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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Captain Narrowbone was a big, scary-looking bastard, no more nor less than Neville had been expecting. The very sight of Narrowbone brought a cautious smile to Neville’s face. The search was over. He’d finally found his man. 
 
    Neville’s welcome party had initially consisted of only a thin, skeleton of a man with squinty eyes and pale skin darkened by dirt. A waft of body odour filled Neville’s nose as the man turned to speak with the captain, who stood silhouetted against the midday sun, listening atop the gangway. “Boy says he wants to speak to you, Captain,” the thin man said. 
 
    “He does, does he?” Narrowbone asked, descending slowly to meet them. His heavy boots echoed, and the thin plank seemed to bow under his every step. He had an impressively thick beard interrupted only by occasional scarring about his jaw. His tricorn hat tilted forward to shadow the majority of his face but for a long, crooked nose discoloured by a sprawl of purple veins. His descent was laboured and dramatic, but piracy is not without its flamboyance. Aldsea was a cacophony of sights and sounds, but in that moment, Neville imagined all eyes on the captain and his long, red, velvet frock coat, which seemed to shimmer in the daylight. Neville was awestruck. 
 
    Captain Narrowbone stepped onto the quayside and surveyed Neville through narrowed eyes, seemingly appraising him. He circled in silence, his long shadow making an already ominous situation altogether more chilling.  
 
    “You lost, boy?” he asked at last, completing his circuit to re-join the thin pirate who had greeted Neville. The two men stood at the foot of the gangplank with Captain Narrowbone’s infamous ship, the Red Rose, looming in their wake. “He must be lost, Dirk…” he proceeded, when Neville found himself unable to speak. If nothing else, Neville thought, he finally had a name for the other pirate. 
 
    “You must be lost,” repeated the captain, and Dirk sniggered at his side with admirable sycophancy. “Lost and stupid, I reckon. That or very brave. You will know that King Ailwin is committed to hunting all pirates and their captains, and, unless you are even stupider than you look, I imagine you’ll know these very same pirates to be short-tempered, unpredictable, and dangerous. So, what is it boy?” He paused to lift the brim of his hat and raise a questioning eyebrow. “Are you lost, stupid, or feeling brave? To my mind, the last two are very much the same…” 
 
    Neville opened his mouth and made to answer before hesitating. His brow and his lower back glistened with a sheen of nervous sweat. The captain was right; pirates were enemy number one with Easthaven under King Ailwin’s stewardship. In fact, it was this same danger that had made Neville’s search for Captain Narrowbone so difficult—a matter that made Neville’s next words all the more important. 
 
    “Umm…” He faltered. 
 
    It had been two weeks since he’d arrived in Aldsea, though it felt as though the experience had already aged him by years. He was some distance from the fresh-faced farm boy who had arrived at the coast in pursuit of passage away from Easthaven, and he cringed at his own naivety as he recalled early memories from the past fortnight… 
 
    “Do you know where I can find a pirate vessel?” A foolish question to passers-by in the busy streets of the coastal town.  
 
    The polite respondents had simply turned and walked away, while the same question had earned Neville a black eye in the Taverns. He had known it was never going to be easy, but he had come too far to give up and walk away. He knew the Taverns to be a hotbed of gossip and had talked himself into a job cleaning floors and fetching tankards as a means of infiltrating the crowds. It had taken a week before he’d eavesdropped the first mention of Captain Narrowbone’s arrival. A further week had passed since, and Neville knew that this might be his one and only chance. He steadied himself and tried again. 
 
    “Not stupid, sir,” he answered finally, head shaking with conviction that was lacking in his trembling voice. “I’ve travelled here to find you, sir. I hope to join your crew. If you’ll take me.” He stuttered the final words and gulped as the captain’s face scrunched into a grimace. Perhaps “sir” was not the appropriate greeting for a captain, or perhaps word choice should have been the least of Neville’s concerns. For better or worse, he wouldn’t have long to wait and find out. 
 
    The captain’s face unfolded into one of amusement. “Join us?” he asked, the pitch of his voice raised to illustrate his already obvious disbelief. “Let me get this right: you expect me, a notorious pirate captain, to invite you…” He paused to remove his hat and scratch at his long and greasy grey hair. “You…a farm boy, to join my crew? What would you do in my position?” He hunched his shoulders. “I’ve already agreed to take on new blood as it is. I’ve got more than enough mouths to feed without adding your burden, and that’s without the possibility that you might just be working for the king or one of his lapdogs. No…” he said with a weight of finality. “You’re a long way from home, boy, but this is the end of the road. Go home while I’m still prepared to offer you the benefit of the doubt.” His speech ended abruptly, and he turned to ascend the gangplank. 
 
    The blood drained from Neville’s face immediately. “No, wait!” he shouted, words falling from his lips with an instinctive urgency. He’d come too far, burned too many bridges to fail now. He wouldn’t be dismissed so easily. “I’m sorry, sir, but I must insist that you let me join you. I’m a hard worker, loyal and…and I have money.” 
 
    At these final words, the captain drew to a halt. “Money?” he asked, his back still turned. 
 
    “Yes, money!” yelled Neville, with more enthusiasm than was necessary. He reached for the coin pouch in his pocket and jangled the copper pieces to corroborate his claim. The coins rattled noisily as expected but did little to silence the nagging doubts over his other promises. 
 
    Hardworking? Neville’s father had called him “a lazy, good-for-nothing layabout,” and that was on his good days. The old man was gone now, but his words of disappointment still echoed in Neville’s mind, fresh as the day he had spoken them. “If only you were more like your brothers, Symon and Reyner. I’ll be gone someday, you know,” he had threatened. “This farm is our family’s most prized possession, your birth right, and I will need you to step up and support your mother.”  
 
    Neville tried to put the events of recent weeks out of his mind. “Loyal” was the biggest lie of all.  
 
    By now, the captain had returned to the quayside. He covered the remaining yards and snatched the coin pouch from Neville’s hand brazenly. “Well, this certainly changes things,” he announced, bouncing the pouch in his hand to measure the contents. “This is a start, but you’ll still have to earn your place. There are no easy jobs on a ship, you know!” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “It’s a good crew, but they’re a hard bunch, and life isn’t going to be easy for a lad like you. Are you sure you really want that?” 
 
    Neville could feel the momentum shifting. “Yes, sir.” He gave what he hoped was a winning smile, one that showed his willingness to take on the challenge. 
 
    “Hmm…” The captain stepped back to appraise to Neville once more. The sound was a thoughtful growl, and Neville feared once again that the moment was slipping away from him. Dirk looked on with interest. The nervous sweat thickened upon Neville’s brow.  
 
    Finally, the captain spoke. “There’s just one thing I want to know.” 
 
    “Anything,” came Neville’s reply, to which the captain nodded. 
 
    “Why?” he asked flatly. “Well-spoken, good quality clothes, nice leather boots. What does a boy like you want with a life like this?” 
 
    It was a perfectly reasonable question, but one for which Neville was wholly unprepared. He realised he had never asked this of himself, for he had always simply known. His was an answer based not in reason but feeling. His father had worked the land, and his father before him, and so on. However, that was not the life for Neville, who had spent his youth escaping the farm in favour of a nearby river, where he had skipped stones on the water’s surface and built small floating crafts from sticks, leaves, and any other materials he could pilfer from home. He had spent many joyous hours chasing these creations from the riverbank, his imagination brimming with thoughts of a life on the open water. A life of adventure. The life of a pirate. 
 
    “I long to travel and see the world,” he answered, surmising his thoughts as best he could just as a timely gull cawed overhead. He turned his gaze skyward on instinct and smiled to see the carefree bird soaring through the sky, carried on a warm breeze. “I know what you must think, but you won’t regret it, I promise. I’ll be no trouble—” 
 
    He was silenced as the captain raised his palm. A sense of freedom and exploration had buoyed the sentiment, but by now, Neville knew he probably only sounded desperate.   
 
    The captain’s eyes narrowed once more, his lips pursed in thought. Neville lowered his head submissively and looked to the boots that Narrowbone had mentioned only moments ago. His own father’s boots, though this thought brought Neville no comfort. An unwelcome flash of recollection played in his mind: the night Neville had slipped away from the farm and abandoned his family. The unapologetic note he had left for his widowed mother. The impulsive decision to take his late father’s boots on the way out of the door. A final reminder of the old man. Big shoes to fill, but Neville had reasoned that his father no longer had use for them.  
 
    “Enough, enough…” The captain shook his head in frustration. “I hear you. Likely, you will die within days, but I do not suppose that is any of my concern. You may be stupid, but you are in luck, or perhaps this heat is affecting my judgement.” He lifted his hat once more and brushed hair from his brow, which glistened in the blaze of a midday sun. “I accept your offer, but do not think this an act of charity. We leave tonight on important business, and I expect you to pull your weight. Basic rations…” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Basic accommodations, below deck.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “You will not be the only new addition to the crew, and we have something of a shortage of space onboard, so you will need to make do. I don’t care who you are or what you’re used to; this is your existence now, you hear me?” 
 
    Neville could hardly control his excitement. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” 
 
     The captain stepped back and used the hat as an impromptu hand-fan. “Well, all right then, you have yourself a deal. There is one final thing, though, before I can allow you aboard my ship.” 
 
    “Anything…” 
 
    “Your name, boy. Let’s hope it’s not something to make you even more of a target than you already are.” The captain looked Neville up and down with the sort of revulsion one would normally associate with the sudden emergence of a bad smell. Clearly, the captain was wholly unconvinced, and Neville wondered if he would think any differently in the same position. For all his aspirations, Neville was yet a novice seafarer. He was a little on the short side, carrying comfort weight around the waist. His arms bore no discernible muscle, and his messy hair was already beginning to thin.   
 
    He was far from perfect, but self-pity wasn’t going to get him anywhere. This was his new life, a chance to reinvent himself. At the very least, he needed to be sure his mother and brothers could never find him.  
 
    “Roscoe, sir,” he answered, surprising himself with a name that even he was hearing for the first time. 
 
    The captain gave a yellow smile. “Well, welcome to the crew of the Red Rose. And drop that ‘sir’ bollocks. You’ll call me ‘Captain.’ Above all else, don’t ever think to cross me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    “Scrub the deck, you useless dolt!” 
 
    Roscoe squinted as he looked up, though he needn’t have bothered with the captain casting another long shadow over him. “Yes, Captain,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    “What’s that? I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Narrowbone!” he repeated, turning his attention back to the deck, where he scrubbed the pitted wood with newfound vigour. 
 
    The captain’s boots moved out of Roscoe’s sight, but the man’s imposing presence still lingered nearby. “You call yourself a pirate, Rollo?” he asked, loud enough that the entire crew would hear. 
 
    “It’s Roscoe, sir,” he responded, without breaking his rhythm. 
 
    The captain scoffed. “Rollo, Roscoe, what does it matter? Whoever you are, you’re no pirate, that’s for sure. Lazy…” he said sharply. “Undisciplined…smart-mouthed…” The captain was back at Roscoe’s side once more, crouching so that specks of spit landed on Roscoe’s newly scrubbed deck. “You see this boy,” the captain continued, standing to address his crew, who had fallen to silent attention. “This boy thought a pirate’s life would be easy. He thought he could just walk in here and take the easy life. See a bit of the world, maybe meet a few ladies along the way!” The captain paused to chuckle, and the crew seemed to join him, though Roscoe’s head remained bowed. “That’s right,” said the captain. “He thinks us a bunch of halfwits, a far cry from his cosy life back on the family farm. While the rest of you are working hard, he’s hardly working, and we don’t carry passengers, do we?”  
 
    The crew responded with a resounding, “No!” 
 
    “Last time I checked, this crew was a family,” said the captain, and Roscoe finally raised his head to see the old man pacing the deck, strands of long, grey hair cascading from his battered tricorn hat. “Families work together, don’t they?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “They prosper together, celebrate together!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain!” came another booming, seemingly unanimous reply. 
 
    “Families forgive…” said the captain, his voice softening to emphasise his point. “But there are limits to this forgiveness…limits to my forgiveness, my patience…” His voice was back at top volume once more. He cleared his throat to ensure attention. “Stand, Rollo, and face your crewmates…” 
 
    Roscoe’s eyes widened. He paused, but there was no room for negotiation. 
 
    “There, that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” the captain added, with Roscoe now upright, his dank sponge dripping a trail of water on the deck. The entire crew seemed to stare back at Roscoe through angry eyes. They sneered and snarled, and though Roscoe regretted being a target for the captain’s every frustration, reasonable or otherwise, he had to admit that Narrowbone had a real knack of unifying his crew.  
 
    “Apologise,” grunted the captain, and Roscoe swallowed hard. His dreams were already beginning to look like a nightmare. Perhaps he should have heeded the captain’s warnings the day they had met after all.   
 
    Roscoe paused to scour the deck in search of a friendly face. Men hung suspended from the rigging, while others glared back from the crow’s nest or the forecastle. Their faces were all different, but in that moment, an apparent loathing of Roscoe united them. 
 
    His head lowered to find another new recruit, Rowan, knelt on the deck with a sponge of his own gripped tightly in his hands. Notwithstanding his indifference to Roscoe, Rowan was kind-faced, with unkempt, dark hair and scraggly side-whiskers to match. Rowan and Roscoe’s arrival had also been accompanied by a third, Marcos, who rolled his eyes as Roscoe registered him polishing the balustrade on the far side of the deck. In some ways, this was progress, thought Roscoe; in the time they’d been aboard the Red Rose, the two had become prone to ignoring Roscoe completely. 
 
    “Did you hear me, Rollo?” asked the captain, interrupting Roscoe’s thoughts. 
 
    He snapped to attention immediately. “Of course, Captain! I’m sorry,” he said, swallowing the last of his pride. 
 
    The captain’s eyebrows raised to demonstrate his discontent. “You’re sorry for…?” he prodded.  
 
    “I’m sorry for being lazy…” Roscoe continued hesitantly. 
 
    “Good, go on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for my poor discipline…” 
 
    The captain nodded. “And….?” It seemed he was enjoying this moment, and sneers had already started turning to smirks among the crew. 
 
    “And I’m sorry for my smart mouth,” Roscoe finished pointedly, as Rowan blew out his cheeks with relief. 
 
    The captain’s face turned to a smile. “Well good. Then let that be the last of it. Back to work, all of you,” he said projecting to the crew. “And you three…” he said, his attention turned upon the new arrivals. “Half-rations until Casarossa. Consider this your final warning. You hear?”  
 
    The three of them nodded in unison. 
 
    “Good, then get back to work.” He stomped away to leave them in uncomfortable silence.  
 
    One month aboard the Red Rose, and it seemed Roscoe had already made enemies of the entire crew. 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Days onboard were hard and miserable. Mealtimes were little different.  
 
    “Good move, smart mouth,” said Rowan, referring to the earlier incident with the captain. He nudged Roscoe in the back to send him stumbling forward in the queue for food—though the word felt like a generous description for what they ate on the ship—and Roscoe turned to find his crewmate sporting a hateful expression. “Why did you come here anyway?” Rowan asked with a shrug. “I saw you on the docks in Aldsea. Nice wool tunic, comfortable shoes. A farmer’s son from the smell of you?” 
 
    Roscoe held his reply and turned away, hoping this approach would dissuade his crewmate. Sadly, it only seemed to encourage Marcos, who joined in. 
 
    “I don’t know why you waste your breath on him,” said the larger man to Rowan, turning to shake his head. “He’s no pirate, and he never will be…the sooner he realises, the better.” 
 
    Rowan grunted a sound of agreement. “He’s right, you know. Look, there’s no shame in it. This life isn’t for everyone. I met plenty of others like you on my last ship. I know it all seems exciting and romantic, but the captain was right: it’s hard work. It’s not easy joining a new ship, and this…sulky attitude of yours isn’t helping anyone.” 
 
    “It’s two days until Casarossa,” Marcos added, harnessing the momentum. “I know people in the city. We can arrange passage for you, back to Aldsea. You tried your best, but it’s time to go home.” 
 
    Roscoe’s head dropped at the very suggestion. He knew the captain hated him already, but he needed these two if he was going to stand any chance of surviving at sea. At least they were finally talking to him, he supposed. However mean-spirited, their jibes had already doubled the number of words exchanged between them. Ever the optimist, Roscoe took this as a positive. He wasn’t ready to give up so soon. “I’m sorry,” he said, and this time he meant it. “I’ll work harder, do better…” 
 
    Rowan sighed, and Marcos uttered, “Whatever!” dismissively, before stepping forward to see his food bowl half-filled with a meagre portion of bone soup and hardtack.  
 
     “You really want to do this?” Rowan asked, with Roscoe now at the front of the queue ready to follow suit. 
 
    Roscoe smiled. “Of course. I’m going to be a captain someday.” 
 
    He turned at his words, but the swell of confidence was short-lived. His face fell at the sight of Dirk and his henchmen struggling to suppress their laughter. 
 
    “Captain?” scoffed Dirk, wide grin exposing crumbled yellow teeth. Rowan’s wide-eyed concern was of little comfort to Roscoe, who would have preferred some warning. “Well, that’s as stupid as it is treasonous, Rollo!” Dirk continued. “You’re greener than the fields back home, farm boy. To think that you could ever be captain!” He stepped forward and laughed in Roscoe’s face and then swivelled to pander to his lackeys. Roscoe noticed Marcos watching on expectantly. 
 
    “Not now…” said Roscoe, “Just a little misunderstanding is all. In the future, I mean. Maybe someday.” 
 
    His response was pathetic, and he should have left it there. It had only been moments since his promises to Rowan and Marcos, yet the crew had gathered, watching, and Roscoe felt his frustration boiling to the surface. A whole month of being insulted or ignored, and Roscoe had eaten enough words from Dirk and the others to see that it wasn’t getting him anywhere fast. For all that he needed to bide his time and learn the ropes, there was no escaping Roscoe’s instinctive nature: he had a smart mouth, he loved to make people laugh, and he hated to miss an opportunity. 
 
    “Perhaps I should speak a little more slowly next time,” he started, his tone changing from pleading to slick and icy. He’d made his decision and had little choice but to see it through. “It doesn’t take a farm boy to see that you’re thick as pig muck and twice as pungent. Back home we have a name for people like you. It’s not a million miles from Dirk, as luck would have it, just a small ‘c’ away from your ‘r.’” He grinned, but Dirk’s jaw had fallen with the same shocked expression as their crewmates. A brief silence ensued, and then surprised laughter erupted all around. For a fleeting moment, Roscoe grinned at the sound. 
 
    Sadly, for Roscoe, Dirk was in no mood to let him enjoy the moment. The older man lunged forward and grabbed Roscoe by the neck, silencing those around them but for a gasp or two. 
 
    “Think you’re funny, do you?” Dirk’s face was hot with embarrassment and anger. Roscoe lamented that his quip had garnered such short-lived amusement. His quick wit had gained him little; nothing had changed, and he was, once more, alone to face the consequences. The wide-eyed crew stared back at him with little support or sympathy, and the ship’s cook hollered from behind, presumably calling Roscoe forward or cautioning for peace. The words were a blur to Roscoe’s ears. 
 
    Dirk’s eyes narrowed in mischief, while one corner of his lips curled to give a similar impression. “A real joker…” he stated, shaking his head. By now, Roscoe’s heart was pounding in his chest. The rush of excitement had long passed, leaving him with an altogether more familiar feeling of regret. “I wonder if mutinous talk will get a laugh from the captain.” Dirk pressed a finger into Roscoe’s chest as he continued confidently. “My guess is he’ll be far from amused. Don’t worry, though. I’m sure my loyal and vigilant service will help to soften the blow.”  
 
    A sharp push punctuated the last word, and Roscoe stumbled backwards in surprise. The on-looking crew began jeering suddenly, and Roscoe could sense the swell of animalistic fervour among them. He had seen it before in the taverns of Aldsea, where chaotic bar brawls had accounted for much of his workload.  
 
    He straightened himself and gathered his breath. On reflection, the joke had probably been ambitious to say the least; it had certainly been unwise. Optimistic though he was, he decided to pursue a different tack. Perhaps he might yet cool the situation. “Just a little misunderstanding, Dirk, I was simply saying that—” 
 
    “What?” snapped Dirk, cutting Roscoe short. Though he was hardly bigger than Roscoe, Dirk’s hostile nature intensified with support from the crew, making him seem more menacing than he might have otherwise. Roscoe clenched shaking hands at his side. Dirk was back in his face already, and the pirate’s spittle landed on Roscoe’s face with every new word.  “You calling me stupid or something?” he asked. “Think I can’t understand your fancy language and your wisecracks? I’m sure you think you’re too good for us, that a bit of family money and some high-class boots mean something around here. Well, guess what?” He paused and smirked. “It doesn’t!” 
 
    The next Roscoe knew, he was falling backwards. Another sharp push had him flailing, and the crowd’s cheers turned to a collective gasp as Dirk’s sinister grin fell from view and Roscoe crashed to the deck, landing awkwardly. 
 
    He scrambled to return to his feet on instinct, but the boards around him were slippery wet. His efforts were hopeless, and he collapsed onto his back before Dirk appeared over him to block out the sun. The pirate’s expression had shifted to a snarl, but a new din sounded out, and Roscoe’s heart sank at the unmistakable sound of maddened cries from the ship’s cook.  
 
    The noise. The mess. The smell of soup. 
 
    Roscoe’s eyes squeezed shut in frustration. There was only one explanation, and it wasn’t a good one. Worse still, he knew he had himself to blame.  
 
    “What were you thinking?” asked Dirk, quick to distance himself from any culpability. His voice was innocent now, brows raised in surprise. He appeared puzzled by Roscoe’s fall and the mayhem it had created, and he seemed intent on validating his innocence. The others, surely, knew otherwise, but nobody spoke. Had Roscoe really expected any different?  
 
    “The food, you’ve wasted it all. Look what you’ve done!” Dirk continued. He stooped to run a hand along the deck, and then raised it to let remnants of the soup fall slowly, painstakingly to the floor. “We’ll go hungry for this!” This time, a chorus of groans and frustrated curses accompanied his words. “Captain? That’s the real joke. You’re more likely to be the death of us!”  
 
    He made to speak again, but then he paused. The distinct stomp of heavy boots began in their direction, and Dirk turned to leave Roscoe alone on the floor, sunlight flooding his eyes. As if the situation wasn’t already bad enough… 
 
    Finally, the boots halted, and Captain Narrowbone asked, “What’s going on here?”  
 
    Roscoe sat up to survey the scene. By now, the whole crew had gathered, but the captain was his primary concern, and the cutthroat pirate didn’t look happy. “I’m sorry, am I speaking to myself? I asked, what’s going on here?” The question was even firmer the second time, and though Roscoe made to answer, Dirk beat him to it. 
 
    “It’s Rollo, Captain,” he said, adding further salt to the wound. “Started as a bit of horseplay in the meal queue, but Rollo got a bit carried away, didn’t you?” He left no time for Roscoe to answer. “Ended up falling into the food, didn’t he?” Dirk aimed at the question at no one in particular, but the captain nodded along with far more credence than the allegations deserved. Roscoe remained silent, but his head was shaking with disbelief. Right and wrong mattered little aboard the Red Rose. Old allegiances were all important. “Anyway, he’s knocked the soup over, and it’s all wasted,” Dirk continued, breathlessly, “The men are going to go hungry for this, Captain. I did warn you about him, told you he was going to be a liability. The best part is, he says he’s going to be captain!” 
 
    At this, the captain startled. He asked sharply, “He said what?”  
 
    “Oh, I thought you’d like that one,” Dirk answered with increased smugness. “Got big ideas and eyes for your ship, I reckon, Captain. He’s not just stupid, he’s dangerous, this one. What do you think, boys?” He turned to address the crew, who grunted the affirmative. A hungry crew, it seemed, was far from sympathetic.  
 
    But Roscoe’s patience was finally exhausted. “He’s lying!” he yelled, shifting onto his knees and then back to full height. The pervasive smell of soup wasn’t helping, but Roscoe knew he would need to fight for his place onboard. Fight to earn his position.  
 
    A momentary pause allowed his temper to cool. He considered going after Dirk but saw that to be fruitless. He wanted justice, but he needed allies. Common sense prevailed, and he huffed a breath of frustration as he wiped himself down. An empty cookpot lay on the floor beside him. “Well, not lying,” he corrected himself, reluctantly. “It’s just more of a misunderstanding is all. Dirk must have misheard me. I was just saying how much I admired you as a captain and how I want to be like you one day…”  
 
    Captain Narrowbone’s eyes tightened in obvious disbelief. He was clearly unconvinced by Roscoe’s words but seemed to enjoy hearing them nevertheless. “And the soup?” he asked, head tilted expectantly, inviting Roscoe to entertain him with another creative explanation. 
 
    “I slipped,” said Roscoe, who knew better than to worsen the situation by blaming Dirk. In truth, and having tasted the soup previously, he wondered if grime, spit, and sawdust could possibly worsen the flavour. Likely, it would have added much needed seasoning, but he withheld that particular suggestion for culinary improvement. Unwittingly, his mind wandered with food related wordplay, which was very much to his taste but unlikely to endear him to the crew. In the end, he snapped out of it, focussing on his current predicament. In truth, it was neither the thyme, nor the plaice.  
 
    “I was talking in the line and didn’t look where I was going,” he continued. “The decking must have been wet, I slipped, and…well…” His words hung in the air as he gestured to the carnage all around him. For the first time, he and the cook made eye contact. The man looked livid and distrustful, but he did not say a word.  
 
    After a beat, the captain’s head began nodding slowly. The crew watched on with silent interest, and the scene was eerily reminiscent of Roscoe’s previous run-in on the deck, only a short time before, he thought with an inward grimace. In his efforts to maintain a low profile, Roscoe had failed miserably.  
 
    “Lazy, undisciplined, smart-mouthed, and clumsy.” The captain paced the deck as he spoke, and Roscoe began to wonder if the spirit of his disapproving father had possessed the man, so similar were their views. “You really are the entire package, aren’t you, Rollo? Quite possibly the worst crewmember I have ever had the misfortune of suffering. But…” He stopped to raise a single finger, as if struck by an idea. He turned to reveal a grin of mischief. “They do not call me the Pirate King for no reason, Rollo. You are my underling, and I will break you, or you will be leaving the Rose when we reach port.” 
 
    Roscoe bowed his head in deference. “Yes, Captain.” Frustration boiled within him, but he had known that this was not going to be easy. He swallowed any remaining pride. In lieu of soup, he had instead a bellyful of humble pie.  
 
    “This deck is a danger to the crew, Rollo, and you will sort it. The men know who to thank for their hunger, but they will, I’m sure, enjoy watching you clean up your mess. Scrub the deck, man, and scrub it well. I do not expect to hear any more nonsense from your mouth, and…” He paused to hitch an eyebrow condescendingly. “Try not to hurt yourself in the process.” 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Set to task, Roscoe scrubbed harder, worked faster, and the crew soon tired of his suffering. The crowd disbanded, the insults faded, and a smile tugged at Roscoe’s cheeks. Though his stomach grumbled with hunger, he had made it through the worst of things. The captain was a lurking presence, but the day passed quickly, and Roscoe felt a sense of achievement as he retired below deck late in the evening, where he was surprised to find Rowan and Marcos for company. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t clever, but that sure was funny,” said Rowan. “Still think this is your destiny?”  
 
    The follow-up question made Marcos chuckle. The three of them sat atop foul-smelling rugs that just about passed as sleep mats. They spoke by candlelight, and Roscoe slipped out of his father’s boots quietly as others slept and snored in hammocks nearby. Perhaps it was the recent improvement to his mood, but with Rowan and Marcos choosing to join him willingly, Roscoe began to wonder if his smart mouth had delivered the desired outcome after all. After a month of failed attempts, he finally had their attention. 
 
    As to the question, it was really no question at all. “Still sure,” he answered after only the slightest hesitation. He was keen to quell any such discussions, and keener still to learn more of his crewmates. Intent on continuing the flow of conversation, he turned to Rowan and said, “I never expected this to be easy. I’m sure you understand. No doubt you’ve had your fair share of hardship?” 
 
    Rowan nodded in acceptance, and Roscoe was pleased to see that Marcos followed suit. He was on a roll—his favourite complement to a bowl of soup, incidentally—and the thought buoyed him as his stomach groaned once more. 
 
    “How does this compare?” Roscoe continued. “Your old ship, tell me about it…” 
 
    Though Rowan was of a similar age, the young man had an intangible air of experience about him. Deep-set eyes with a look that spoke to years of life at sea. He had stories to tell, and Roscoe wanted to hear them. 
 
    “The Mourning Star,” said Rowan, smiling longingly. “Beautiful ship. The captain was an arse, but we had some good times. I grew up in Highcastle…” Rowan relaxed into the story with every word. “Nothing unusual: poor family, a father with loose fists.” His smile suddenly soured. “I needed to get out, and what work is there for a scrawny boy with no learning? Anyway, the captain took me and put me into the care of an old man, Otto, the best navigator you will ever meet. There was no slacking, but the man was kind and full of stories.” He paused to smile, and Roscoe wondered if the “slacking” comment was a subtle jibe, a continuation of Captain Narrowbone’s proclamation toward Roscoe’s idleness. Rowan gave no further indication that this was the case, however, so Roscoe put this down to his own imagination and self-doubt. Seamlessly, his crewmate continued, “He taught me everything he knew in the end. We travelled all over: Cornesse, Verdera, even the Kanthu Isles, where they are building the first port, Taboso it’s called. You have to see it!”  
 
    Roscoe smiled, and his imagination swelled with Rowan’s words of a big, wide world. “So where is he now?” he asked, keen to continue the story. 
 
    “Dead,” came Rowan’s answer, and his face dropped even further than before. “Doesn’t take a lot out here, you know. Might have been something he ate, but the captain only took working men onboard, so there was no surgeon to say for sure. Life can be snatched away so quickly, you know?” he added solemnly. 
 
    “And the ship?” asked Roscoe, wincing at his own words. It was, perhaps, a little unsympathetic. With his father’s passing, he knew as well as anyone the uncertain fragility of life. If humour was Roscoe’s strong suit, tact was certainly an area for improvement.  
 
    Rowan shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts. “Taken,” he answered flatly. “You must know about King Ailwin’s crusade to promote peace within the Quadripartite?” 
 
    Roscoe had an idea but shrugged anyway, inviting Rowan to continue.  
 
    “Crazy idea if you ask me, but he’s certainly a man of conviction, I’ll give him that. Basically, his whole plan revolves around free movement and trade, something we pirates endanger, or so he says.” 
 
    “So, he took the ship?” 
 
    “He certainly did,” said Rowan, nodding. “There was a whole division of the King’s Guard waiting for us when we docked in Aldsea. Ambushed, we were! Can’t say I shed too many tears for the captain, got what he deserved in the end.” 
 
    “Dead?” 
 
    “That or imprisoned,” Rowan’s answer was distinctly nonplussed. “It was a hell of a battle all told, a real melee. Didn’t take a lot to slip past them in the chaos. I tried going back to the city, but my family was long gone, and there’s little need for navigational expertise in the capital. No…” he trailed off. “It gets more dangerous by the day, but this is the only life for me. I need it.” 
 
    Roscoe murmured sounds of understanding. His heart was beating with excitement. In his case, it wasn’t a matter of need; he simply knew that he was in the right place, even if he was the only one who seemed to be able to see it. This was what he had always wanted. “And you?” he asked, turning to Marcos, who had been listening on intently.  
 
    Though similar in age, Marcos was the largest and strongest of the three. He came off as confident but not aggressive, as might have been expected from someone of his stature. The young man seemed to be a deep thinker and often dropped into spells of comfortable silence. This moment was little different, and he paused to scratch at the dark stubble on his chin before answering. 
 
    Eventually, he cleared his throat and said, “Not much better. No parents…that I can remember anyway. Spent my childhood in the slums outside of Casarossa, and then moved into the city where a gang of other orphan children took me in. It wasn’t much, but we got by. We would pick pockets and steal food from the market; at least until King Ferdinand sent his men out to hunt us. In the end, it was just safer to leave.” He forced a smile, but his last words were tinged with sadness. Roscoe had never heard Marcos speak so freely and resisted the urge to interrupt with questions.  
 
    “I needed to get out of the city,” Marcos began once more. “I was lucky; at least I thought so at the time. Don’t know if you have noticed, but ships like this are a haven for all manner of loners and lost souls. There’s always a captain promising salvation then delivering slavery. I was a small child at first, and that wasn’t lost on the others. It made me an easy target and a fine option for all the most dangerous jobs, at least until I started growing and began to stand my ground. I had my share of scrapes before I finally got away. I exchanged one ship for another, then another, and well, you can guess the rest. I wasn’t born for this, but after all these years, it’s the only life I know.” 
 
    The answer was more honest and hopeless than Roscoe had expected. A wave of sadness washed any sense of excitement away, and he gulped as Rowan and Marcos looked at him with knowing smiles. 
 
    “I can’t say I understand you,” said Rowan, “but I guess we’re in this together, and if you still want this life, then who are we to stop you? It’s nothing that Ol’ Narrowbone isn’t working on already!” He and Marcos sniggered in tandem. “I’m sure we’ll get to your story eventually, but the first step is to keep you here and free from trouble. Tomorrow is unlikely to be any easier, and you won’t fare any better without some rest.” 
 
    Roscoe nodded and laid back, hands interlocked behind his head as he gazed at the shadows dancing upon the ceiling. 
 
    “Until tomorrow, Rollo,” said Rowan. He laughed, and then he blew out the candle. 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Of the many unusual noises heard by sailors, trickling water is one of the most unsettling.  
 
    Had the ship run aground and caused a hole in the hull? Had a terrible storm flooded the deck? 
 
    Roscoe rubbed at tired eyes and sat up on instinct. He was still half-asleep when the laughter started.  
 
     “Quick!” said a man, his identity concealed by the darkness. Roscoe could make out at least three voices, but they had their backs to him, huddled around a candle that did little to light the room. An unpleasant smell played at his nostrils, and Roscoe grimaced at the bitter stench.  
 
    Another man spoke hurriedly in hushed tones. He said, “That’s it, put them back before he wakes!”  
 
    Stifled laughter sounded among them, and they broke from their huddle to move in Roscoe’s direction. Their image grew clearer with every step. Roscoe squinted, then gasped, and then his stomach dropped. It was Dirk—and in his hands, Roscoe’s father’s boots. As if that wasn’t bad enough, Roscoe finally identified the smell. Onboard humour was, it seemed, quite literal. They really were taking the piss.  
 
    “Evening, Rollo!” Dirk’s voice was jovial. Mocking. He seemed entirely unbothered by Roscoe’s presence and knowledge of the recent wrongdoing. The smell of urine was nauseating as it dripped from Roscoe’s cherished boots, but Dirk’s henchmen appeared every bit as nonchalant as their leader. Roscoe’s blood boiled. It seemed his attempt to befriend Dirk by releasing him from any responsibility for the soup incident in front of the captain had been overly optimistic. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” Dirk continued. “Just leaving a little thank you for earlier. The captain might have gone easy on you, but hunger makes me quite unpleasant. Consider this your last warning, and if you ever—” 
 
    A large figure appeared beside Roscoe, and Dirk’s face fell. 
 
    “If he ever, what? What are you going to do, Dirk?” Marcos’s second question carried the weight of a threat. Rowan appeared to the other side of Roscoe, and the three of them faced down the enemy as crewmates around them began to stir from their slumber. The added attention seemed to spike Dirk’s confidence. More accurately, it clouded his judgement. 
 
    He stood up tall and moved to stand toe-to-toe with Marcos, who towered over him. “Whatever I want, meathead. What are you going to do about it?”  
 
    Dirk’s men sniggered, but Marcos wasn’t laughing. Dirk dropped the wet boots to the floor with a squelch, and in the following moments, all fell silent. The whole room seemed to hold a collective breath. Perhaps it was the smell? 
 
    Then, mayhem. 
 
    Marcos exploded forward to punch Dirk in the jaw and send the wiry pirate crashing to the floor with a cry of surprise. Unfortunately for Roscoe, Dirk’s men were not so hesitant. The two charged forward, and Roscoe gasped as the larger of the two, a man with eyes inexplicably close together, tackled him to the deck, throwing punches. The whole incident must have happened in a heartbeat. Roscoe raised his hands to defend himself, fighting in desperation until another crewmember jumped in to tear Roscoe’s attacker away. It seemed the entire crew was involved now. Rowan was wrestling with his enemy. Dirk was upright once more, but Marcos had him held at the throat, and any misguided confidence seemed long gone as Dirk waved his arm to call for an end to the violence.  
 
    Whether he deserved it or not, Dirk got what he wanted. 
 
    He whimpered, coughing as he stumbled away from Marcos, massaging the spot where the larger man had been holding him. The pirate seemed scared, and for the first time aboard the Red Rose, Roscoe was truly enjoying himself.  
 
    “Enough, enough!” Dirk’s voice was raspy, breathless. “Things just got out of hand, that’s all,” he continued, still some distance from the apology that Roscoe had expected. “A misunderstanding, that’s all it is. What say we call a truce, let bygones be bygones, eh?” He looked to the boots on the floor and then up at Roscoe hopefully. Marcos gave a dismissive shrug, and Rowan climbed to his feet to watch on with interest. The room stilled once more in anticipation of Roscoe’s answer. 
 
    “That’s right…” Roscoe said eventually, pushing thoughts of immediate retribution to the back of his mind. He brushed himself down and considered the consequences. Further escalation seemed unlikely to improve his circumstances; it hadn’t worked last time, that much was pungently obvious. Marcos had taught Dirk a lesson, had surely humbled him slightly. Was there anything more to gain by pressing the advantage? Roscoe’s place onboard was still at risk, while Dirk wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. In the end, Roscoe finished by agreeing. “Just another silly misunderstanding.” 
 
    He was starting to understand life aboard the Red Rose after all.  
 
    At these words, Dirk nodded and gestured to his men, who moved to follow in retreat. Roscoe sensed Marcos calming beside him, and he glanced to see the large Verderan’s fists relax and unfold as the unpredictable atmosphere slipped away. A matter of moments passed before Dirk was lost to the shadows and quiet returned, interrupted only by the sound of creaking hammocks and occasional snores. Finally, Roscoe reclaimed his wet boots. He held them at a distance and placed them as far from his bed as was possible in a futile attempt to minimise the inescapable smell. If he hadn’t been tired before, this latest incident had exhausted him. He sat down as Marcos and Rowan finished exchanging hushed remarks, and though the latter turned over to sleep, Marcos remained upright. Roscoe sensed that the Verderan intended to speak with him. 
 
    Lifted by their small victory over Dirk, Roscoe was keen to express his gratitude. “Thank you,” he said humbly, to which Marcos grunted a wordless reply and then proceeded to sit in silent consideration.  
 
    When he finally spoke, Marcos did so with little humour, their earlier, jovial conversation already a distant memory. “Think nothing of it,” he started flatly. “I told you that life onboard was going to be difficult, and now you know. I won’t always be there to help you. You’ll need to fight your own battles in future, and more importantly, you’ll need to earn Dirk’s respect. Now get some rest…” His words were softer now, less threatening. “And remember Roscoe: never forget to stand up for yourself. If you don’t, someone will always be ready to put you down.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    The morning after the night before.  
 
    Roscoe had slept surprisingly well, given the circumstances. His thumping heartrate had calmed shortly after Dirk’s sorry retreat, and the pirate was at least smart enough to stay away and avoid a repeat performance. When he woke, Roscoe noticed that his father’s boots were missing. He had rushed up on deck to find them drying in the morning sun. Someone had washed them, and a simple smile from Rowan brought a swift close to that mystery. Roscoe felt like he was beginning to find his place among the crew. He had friends now, the sun was shining, and as his eyes adjusted, he noticed the sight of land coming into view. After a month at sea punctuated only by brief landings and supply hauls, he recognised this as something far more exciting.  
 
    “Behold, Casarossa…” said Marcos, arriving at Roscoe’s side to peer over the balustrade. The horseshoe form of the port was emerging, white city walls gleaming in glorious sunlight. 
 
    Roscoe felt his jaw fall slack. “It’s beautiful.”  
 
    This was it; the moment he had been waiting for. It would have been so easy to follow the path of his father and his father’s father. His life had been there on a plate for him. Work the family farm, tend to the livestock, pay taxes, have a son, and grow old surrounded by family. It all sounded so very quaint, so very predictable, but where was the excitement in that? His father was gone now. Had the man ever really lived? Roscoe felt sure that his father had never seen anything as splendid as the sight before him now, and it saddened him to think that the man never would. A legion of ships nestled into the port, colourful sails rippling in the breeze as exotic birds circled overhead. It was exciting, inspiring even, but in that instant, Roscoe fought with his guilt. He finally had what he had always wanted; he was living his dreams. Yet, none of that made things any easier. He couldn’t help but think of those he had left behind.  
 
    “There’s the palace,” said Rowan, completing their trio to gesture in the direction of a beautiful domed building, perched on a cliff and looking down upon the bay.  
 
    Marcos nodded. “Home of the king. Ferdinand is a strong leader of great wealth. It’s evident all over the city these days. Wait until you see the market…” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Rowan. “You can get anything you want in this city, anything!” 
 
    “That includes a ship back to Easthaven,” said Marcos, but, in light of their newfound amity, Roscoe took this as a joke. 
 
    Eyes wide with childlike wonder, he muttered, “So many ships,” under his breath before his attention fell on one particular collection of enormous warships. “Whose are those?” he asked pointing to the vessels, their sails displaying a sun insignia.  
 
    Rowan’s face scrunched into an expression of utter disbelief. “Are you serious? They belong to King Ailwin; why else do you think we’re here?” 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Up close, the port was somehow more impressive still. The commotion of the crowds, the colours, smells, and sounds had Roscoe in mind of the packed taverns of Aldsea, only on a far larger scale. Anglers unloaded small boats to bring their catches ashore, while traders rushed back and forth with full carts, and feral cats competed with seabirds for anything that dropped along the way. 
 
    The crew of the Red Rose busied themselves as the anchor dropped and the gangplank lowered. A disorderly huddle of crewmates formed on the deck, all eyes on Captain Narrowbone, who stood, confident as ever and commanding their attention.  
 
    “Good,” he said, before pacing to survey the scene more thoroughly. His frock coat was a striking green silk, and his highly polished boots clopped against the wooden deck as he walked. Forget cities and palaces—Captain Narrowbone had a beautiful ship and a crew that largely respected him; he was everything that Roscoe aspired to be. Roscoe straightened his back and listened intently. He noticed Dirk nursing a black eye and remembered that his own position onboard was still tenuous at best.  
 
    “Very good, indeed,” the captain continued. “A fine crew, if ever I’ve seen one. We’ve arrived as planned, and you should be rewarded for your work.” He drew to a halt and turned to face the group. “Most of you are quite familiar with the attractions that Casarossa has to offer. Too familiar in some cases!” The quip earned him a laugh from the crew. “For those less acquainted, I welcome you to the finest city in the world. The day is yours to enjoy, but remember that there are limits to this enjoyment. The Verderan king holds no ill will toward us, but emissaries from Easthaven are unlikely to be so forgiving. I need not remind you that we are here on a sensitive undertaking…” He paused to scan the group and ensure their full attention. “Return to the Red Rose before daybreak tomorrow. I trust you to be at least halfway sober when you do.” 
 
    A hearty cheer echoed out and Roscoe followed as the horde made for the gangplank and the promise of dry land. Rowan and Marcos were soon beside him, and Roscoe proceeded with a sense of unbridled anticipation. The delights of Casarossa were within touching distance, and it seemed nothing could spoil his good mood. It was then, of course, that the captain appeared to block their path. Worse still was the sight of Dirk in his wake.  
 
    “Not so fast, Rollo.” The captain raised his palm, as if holding Roscoe in place with some invisible force. The three of them stopped, and Roscoe felt the blood drain from his face just as quickly as Dirk’s latest grin had appeared. The captain lowered his hand to gesture at Rowan and Marcos. “You two, go. I need a chat with this one.”  
 
    The order left little room for discussion, and an apologetic shrug from Rowan didn’t ease Roscoe’s nerves as his only allies made for the shore as instructed. Roscoe’s solitary pleasure was seeing Dirk’s discomfort as Marcos pushed past him. As if the black eye wasn’t bad enough, Roscoe noticed angry bruising at the man’s throat, the result of Marcos’s firm grip. If that was the reason for Captain Narrowbone’s current displeasure, Roscoe wondered why he alone had been made to stay. 
 
    “Do you forget whose ship this is, Rollo?” The captain removed his hat to lock Roscoe with an intense stare. “Do you think yourself beyond reproach? Perhaps you imagine that I do not have eyes and ears everywhere—that you can challenge my authority, bring violence to my crew?” He looked over his shoulder at Dirk, who seemed to shrink back, happy to play the victim as evidence of Roscoe’s alleged guilt.  
 
    Roscoe’s appeal was frantic and desperate. “No, Captain, of course not.” His burgeoning friendship with Rowan and Marcos was all the camaraderie he had imagined back at the farm. This was just starting to become the life he had hoped for, and he wasn’t ready to give that up, however disbelieving the captain appeared. “It was…What really happened was…”  
 
    The captain rolled his eyes, and Roscoe paused. What was he to say? Would the truth actually help? Most likely, the captain would simply accuse him of being “smart-mouthed.” The verdict was in already, and Roscoe was to be the villain once more. This was no time for jokes or excuses. He let his head drop in defeat. “Sorry, Captain.”  
 
    Dirk’s smile reappeared, unseen to the captain, who was expressionless. “My patience is wearing very thin, Rollo. Your friends, the navigator and the Verderan, they are not without fault, but they are at least useful to me. You…” He sneered as he appraised Roscoe top to bottom, just as he had at the port of Aldsea. “You seem to be nothing but bad luck. A month onboard, and you have already caused hunger and disharmony among the crew. Perhaps I was wrong to be so generous, so patient. Was I wrong, Rollo?” 
 
    “No, Captain.” 
 
    “Quite.” The captain pursed his lips in thought. “Well, be that as it may, you’re on your last chance, boy. You’re lucky that my fondness for this great city has put me in a good mood. I am giving you one final opportunity to repay my questionable judgement and make a meaningful contribution to the crew. I hate to see a wasted investment, you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “Well, good. Make sure that you do. Dirk, you are excused.” 
 
    The wiry pirate’s face dropped, as though someone had pissed in his boots. “But, Captain!”  
 
    “I said, you are excused.” Narrowbone turned to silence Dirk, who let his pleading hands fall despondently, accepting the outcome and turning to follow in Rowan and Marcos’s wake as he sulked like a scolded child. Narrowbone watched him go for a moment before turning back to Roscoe. “As for you,” said the captain, fixing Roscoe with an exacting glare, “you’ll be coming with me for now. I need you where I can keep an eye on you.” 
 
    Roscoe’s brief sense of relief was painfully short-lived.  
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    For all their differences, Roscoe found common ground with the captain in at least one respect: Casarossa was a masterpiece.  
 
    A city of tall, sandstone buildings, bustling streets, and sparkling minarets, the Verderan capital was awe-inspiring, a feast for the senses made even more overwhelming by the speed with which the captain was moving. Their destination mattered little to Roscoe, who was none the wiser in any case. The captain walked with purpose that spoke to his familiarity with the city, and Roscoe was happy enough to savour the scenery along the way. He had dreamt of these moments and was determined not to let them pass unnoticed.  
 
    From one busy street to another, the capital unfolded before them. Casarossa was a web of dusty pathways and hectic social squares where glamorous robed women fanned themselves at ornate water fountains and old bearded men took shade to smoke from elaborate pipes. The only conversation between Captain Narrowbone and Roscoe came in the form of the captain’s occasional, gratuitous grunts of “Keep up!”  
 
    Roscoe followed obligingly, staying close at his superior’s heels, until they eventually drew to a halt at the busiest thoroughfare yet. “What is it?” he asked, almost bumping into Narrowbone in the process.  
 
    Rows of civilians blocked the way. Small children sat upon their parents’ shoulders, while larger ones pressed onto tiptoes for a view of the main event. Beyond them, a procession of armoured men sauntered forward atop dazzling white stallions. A column of foot soldiers followed at both flanks, and the crowd noise swelled as another horseman came into view. This one was broad with long, flowing dark hair speckled with grey. He wore a cloak of deep red and a crown that sparkled in the sunlight. 
 
    Roscoe gasped. “Is that King Ailwin?” 
 
    His voice was small among the din, and the captain didn’t even turn to acknowledge him. The pirate’s attention never wandered, and the lines of his eyes constricted with focus as King Ailwin cantered forward, the noise growing ever louder. Roscoe thought back to Rowan’s words aboard the Red Rose. What was the captain’s business with King Ailwin? Roscoe realised in that instant that he needed to know.  
 
    After a few frantic moments, the street began to clear. A line of revellers followed King Ailwin’s retinue in the direction of the palace, while others returned to everyday business, leaving the captain stood in thoughtful silence. Eventually he summoned Roscoe and gestured toward the famous marketplace. 
 
    “Follow me,” he said, and Roscoe raced to keep up.  
 
    “That was King Ailwin, wasn’t it?”  
 
    “You know it was.” Narrowbone never broke stride and showed little patience for small talk. The king’s appearance seemed to have been no surprise to the captain, but the sight of the monarch had clearly angered him. “The man’s a fool, and he’ll get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    “The king?” 
 
    Captain Narrowbone stopped, turned, and grabbed Roscoe by the shoulder. “Yes, the king. What are you, stupid or something? The fool has his vision of the future, and there is no place for the likes of you or me. You know why he’s here, don’t you?” 
 
    Roscoe shrugged and wrestled with newfound restraint. His usual sarcastic inclination would have been to mention that Verdera’s famous cured ham was purportedly reason enough for the king to make the trip, but he stopped short of this amusingly piggish observation.  
 
    “His meeting with King Ferdinand?” the captain pressed. His eyebrows quirked, and the heightened pitch of his voice told Roscoe that he was expecting an answer. When none was forthcoming, he shook his head in disbelief. He dragged Roscoe into an alley where no one was around to listen and spoke in a gruff, low voice. “King Ailwin wants to see the end of us. You must know this. Ailwin thinks he can control his own waters, but he knows that the only way to stop us is through cooperation with his neighbours. He’s here to petition Ferdinand for his support. And we…” He hesitated and his eyes glanced about them to ensure their continued privacy. “We are here to stop him.” 
 
    Roscoe gasped as the captain smiled and turned on his heels to hasten in the direction of the market.  
 
    “Stop him?” Roscoe asked breathlessly, closing the distance between them. “What do you mean, you can’t possibly—”  
 
    “I can, and I will,” the captain interrupted him. His words were firm, and Roscoe slunk back, careful not to exhaust the pirate’s patience. A wave of doubt flooded Roscoe, before his mind settled, albeit somewhat uneasily. He had chosen this life, and, for better or worse, Captain Narrowbone held Roscoe’s future in his hands.  
 
    As Roscoe followed on wordlessly, Narrowbone continued, “Ailwin and his entourage are due to reside at the palace. The two kings will meet in the coming days, but Ailwin is not so easily contained. The man adores attention, and his vices weaken him. He will not be able to resist the lure of Casarossa’s many attractions, and when he returns, I plan to have words.” 
 
    “You’re going to seize the king?”  
 
    The captain chuckled at the question. “Ailwin is not the only skilled diplomat, Rollo. A little time together and I’m sure the king will understand our position. If not, I am prepared to be a little more…forceful. We are pirates, are we not? Our future exists in open seas and distant horizons. It is our right to plunder and trade, but Ailwin would see these freedoms destroyed, your captain bound in chains. Ferdinand is a tough negotiator. He cares little for the concerns of others, and even less for the interests of King Ailwin. Yet, we cannot take the chance.” He finally stopped to catch a breath. 
 
    “So, that’s your plan…” uttered Roscoe, considering the implications of his own part in it all. Any humour was now a distant memory, replaced by a fresh struggle with fear and concern. How forceful was the captain prepared to be? Surely he wouldn’t kill King Ailwin. Would the emissaries from Easthaven blame Ferdinand for their king’s disappearance? The accusation alone could lead to all-out war. What if Narrowbone’s attempt to capture Ailwin failed? The pirate would surely hang for treason, though admittedly Roscoe’s greater concerns were for himself and the crew. A fresh sheen of sweat lined Roscoe’s brow. Perhaps for the first time, he began to think wistfully of home. 
 
    He hardly even noticed the sprawling marketplace before them. 
 
    “Aye, that’s the plan,” said the captain, “but there’s no reason we can’t enjoy ourselves a little first.” 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    The fabled market of Casarossa: a frenzied sprawl of dust and smoke. Merchants peddling silks, spices, and exotic fruits Roscoe had never seen before. With each step, a new sight, smell, or sound. The experience was exciting, frightening, and dizzying all at once, and Roscoe realised just how sheltered his life had been until that moment. A tidal wave of sensations crashed into him, and any thoughts of King Ailwin were shortly washed away.  
 
    “Here, take this.” Captain Narrowbone retrieved a money pouch from the inner pocket of his coat, which he handed to Roscoe. “The market is a hotbed for thieves and pickpockets. I am clearly a man of means, but you are far less likely to attract attention. Stay close to me at all times, and be alert,” he commanded, affording Roscoe little time to dwell on the insult. “There are limits to my tolerance, and you have already tested them enough.” 
 
    Roscoe nodded and followed the captain into a huge open-air bazaar that surpassed anything he had seen or imagined. Traders touted their wares from carts, market stalls, or simple rugs that left no inch of the dusty ground uncovered. Their number was countless, and new languages assaulted Roscoe’s ears as revellers went to battle over the price or quantity of goods. He imagined war itself to be more peaceful and raced to keep pace with the captain, who peered about them purposefully. It seemed Narrowbone had a purchase in mind. 
 
    Some minutes later, the captain drew to a halt. A dark-skinned, middle-aged man in a blue headscarf welcomed him, and the two embraced with warm familiarity. 
 
    “Rollo, this is Ismail,” said the captain. “He’s an old friend and purveyor of fine goods.” 
 
    Ismail smiled to reveal a golden tooth. The merchant bowed in Roscoe’s direction and then backed away with open arms gesturing toward his offering. Sunlight glinted from sharp blades and extravagant armour. Roscoe gulped, and his knees went weak. Narrowbone may have called them fine, but Roscoe thought Ismail’s goods looked deadly.  
 
    He made to introduce himself but stopped when the captain spoke over him. 
 
    “How long has it been, Ismail?” he asked, moving closer to examine the assorted weaponry displayed on Ismail’s wooden table. “Too long, I know that much. A pirate’s work never ceases, and I fear that I find little time for the pursuit of pleasure these days. I ask you, what is the point of all this, if not to indulge oneself from time to time? Ah!” He lifted an ornate blade from the table and held it in the sunlight so that shards of red and green radiated from gemstones in the crosspiece.  
 
    Roscoe moved closer to inspect the gilded detailing on the handle, but at that same moment, a small boy ran past and bumped into him. The two collided and then fell away in different directions. Roscoe stumbled to save himself, narrowly avoiding Ismail’s stall, and by the time he turned around to look, the boy was already gone from view.  
 
    The captain barked, “Is there no limit to your clumsiness?”  
 
    “A busy marketplace,” said Ismail, waving a hand as though to swat away the captain’s irritation and surprising Roscoe with an unexpected show of compassion. “Your first time?” 
 
    Roscoe nodded. 
 
    “Then surely some concession should be given, Captain? I have been here every day for almost thirty years, and yet it remains no less overwhelming than the first. Please, consider my wares,” he said, ushering Roscoe toward the table. “Perhaps there is something for more humble tastes?” 
 
    The captain glared his consent. “No more tomfoolery!” said Narrowbone by way of warning, fixing Roscoe with the point of his elaborate knife. “And don’t be long. We have places to be.” 
 
    Roscoe complied and scanned the merchant’s offering as the other two men chatted animatedly in the way only long-separated old friends do. Unwittingly, Roscoe’s mind returned to the fate of King Ailwin, and he wondered what lethal purpose Narrowbone intended for his new blade. There was, however, no doubt as to the variety and quality of Ismail’s goods. For all his concern, Roscoe found himself dazzled by the array of murderous devices. Swords, scythes, and spears. Axes, rapiers, and maces. It seemed the wily, golden-toothed trader had the means to equip an entire army. The selection was breathtaking, and Roscoe surprised himself by homing in on a small, unassuming knife of his own. The blade was dull, and the leather handle had begun to perish. The curved cross-guard was misshapen, and the small basket-shaped pommel showed signs of rust. In every sense, the weapon was inferior to the one held by the captain. However, to Roscoe’s eyes, it had an understated beauty, as if weathered by a lifetime of adventure. A fine souvenir from his first visit to Casarossa—and if nothing else, it would surely fall within Roscoe’s meagre budget. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Captain Narrowbone began laughing. “You must be joking,” he called in Roscoe’s direction. “That pathetic, dirty little dagger is more useless than you are. I would tell you to melt it down, but I doubt the materials are worth the effort. I’m starting to wonder the same about you, Rollo. Are you good for anything, or am I simply wasting my time? No, don’t answer that.” He shook his head in frustration, as though Roscoe’s company was a source of constant annoyance. When he spoke again, his tone was dismissive. “It’s your money, Rollo. No concern of mine. Whatever the decision, I suggest you make it quickly. Oh, and I’ll be needing my coin pouch,” he said, extending a hand in expectation. “Ismail may be a good friend, but he’s an even better salesman. The man is intent on relieving me of my money, and I’m of a mind to let him!” 
 
    Ismail gave another bow. Roscoe reached for the coin pouch in his pocket, and his stomach dropped. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, Rollo!” the captain chided with impatience.  
 
    “I don’t…it must be here somewhere.” A sickening cold sweat consumed Roscoe’s body as he fumbled for words. He rummaged in each of his pockets and then repeated the act, his movements becoming more and more frantic, but to no avail. “It was here, I promise. I put it in my—” He paused, his eyes closed, and his fists tightened. An unwelcome realisation dawned on him. The story of Marcos’s childhood sounded in his memory… 
 
    We would pick pockets and steal food from the market. 
 
    Roscoe turned to look for the wayward child who had bumped into him, but, of course, the culprit was long gone. He hoped for some clue or escape from this horrible nightmare, but Captain Narrowbone had no patience for excuses, and the older man rushed forward to grab Roscoe by the collar. Their noses touched, and the smell of stale alcohol carried on the captain’s breath. His face was red with rage, and angry blue veins protruded from his neck. Roscoe braced himself for the inevitable onslaught. 
 
    “Where’s my money, Rollo?” asked Narrowbone. His voice was pure venom.  
 
    Roscoe let his hands fall in abject defeat. He began to question his choices and wondered if the captain had been right: maybe this was not the life for him, after all. Perhaps his dreams were just that, a fantasy. Were Roscoe’s own delusions the biggest joke of all?  
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered, his quiet guilt yielding little sympathy from the captain. He had anticipated harsh words, but the captain’s fist was painfully unexpected. In fact, the punch took Roscoe totally off-guard. The blow snapped his chin back and sent him to the ground in a dizzying blur.  
 
    “You don’t know?” Narrowbone yelled, appearing above Roscoe. A shower of spittle rained down to illustrate the pirate’s fury. The man was a dark blur towering over Roscoe, an angry god descended to dispense his wrath from above.  
 
    Roscoe rolled onto his back, helpless. Speechless. The taste in his mouth was metallic, and his tongue lolled, fixing on the gap where, until recently, a tooth had existed. The world slowed around him, and the captain stooped to assault every aspect of Roscoe’s being with profanities, that, in time, began to ring true. He deserved this. If not for his foolish naivety, then for his wandering mind and lack of attention. He needed to hear these truths and was surprised to find them interrupted when Ismail hastened to calm his friend with words of reason. Roscoe was toothless in every sense of the word, and the fact that this thought failed to make him laugh spoke to the seriousness of his predicament. 
 
    Breathing deeply, he climbed to his knees to find a crowd of people gathered to watch the commotion. His pride was hurt, but his jaw was worse. Ismail and Narrowbone were talking, but the two soon parted, and the merchant gave his friend a comforting pat on the shoulder before inviting the captain to take his chosen blade in good faith. 
 
    “What is money between friends?” he asked. “A fine weapon such as this is surely destined for the hand of a pirate king. Please take it and instruct your man to do the same with his dagger. There will be time for payment, I’m sure. And, if not, then what better excuse to visit your old friend Ismail again soon?” 
 
    The captain smiled, but his expression soured when turned upon Roscoe. “Well, what are you waiting for, idiot? Get up! You may be happy to make a fool of yourself, but I have a little more self-respect and no time for your stupidity. Ismail has been very generous, but I am not in such a giving mood.”  
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Roscoe slowly returned to an upright position. He inspected his mouth, which stained his hand red, and then he reached to reclaim the dagger he had chosen earlier. His hair was full of sand, his clothes covered in dust. Ismail looked on with some empathy, but the captain remained indignant. He bared his teeth then glared at Roscoe piteously.  
 
    “I’ll make it up to you,” said Roscoe. “The money, I mean…” 
 
    The captain scoffed, then shook his head dismissively. “I know you will. I’m going to win some back, and you’re going to help me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Later that day, they entered the tavern. The building was a tumbledown wood and brick structure on the quayside, the Red Rose looming ominously in the distance.  
 
    To Roscoe’s dismay, they were no longer alone. His time with the captain had been unpleasant to say the least, but even so, the return of Dirk was an unwelcome addition. The wiry old pirate took great pleasure in Roscoe’s missing tooth, but his own blackened eye had now blossomed to a shade of purple. Together they made quite the handsome trio. 
 
    Yet, their colourful appearance did little to turn heads. The tavern itself was scarcely different from those Roscoe had known in Aldsea. A quartet of musicians competed with the din of an unconventional company of drunken patrons, and the atmosphere had that characteristic sense of wild unpredictability one often finds in a lively tavern. Roscoe was relieved to continue through the masses and find a quieter group gathered around a large circular table, cards in hands. Dirk and the captain sat to join them. Narrowbone had already warned Roscoe before they entered the tavern that he was not to join their table, so he remained standing.  
 
    The plan itself was very simple. Roscoe was to wait on the captain and Dirk as they competed to restore some of the money that Roscoe himself had been responsible for losing. To the casual observer, it must have seemed entirely innocent. Roscoe would fetch drinks and tend to the needs of his superiors, never straying from the role of subservient lackwit. Ale would flow, and Roscoe’s presence would earn less and less attention, allowing him to move about the table like a phantom, unseen. 
 
    It was at this point that the captain’s plot began to take hold. 
 
    Through a predetermined series of winks and subtle hand gestures, Roscoe provided the captain with insight to the other players around the table and the cards they held. When to gamble or when to fold. Roscoe moved as anonymously as he had in the taverns of Aldsea when trying to find the very same pirate captain that had led him to this moment. Unsurprisingly, his efforts yielded the same success. The captain’s luck soared, and the pirate’s bullish self-assurance grew in accordance with his winnings. The plan delivered a lucrative winning streak, and players began to leave the table in frustration, until only four remained.  
 
    “Drink, Rollo!” the captain no longer asked but demanded. The hour for manners had long passed, and Roscoe felt his patience waning. His jaw ached, his feet hurt, and he was tired. He didn’t know how much money had been in Narrowbone’s lost coin pouch, but he surely had more than won the sum back by now. Roscoe had not seen Rowan and Marcos all day, and his imagination wandered with thoughts of their exciting day of freedom in the city, leaving him burning with envy.  
 
    To make matters worse, Dirk was still present. His pile of coins had dwindled, but he was still very much in the game and took great pleasure in ordering Roscoe to fetch a drink on his behalf. Roscoe obliged with an ironic smile that went some way to sating his frustration. He left the table, cursing under his breath, but continued to bite his tongue in favour of an easy life.  
 
    Of the four players who remained, the other two were strangers to Roscoe. One was a large man of few words who kept his cards close to his chest and wore a simple dark hood that obscured his appearance. The man was far more difficult to read than the others were and had enjoyed some success despite the captain’s underhanded advantage. The fourth and final player sat to the left of him. He seemed to be younger than his hooded associate. He had a light dusting of stubble and short, spiky hair. The two were clearly acquainted, though Roscoe was unsure of their relationship.  
 
    The thought made Roscoe chuckle as he went to refill the tankards yet again. Perhaps there was more than one devious scheme at play? He imagined a humbled, penniless captain, and the idea tickled him far more than it should have.  
 
    “Rollo, drinks. Now!” 
 
    Roscoe startled as the captain barked at him. It took all his balance to keep the ale upright and return to the table without spilling a single drop. The cumbersome size of the tankards was a perfect excuse for Roscoe’s slow progress, and he used the opportunity for a brief glimpse at the strangers’ cards.  
 
    The hooded man had nothing and folded immediately, placing the cards down on the table in frustration. The other man, meanwhile, had a much stronger hand, one capable of winning most games. He pushed a stack of coins in the captain’s direction and nodded affirmatively. The captain smiled at the confident gesture and then mirrored the action in an act of bravado. Having not seen the captain’s cards, Roscoe was unsure as to the wisdom of this decision. He made to cover the distance between them as Dirk folded. Only two remained. Game on.  
 
    A tense silence fell upon the group. The captain’s eyes narrowed as he considered his opponent, and Roscoe moved carefully to pass Dirk his ale without ever losing sight of the table. It was a total shock, then, when the captain hollered for his drink unexpectedly.  
 
    “How many times? Where’s my damn drink!” 
 
    Several things happened in an instant. 
 
    Ale spilled from the top of the tankard as Roscoe startled. The captain turned, his arms flailed in exasperation, and painful memories of their recent altercation made Roscoe flinch. Wrong-footed, he slipped, and his legs went from under him. Ale showered down as he fell, wooden stools scraped against the stone floor, and, once more, the captain appeared above him in anger. The same insults. The same crude language. Dirk laughed, of course, and Roscoe wanted to the floor to open up and swallow him.  
 
    A matter of moments. Roscoe wondered how the day could possibly worsen. 
 
     Solace, however, can appear in the unlikeliest of forms. A softer voice asked, “Are you all right?” and Roscoe turned his head to find the spiky-haired stranger crouched beside him. The man had kind eyes, Roscoe noticed, and a compassionate way that reminded him of Rowan, Marcos, and even Ismail, though empathy had come at something of a premium since joining the crew of the Red Rose.  
 
    Roscoe grimaced in pain and then answered, “I’m fine,” conscious that the captain was still watching on. “Just a silly fall,” he said, and he accepted the stranger’s outstretched hand, returning to his feet gingerly as the man who had helped him returned to his own seat. Roscoe dusted down his trousers, separated the soaking wet shirt from his skin, and forced a smile onto his face. “I’m sorry, Captain,” he said, lowering his head in respect. “It was stupid and clumsy. I’ll replace the drinks now.”  
 
    He moved to make good on his promise, but the captain called to stop him. 
 
    “Not so fast.” The captain sat as he spoke. “I’ve had my fill of drink for one day, but we’ve a game to play. You…” He scowled in Roscoe’s general direction. “Get here where I can see you and keep your mouth shut.”  
 
    Roscoe obliged and made to stand at the captain’s shoulder. Dirk and the hooded man remained sitting, and the final player returned to the table. For the first time, Roscoe looked at the captain’s cards. It was a good hand by most standards, but his opponent’s was better.  
 
    “All in!” said the captain, and he arranged his mound of coins into neat piles before manoeuvring them to the middle of the table. He never waited for Roscoe’s insight. It seemed hubris, or perhaps drink, had gotten the better of him. 
 
    Whatever the captain’s reasoning, it caused the other man’s eyes to widen. His gaze flickered from his own pile of coins to the captain, back to the coins, and then finally to Roscoe, who froze as his mind sifted through the day’s events. The punishments, the insults, the vicious attack in the market. His thoughts moved from the captain to the man who had comforted him only moments before, the man whose eyes had fallen upon him expectantly. Compassionate, empathetic. Good.  
 
    In the end, it was instinctive. Roscoe nodded, and the other man grinned as he said, “All in.” 
 
    Dirk spat his drink in surprise, and the man with the spiky hair moved his coins to the no man’s land that existed between him and Narrowbone. There had to be one hundred gold pieces between them, more than Roscoe’s family would make in a year, and that was with a good harvest. The stakes were unsettlingly high, and Roscoe alone was privy to the outcome. No doubt, the captain would blame him for the loss; the man’s fury would be insufferable, perhaps even resulting in another confrontation. However, as Roscoe considered the positives, he knew that Narrowbone’s loss would make it all worthwhile. He imagined the captain’s despondent expression and fought to contain a wry smile. The two remaining players placed their cards face-down on the table. 
 
    A moment of silent realisation, and then the captain yelled, “Shit!” 
 
    The old pirate balled his fists and slammed them onto the wooden surface, sending empty tankards scuttling to the floor. Dirk buried his head in his palms, and the hooded man gave a soft chuckle. The victor reached to offer a consolatory hand, but Narrowbone ignored him, standing over the table seething with anger. Predictably, he turned to Roscoe. By now, it seemed the entire tavern was watching. 
 
    “You!” he spat, before seeming to remember himself. Of course, he could make no mention of their devious tactics, or blame Roscoe for his part in that final, ill-fated hand—not here, at least. A storm of emotions seemed to whirl within the captain. Perhaps he recalled the series of events that had led to the loss and understood his own arrogance as the cause of his defeat. His face was red, and the veins in his neck seemed fit to burst. In the end, he simply blew out his cheeks, summoned Dirk, and said to Roscoe, “You are bad luck, boy. Stay away from me and my ship!” 
 
    The two pirates pushed through the gathered crowd to make their exit. The time for games was over, at least temporarily. Roscoe, still soaked to the bone with the spilled ale, looked like a pugnacious vagrant with a drinking problem, but none of that mattered. He was finally free. 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Roscoe left the tavern to find Casarossa shrouded in darkness. It was late, and he knew he should sleep, but his heart was still thumping in his chest. Plus, he had no idea where he’d even be sleeping tonight. The day had been long and painful but ultimately enthralling. He shook his head and smiled as he glanced at the tavern, only feet away. After all he had been through, what he really needed was a drink. 
 
    He turned from the site of the card game, not wanting to return to the masses of staring eyes in there, and made his way through the narrow streets until the murmur of a convivial crowd drew him into another drinking hole nearby. The place was smaller than the first: low-ceilinged, dimly lit, and partitioned into a number of smaller rooms and alcoves with a single bar from which Roscoe purchased an ale before claiming a seat. He had only just managed the first mouthful when someone appeared to join him in the opposing chair. Roscoe peered up and nearly choked on his drink. It was the man with the spiky hair, this time without his hooded associate. 
 
    “I meant to thank you,” said the man, lips forming a subtle smile. “For the game, that is. Some you win, others you lose, I’m sure your employer understands…” He paused, and his smile widened. He extended his hand, just as he had done to the captain not so long before to no avail. “My name is Garrett, by the way. And you?” 
 
    Roscoe accepted Garrett’s hand, and they shook as he gave his name. “The captain has had a day of bad luck,” he added, defending Captain Narrowbone for reasons even he couldn’t explain but conveniently neglecting to mention his own part in this misfortune. “He’s not always so hot-headed.” Another lie. “I’m sure he’ll calm down by the morning.” Roscoe adjusted his uncomfortably damp shirt, and the other man winced with sympathy. Fortunately, this tavern was downtrodden enough that Roscoe’s dishevelled appearance didn’t stand out too much. 
 
    “Well, let’s hope so,” said Garrett. “You met my employer, the man in the hood. Can’t say he had much success himself, but it’s nice that we have our small victories from time to time, isn’t it? Cards have little interest in titles and social standing.” 
 
    Roscoe nodded and took another long swig of his drink, ale stinging his wounded gums. “Your employer seems like a good man, if a little quiet.” He only wished he could say the same of Captain Narrowbone.  
 
    “Pah!” Garrett scoffed. “A good man, yes, but rarely so quiet. In truth, he is a man of great responsibility and doesn’t find so much time for distractions these days. It was good for him to get away for the evening and even better for him to lose.” He nudged Roscoe’s arm playfully. “It’s humbling!” 
 
    Roscoe snickered and thought of the captain, a man very different to the one Garrett had described. He imagined following someone who did not lead by intimidation and fear, a man who inspired loyalty and the kind of respect Roscoe saw in Garrett’s eyes when speaking of his employer, the hooded man. He wondered if there was anything he could do to establish that kind of relationship with Captain Narrowbone and sighed. In all likelihood, that ship had sailed. 
 
    “What brings you here, anyway?” asked Garrett. When Roscoe didn’t answer, Garrett hedged, “A trading ship, I should imagine?” 
 
    Roscoe nodded again, grateful for Garrett’s assumption. 
 
    “New to the crew?” 
 
    “First trip.” 
 
    Garrett blew out his cheeks. “Never easy, is it? I hope you don’t mind me saying, but you don’t seem like your average seafaring type. You have a family back home? If I had to guess, I’d say Easthaven. A westerner, I would have thought. Plenty of nice farmland out beyond the Esterloch Hills. Am I close?” 
 
    “Not bad,” said Roscoe, and though he smiled, he wondered if it would always be so obvious. Would he ever be able to shake his old life? Would anyone ever take him seriously? He wanted, so much, to surprise Garrett with stories of a different upbringing, but he found himself unbound by the company and, instead, ready to speak for the first time of his own history. If only fleetingly, it saddened him to think that he had never had these discussions with Rowan and Marcos.  
 
    He braced himself with another sip of his drink and said, “Sounds like you’ve got me worked out already. Spent most of my childhood working the family farm with my father and two brothers. I hated it, even more so when my brother Reyner left to join King Ailwin’s troops on the border with Auldhaven. Father wanted more from me, and I had never wanted less to do with it all…” The words poured out of Roscoe as Garrett listened on in observant silence. “We were near enough the coast to feel the sea breeze as it passed over the fields. The smell stirred things inside me that I never knew existed. My imagination used to soar with the gulls. I wanted that life of freedom. I wanted to travel the world and explore and…well, that’s not what we do in our family, least that’s what father told me anyway, when he was still alive.” 
 
    Garrett paused for a moment. “You lost your father?”  
 
    “Yes, that’s the worst of it,” Roscoe sighed. “Reyner lost a hand in a skirmish with King Simeon’s troops. The injury left him less able to help around the farm, and it meant I had to ‘step up!’ as father used to say.” He mimicked his father’s voice, but it brought him no joy. “I didn’t think things could get any worse, but then father fell ill. I suppose I always imagined I would escape and follow my dreams someday, but when he died, I felt trapped. Mother needed me, and I needed to put my wild fantasies to one side. She needed me to be selfless, and I couldn’t…” He let his head drop, but the sight of his father’s old boots only made matters worse. He recalled snatching them from their spot by the door as he snuck away from the farm late that fateful night. He had been so ready to leave his old life behind, but even so, he knew there were some memories that would always haunt him. 
 
    Perhaps sensing Roscoe’s regret, Garrett raised his drink. “Well, the past is the past. On to new beginnings!” 
 
    “New beginnings,” said Roscoe as their tankards crashed together. “I knew things weren’t going to be easy, but I never realised they would be quite so difficult. The captain hates me, and the crew are hardly better. I can’t seem to get a thing right. I don’t fit in.” 
 
    “You’re wondering if your family was right…” 
 
    “Maybe,” Roscoe said dejectedly. 
 
    “Well, my first piece of advice is to stop thinking that way,” said Garrett. “I know how you feel. I love my life now, but it wasn’t always this way. Life is about moments, Roscoe. I faced a choice some years ago and seized my moment, and it changed everything. I won’t go into detail, but I will say that I was scared, I had my doubts and, even now, there are people who still begrudge me my opportunities. I’m not from the right background. My face doesn’t fit.” He laughed to himself then brushed the notion away. “What I’m saying is that you took your moment, so you might as well make the most of it. Above all else, be ready for the next one. Life will keep throwing challenges your way, and when it does, you may need to follow your father’s advice and ‘step up’ after all.”  
 
    Garrett smiled and finished his drink before calling for two more. Roscoe sat speechless, considering the weight and wisdom of the man’s words. He was right, so completely and utterly right. Roscoe had made his decisions, and it was time to stop hating himself for it. He was tired of being the captain’s whipping boy, the subject of every joke. It was time to show them what he was all about and truly earn his place at sea.  
 
    “What’s the dream? I mean your ultimate aim in all of this?” asked Garrett.  
 
    Roscoe breathed deeply and gave voice to the desires that still lived within him. “I want to captain my own ship, one day anyway…” 
 
    The drinks arrived, and Garrett gave Roscoe an affirming nod before searching for his coin pouch. He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and floundered when something fell to the floor and rolled in Roscoe’s direction. The offending item was an ornate scroll, scribed in red and gold lettering, and Roscoe’s curiosity got the better of him as he reached to retrieve it. His eyebrows raised and he swallowed hard. He discerned but six words: Royal Seal. Prince Anselm of Easthaven. 
 
    He snapped back into the moment as Garrett reached and said, “Thank you. Seems we are all prone to clumsiness today.”  
 
    Roscoe forced a smile and returned the scroll accordingly. Garrett paid for the drinks, and the barmaid left briskly, plunging them into a momentary silence. Who was this man, Garrett? He shared none of King Ailwin’s features, so could not be Anselm himself. A friend, then—or, Roscoe decided, chosen shield to the prince. A royal seal was a priceless document not easily earned. Garrett was a man of real importance, and, unless Roscoe was hugely mistaken, the hooded man was the prince.  
 
    His mind exploded with possibilities. A plan began to form. 
 
    “To new friendship,” said Garrett, though perhaps a little more sheepishly than before. The scroll was, by now, out of sight, returned to his inner pocket. He raised his tankard, and Roscoe obliged, though his thoughts were elsewhere, considering what this revelation could mean for his tumultuous relationship with the captain. If Garrett was who Roscoe believed him to be, then the man provided direct access to Prince Anselm. With Anselm in his possession, the captain would have the ear of the king.  
 
    Garrett’s advice was still fresh in the memory, though Roscoe had not expected to encounter a moment of such importance so soon—and he was sure Garrett had not imagined that his words of wisdom would be interpreted in such a way. Roscoe took a long mouthful of ale for courage and locked eyes with Garrett. “You know, I think my employer would like another game. A chance to earn his money back.” 
 
    Garrett sat forward to indicate his interest. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    “You did what?” Captain Narrowbone sat forward, making no attempt at containing his surprise. 
 
    It had taken all of Roscoe’s persistence to overcome Dirk’s objections and return to the Red Rose. Harder still had been gaining access to the captain. Yet here they sat, either side of a rich mahogany desk covered in parchment, maps, and empty rum decanters. The captain’s quarters: lavish, spacious, everything Roscoe had ever imagined. He had Narrowbone’s attention now, and it was time to get his plan underway. 
 
    “I shared a drink with Prince Anselm’s chosen shield. You’ve met already, in the tavern in Casarossa. The man with the spiky hair. The man who—” He stopped himself abruptly, choosing instead to let the captain finish his train of thought so as not to directly remind him of his recent loss. 
 
    Captain Narrowbone’s eyes narrowed. “So that means…” 
 
    “Yes. The man in the hood was Prince Anselm. You spoke of his father’s vices, but it would appear that the king isn’t the only one who loves to gamble.” 
 
    The captain’s teeth clenched with frustration, but a newfound excitement twinkled in his eyes. “Oh, that prince likes to gamble all right! Let’s see if he is as lucky next time. But you didn’t just come here to tell me about your drink, did you? I recognise that expression from when we first met in Aldsea. You have an idea for me, don’t you?” He sat back and steepled his fingers in expectation.  
 
    “More than that,” said Roscoe. “I have a plan. I know what you think of me, and I know you want me as far away from the Red Rose as possible, but I am here to show you my worth. I’ve arranged another game with the prince. Let’s call it a chance to even the score…” He grinned and found his expression mirrored by the captain. “Tonight, in the city. There is a section of Casarossa known among locals as The Gamble. You might know of it?” The captain said nothing but waved his hand in anticipation, so Roscoe continued, “Abandoned buildings and rundown taverns. It’s no place for royalty and the last place anyone would expect to find Prince Anselm. The sort of place where people tend not to ask questions. The perfect place for an uninterrupted game of cards, or at least that’s what the prince’s man, Garrett, tells me.” 
 
    “And that’s your plan?” asked the captain, frowning. “I intend to get my money back, of course, but there are a hundred taverns where I could do so, and ninety-nine of them are likely to be less…unpredictable.” 
 
    It was Roscoe’s turn to recline in his chair, confidently. “Who said anything about playing cards?” 
 
    “But…” A sudden realisation seemed to dawn on the captain. His jaw fell loose, and he vacantly scratched at his beard.  
 
    “Anselm is expecting you at the Unicorn Tavern,” Roscoe continued. “My guess is that he will travel light to avoid unwanted attention, and he certainly won’t expect us to be waiting for him along the way. I suggest we arrive ahead of time, find a suitable place to hide, and when the opportunity presents, we capture the prince.” 
 
    “And you think this will work?”  
 
    “I’m sure of it,” said Roscoe. “The prince has shown his arrogance, not once but twice. It was a fool’s move to venture out into the city, but to meet your challenge and test his luck a second time…” Roscoe shook his head as though already lamenting the prince’s fate. “I believe Anselm’s ego has gotten the better of him. It’s our game now, and the cards are stacked in our favour.” 
 
    The captain’s grin widened with Roscoe’s every word. “Very good,” he said, nodding with approval. “You are forgetting one thing, though. A man does not become shield to the prince without good reason. Your smarts may have given us the upper hand, but this will count for little when blades are drawn.” 
 
    “A valid concern,” Roscoe agreed. “And one for which I have a solution. The Verderan, Marcos, is big, strong, and handy with a blade. Marcos lived in the city when he was younger, and he knows the streets as well as anyone. Let him come along, and the other new recruit, Rowan, too. Rowan is a navigator, a problem-solver. If the worst happens, he’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “It’s the worst that concerns me,” said the captain. “Can’t say that I care much for your wellbeing, but I’d be placing a lot of faith, and my own safety, in your judgement. Let’s be honest, you haven’t exactly given the best account of yourself thus far.” 
 
    A fair comment, to which Roscoe nodded. “That’s why you let us go alone. No need for you to get involved or take any risks. And if we succeed, the rewards are yours.” 
 
    “Pah,” scoffed the captain. “And what if you get caught and start naming names? You’re all part of my crew, whether I like it or not. It’s riskier to let you go alone. Besides, I want to be there when we catch the damn fool. No,” he said, shuffling to sit upright in his elaborately detailed, hand-carved wooden chair. “I’ll be there with you, don’t you worry. I won’t be alone either. Your old friend Dirk can join us. The Verderan is not the only useful swordsman on this vessel. If nothing else, Dirk will keep an eye on you.”  
 
    A black one, Roscoe presumed, though he refrained from speaking the sarcastic quip aloud. 
 
    “We’ll soon find out if you are half as smart as you think you are, Rollo, and if not, then I’ll make sure it is the last I see of you and your cursed bad luck. Which leaves us with just one question…” He tilted his tricorn hat to lock eyes with Roscoe. “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    Roscoe took a moment to steady himself. His heart was pounding, and his stomach was churning with nerves. Things had all gone as expected thus far, but this was the moment he had been waiting for, the chance to seal the deal, and with it, his own future. “Position,” he answered with all the assurance he could muster. “Not only for me, but also for Marcos and Rowan. Quartermaster, Boatswain, Navigator. If success means a future for the crew, then we want a part of it. Failure could mean years on the run from King Ailwin, or worse still, death. It needs to be worthwhile, and those are my terms.” 
 
    “And why wouldn’t I just do this alone?” The captain’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve already told me your plan. I have everything I need. From where I’m sat, it strikes me that you’re in no position to negotiate.” 
 
    “I can see why you’d think that, but the prince’s chosen shield is expecting me. The meeting place is a hazardous part of the city, and any change of plan is likely to spook him. As you’ve said yourself, a man does not become shield to the prince without good reason.” 
 
    After some moments of deep consideration, Narrowbone eventually said, “You have yourself a deal.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Roscoe, lowering his head. He would have to take the captain at his word. Trust was now all that existed between them. 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    The Gamble: never had a place been so true to its name.  
 
    Dark, sewage-stricken pathways snaked through a convergence of excess and neglect. For every lively tavern, there was a stretch of lifeless, former homes, shops, or sheds. For every drunken citizen, a host of beggars pleading for water from the shadows and the filth. Intoxicating pipe smoke hung in the air, obscuring the moonlight, and Roscoe flinched at every subtle, unexpected movement in the gloom. He couldn’t shift the sense that someone was watching. Narrowbone’s eyes were certainly upon him. Roscoe patted his side and found the rusty old dagger resting assuredly there, its presence steeling his nerves. 
 
    It was some time before the group finally settled on a holding space for their prospective hostage. The small storehouse had a thatched roof full of holes, but the brickwork remained surprisingly intact. Straw covered the ground and put Roscoe in mind of the farm back home, though he was relieved to find no obvious muck underfoot. It wasn’t pretty, but it would suit. It was upright, private, well-located, and—best of all—otherwise uninhabited. It was only meant as a temporary solution anyway, somewhere to bring the prince immediately following his capture. The storehouse was Roscoe’s idea, a place to hold the prince in the event of any complications, somewhere to prepare Anselm for transport, wherever the captain’s onward plans might take them. Most usefully, the storehouse had a wide, wooden doorway with a bright red star painted upon the exterior side. The Gamble had no shortage of dilapidated buildings, but this one would be easy to spot when the time was right. 
 
     Rowan shrugged questioningly. “Sorry, how did you manage to drag us into this?” 
 
     Marcos quirked his eyebrows to the same effect. Dirk and Narrowbone had separated themselves for their own quiet covenant, and, for the first time since he’d fetched them from Casarossa’s taverns with Narrowbone and Dirk in tow, Roscoe was alone with his friends. 
 
     “There we were, enjoying a nice time in the city,” Rowan continued. “There was drink, smoke, women. Now look at us. Five men huddled in a decrepit old building that somehow smells even worse than it looks. The most dangerous part of the city with only the captain and Dirk for company. What were you thinking?” 
 
    Marcos took this moment to interject, “He’s right, Roscoe. Is there a plan to all of this?” 
 
    “Of course,” answered Roscoe. “Well, I think so anyway.” He felt his confidence wane with the pressure. The whole plot was balanced on a knife-edge, and this was no time to succumb to nerves. “I did it for you…for all of us,” he said, impassioned, though in a voice only scarcely above a whisper. “Marcos, you told me to stand up for myself, and that’s what I’m doing. I’ve had enough of being a passenger on this ship, a scapegoat for the captain’s frustrations. I know I can do more, be more, and it’s the same for the two of you. Rowan, you tell me you’re a skilled navigator?” 
 
    Rowan nodded. 
 
    “And what is your role aboard the Red Rose?” 
 
    Rowan rolled his eyes. “Deck scrubber. Lookout, if I’m lucky—” 
 
    “Exactly!” The volume of Roscoe’s voice made Dirk turn and sneer in his direction. Roscoe gave an empty smile, and then lowered his voice before proceeding to say, “Nothing’s ever going to change, unless we change it. I know what it’s like to sit and hope for something different, but that is pure folly. It isn’t going to be easy, but we must take that step. We must take our chance. Luck led me to the prince, but our actions will ensure that we capitalise on that luck, that we make the most of it. Get this right, and we’ll finally get what we deserve. We’ll finally earn the captain’s respect!” Ironically, he heard an echo of Garrett’s voice in his every word.  
 
    “And you think this is going to work?” asked Rowan, as he and Marcos huddled closer. 
 
    Roscoe fixed them both with his most confident stare. “I believe so. You trust me, don’t you?”  
 
    “No,” Rowan and Marcos said, in unequivocal unison.  
 
    “Well, fine. Then at least you won’t be disappointed.” Roscoe grinned and was relieved to see similar smiles emerging on the faces of his new friends, encouraging him to continue. “Rowan, you’ll stay here to hold the storehouse. My role is to intercept the prince on the way to the tavern. This shouldn’t rouse any real suspicion, but it will allow Marcos, Dirk, and the captain to surprise them and take Anselm. Marcos, I need you to subdue the prince’s chosen shield, Garrett. This won’t be easy, but we just need long enough to get Anselm back to the storehouse. You know these streets, so if needs be, run. At least that will distract him. Lose Garrett and return here when the coast is clear. This should give us long enough to silence Anselm. The captain holds the rest of the plan.” 
 
    “You think he can be trusted?” Marcos asked, brows narrowed. 
 
    Roscoe blew out his cheeks. “I suppose they’ll be wondering the same about us…” 
 
    At these words, a brief silence descended upon the storehouse.  
 
    Narrowbone loudly cleared his throat. “Enough small talk. It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    ⚜⚜⚜ 
 
      
 
    Rats scuttled at Roscoe’s feet as he stood in the dark passageway, alone, gently shaking with nerves—whether from fear of excitement, he couldn’t say for sure. The success of his plan relied on perfect timing and clever planning. Roscoe wasn’t sure he had either. Luck, then, would have to play a part. 
 
    As luck would have it, two figures suddenly appeared through the blackness. Men, judging from their height and the weight of their footfall. Moonlight silhouetted their visages, which became clearer with every step. One was more difficult to discern than the other. The easier to see of the two was, to Roscoe’s relief, wearing a hood.  
 
    For a final time, Roscoe reached for the comforting handle of his dagger. He knew that the captain, Dirk, and Marcos were in an alley nearby but didn’t dare look, lest he give the game away. He was in their hands now, and he would have to trust his own plan. 
 
    Garrett closed the distance, and his features became clearer. “Something wrong, Roscoe?” he asked, eyes narrowing, twitching about nervously. “You said to meet at The Unicorn, and wait…why are you alone?”  
 
    It was, of course, the most obvious of questions. Roscoe had imagined this moment a thousand times, formed a thousand different answers, but in that moment, his mind went blank. 
 
    “I…” he muttered, scrambling for inspiration. In the end, he need not have worried. 
 
    The hooded prince gasped as Roscoe’s assailants sprang from the shadows. Garrett drew his sword to meet Marcos’s advance, and a clash of steel echoed between the buildings penning them in. Outnumbered, Prince Anselm floundered to defend himself, but his efforts were no match for the captain’s and Dirk’s, who pushed him against a wall and worked at restraining him. Their surroundings were so dark that Roscoe was barely able to discern their progress. As the swordfight continued, it seemed that Marcos and Garrett were an even match. They were both good men, he realised in that moment. For all he hoped to see his plan succeed, he prayed that Marcos and Garrett would both live to see the night through.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” yelled the captain. “Let’s get out of here!” 
 
    Roscoe startled and then rushed to meet the command, passing Dirk and the captain as they struggled with the prince. The streets of The Gamble were a labyrinth, but Roscoe knew that they were not far from the storehouse. The plan was working, and success was in sight. Frantically, Roscoe led the way.  
 
    Finally, the red star appeared before them. Roscoe yelled, “Over here!” and relief washed over him as he opened the door to usher the others inside. For all his resistance, Dirk pushed Prince Anselm forward to send him stumbling over the threshold. Roscoe slammed the door behind them, turned, and then gulped. 
 
    “Captain Narrowbone, I believe,” came a voice. “What a nice surprise!” Prince Anselm had an easy confidence about him, an assurance that comes with having the upper hand. He had long, brown hair, dark piercing eyes, and a mischievous smile with subtle dimples. A company of armed men flanked him, their swords pointed at Roscoe and the captain. Most crucially, perhaps, it became clear in an instant that Prince Anselm wasn’t the man in the hood. 
 
    “What is this?” asked Narrowbone, turning to face Roscoe. The man’s darting eyes seemed caught somewhere between panic and confusion. Dirk, it appeared, was at a total loss for words. Rowan stood beside the prince in similar silence.  
 
    Anselm laughed at the question and said, “It’s Roscoe, isn’t it? Care to enlighten us?”  
 
    Finally, a smile crept slowly across Roscoe’s face. “With pleasure, Prince Anselm…” The captain’s flabbergasted reaction was the perfect addition to an already perfect moment. “As you know, I had intended to arrange a simple game of cards, a few rounds between new acquaintances, nothing more nor less. When Captain Narrowbone got wind of your true identity, however, he spoke of trying to capture you. He plotted with Dirk and forced my friends and me to cooperate under the threat of violent repercussions. He planned to abduct you and threaten your wellbeing as a means of coercing the king—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” snapped Narrowbone. “You arranged this, all of this!” 
 
    Prince Anselm recoiled with disbelief. “And how might I ask have you arrived at that conclusion? I understand that Roscoe arranged to meet with my chosen shield, Garrett, and he was exactly where he agreed to be. Luther, you were there. Perhaps you might elaborate?” 
 
    The man in the hood crossed the room to stand beside the prince, and one of Anselm’s warriors stepped forward to cut the rope that bound his arms. With his newfound freedom, Luther removed the cloak to reveal his identity. He was unknown to Roscoe but had long, dark hair and bore some resemblance to Anselm. He certainly shared the prince’s roguish smile, but then so did Roscoe in that particular moment. 
 
    “It’s as you say, my prince,” Luther started confidently. “This man, Roscoe, made no effort to attack or restrain me. These two, on the other hand…” He gestured to the captain and Dirk in turn. “It seems they mistook my identity and, in an attempt to capture the prince of Easthaven, dragged me back to this location by force, with a clear and deliberate attempt to harm you. They are the culprits, my prince. Those two alone.” 
 
    Prince Anselm smiled. “Thank you, Luther.” 
 
    “More nonsense!” cried Narrowbone, but his jaw dropped as the storehouse doors opened behind him. Marcos and Garrett walked in, side-by-side, amiable. 
 
    After a few steps, Garett gave a dismissive wave. “Do go on, don’t let us disrupt you.”  
 
    Marcos scowled at Roscoe before his expression shifted to a knowing smile. By now, even Rowan was beaming. Whatever their thoughts might be on the plan and their part in it, Roscoe was relieved to find his friends finally on the same page. 
 
    “The Unicorn!” Narrowbone’s words were frantic and desperate. He turned to Roscoe. “You arranged the meeting and told me the location, and you even chose this storehouse. You planned all of this. It was all your idea!”  
 
    From beside Prince Anselm, one of the armed men strode forward. From the golden colour of his uniform, Roscoe identified the man as Verderan. “The Unicorn?” he asked in a heavily accented voice, answering Narrowbone’s outcry with a puzzled frown. “There’s no tavern in this city by that name. Seems your imagination has gotten the better of you, Captain. The tavern is as much a fantasy as the creature itself.”  
 
    At this, Narrowbone burst into crazed laughter. He drew his cutlass and pointed it in Prince Anselm’s direction. “You think you’re clever, but this prize is not so easily claimed. You’ve had your silly little games, but playtime is over.” He backed away toward the door, keeping his sword extended to prevent anyone from stopping him. 
 
    Roscoe, however, had come too far to watch Narrowbone walk away. As he had done since the day he met Roscoe in Aldsea, the captain had underestimated him, so Narrowbone never noticed as Roscoe crept behind him, administering a one-handed chokehold to lock him in place. With his other hand, Roscoe held the old, rusty dagger to the captain’s back. “Going somewhere?” he asked, heart thumping in his chest. He had hoped to say something witty or humorous, but this was the best he could muster in the moment. For once, he let his actions speak for him, and on this occasion at least, he realised they were enough.  
 
    That he was enough. 
 
    “You wouldn’t…” said Narrowbone, but Roscoe laughed ruthlessly at the pirate’s unwavering arrogance. It seemed the captain had a joke in him after all.  
 
    “Don’t count on it,” he responded, tightening his grip on Narrowbone’s neck. “This dagger might not look like much, but it’s plenty sharp enough to stab you in the back.” 
 
    There it was. That delightfully satisfying trinity of humour, wordplay, and stark reality. Despite the jeopardy of the situation, it was all Roscoe could do to contain the bark of exalted laughter caught in his chest.  
 
    The captain froze, and then his own grip loosened, the cutlass falling to the straw-covered floor. At Anselm’s order, his men marched forward. They apprehended Dirk and the captain with little resistance, restraining both by tying their arms behind their backs. Roscoe looked to Garrett, who flashed him a smile and an approving nod. For all of Roscoe’s early fears, the night had been a total success. 
 
    The Gamble had paid off.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
     “You never thought to tell us your plan?”  
 
    It was the morning after the captain’s arrest, but Rowan, it seemed, was still full of questions. With Roscoe and Marcos following closely, Rowan made for Casarossa’s lively harbour. Prince Anselm had summoned them, but the purpose of his meeting was, as yet, unknown.  
 
    Roscoe gave Rowan a playful nudge on the arm. “I told you to trust me, didn’t I? What more do you want? Anything else would have put you in danger. I needed it to seem real. If it helps, you played your part wonderfully.” 
 
    “Well, you had me convinced,” said Marcos, massaging the back of his head. “Just wish that friend of yours had gone easy on me, or that he’d mentioned something sooner. It was a hell of a plan, but we are lucky to have made it out alive.” 
 
    A smile of relief swept across Roscoe’s face. He still couldn’t believe things had worked out so perfectly. His racing blood had kept him up all night, and he yawned and rubbed at tired eyes. Narrowbone was gone, but there was no telling what Anselm had in store for them. Roscoe only knew that it was time to return the faith that Garrett had shown in him and his plan. Thus, the three friends followed a long street leading to the quayside. A vista of sea, ships, and sails emerged before them, and a notable gathering stood out among the frenetic crowds. A flag displaying the sun insignia of Easthaven billowed in the warm breeze, and beside it, a delegation including Garrett, Prince Anselm, and, to Roscoe’s surprise, the king.  
 
    “Your timing is perfect, as always!” Garrett smiled. He introduced the prince and the king respectively. Roscoe, Rowan, and Marcos took to their knees.  
 
    Prince Anselm laughed. “Oh, I think we’re a little bit beyond that, don’t you? Arise. I would have my father look upon the man who outwitted the great Captain Narrowbone.” 
 
    “And about time too!” The king’s voice was deep but jovial. “We’ve been tracking the captain for some time, but he is always on the move and frustratingly hard to pin down. I should have known that he would try to interrupt my plans with King Ferdinand. We are very fortunate to profit from your diligence, and I am grateful for your loyal service. Your actions were not without risks, and you are solely responsible for securing the wellbeing of my family.” 
 
    Prince Anselm interjected. “My wife, Adaline, would want me to thank you on her behalf as well. It was a fine scheme, and one for which we will see you rewarded accordingly. While my father’s negotiations with King Ferdinand were not wholly successful, it seems the Verderan king has little patience for partisan attacks on foreign dignitaries. The king seized the Red Rose this morning, detaining the crew and extricating any evidence of Captain Narrowbone’s influence. This is, of course, a fine conclusion to the whole saga, but one that leaves you at something of a loose end…” 
 
    “My son tells me you’d like a ship of your own someday,” said King Anselm. “A captain should be resourceful, forward-thinking, a man of good judgement. It seems to me that you have all the required characteristics. In fact, I would be willing to put money on it.” His smile broadened suddenly. The king turned and gestured to a small, single-masted ship behind him. “It’s not the Red Rose, but it does represent a fresh start, a world of new opportunities. I offer no tolerance for piracy, but a friend of the crown is a very worthwhile investment. I want you to have this ship, Captain Roscoe. I trust it will treat you well.” 
 
    Roscoe’s jaw dropped at the king’s unexpected generosity. He had only hoped to see himself and his friends free of Captain Narrowbone, but this was far beyond even his wildest imaginings. His excitement spiked, before a harsh reality dawned on him. It was too soon. He’d been so busy chasing his dreams, but he had never expected to catch up with them. “Thank you, my king,” he uttered, “but I cannot accept your gesture. I don’t deserve such a valuable reward, and without the crew of the Red Rose, I won’t be able to sail anyway. I’m still so new at this that I can’t do it alone.” He let his head fall apologetically, and a brief silence descended upon the group. 
 
    Then, moments later, Prince Anselm began laughing. “Well, of course you can’t! That would be ridiculous. Who said anything about being alone?” He shrugged his shoulders in question and then turned to summon a large man in pristine uniform. Gold ribbons adorned the shoulders of the man’s dark coat, his long golden hair cinched at the nape of his neck. “This here is Hardwin, one of the finest captains in my father’s fleet,” Anselm continued. “Captain Narrowbone’s bounty was a rather substantial figure. I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of purchasing your new ship and securing Hardwin’s tutelage until you find your feet—or should I say sea legs?” He laughed briefly before steadying himself, continuing in a more serious tone, “I gather your two friends here are recently unemployed.” His eyebrows raised as he gestured to Marcos and Rowan. “Experienced sailors and savvy navigators are precious assets to any ship. The remainder of your reward should cover all that you need. With any luck, you’ll even have enough left to replace that missing tooth…” 
 
    Roscoe worked hard to fight back tears of joy. He turned to Rowan and Marcos and bathed in their smiles beaming back at him. They had been there when he needed them most, and it warmed him to see the debt repaid. “What do you say then? Care to join me?” 
 
    Their first response was to nod in agreement. Rowan rolled his eyes and added, “Sadly, we’re all out of other options!” 
 
    “So that’s that then,” said Garrett as Roscoe turned to look at him, “which leaves just one question. The ship needs to be registered, and in order to do so, I’ll need a name.” 
 
    Roscoe looked at the ship, and his thoughts unexpectedly turned to the small blade he had obtained at the market, the weapon that had been the linchpin in the captain’s arrest. Small, unassuming, but not to be underestimated. Echoing Captain Narrowbone’s words from that day in the market, Roscoe answered, “The Dirty Dagger.” 
 
    Garrett nodded in approval. He said, “Good choice.” He paused then looked to Roscoe’s feet and added, “Nice boots, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks, they were my father’s.” 
 
    Garrett smiled. “Well, I suppose it’s time to tread a new path of your own.”  
 
    In that moment, Roscoe knew they’d be friends for a lifetime.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Roscoe stepped back to marvel at the barrels of rum stowed below the Dirty Dagger’s deck. There was barely room to move in this dark, cramped space, but he had to admit, their haul was quite the sight to behold. A fine reward for his latest scheme, he concluded, and a result that left him high-spirited. A lazy joke, but if you couldn’t laugh in moments like these… 
 
    “Dare I ask how many?” asked Marcos, descending a small ladder to stand at his captain’s side. 
 
    Roscoe used his fingers to count and tally the total. “Sixteen. It’s the good stuff too. Not bad, eh?” 
 
    At this, Marcos grimaced. “Well, depends on how you choose to look at things, doesn’t it? It seems uncharacteristically charitable that anyone would leave a stash of expensive rum in a warehouse for others to help themselves. Worse still, and unless my eyes deceive me, those same barrels carry the insignia of the Verderan royal family.” 
 
    “The door was open. I blame whoever was responsible for securing the building.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” said Marcos. “You paid the man to leave it unlocked.” 
 
    The two men exchanged glances before breaking into a bout of celebratory laughter. 
 
    “Don’t be a misery, Marcos. You have to admit, it was one of our better jobs.”  
 
    Marcos agreed. “It was. I’m just suggesting that you come up with a better excuse if the Verderans catch us. Twenty years we’ve been at this, isn’t it? There are limits to a man’s luck, even yours.” 
 
    He turned to climb back up the ladder, and Roscoe followed to continue their conversation on deck. Overhead, an endless blue sky. A midday sun blazed to bathe them in summer heat, and gulls cawed as the crew of the Dirty Dagger busied themselves under the attention of their captain and his oldest friend.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” asked Roscoe. Marcos had never been the most talkative of crewmates, but the Verderan seemed somehow quieter and more pensive than usual. To Roscoe’s dismay, his concerns worsened when Marcos never answered, instead strolling silently to rest his elbows on the wooden railing lining the ship. Behind them, the port of Casarossa had contracted to a small speck in the distance. Their escape with the rum had been successful and trouble-free; they hadn’t been rumbled, as Roscoe was so desperate to remark. Whatever Marcos’s issue, Roscoe feared it was something far bigger than qualms over their heist. He began to wonder if he really wanted to know. Their escape was some way from the barrel of laughs he had expected.  
 
    Marcos turned to Roscoe and squinted in the bright sunlight. “Be honest with me. Does none of this ever get to you?” he asked, bluntly. “Do you never tire of the risks, the chase, the fear…?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Roscoe’s brow furrowed at the question. He had never heard Marcos speak this way. For all their scrapes and near escapes, the Verderan had always been at Roscoe’s side, unquestioning. “Is it the rum?” he asked, attributing the mood to some temporary fright or wave of self-doubt. “Perhaps it was a little reckless,” he conceded, “but we made it, didn’t we? We’re not long for Aldsea, and things will look very different with a pocketful of coins and a bellyful of ale.” 
 
    Marcos chuckled, but it was clear there was more to it. Then came the surprise that Roscoe had feared above all others. 
 
    “I’m just not sure I want to do this anymore,” said Marcos. “Look at you,” he gestured in Roscoe’s direction. “Twenty years, yet you still have that same fire in your eyes. Still chasing every gold piece and exciting opportunity like it was the first. How many years has it been since Rowan left us?” 
 
    Roscoe shrugged. “Ten, maybe a little less…” 
 
    “I thought of going with him, you know? All those years ago, and I was already feeling it. Suppose I had already had my fill of this life, but you…well, you just have this way of convincing people, this single-minded enthusiasm that keeps you moving forward, dragging others along with you. I can’t blame you for my own indecision,” he said, and he scratched nervously at the wiry grey hairs of his tattooed forearm. “For a while I convinced myself that you needed me, that you couldn’t do this without me—” 
 
    “Marcos…” 
 
    “In the end, I think I probably just didn’t want to get left behind.” His voice was soft, rueful. “This is the only life I’ve ever known, and what a life it has been. All the things we’ve seen, the places we’ve visited. But what about the bits we’ve missed along the way?” Roscoe made to answer before Marcos continued, “A home life, children. At the very least, a meaningful relationship.” 
 
    “What about those two women at the port of Courlliers a few months back?” 
 
    Marcos gave a booming laugh. “I’m not really sure that counts! Look…” His expression turned serious once more. “I wouldn’t change this, any of it.” He peered around them at the crew of the Dirty Dagger scurrying busily. “It has been the most amazing time, but I never asked for it. You…you chose this, but for me, it’s the only choice I ever had. The only life I’ve ever known. I hear the port of Taboso is booming with opportunities—” 
 
    “So, you’re leaving me?” 
 
    “No. Well…yes.” For the first time, Marcos seemed to be avoiding eye contact. “I will never forget what you’ve done for me, Captain. I am forever grateful and in your debt. I just need you to understand that I have to do this now, for me. Look around you. You are Captain Roscoe. You have a great crew, a ship you love, the life you always wanted. You don’t need me anymore, and that’s if you ever did. Can’t say I know what’s missing, but I have to find out. I have to go my own way.” 
 
     Roscoe sighed. “And there’s nothing I can say to change your mind?” 
 
    “Not this time, I’m afraid, Captain,” said Marcos. “My whole life has been swept along by the winds of fate. I think it’s about time to drop anchor and find somewhere to call home. At least that’s the hope, anyway.” He paused and sighed deeply. “But what about you? What is the next scheme for Captain Roscoe and the Dirty Dagger?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Roscoe, turning to look ahead at the seemingly never-ending horizon. “I’ll see you as far as Aldsea and from there, who can tell? I suppose I’ll speak with Garrett. It’s been a while, but he’s never short of good advice. If nothing else, I’m curious to know what it’s like taking orders from Anselm’s boy.” 
 
    Marcos smiled. “Forget a wife—the way you two are when you’re together, I’m not sure there’s room for anyone else!”  
 
    They laughed together, and then in the comfortable silence that descended between them afterwards, Marcos patted Roscoe on the shoulder and said, “Whatever you’re searching for, Captain, I hope you find it.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    Eventually Roscoe whispered, “Me too,” but his words were so quiet, so masked by the sea air, that only he could hear.  
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