing. No threat. Just her hand in his, warm and still.
“I won’t forget this,” he said softly. She looked at him, eyes darker now. Vulnerable. “You will. You’re noble. You’ll get rescued, get knighted, and go back to your marble halls. And I’ll go back to the sea.”
“I don’t want to forget.” A beat. Then her thumb traced over his knuckles—barely there.
“You’re drunk,” she whispered.
“Maybe.”
She smiled—tired, a little sad. “Me too.” They stayed like that until the fire burned low. No kiss. No promises. Just the warmth of something unexpected curling in their chests.
[bookmark: _xw3yxp2eciqe]Chapter 6 – The Choice
Dawn came slow, filtered through vines and fog. The fire had long since burned out. Dew clung to the stone. A light mist drifted through the ruins, catching on broken pillars and moss-choked statues. Cassian sat cross-legged, sword resting across his lap, watching the sky turn from gray to gold. Neressa stirred beside him, still curled under her coat, red hair tousled and wild. She blinked once, twice, and groaned softly. “If I die today, it won’t be the monsters. It’ll be that rum.”
He handed her the last bit of lemon from their pouch. “Breakfast of champions.”
She chewed it with a grimace. “You’re enjoying this.”
“A little.” She stretched, slow and catlike, then sat up and looked toward the broken tower. Her gaze settled on the soul anchor, which she’d placed carefully beside her before falling asleep.
Cassian followed her eyes. “We should return it.”
She didn’t answer right away.
“You felt what I did,” he said. “The creature. The whispering. The murals. This place was built to hold something back. And when that relic left its resting place—”
“The seal broke,” she finished. Her voice was quiet now, sober. “And something woke up.”
He nodded. “If we put it back, maybe we will end this.”
“Or we trap ourselves with it.”
“I’ll take that risk.”
She looked at him for a long time. “Why?”
“Because I’ve seen what happens when people ignore the tide and let it rise. This… this thing buried beneath the island—it’s not just our problem. If it breaks free…”
She sighed, running a hand through her hair. “You know what I hate about you?”
He raised a brow. “So many possibilities.”
“You’re impossible to argue with when you’re right.” A beat passed. Then she stood and slung the anchor over her shoulder again, tightening the straps. “Let’s go make history.”
He stood too, strapping his sword to his back. “Together?”
She smirked. “What, you think I’m letting you put the damn thing in by yourself? I want front-row seats if the world ends.”
He chuckled. “Fair enough.”
They stood at the heart of the ruins—where the pedestal waited, ancient and cracked, framed in golden light. The air felt different now. Less ominous. Just… expectant. Cassian glanced at Neressa. She held the anchor in both hands, its silver surface dull under the canopy light. Her jaw was tight. Shoulders drawn. Something unreadable moved in her eyes. She didn’t step forward. Not yet.
“Neressa,” he said softly. She didn’t look at him. The silence stretched. The pedestal stood open, waiting. And for the first time, Cassian felt a flicker of doubt twist in his chest. She had every reason not to give it back. The anchor was power. Wealth. A legend. And she’d spent her whole life chasing the world that had always tried to take everything from her. Maybe this was the part where she walked away. But then—She exhaled. Closed her eyes. And stepped forward. With both hands steady—magic humming gently through her fingers—she placed the anchor on the pedestal. It fit like it had always belonged. The runes along the stone pulsed once—blue, then gold, then a final, quiet silver. Light seeped into the cracks of the ruin like ink, spreading outward in soft, glowing veins. The pedestal lit the room not with heat, but with calm. With stillness. Cassian watched her in silence. The moment it clicked into place, the earth exhaled. Not violently. No tremor. No roar. Just… peace. Vines uncoiled along the walls like they’d been released from a spell. The suffocating heat lifted. Even the calls of the jungle softened into a low, rhythmic harmony. The whole island, once locked in tension, was breathing again.
Cassian lowered his sword. “It’s done.” Neressa didn’t answer right away. She was still staring at the pedestal, her heart strangely calm. Not triumphant. Not afraid. Just still. She turned to him. “So what now?”
[bookmark: _mscp5ay51sa1]Chapter 7. complications
They sat near the pool in the courtyard afterward, watching the water settle into perfect stillness. Cassian stared down at the reflection—his own face and Neressa’s beside it. Both of them looked different than they had days ago. Worn, maybe. But stronger. “We make an escape plan,” he said.
“Back to the Empire?” He looked at her. “Maybe. If we can build a raft or signal a passing ship, we could make it off the island in a few days.” She was quiet.
Then: “You still going to bring me in?” He met her eyes. Didn’t answer.
“I meant what I said,” she added, voice quieter now. “You’ll go home. I’ll go back to the sea. That’s how these stories end.” He stood, pacing to the edge of the courtyard where the cliff dropped away to the ocean below. Mist swirled far below, but the water was calm now. The whirlpool gone. The sea dragons hadn’t returned.
“I’m not sure I want the story to end like that,” he said.
She blinked. “Careful, Captain. You’re starting to sound reckless.” 
He looked over his shoulder at her. “I’ve spent my whole life following rules written by people who’ve never seen the edge of the world. Then I meet a pirate who saved my life, helps seal a dark god back in its hole, and somehow still manages to insult me twice in the same breath.”
She smirked. “Three times, actually.”
He turned fully. “You don’t belong in a cell, Neressa.”
She crossed her arms. “And you don’t belong on a leash.” A long silence.
Then she stepped closer, gaze flicking to the horizon. “We could find a ship.”
“Yours or mine?”
She grinned. “Neither. Something new.” They stood together in the quiet, the breeze carrying the scent of salt and blooming jungle.
“I don’t know what comes next,” he admitted.
She touched his arm, fingers light but certain. “Neither do I.” But she didn’t let go.
By the time they reached the hut again, the island had gone quiet. Too quiet. The wind had stopped. The trees stood like statues. Even the birds seemed to hold their breath. Cassian had called it peace.
Neressa called it unnerving.
She dropped her pack in the doorway without a word and started pacing the clearing like a caged animal—tight circles, arms crossed, jaw clenched. She could still feel the echo of the anchor in her hands. That soft pulse. That pull. It is gone now. Left behind in stone and vine and silence. And yet—It still felt like it was in her. Cassian knelt by the firepit, sorting supplies like they were just back from some ordinary voyage. Like sealing away a creature of ancient magic was just another successful day on the sea. She stared at him for a long moment. Then her voice came out, sharp and bitter and sudden: “Do you even care what we just gave up?” Cassian looked up, startled. Neressa’s eyes burned. “That anchor could’ve bought us a fleet. A kingdom. We could’ve vanished into legend.”
He looked up, startled. “What?”
She stalked toward the fire pit, stabbing a stick into the embers. “The anchor. That relic. Do you have any idea what something like that would’ve sold for on the black coast? Or in the relic markets of Veyra?”
Cassian frowned. “It was cursed, Neressa. We just saved the world.”
“Did we?” she snapped, pacing again. “Or did we just put it back in its cage so it can sleep for another hundred years and drag some other poor bastard down with it?”
He stepped toward her. “You made the right choice.”
“Gods, of course you think that. That’s all you ever do, isn’t it? Follow the path with your perfect, polished boots and your noble little conscience all stitched up tight. Must be nice, walking through life knowing the universe will always clap for you when you do the right thing.”
His jaw tensed. “I never asked for applause.”
“You never needed to,” she snapped, flinging a log into the flames. “You were born with a name, a future, a compass that always points to the true north. I had to steal mine. Had to build it out of ash and spit and whatever I could claw from people who would’ve rather seen me drown.”
He stepped toward her, voice rising. “We were attacked by a monster born from that magic. You nearly died. I nearly died. And now the island is calm. The danger’s passed—because we did the right thing.”
She rounded on him. “You don’t get it, Cassian. That was all I had! No crew. No ship. No gold. That relic was my ticket back—and now it’s gone.” Cassian didn’t speak. She looked away, breathing hard, arms wrapped tightly around herself like she was holding her chest together. “I know it was dangerous. I know it wasn’t meant to be kept. But part of me... part of me wanted to keep it anyway. All I have is this gods-forsaken hut and you, standing there like some lighthouse trying to save a ship that has already sunk.”
Silence settled between them. Then Cassian walked closer, slow and sure. He didn’t try to argue. Didn’t try to fix it. He just said, quietly, “But you didn’t.” She looked at him. His voice was steady, warm. “You gave it up. You. Not because anyone made you, not because anyone ordered you. You chose. That matters.”
 She stared at him—unsure if she wanted to kiss him or scream. She rounded on him. “I wish I chose differently.”
He took a slow breath. “So that’s it, then?”
She turned away. “I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.” She stared into the fire. The flames crackled like dry laughter. Her hands shook. “I’ve always had to fight for what I wanted,” she whispered. “Steal it. Trick it. Bleed for it. I don’t know how to just… let something be good.”
[bookmark: _w2tmu5xbdmoj]Chapter 8.  Moonlit Water
The sound of waves woke him. Soft. Rhythmic. Like breathing. The fire had burned low, casting a gentle orange glow over the ruins. The jungle slept in hush, and the stars burned high and endless. Cassian stirred from the makeshift bed near the hut, rubbing a hand over his face, his body still aching from battle and the weight of what had been lost—and what almost had been said. He noticed she was gone. The soul anchor was still there, resting near the pack. But Neressa… her coat was folded carefully on the rock beside it. Her boots were missing. Cassian stood quietly and followed the moonlight down the path through the trees. The beach was silver. The ocean shimmered, waves gently lapping at the shore. And there—half-submerged in the shallows, arms outstretched as if surrendering to the sea—was Neressa. Cassian stopped behind the cover of a jagged rock, not to spy, but because he couldn’t breathe.
The moonlight painted her like a dream.
Water beaded across her shoulders, glistening down the curve of her back. Her hair—loosened and wild—floated around her like seaweed, catching starlight in every strand. Her skin was marked by old scars, rough edges made beautiful by motion and moonlight. She looked untouchable. Elemental. As if the ocean had carved her from salt and fire and set her loose upon the world. He didn’t dare speak. Didn’t move. He just watched her, chest tight. The same woman who had barked orders, bared steel, and bled beside him now stood stripped of armor, alone in the dark sea—and somehow, more powerful than ever.
The water was cold and clean. It felt like home.
For the first time in days, she let herself feel everything.
The ache in her ribs. The sting in her shoulder where brambles had torn through old scars. The taste of Cassian’s words still lodged in her chest like flint. The unbearable silence of the island now that the anchor had been returned. She waded into the tide without a word. Night had fallen soft. Moonlight streaked the waves in silver brushstrokes. The jungle behind her rustled gently—but the sea was still. Too still. She tilted her head back, eyes closed, arms stretched wide, and let the tide cradle her. She thought of freedom.  She thought of regret.  She thought of how close she’d come to killing him on that beach.  And how close she’d come to letting him kiss her beside the fire. The sea didn’t ask her to choose. The sea just held her. But her heart—it pulled in two directions. She’d spent years building herself from sharp edges, from stolen coins, from smoke and fury and teeth. And now this man—this honest, maddening man—had made her wonder if there could be more than survival. If there could be a life after running. After clawing. After always being on guard. But more than anything… she missed them. Her sea dragons. The silence wasn’t just quiet—it was hollow. There was no distant hum in the water. No low trill vibrating through her bones. No flicker of scales beneath the surf. She felt like a lighthouse with no ships. A song with no echo. No tether. No call. No ripple of instinct telling her they were near. She told them to flee before the whirlpool took them. And they obeyed. Because she had commanded. But she hadn’t realized how deeply she’d feel their absence until now. They weren’t just weapons. They were hers. The only family she’d ever let herself claim.  And now the water was empty. Her throat tightened. She sighed and dipped beneath the surface, letting the salt sting her eyes, letting the ocean close over her like a womb. When she rose again, dripping and breathless, she whispered softly to the night: “Come back to me.” The waves didn’t answer. But the moon kept watching. And somewhere behind her—just out of sight—she knew Cassian was too.
Chapter 9.  Smoke on the Shore
The morning sun broke through the trees, casting golden shafts of light across the sand. Cassian sat at the edge of the hut, whittling a piece of driftwood into something unrecognizable. His sword lay nearby, untouched. The silence between him and Neressa stretched like a rope—taut, uncertain, full of things neither of them was ready to say. She hadn’t mentioned her midnight swim. He hadn’t either. He’d returned to the hut before she did. Pretended to be asleep when her bare feet crunched softly over the earth. She hadn’t said a word—just curled up near the cold ashes of the fire, her back turned. Now, she moved around the clearing with a purposeful sharpness, packing her gear, checking the horizon. Every movement said, I’m busy, I’m thinking, don’t ask. Still, he tried.
“You sleep all right?” he asked. A beat.
“Fine,” she replied flatly. She didn’t look at him. Right. So that’s how it would be.
He set the stick down. “We should start making a proper signal fire. If there are ships nearby—”
“I’m already doing that,” she cut in. “But not for any ship.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Meaning?”
She paused, then turned toward him, one hand on her hip. “Meaning I’ve got ways of calling my people.”
Cassian straightened. “You think they’re still out there?”
Her expression sharpened. “Pirates are many things. Stubborn’s one of them. If they saw the whirlpool—or what was left of the Mercy—they’ll be searching.”
“And you want them to find you,” he said slowly.
“Of course I do,” she snapped, then softened. “They’re the only family I’ve got.”
Cassian stood. “What happens when they do? You sail off into the mist like none of this happened?” She didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she knelt by the edge of the beach, gathering driftwood and seaweed, setting it in a spiral—a signal pattern only her crew would recognize. She worked in silence. Controlled. Careful.
Cassian crossed his arms. “So that’s it, then? After everything we’ve survived, after sealing away a cursed relic and nearly dying together—”Then, quieter: “You’re really just going to leave?”
She didn’t look up. “What did you think was going to happen?” she said. “That I’d start combing my hair and curtsying to admirals? Marry into the navy? Sit on some polished veranda drinking tea while the sea forgets my name?”
“I never asked you to be something you’re not.”
“Didn’t you?” she muttered.
He stepped closer. “I asked for you. Whatever that means. Whatever that looks like.” Her hands stilled over the wood. A long silence stretched between them. Then she stood, brushing sand from her palms.
“I need to find my people. And I need to know that I’m still me when they get here. Not just... whatever version of myself showed up when we were playing hero in the jungle.”
Cassian looked at her—really looked at her. She wasn’t retreating. Not running. But she was drawing a line in the sand, trembling just beneath the surface. “I understand,” he said at last. Neressa nodded once, jaw tight. But she didn’t move away when he stepped forward. Didn’t flinch when he reached up and brushed a strand of damp hair behind her ear. He didn’t kiss her.
He just said: “I’ll help you light the fire.”
[bookmark: _jlbxak68qdtt]Chapter 10. Sails and Old Friends
The signal fire burned bright and high by late afternoon—spiraled just the way her crew would recognize it. But it wasn’t her ship that answered first. It was The Brinewolf. She spotted the black sails just after the sun dipped below the trees. Tattered at the edges, patched in places with mismatched cloth. The hull was barnacle-covered, the deck packed with sails that shouldn’t have flown. And at the bow, carved into the prow, a snarling wolf with its teeth bared in salt-stained wood. Neressa’s heart jumped in her chest. She stepped toward the cliff’s edge, eyes narrowing. A rough laugh echoed over the waves before the ship even dropped anchor.
She grinned. “You’re not dead yet, Barro.” A longboat dropped into the surf and rowed toward shore, manned by two salty sailors and their captain—a burly, gray-bearded man with a thick black coat, a harpoon strapped across his back, and more scars than most men had bones. His hair had thinned, and his teeth were yellowed, but his eyes gleamed sharp with life and mischief.
Barro Grint. Old smuggler. Sea hound. Drinking partner. Half-mad, half-genius. One of the few men Neressa trusted with a blade at her back. 
He stepped off the boat and into the shallows with a grunt, seawater sloshing over his boots. “By all the devils in the trench—I never thought I’d see you stranded on a gods-damned island.”
Neressa smirked. “I wasn’t stranded. I was…” Her eyes flicked to Cassian, who stood a few paces behind her, tense. “…occupationally delayed.”
Barro’s gaze followed hers. And narrowed. He looked Cassian up and down—clean-cut, dark-haired, sword polished, standing tall and composed despite days in the wild. The noble bearing couldn’t be washed off if he tried.
Barro spat in the sand. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope.”
“That’s a navy man.”
Cassian, to his credit, offered a curt nod. “Cassian Thorne. Royal Fleet.”
Barro’s eyes bulged. “You brought a Royal bloody Fleet boy to a pirate fire. Have you lost what’s left of your blasted mind?”
Neressa grinned. Barro pointed an accusing finger. “You used to gut fish like this for sport!”
Cassian raised a brow. “Sounds charming.”
Barro crossed his arms. “And you! You just let her drag you along?”
Cassian looked at Neressa. Then back at Barro. “I wouldn’t call it dragging.”
“She drugged a magistrate once just for looking at her ship funny!”
“She’s calmed down,” Cassian said mildly.
Neressa chuckled under her breath.
Barro looked between them, wide-eyed. “You two didn’t—don’t tell me you’re—”
“Gods no,” Neressa said quickly. Cassian said nothing.
Barro laughed so hard he nearly fell over. “Oh, she’s got you tangled badly, Fleet Boy.”
“I’d advise against calling me that again,” Cassian muttered.
Barro grinned with crooked teeth. “He’s got bite. I like him.” Then, softer—he turned to Neressa. “You all right, lass? Really?”
She nodded once. “I am now.”
Barro clapped her on the shoulder. “Then let’s get you the hell off this island. I’ve got rum that could peel paint and stories you wouldn’t believe.” But Neressa’s gaze lingered on Cassian. And Barro noticed. His grin faded, replaced by something warier. “You’re not sailing back with him, are you?” She didn’t answer. Not yet.
………………………………
Neressa and Barro sat on a sun-bleached driftwood log at the edge of the trees, far enough from the others that their voices wouldn’t carry. The jungle rustled softly behind them, and the salty hush of the tide rolled in slow and steady against the sand. The signal fire still smoked, curling lazy tendrils into the bruised-purple sky, where twilight had begun to settle like ink. Down the beach, Good Captain Cassian was helping Barro’s crew haul crates and scavenged loot toward the ship—some half-buried in the sand, others pried loose from old wreckage. His coat was slung over his shoulder, shirt half-unbuttoned, sleeves rolled. Efficient. Noble. Out of place. Barro watched him for a moment, then grunted under his breath and uncorked a battered tin flask. He took a long, slow swig, wiped the rim with the back of his hand, and passed it to Neressa without looking.
“Still drink like a pirate?” 
“Only when I’m pretending not to care.” She drank. The rum was sharp, smoky—terrible by most standards. But it tasted like sea spray and salt air and the back of a stolen ship. Like home.
Barro gave a dry chuckle, low in his throat. “You don’t look like a woman who’s stopped caring. You look like a woman deciding what part of her soul she’s willin’ to keep.” She didn’t answer. Just watched Cassian in the distance, jaw set. And drank again.
“It's a Vintage.” Barro commented. They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of years between them. Barro’s voice dropped low. “So. What’s the deal with him?” She didn’t answer right away. Just stared out at the waves, where The Brinewolf bobbed like a scared ghost.
“He’s not like the others,” she said finally.
Barro grunted. “Aye. He’s got a spine. Probably ironed into him by the crown.”
“He listens.”
“Mm.”
“He didn’t try to own me. Or change me. Just… trusted me. Even when he shouldn’t have.”
Barro gave her a long look. “That’s what makes him dangerous.”
She met his eyes. “No. That’s what makes him different.”
Barro leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Listen to me, girl. I’ve watched you outmaneuver slavers, outdrink mercenaries, and outrun storms that turned other ships to splinters. But love? That’ll sink you faster than any cursed relic.”
She raised a brow. “Who said anything about love?”
Barro didn’t smile. Just handed her the flask again.
[bookmark: _aycw7h57pdb5]Chapter 11. The Wolf’s Den
The Brinewolf creaked and groaned beneath his boots like it had opinions. It probably did. Everything on this ship—from the rusted cannons to the rope nets sagging with fish bones—had seen more chaos than half the Empire’s fleet. Cassian stood by the railing, arms crossed, gaze steady as a handful of crewmen eyed him like a particularly fat pigeon. One sailor, missing two fingers and sporting a tattoo of a dagger through an eyeball, spat near his boots. “Fleet boy smells like court soap.”
Another laughed. “Bet he cries if you take his comb.”
Cassian didn’t flinch. “Anyone else want to critique my hygiene?”
That earned a few mutters and a grin from the quartermaster. But it didn’t stop the tension. He didn’t belong here, and they all knew it. Neressa climbed aboard a moment later, her boots hitting the deck with ease, her coat flaring behind her like a black sail. She scanned the crew, then met Cassian’s eyes. “Still alive?”
He smirked. “Barely.”
Barro followed her up and clapped Cassian on the shoulder with more force than was strictly necessary. “Glad to have you aboard, Captain Thorne.”
Cassian raised a brow. “That sounded almost sincere.”
“Oh, I’m sincere. Just sincerely confused why someone like her hasn’t tossed you overboard yet.”
Cassian smiled politely. “She tried. I ducked.”
Barro blinked. Then barked a laugh. “Well, hell. Maybe you do belong here.” 
Neressa rolled her eyes and stalked toward the helm. Cassian moved to follow, but Barro caught his arm for just a moment—his voice low and sharp.
“Whatever this is between you two… just remember what she is, Fleet boy. She’s stormborn. And storms don’t settle.”
Cassian met his gaze. “Good thing I’m not afraid of rough seas.”
[bookmark: _6lr7ete9fp4l]Chapter 12.  Salt, Smoke, and Strange Company
The galley on The Brinewolf wasn’t much more than a carved-out belly of salt-wood, strung with lanterns and hammocks and the occasional rat skull nailed above the pantry door like some kind of grim talisman. The long table in the center was cracked but solid, surrounded by benches stained with old spills and sea maps no one bothered to clean. Barro stirred a massive blackened pot hanging over a flame pit, whistling a sailor’s tune that hadn’t been clean in any version.
“It’s not royal fare, Captain,” he called to Cassian, “but it won’t kill you unless you’re soft.”
Cassian sat stiff-backed at the end of the table, freshly scrubbed from rainwater and reluctantly changed out of his navy uniform into a rough white shirt and dark trousers. Barro had insisted. “No uniforms at pirate supper unless you want a knife in your stew.” He looked… different. Less guarded. Less commanding. Still dignified, but looser, somehow. And Neressa couldn’t stop noticing. She sat opposite him, legs up on the bench, sipping something unidentifiable from a cracked tin mug.
“You look ridiculous,” she said casually.
Cassian raised an eyebrow. “So do you.”
She glanced down—Barro had forced her into a patched gray coat “so she didn’t stink like a shipwreck.” Her old leather one was drying above the fire.
“I look fine. You look like a poetry professor.”
He hid a smirk. “Glad to know I made an impression.”
Barro slammed a pot of stew down between them, wooden bowls and utensils clattering. “Eat before it hardens!” The crew shuffled in, loud and jostling, grabbing bowls and mugs. The scent of brine, smoked fish, and strange spices filled the air. Tankards clinked, sea stories flew. Someone passed a greasy tray of stale ship bread. Cassian accepted a bowl from Barro, sniffed it, and cautiously took a bite.
“…Not bad,” he said, surprised.
Barro winked. “Family recipe. My uncle lost his teeth to this exact meal.”
Neressa chuckled and scooped her share. “I’ve missed this. All of it.”
Barro lowered himself beside her with a grunt. “Aye. Shame it took a cursed island and half a soul demon to make you nostalgic.” He looked between them both.
“You two figure out your mess yet?”
Cassian nearly choked on a bite. Neressa took a slow sip of her drink.
“We’re managing,” Cassian said, clearing his throat.
Barro grinned. “Might want to manage quick. Storm’s coming.”
Cassian glanced out the porthole where the sky was darkening again. “Literally or metaphorically?” Barro didn’t answer.
He just raised a mug and bellowed, “To stolen relics, sea monsters, and whatever the hell this is!” The crew roared in approval. Cassian met Neressa’s eyes across the table, stew in hand, heat curling up his neck.
She gave him a crooked grin. “Welcome to dinner, Captain.”
[bookmark: _c6eifkwtj9cl]Chapter 13. Stars
The galley had quieted to low voices and the creak of the hull. Somewhere below deck, someone strummed a broken lute. Barro had passed out in his own soup bowl. Cassian stepped onto the outer deck, the night air cool on his face, the scent of brine and woodsmoke thick in his lungs. The stars stretched overhead, impossibly clear, as if the heavens had been scrubbed clean by the storm. He didn’t expect to find her there, leaning against the railing, arms folded, eyes lost on the horizon. 
Neressa. Hair unbound, loose and wind-tossed. Her patched coat hung open over that same gray shirt Barro had given her. The moon turned her red hair to silver flame. She didn’t look at him. But she knew he was there.
“Tired of acting like a pirate?” she asked, her voice soft.
She glanced at him now, a flicker of something behind her eyes. Understanding. Sadness. Hope. He moved beside her at the rail. They stood like that for a while. Just the ocean, the stars, and their silence. “You were quiet at dinner,” she said.
He gave a small shrug. “Didn’t want to say the wrong thing.”
She smirked faintly. “That’s new.”
He looked at her then—really looked. All her fire, her edge, her deflection… it was still there. But it didn’t hide her anymore. If anything, it made her clearer. Like waves parting just long enough to see what waited below.
“You scare the hell out of me,” he said quietly. “I’ve faced storms. War. Command. But you?” He stepped closer. “You make me want things I’ve never let myself want.”
Neressa’s breath caught. And then, softly: “I’ve spent my whole life running from anyone who looked at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like I could be more than what I carved myself into.”
He reached out, fingers brushing hers against the rail. “I don’t want to change you,” he said. “I just want to know you.”
She stared at him for a long moment, as if searching for the lie. She didn’t find one. Then, without warning, she kissed him. Not hesitant. Not soft. But fierce and full of salt and fire and all the things she hadn’t said. His hand found her waist. Hers tangled in the front of his shirt. And in that kiss—there was no navy, no pirate, no relics or wrecks or demons. Just them. Flesh and breath and impossible, burning truth. When they finally broke apart, wind rustling between them, she exhaled against his chest. The kiss left her breathless. Not because it was tender—though it was, in places—but because it was real. Raw. No clever quips. No sharp retorts. Just the truth, crashing between them like the tide. And when she pulled back, still gripping his shirt, still close enough to taste the rum on his breath, he didn’t let her go. She didn’t want him to.
“Say something,” she whispered.
“I’m trying not to ruin this,” Cassian murmured.
She laughed—a soft, trembling sound—and took his hand. Wordlessly, she led him below deck.
“I’m still going to drive you insane,” she whispered.
Cassian smiled. “Good. I’d hate to get comfortable.”
[bookmark: _dtksouuwedw9]Chapter 14.  Tides and Temptation
The captain’s quarters on The Brinewolf were barely wide enough for a bed and a warped table, but the moonlight spilled in through the salt-fogged window, turning everything silver and shadow. Neressa pushed the door shut with her heel. Cassian didn’t touch her yet. Just looked at her. Like he was memorizing every line of her. Like he wasn’t sure he’d get another chance. She crossed the space between them slowly, until her fingers found him again. “You don’t have to be careful with me,” she said, voice husky, low.
“I don’t want to break you.” he said, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek.
She met his eyes. “I dare you to try.”
And then there were no more words.
Just hands. Breath. Heat.
His mouth found her neck as she tugged his shirt off, fingers trembling slightly—not from nerves, but from restraint. She had never wanted anything so badly and so slowly all at once. He was warm and solid and real beneath her hands, every line of muscle honed by war, every inch of him kissed by salt and sunlight and the weight of everything he carried.
He pulled her coat from her shoulders, then her shirt, and when his hands touched the old scars on her back, he didn’t flinch. He traced them like maps, kissed each one like a promise.
She pulled him down to the bed, her breath catching as his body pressed to hers. Their mouths met again—deeper this time, rougher, desperate. Months of tension poured into every movement, every gasp, every touch.
Clothes fell away. Restraint gave way to fire. And they moved together—not just with hunger, but reverence. Like they’d been waiting a lifetime. Like they’d both forgotten what it meant to be wanted like this. When they came undone, it wasn’t a storm. It was a release. A surrender. The crashing of waves long held back.
After, they lay tangled in sheets that smelled of old wood and wind, her head on his chest, his fingers drawing idle circles on her skin. Neressa let herself close her eyes. Just for a moment. Just long enough to forget the sea might take this from her.
She woke to the sound of waves—and his heartbeat. Cassian’s arm was draped around her waist, his chest warm against her back, his breath steady in her hair. The sheets were tangled around their legs, and for the first time in what felt like years, she wasn’t thinking about escape or survival or gold. She was just… there. With him. Still naked. Still sore in the best possible way. Still undeniably pleased with herself. She stretched, a catlike motion that pressed her body against his in just the right way. Cassian stirred with a groan.
“Mmh,” he mumbled against her shoulder. “You’re trying to kill me.”
She smiled. “I thought I already did. You looked half-dead at the end of it.”
His hand slid along her side, fingers grazing her ribs. “Funny. I was going to say the same about you.”
She turned to face him, propping herself up on one elbow. “You’re not as uptight in bed as you are at the helm.”
He raised an eyebrow, sleep-mussed and stunning in the golden light. “Is that your way of complimenting me?”
“Oh no,” she said with mock seriousness. “You were barely adequate.”
He rolled on top of her with a playful growl, pinning her wrists. “Barely?”
She laughed—a real, free sound that startled her with its lightness. “Fine. Better than adequate.”
“Just better?”
She wrapped her legs around his waist, smirking. “You want a ranking?”
“I want a rematch.”
[bookmark: _sdny7en9hlif]Chapter 15. Rust and Rum
The harbor town had no name—not one worth repeating, anyway. Locals called it Cinderhook, or The Hook, depending on how many teeth they had and how many drinks they’d had when asked. It was carved into the cliffs like a rotted tooth, its crooked shacks and salt-warped piers tangled together with rope, rust, and wishful thinking. Barro had steered the ship into Cinderhook to stock up on freshwater, spare sailcloth, and a few "untraceable" cannonballs he claimed only one shady dockmaster in the archipelago still knew how to make. He also muttered something about a debt owed, or a favor collected—though with Barro, it was always hard to tell the difference. The Brinewoolf creaked as it made port, the hull groaning like it already regretted the stop. The crew scattered as soon as the anchor dropped—some to drink, others to trade, a few to disappear entirely. Cassian stayed close to Neressa as they disembarked. The town reeked of brine, sweat, and old rum. Fish guts slicked the docks. Lanterns swung overhead, painting the alleyways in gold and blood-orange. Somewhere, a fiddler played a tune far too fast for how drunk he was. Cassian adjusted his coat—he’d traded in his formal navy blues for something simpler, looser, though he still looked like someone who’d walked in by accident and hadn’t realized yet. Neressa smirked as she led him down a narrow boardwalk, their boots thudding on warped planks.
“Try not to look like a Navyman,” she murmured. “You’ll make the regulars nervous.”
She turned down a back alley that smelled of smoke and seawater and ducked under a hanging sign shaped like a cracked compass. The bar behind it was tucked into the rock wall, half-submerged during high tide, and lit by ship lanterns hanging from rusted chains. Cassian stepped inside and was hit by the warmth of it: wet wood walls, laughter like thunder, and the unmistakable smell of trouble. Pirates leaned against tables cluttered with dice and dented mugs. A one-eyed man with silver teeth belched out a sea shanty in the corner. A woman with daggers strapped to her thighs was arm-wrestling a man twice her size—and winning. Neressa breezed through it like it was her kingdom. She slapped the bar with the flat of her hand.
“Two of the good stuff,” she told the barkeep. Then, glancing at Cassian: “Or one good, one safe. Your call.”
“I can handle whatever you can,” he said.
“Famous last words.” They found a table in the back, tucked into a shadowed alcove where the music dulled just enough to talk. The drinks came fast—amber and burning. Cassian took a sip and coughed immediately. Neressa laughed into her glass.
“Still a navy boy under all that pirate charm,” she said.
“You didn’t seem to mind the navy part last night,” he replied smoothly.
Her brows rose. A flicker of amusement danced in her eyes.
“Touché.” They drank in silence for a few beats, the sounds of the tavern crashing around them like waves. Then Cassian leaned forward.
“This place. This life… You really grew up in it?”
She swirled her glass, watching the liquid catch the light.“Not exactly in it. Around it. Close enough to want in. Close enough to know how dangerous it was to want it.”
“So why chase it?”
She looked at him. “Because no one else was offering me a future. At least pirates were honest about what they’d take from you.” Cassian nodded slowly. He looked around the room again—at the chaos, the laughter, the unspoken violence stitched into every movement.
“And this is where you feel most like yourself?”
“Not always,” she said quietly. “But it’s where I learned to be myself. Where I stopped being prey.” She downed the rest of her drink and set the glass down hard. “You think I’m just wild and reckless and dangerous.”
“No,” he said. “I think you’re brilliant. And brave. And terrifying. And I think maybe—just maybe—you’ve built your armor so well, you don’t know what it’s like to set it down.”
That silenced her. For a moment, her eyes softened. Just barely.
“Careful, Captain,” she said, voice lower now. “That almost sounded like love.”
Cassian smiled. “I’m not afraid of that.”
She looked at him for a long moment—searching. Testing. Then the corner of her mouth curved, sharp and unreadable. “You should be.”
The tavern grew louder as the night went on. Rum flowed like water, dice clattered across tabletops, and someone had started playing a concertina in the corner with reckless enthusiasm. Cassian leaned back in his chair, his second drink half-empty, watching the chaos with quiet curiosity. He was still too clean-cut for this place—too noble, even with the salt in his hair and the cut across his brow from their last scrape. But he didn’t seem rattled.
Not until the barmaid approached.She was young, with sun-warmed skin and yellow hair. Her earrings are made from shark teeth, her blouse hung loose, and her eyes sparkled with mischief as she leaned over Cassian’s side of the table, a tray balanced on one hip.
“You sure you’re in the right place, sweetheart?” she asked, voice dripping with honey. “You look more like the type that gets rescued from pirates, not drinks with ’em.”
Cassian blinked. “sure.”
“Mmm,” she said, tilting her head. “But maybe you’re one of those quiet types. All good manners and bad intentions.” 
Neressa’s eyebrow twitched. She didn’t look up from her glass, but her fingers tapped the rim in a steady, dangerous rhythm.“He’s spoken for,” she said coolly.
The barmaid laughed. “Didn’t ask if he was. Just if he was interesting.”
Cassian cleared his throat, clearly trying to suppress a smile. “I appreciate the compliment. But I’m here with her.” He nodded toward Neressa, who still didn’t look at him.
The barmaid raised both brows, gave a low whistle, and walked away with a wink that somehow managed to insult everyone at the table.
Cassian glanced at Neressa. “Jealous?”
“Of her?” she scoffed. “Please. She couldn’t handle you for five minutes.”
“You sure you could?”
“I already did.”
Cassian choked on his drink, and Neressa finally let herself smirk. Just then, Barro stumbled into view, a tankard in one hand and a half-eaten meat pie in the other. He flopped into the seat beside Neressa and nearly knocked the whole table over.
“Saints drown me, I haven’t been this drunk since the hurricane off Flintgrave,” he announced, spraying crumbs. “You remember that one, Neressa?”
“You were naked and tied to the mainmast.”
“Aye! For a full day! And not even for fun!” He slapped the table, cackling at his own memory. “That was the storm that sank The Little Mercy, back before I’d learned the fine art of not steer’n a ship straight into a gods-cursed maelstrom. Poor thing folded like a coin purse.”
Cassian blinked. “Wait—you named a pirate ship The Little lady?”
“Aye,” Barro said proudly. “Right before she betrayed me in the most ungodly squall I’ve ever seen. No warning, just—wham! Like the sky fell in love with the sea and they decided to kill us all.”
Neressa leaned her cheek into her palm. “You also tried to cook fish on the deck during the storm. On a lantern.”
“And it worked!” he shouted, waving his tankard. “Only lost an eyebrow!”
Cassian chuckled, eyes flicking between the two of them. “You two go back a long way.”
“Like mold and damp wood,” Neressa said dryly.
Barro grinned. “She was the most arrogant little thief I’d ever met. Stole my maps, my crew, and then my heart. Not that she wanted it.”
Neressa rolled her eyes. “I traded your maps for a faster ship.”
“Aye,” Barro said wistfully, slumping further into his seat. “She’s never been the sentimental type. Lucky for you, navy man, she must be going soft.”
Neressa’s eyes flashed. “I don’t go soft.”
Cassian raised his glass. “No. You burn.”
And she didn’t quite smile. But she didn’t argue either.
The tavern was in full swing, thick with laughter, spilled rum, and the off-key screech of a concertina player who didn’t know when to quit. A knife-throwing contest had broken out near the back wall, drawing a loud, jeering crowd, while a pair of sailors arm-wrestled over a barrel of half-eaten crab. The air pulsed with heat and sea-salt and the scent of old wood soaked in ale. Barmaids weaved between tables with trays held high, and pirates hollered across the room in half-sung shanties, clinking mugs and shouting bets. It was chaos—loud, grimy, and alive. Then, the tavern door swung open with a gust of night wind and the slam of boots against wood. Heads turned. A few went still. A tall figure stepped into the haze of smoke and lamp light. Broad-shouldered. Cloaked in weather worn leather. His skin was dark and tanned a beautiful mahogany color. His beard was trimmed, his coat stitched in deep crimson thread, and a long scar split his left brow in two. The air shifted when he entered—like the tide had changed direction. Cassian noticed Neressa still immediately. Her body didn’t move, but her eyes flicked toward the door—sharp, unreadable.
“Trouble?” he asked under his breath.
“Not if he keeps walking,” she muttered. But of course, he didn’t. The man spotted her through the crowd and smiled like a fox catching sight of a henhouse.
“Neressa Vane,” he called, voice warm with too much memory. “The queen herself.” The room dipped into silence. A few patrons muttered her name like a curse or a prayer.
Barro blinked, then groaned into his mug. “Saints save us. It's Del Mar."
“Del Mar?” Cassian asked, eyes narrowing.
“Captain Khamari Del Mar,” Neressa said flatly. “Former pain in my ass. Still thinks he’s charming.”
Khamari weaved through the tavern like he owned the place, a few other pirates trailing behind him—clearly his crew, judging by the way they shadowed him like loyal dogs. He reached the table, eyes sweeping from Barro to Cassian with cool disinterest, before landing on Neressa. “You haven’t changed a bit,” he said, leaning one hand on the edge of the table. “Still causing storms just by walking into a room.”
“And you’re still talking like a cheap ruml,” Neressa replied dryly.
He laughed, delighted. “Still sharp. Gods, I missed that.”
Cassian bristled beside her, but stayed quiet.
“What do you want, Khamari?”
“Straight to business, then,” he said, unbothered. “I’ve got a ship. The Widow’s Blood. Fastest thing this side of the Devil’s Teeth. Crew’s loyal. Hold’s full. I’m carving out new routes off the northern reefs. And I need a first mate.” He leaned in just enough for his voice to drop. “You. I want you back beside me. You’ve still got the sea in your veins, Nessa. And the power. The real kind. I know what you can do—what you are. I’m not afraid of it. I want it.”
She stared at him. Didn’t blink. Didn’t flinch. Then: “No.” Just one word. Ice-cold.
Khamari paused, a flicker of surprise behind his smug grin. “No? Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
“Come on, Nessa,” he said, chuckling. “You’re not seriously riding around with Barro and... him.” His chin jerked toward Cassian like it tasted bad. “Navy’s got you brainwashed now?”
“I’ve never needed a man to tell me who I am,” she said, standing. “Least of all one who still thinks every woman’s just waiting to crawl back under his command.”
Barro let out a long “Oof.” Cassian’s smile was small—but real.
Khamari looked between them, realization dawning. “Ah. So this is what it is. You’re with him now?”
Neressa stepped closer, her voice low and deadly. “What I do, and who I do it with, is none of your gods-damned business.”
Khamari raised his hands. “Fair enough. But when he leaves—and he will—don’t say I didn’t offer you a way back to the sea.”
“I never left it,” she said. And that, finally, wiped the smirk off his face. He tipped his head once and turned, swaggering back into the crowd—though his steps didn’t have quite the same weight they had coming in. The tavern noise slowly resumed, like a spell breaking. Neressa sat back down, picked up her drink, and threw it back like nothing had happened.
Cassian watched her, careful. “You alright?”
“Fine,” she said, setting the empty glass down. “He’s like a bad tide. Shows up. Stinks. Leaves.”
Barro snorted and clapped Cassian on the back. “You handled that well, navy boy. Didn’t even flinch.”
Cassian met Neressa’s eyes. “No need to. She was handling it better than anyone else could.”
Neressa didn’t say anything. But her fingers brushed his knee beneath the table. Just once. And then they were gone.
Chapter 16. Tide Between Us
The tavern’s roar faded behind them as Neressa and Cassian slipped out the back and into the salt-heavy night. The sky above Cinderhook was thick with stars, smudged by chimney smoke and the faint gold glow of lanterns still burning across the docks. Somewhere in the distance, a gull cried and the tide whispered against the rocks like it was telling secrets. They walked in silence for a time, their boots crunching over gravel and old rope coils as they followed the path toward the cliff’s edge, where the sea stretched black and endless. Neressa didn’t speak. Didn’t look at him. Cassian waited anyway. Finally, she stopped near an old mooring post wrapped in rusted chains and sat down on the edge, boots dangling over the water. She didn’t invite him to sit, but she didn’t stop him when he did.
“He always like that?” Cassian asked, voice low.
“Khamari” she said, brushing a curl of windblown hair from her face. “He’s been trying to recruit me since I was seventeen.”
“Persistent.”
“Desperate,” she corrected. She was quiet for a moment, then added, almost reluctantly: “He wasn’t always like that. He used to be… better. Bolder. Less arrogant, somehow.”
“And you?” he asked gently.
She exhaled. “I was worse.”
He glanced at her. “Hard to imagine you ever being worse.”
She looked at him then, something unreadable flickering behind her eyes. “I used to believe the only way to be safe was to be feared. So I made damn sure I was.”
Cassian didn’t interrupt. Just let the silence settle between them again. The waves rolled softly below. Far out on the water, Barro’s ship bobbed in the dark, her lanterns like fireflies on the tide.
“That man in the bar,” Cassian said, “he saw the magic in you and wanted to use it.”
Neressa’s jaw tightened. “They always do.”
“I don’t,” he said.
She looked away. “No. You’re worse. You see it and want to understand it.”
“Is that so bad?”
“Yes,” she said sharply. Then, quieter: “Because if you understand it, you’ll see what it’s made of. And it’s not clean. It’s not noble.”
Cassian studied her face in the dark. “You think I haven’t seen shadows, Neressa? I’ve fought wars. Lost men. Made mistakes I still carry. You think I can’t handle yours?” She didn’t answer. But her breath caught—just barely.
He leaned closer, voice softer now. “You don’t have to be clean. Or good. You just have to be you.” Her eyes met his. The stars reflected there—sharp and silver.
“You kissed me,” she murmured.
“I did,” he said.
“Do you regret it?”
“Only that I waited so long.”
She smiled, but it was a quiet, painful thing. Like it hurts to let herself feel it.
“I don’t know what this is, Cassian. I don’t know what it can be. I’m not the kind of woman who stays still.”
“Then don’t stay still,” he said. “Just… stay with me.”
A breeze blew in from the water, cool against their skin. She didn’t speak. Didn’t make promises. But she leaned into him, just enough for her shoulder to touch his, and they watched the waves roll in together. Not peace. Not yet. But something close enough to hold for a little while.
Chapter 17.  Moonlight, Rum, and a Missing Crate
By the time Neressa and Cassian returned to the docks, the revelry of Cinderhook had dulled to a low hum behind them—just laughter, music, and the occasional thud of someone falling into a barrel. The tide had risen, slicking the dock boards with silver sheen, and The Hollow Crown rocked gently at her moorings. Barro’s crew was still hard at work—or trying to be. Crates were being loaded unevenly, ropes tangled like drunken handwriting, and someone was arguing with a parrot about whose bunk it was. A few deckhands looked up when they spotted Neressa, gave brief nods, then quickly went back to pretending they hadn’t been slacking. Cassian climbed the gangplank behind her, his hand brushing the hilt of his sword out of habit. “This place never sleeps, does it?”
“Wouldn’t be a pirate ship if it did,” Neressa murmured. They found Barro on the quarterdeck—shirt half-unbuttoned, boots off, and a large bruise forming on his neck that looked suspiciously like a bite mark. He was leaning against a crate marked SPARE RIGGING with a dreamy smile and a tankard in one hand.
“Well, look what the tide dragged back,” he slurred cheerfully. “Captain Vane and her navy knight.”
Neressa raised an eyebrow. “Get all the supplies?”
“Most of them,” Barro said with a lazy grin. “We’ve got salt pork, lamp oil, rum, rope, and three crates of… something with no labels. Probably not cursed.”
Cassian folded his arms. “And the cannonballs?”
Barro blinked, then slowly turned his head toward the dock. “Ah. Well. That’s the thing. I was haggling for them with Big Osric at the end of the wharf. Lovely man. Three teeth. Smells like dead fish and burnt sugar.”
“And?”
“And then Joliette happened.”
“The barmaid with the red sash,” Neressa guessed.
“She had opinions about shirt buttons,” Barro muttered, looking down at his half-undone chest. “Very persuasive woman.”
Cassian pinched the bridge of his nose.
Neressa groaned. “We’re going to have to go back in the morning, aren’t we?”
“We could,” Barro said, raising his tankard, “or we could sail out without ‘em and settle things with charm, wit, and overwhelming firepower. Assuming those unmarked crates aren’t just filled with moldy fruit or… I don’t know, phalanges.”
Neressa rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the smirk tugging at her mouth.
“We’ll go back,” she said. “Before dawn. I want to be out with the tide.”
Cassian looked at her. “Where to?”
She glanced out to sea, where the dark horizon seemed to shimmer with possibility.
“Somewhere quieter,” she said. “But not forever.”
Barro raised his mug toward the moon. “To not forever.” As the crew settled in for the night, and the ship creaked beneath their feet like a beast waking from a nap, Neressa stood by the rail with Cassian at her side. For now, it was enough.
Elsewhere in Cinderhook, a navy scout—young, clean-cut, and very out of place among the grime and stink of pirates—raced through the narrow streets with a report clutched in his gloved hand. He reached a makeshift outpost tucked into the cliffs—clearly temporary, but well-supplied—and handed the parchment to his commander with a breathless salute.
“We have confirmation, sir. Captain Cassian Thorne was spotted three nights ago. In the company of Neressa Vane.” The officer’s jaw clenched. Admiral Rhyston, a man built from rules and rumors, took the message without a word. His eyes scanned the details—Cinderhook Tavern. Red-haired woman. Sea dragon tattoo on her collarbone.
“He’s been with her this whole time,” Rhyston muttered.
“He doesn’t appear to be a prisoner, sir.”
Rhyston’s voice dropped. “That’s what worries me.”
Chapter 18. Storm on the Horizon
The sky was clear when The brinewolf slipped past the jagged reef fingers of the Southern Shroud, sails full and humming, the sea calm beneath her hull. Cassian stood at the prow, one hand resting on the polished rail, the wind combing through his hair. He’d stopped wearing the navy blue. Stopped correcting the crew when they called him “our noble pirate.” He’d laughed with them at breakfast. Played cards the night before. Kissed Neressa that morning when no one was looking. It was strange how quickly something new could begin to feel like home. But the wind changed. And with it, everything. Barro’s voice rang from the crow’s nest—loud, sharp, urgent. “Ship on the horizon!” Cassian’s spine straightened. 
Neressa appeared beside him like smoke. “What kind?”
Cassian swore under his breath. “That’s the Horizon’s Mercy. Commander Elric. If he sees me—”
“He’ll assume we’ve taken you hostage,” Neressa said, already climbing down the rope ladder to the deck. “Or worse.” 
“They’ll attack.”
She met his eyes. “Then we need to move.”
Cassian grabbed his sword. Neressa grabbed her pistol. 
The ropes bit into his wrists, but not enough to hurt. Neressa tied them expertly—enough to look convincing, not enough to hold him if things went bad. She even smeared a streak of soot across his jaw for effect.
“Convincing enough?” she asked, stepping back with a smirk.
“You’re enjoying this,” he muttered.
“Immensely.”
Barro added to the scene by stomping up beside them, a wicked grin across his weather-worn face. “Got your prize, lass. Let’s sell it.”
The plan was simple: fly a white flag, slow The Brinewolf’s course, and display Cassian as a captive to the incoming Navy ship. Let them board. Let them talk. See if diplomacy could buy them time—or a window to escape. The Horizon’s Mercy cut through the sea like a blade, sails full, crew at the rails with rifles and spyglasses. When they saw Cassian on the deck of the pirate ship—bound, bruised, and held at swordpoint—chaos broke out across their ranks.
Through the spyglass, Neressa saw it: The captain on the Mercy’s deck—a cold, sharp-featured man with silver epaulettes—barked orders to slow the sails. Commander Elric.
She turned to Cassian. “Is he always that charming?”
“He’s precise. Ruthless. Efficient.”
“So, a real sweetheart.”
Minutes later, a rowboat approached. It carried six men—four marines, a scribe, and Elric himself. Cassian stood center-deck, arms bound, a pirate knife to his back (courtesy of Barro, who added a theatrical sneer for good measure). Elric stepped aboard with polished boots and narrowed eyes, hands behind his back.
“Captain Thorne,” he said, coolly. “You’re a long way from your post.”
Cassian raised his chin. “So it seems.”
Neressa stepped forward, dressed in full pirate regalia again—coat snapping in the wind, pistol on her hip, chin lifted with all the arrogance of the sea. “Your boy here was trying to arrest me,” she drawled. “Didn’t go so well.”
Barro chimed in. “He makes good company. Shame if we have to sell him off.”
Elric’s gaze flicked to her, disgust curling his lip. “Neressa Vane. Pirate queen of the western islands. I should have let the eastern galleons sink your ship when they had the chance.”
“You still might,” she said smoothly. “But I figured I’d give you a shot to trade first.”
Elric studied her. Then Cassian.
“…He seems in good order.”
Cassian answered for himself. “Alive. Not exactly unharmed.”
Elric’s jaw tightened. “What do you want for him?”
Neressa arched her brow. “That depends. I'm assuming a captain from the royal navy must fetch a pretty penny?” 
Elric’s eyes narrowed. “Captain Thorne has… made certain choices,” he said carefully. “Disappearing without orders. Seen consorting with pirates. A lesser officer would be court-martialed for less.”
Cassian’s blood ran cold. “So what are you saying?” he asked. “You’re here to rescue me—or bury me?”
Elric stepped forward, dropping the façade. “You’ve compromised your allegiance, Captain. Sailed with traitors. You’re no longer under protection of the crown. But we will take you back. For questioning and sentencing.”
Neressa’s hand dropped to her pistol.
Cassian locked eyes with Elric. “I’m not going anywhere in chains.”
“Then you’re a fugitive.”
“So be it.”
Elric turned sharply. “We leave in ten minutes. If you’re not on that boat, we open fire.” He left without another word.
As the rowboat pulled away, silence fell on The Brinewolf’s deck. Cassian exhaled. Neressa stepped beside him, cutting the ropes from his wrists.
“Well,” she said quietly. “Looks like you’ve burned your bridge.”
[bookmark: _9pjw5s1xh46t]Chapter 19.  Smoke
Cassian rubbed his wrists where the ropes had been, the phantom burn already sinking into his skin like guilt.
“So that’s it?” Barro muttered, lowering his sword. “They didn’t buy it?”
“Worse,” Cassian said darkly. “They bought exactly what they wanted to see.”
Neressa sheathed her pistol with a sharp click. “Then it’s war.”
From the deck, her crew began murmuring, unsure if they should be celebrating or panicking. The white flag still hung limply from the rigging like a joke. Cassian turned toward the railing, watching the rowboat glide back to The Horizon’s Mercy, where the sails had already shifted—preparing for an assault.
“They’ll fire the moment we don’t comply.”
Barro scowled. “So what’s the plan, nobleheart? Let ‘em? Or do we give ‘em hell?”
Cassian hesitated. His heart was hammering, torn between everything he was raised to honor and everything he'd just thrown overboard.
Neressa watched him carefully. “You don’t have to stay.”
He looked at her—eyes clear, voice steady. “Yes. I do.”
She exhaled, once. Hard. Then turned to the crew. “Battle stations. We sail east, cut wide past the rocks. If they want to follow us through the reefs, let them scrape their pretty ship apart trying.” The crew erupted into motion, boots pounding the deck, ropes groaning as sails unfurled.
Barro leaned over the railing, spitting into the wind. “Suppose we could let that sea dragon of yours stretch its legs.”
Neressa grinned darkly. “She’s overdue.”
Cassian braced himself as The Brinewolf jerked beneath his feet, turning sharply away from the navy ship, sails swelling with wind. Behind them, Mercy gave chase. A single cannon fired. The shot screamed overhead—missing, but not by much.
“That was a warning,” Cassian muttered.
“Good,” Neressa replied, wind in her hair, one hand rising. “So is this.” She closed her eyes, lips moving silently. Magic stirred around her like mist curling through glass.
And far below the waves, something moved.
Elric stood at the helm, watching the pirate ship veer toward the reef line—dangerous territory for a vessel their size.
“Fools,” he muttered. “They’ll wreck themselves before we ever fire a second shot.” Then the sea began to churn. Not from the tide. Not from the reef. But from beneath. A massive shadow surged toward the surface—followed by a spined fin as long as the cutter’s mast.
“By the Crown…” the helmsman gasped.
The sea dragon rose like an ancient nightmare, eyes glowing with runes, its roar shaking birds from the cliffs. Panic erupted on deck.
“Evasive turn! Full sails! Shields—now!”
But it was too late. A wall of water slammed across the Mercy’s bow, rocking her violently, knocking men from their posts. The sea dragon didn’t strike—not yet—but circled like a storm waiting for permission.
Back on The Brinewolf, Neressa lowered her hand, eyes still burning with power.
“Let them follow.”
Cassian looked at her, awestruck and a little terrified.
“You’re really not afraid of them, are you?”
“Not anymore.”
He reached for the wheel beside her. “Then let’s show them what a real traitor looks like.”
From the depths came a rumble—not thunder, but something else. The surface of the sea boiled. And then, he rose. A massive, sinuous creature erupted from the deep—a scaled titan, serpent-like, with glowing blue eyes and a crown of coral horns. Water cascaded off his body as he coiled skyward, shrieking a sound that split the air like a hurricane scream.
Abyrath. Her sea dragon. Her monster. Her oldest secret. The crew dropped to their knees. Cassian just stared, awestruck. Neressa stepped forward, wind tugging at her hair.The dragon hovered, massive and still, his head turning slowly toward Horizon’s Mercy. She raised her hand. “Sink it.” Abyrath screamed and dove.
The sea exploded.
The Navy ship tried to turn, sails flaring, cannons firing too late. Abyrath’s tail struck the hull like a battering ram. Wood shattered. Men screamed. Masts snapped like twigs. A second strike came from below—he’d pulled the water with him, sucked it down, and the ship began to tilt.
Cassian could see Elric on deck, shouting orders, defiant to the end. Abyrath coiled around the warship like a sea serpent in a legend. With one last shriek, he dragged it down.
Gone. Just like that. The ocean calmed. Smoke hung in the air. The Brinewolf rocked gently on the waves. Cassian turned to Neressa, breathless. She stood tall at the bow, hair whipping in the wind, power radiating from her like the moon commanding the tide.
He’d never seen anything so dangerous.
Or so gods-damned beautiful.
When the last ripple faded and the sea stilled, The Brinewolf fell into stunned silence. Barro was the first to speak—low and reverent.
“…Bloody hellfire, Neressa.”
The rest of the crew—grizzled pirates, smugglers, shark-eyed gamblers—stared at her like she had sprouted gills and wings. A few crossed themselves. One dropped to a knee. Another whispered, “Sea-born.”
“Is that thing yours?” someone asked, barely above a breath.
“No,” she said simply, stepping down from the bow. “He’s not mine. I just ask. And sometimes, he answers.” They parted for her like waves around a ship’s hull. Wide-eyed. Speechless.
Barro let out a low, dry laugh. “Remind me never to piss you off again, love.”
She grinned, sharp-edged. “You never could afford to.”
Cassian hadn’t said a word. He just watched her, chest rising and falling, his expression unreadable. Not fear. Not exactly. But something weightier. Neressa moved through the crowd and brushed past him, low enough that only he heard:
“Come with me.”
[bookmark: _vbkrr0oiu8gq]Chapter 20. Beneath the Lanterns
They slipped below deck, ducking into the dimly lit alcove behind the captain’s quarters—a quiet space strung with old ropes and a single swaying lantern. It smelled of salt and burnt oil. The sound of the sea filtered through the planks like a heartbeat. Neressa didn’t speak at first. She faced away from him, hands on the table, her shoulders tight. Still brimming with power. Still high on adrenaline and fury and flame. But underneath it all… a sliver of uncertainty. She had shown him everything now. And he hadn’t spoken since.
“Say something,” she whispered.
Cassian’s voice came quiet. “You commanded the sea.”
“I didn’t command it,” she said, voice sharp. “I called. That’s different. It listens when it wants to. When it remembers who I am.”
He took a step closer. “I saw you,” he said. “Really saw you. And I wasn’t afraid.”
She turned around, slowly. Her eyes were still storm-lit, that eerie blue glow fading from their edges. “But you should be. That wasn’t just magic, Cassian. That was a creature older than your Empire. I was born with its mark. And that… scares people.”
“I’m not people,” he said.
Neressa blinked. “What are you, then?”
He reached for her hand, still calloused and warm from battle. “I’m the man who watched you face down the abyss and win. The man who would have died for you without ever kissing you—and now, who’s terrified of how much he wants more.”
She stared at him. And something inside her cracked open—just a little.
“I’ve never belonged anywhere,” she said. “Not to sea, not to land, not to anyone. I never let myself.”
Cassian stepped closer. “Then let this be the first time.”
She reached up, fingers tangling in the fabric of his shirt. “You know,” she murmured, voice low and unsteady, “you really should’ve been scared of me.”
“I was,” he breathed, his lips brushing hers. “And I still came running.”
And then she kissed him. Not like before. Slower. Softer. Full of something terrifying and new. Because for the first time in her life… she wasn’t kissing someone to forget. She was kissing someone to remember.
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They left just before dawn. The Brinewolf slipped from the cove on a quiet wind, sails full of moonlight and ash. No ceremony. No horns. No farewells. Just the sound of waves and a new course unfurling beneath them. Cassian stood at the helm beside Neressa, the wheel groaning beneath their hands. Barro barked orders to the crew, already half-drunk on victory and morning rum. The old pirate looked over his shoulder at Cassian and smirked.
“You still sure about this, Fleet Boy?”
Cassian met his gaze. “Not a boy.”
Barro nodded. “Aye. Not anymore.”
Cassian didn’t look back. Not toward the shattered horizon where Horizon’s Mercy had gone down. Not toward the life of polished boots and salutes and orders from men who would trade his soul for a clean report. He looked forward—toward her. Neressa stood beside him, hair whipping in the wind, coat flaring like a black banner. She didn’t speak at first. Just looked at him, as if waiting for something. He reached into his pocket and pulled free the gold naval insignia that once gleamed on his collar. He turned it over once in his palm. And dropped it into the sea. A quiet splash. A clean break.
Neressa’s lips curled into the smallest smile. “About time.”
Cassian stepped behind her, arms sliding around her waist as she leaned back into him. “I don’t know what this life is yet,” he murmured into her hair. “But I want it. With you.”
“You’ll get sick of it,” she said. “Salt in your boots, chaos at your back, always someone trying to kill you…”
He turned her gently toward him. “I’ve survived worse.”
She searched his face, her own softened by morning light. “Then let’s make some enemies together.”
They became legends.
Stories whispered from port to port—of a sea queen with ruby hair and a voice that could summon sea dragons, and the navy captain who left the Empire to stand beside her. Together, they hunted cursed relics and sunk warships. Stole from tyrants. Freed bound sea beasts. Loved like fire. They were fury and freedom. Flame and tide. Salt and silver. And wherever they sailed… The sea knew their names.





