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To Brandy. My motivation. My rock. 
My boo. More is to come and 
I want you there every step of the way.
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Sitting across from the presidential seal was a considerable step in terms of scale the likes of which any pirate has been in, yet it wouldn’t come with good consequences. Not only that, but it helped to boost the reputation of the I.I.C. (The Independent Islands of the Caribbean) as a substantial asset. Would his tone be much different from when he initially knew the address was to Lincoln and not his successor, and would the words he used be forceful? An example has to be made, and how the young leader went about it through fierce words that struck the heart of any power they would encounter. Surveying around the oval office was scarcely different from that of the young leader’s own office.

While still in the height scale, the layout was much more civilised. The desk and chair was the only thing that stood out to him. So much beauty in a war-ravaged country. It put him into his family’s perspective and the leaders that came before him. What carnage they must’ve seen in order to get where they are today. Could the I.I.C. be where it was today had one soul been cut down? He then dreaded what his great-grandfather would think if he saw the I.I.C. in the shape it was in when he took over. Would it be a look of wonder at the progress, or would it be a look of bewilderment as the traditions turned soft? A way of life turned into a parody of its once stiff-upper-lip rule-bearing tyrants. Whatever way he envisioned it, those posh snobs in Britain and France would soon have their eyes glued to everything that had been transpiring for the past several months. The weight of the Spanish died off years ago, so the I.I.C. would be seen as a scapegoat for anything, even for America. That’s three sets of eyes looking across at those tiny islands.

A faint commotion could be heard outside the door, a group of three men, one of which will be the other man in the arena with the I.I.C.’s representative. The sounds were of frustration but a sudden realisation that their voices would travel far, so the closer they got to the door, the more the decibels lowered. Ultimately, it went silent for a moment, and the door opened. The President of the United States and two cabinet members by his side opened the doors for him. The silence continued as the two figureheads stared at each other from across the room. President Andrew Johnson kept his lips as thin as possible by the door, not showing any comfort in speaking to the young leader across from him. After a turbulent process with his predecessor, the weight of the loss was felt throughout the country as Johnson stepped in with his predecessor’s signature top hat. He gripped it tightly like a hawk carrying its prey and walked over to his desk as the two men closed the door behind him. There is no formal introduction. There is no mutual greeting; there is already disdain for one another. Even though he hides his delight through a veil of blank expression, the young leader knows the game of chess has begun. And like the pirate he knows he is, it wouldn’t be conventional.
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INITIATION

Great grandfather’s jacket was a bit long in arm length but complimented the dangling mess of gold wrapped around his neck that hid his clean frilled shirt. While his beard could not match the messiness of his grandfathers (being trimmed and styled to match his striking jawline), he felt distinguished to have finally grown one which wasn’t embarrassing. Too many dine-ins in the island taverns, which kept the merry tunes of old blasting to when the morning light shun, told him that what he had before wasn’t working. Courting the wenches that served the island’s best-tasting rum couldn’t land this young lad any partnership. He has to compete with the soggy toothless regulars, whose coordination with the sea was vastly mediocre to his. The young man always winced at the idea that some of these champions of the sea would have an earring to help with their eyesight. A load of hogwash, he thought. However, given his love for the very thing he was born into, he had to deal with those small imperfections now. Keeping your people pleased at the highest-ranking of the islands, with a legend of the game in the back catalogue of your family tree, which started this dream, would be daunting. As his deep breaths rode his chest up and his back stood straight, the last thing to attach would be the cutlass. It laid on his desk underneath his mirror, glistening in the morning sun through his bedside window. It was something that could stand the test of time. Something that if this was to all come crashing down and sink into the deepest darkest depths of Davy Jones Locker, it would survive and let others know of the carnage it had spilt from those who wielded it. Pure silver down to the handle, engraved with the scripture of oath when Pirate captains take up the title. The text glided across the blade in tiny text reading: “A captain’s word is hearsay. A pirate’s blade is swift. The seas command your way. A tale of infamy, you’ll bring.”

As he read it, he lifted it to his eyes, familiar and bold, sweet poetry to his ears. The presentation is almost complete as the sword drops down into the pouch. One last piece, the most synonymous piece that completes the puzzle. The charred hat hung down on the corner of his mirror. A present and ever so familiar sight to anyone from the pirate nation. One local would refer to it as the crown of many captains to bring good fortune ladened with the blood of those who dare to keep it from them. The young man heard those stories, enjoyed them as a child, and went into depth as a teenager. Now, as a man, he understood the mantle. But to him, it was still the only piece his great-grandfather had bestowed upon him. The family dynasty had reclaimed power after two generations of different leaders. The Teach name he bore would be established on the pedestal of greats, but how would the young man be distinguishable from his era-defining grandfather? Even though his father would recount the tales told by his father, the name ‘Blackbeard’ would still not match the man they portrayed outside of the role of Captain to the I.I.C. As he reached for it, he wondered how his people would react should he not wear it.

The decorum may have changed, but the superstitious attitudes of his people would undoubtedly look on and think of the consequences should he not don the famous hat. Will the heavens open? Will the tide rise so high it will take the islands? Or will a beast rise up like the mighty Kraken and destroy the docks to a horrifying degree? Feeling the weight, he took to his pocket to draw a silver coin to decide his fate. Flicking it high into the air, he awaited to catch and see where the coin would take him, but it was not to be. A hand stretched over and snatched the falling coin. The sudden movement spooked him with a single gasp as the coin was pulled away to another pair of eyes.

“Superstition rarely gets the better of you. Something must be on your mind,” the older man said. If parading around in a stolen white wig of hair used by British judges was absurd enough, the elderly man was not phased by his spotless clothing choices. Dressed in a jacket woven from two separate garments and boots, the heels were obviously used to boost his height. “Father. Where does my fate lie?” The young man asked, his voice timid with nerves.

“The unknown changing your outlook on things? That’s not the Teach way, Sebastian. Your great-grandfather knew how superstitious nature clouded the workforce,” the elder Teach said.

“Our people don’t lose touch with the very fabric of our culture, father. There’s no good tiding to those who forget the past.”

“Very true. But past traditions can often lead in the wrong direction. Look where you are now. Reclaiming the very throne our family worked so hard for. You won triumphantly. You’re already one-up on me. Keep playing the game, and the spoils will be yours,” Sebastian’s father said. Sebastian turned again to see the Captain’s hat. He took it off the mirror corner and examined all its creases while his father studied the coin.

“Do you still want me to tell you the coin’s fate?” Sebastian’s father asked. Sebastian looked at himself in the mirror, almost anxiously awaiting his reflection to say something. That side of him that he wishes would come out more would automatically know what he wanted to do with his words and actions. But it was still hidden behind a wall of shyness. If he ever looked to break the barriers of what the I.I.C. was capable of, he would have to take away one brick at a time.

“In the hour of the Captain’s course, very different eyes have steered the ship to a greater understanding of our cause. We reminisce about the golden age of our first three leaders. One of which is handing over the reins to a new yet familiar name. Sebastian Teach, son of his chosen quartermaster, Edward Teach II. Great grandson to the founding father who brought all of his here for a life away from restraint. This family knows the tricks of the trait and will control the fates of those who swear to destroy us. It is now that we say to you, Sebastian Teach, will ye serve?” The speaker asked in a loud cry that swept through to the crowd of twenty thousand pirates, all gathered around the beach stage, fashioned from a public hanging set. In the familiar territory of the pirate port, Tortuga, New Providence’s land thrived from its upbeat music, shops and people. The weather was blistering hot for all in attendance but even worse for young Sebastian, who felt the sweat falling down his forehead as he donned the famous garments. Perhaps with the hat, he wouldn’t have had such a hard time seeing everyone on the sandy beach of the Tortuga port. Nevertheless, he kept straight and proud and answered the time-honoured tradition of the Captain’s swear.

“I will serve,” he said calmly. The speaker, who wore an executioner’s hood, continued the proceedings by welding a small dagger, raising it to the crowd for all to see, even the large group behind the podium, reserved for all kinds of slaves. Soon up came two wenches in rose-coloured gowns, carrying the stone slab that held a piece of parchment nailed solidly at the top. This parchment had seen better days and been through the harshest of storms. A sacred part of the Republic barely hanging on by a single nail that had rusted in its time. As they got to Sebastian, both dropped to one knee and lifted the slab high, keeping the heavy rock steady as it was presented to the new Captain. Sebastian looked at its writings and recited them in his head.

The familiarity with the I.I.C.’s constitution was burned into his memory. Its commandments were simple but effective and had stabilised the islands since its inception. The black hooded speaker brought the knife down and swiped at Sebastian’s palm, gliding down his skin with blood gushing from its clean cut. It did not faze the young ruler in the slightest. He had seen much worse. He was numb to it almost. As he scrunched his hand into a fist, squeezing the blood like fresh lemon, he extended his thumb and pressed it onto the delicate paper. He was cemented now as the fourth leader of the I.I.C., forever scribbled into the history books. His bloody fingerprint now sat beside his predecessors. As he released the pressure of his thumb, he looked closely at his great-grandfathers, seeing if there was any similarity between them. Blackbeard’s thumbprint was dark, but the skin pattern was visible even though a quarter of it was covered in a thick texture that looked as if it could take the paper with it if it was cleaned. First, the hat, now the blood print. In Sebastian’s mind, he knew he could be different.

With enough passion as he could muster, Sebastian pounded his chest with his crimson-covered fist and brought the cutlass out from his hip guard, raising it high into the air as he screamed at the top of his lungs. The two wenches got back up to stand on two feet and turned to show the signed constitution. The crowd erupted with cheers. Swords waved, and pistols fired. The celebrations were about to commence at the famous port. The cannon fire erupted from the sailing ship behind them. The bowsprit was an old decaying ship, brought about in the famous raid victory by Blackbeard but only used for the finest occasions. Like the tropical flowers strung around the wenches beach blond hair, skulls of fallen foes were strung across its creaking stern and bow. However, Sebastian’s thrill was dampened as his father came to his side, playing to the crowd before whispering in his ear: “We have to leave. We need to see him straight away.”

Past the doors, the Tortuga medical house was a strong, fortified, underground dwelling dripping with moisture. Priding itself on the most straightforward and barbaric measures of practice yet lacking basic hygiene, you wouldn’t feel like you were being treated for your ailments. Sebastian and his father walked through with guards on either side, brandishing cutlass swords to intimidate even the people in the hammocks. A place of aid was coated in lime green and yellow-coloured walls. Sebastian and Edward were facing one man who sat in the only wooden framed bed and didn’t need any more treatment. His demise would be soon. One nurse catered to his heavy breathing and sweating by placing a cold cloth across his head as she sat by his side. The man’s beard was grey, his head bald, his skin sagging, and his bones showing through his skin’s thin layer. A man who once held the covenant title of Captain now laid in a bed worse for wear than he was. Sebastian thought at one stage that he and the bed would go simultaneously. He and his father looked at each other like they wanted the other to say something. It didn’t dawn on Sebastian that he would be the one to speak first. Again, his newly found title still didn’t make his mind sharp to the situation. He would have to change that quick. At first, Sebastian cleared his throat loudly to get the man’s attention, but to no avail.

“Captain Norton?” Sebastian said. No answer. It seemed as if nothing would get his attention. Edward watched his son try to think of the solution to the problem in his head, imagining that steam would soon shoot out from his ears. In the end, Edward knew he had to be the part of his brain that thought for him outside the stone castle with lavish quarters. Taking the initiative, Edward drew out the solution; his cutlass. Sebastian looked at his father with confusion and hesitancy. “It will end quicker this way,” Edward said, “Leave us.” The nurse got up from the stool and walked away with the damp rag. Both men went to either side of the frail Captain Norton, soon realising how brave the nurse was to keep herself close to the decaying stench coming from the Captain for so long. As they looked down at him, all they saw was a hollow shell. “Mutiny would’ve been kinder,” Sebastian mumbled. 

“He’d pray for that more than a successor he didn’t ask for,” Edward said. Sebastian’s father then held the sword with both hands over to his son, showing that it would be him to take his predecessor’s life.

“He will be in good hands. His death will be felt, but the seas will carry his name with the wind. Live by the blade...”

“Die by the blade,” Sebastian finished. An eerie sentiment, but one to have in your head constantly. As Sebastian took the blade, he and his father again had their attention on the dying Captain as the sounds of his throat distorted. Heavy and gargling, there was not much time left before the inevitable.

“The rattle. Death is playing with his new toy,” Edward said. Edward was all too familiar with the Captain, he seemed relaxed, but his face showed the emotion he had for the Captain. Sebastian knew how close the two were to the pirate court. Learning about it would come with the job. He would now be the one to sever that tie. Grasping it with both hands and lifting it above his head, Sebastian waited and counted the sounds of his breathing. One. Two. Three. Four. Before the fifth gargled breath could leave the Captain’s mouth, his sunken, milky eyes stared up at the young man with the blade before the eventual drop. It almost stopped Sebastian in his act of succession, but before he could faint his strike, the sword came down on the Captain’s neck in a clean slice. The cutlass was now through the sheets, and Sebastian quickly drew it back to his side. The deed was done, but seeing the Captain looking up at his death would undoubtedly stay in Sebastian’s dreams for a while. He tried not to let superstition get the best of him, but he knew it would haunt him.

Sebastian had only been in the Captain’s quarters once. A brief visit alongside his father when he was younger. It hadn’t changed since the last time. Thinly veiled curtains gave the room a shade of deep red. The mahogany wood furniture and walls would absorb the colour, while the fireplace behind the desk brought warm comfort for night time. This was to be his office daily for the remainder of the I.I.C.’s lifespan. He would be the beating heart of the operation, overseeing the quality of life for his people, the trades and the enemies. The desk was clear of anything that resembled paperwork, a guise that lured him over to the tall armchair to sit. Sebastian spread his hands along the table that was now his, he would never know what would come to his desk in the coming days, but at least today, it was his father.

“Don’t get too comfortable. A pirate’s life may be luxurious, but the Captain must handle everything. And it is my duty to keep you up to speed with everything,” Edward said as he walked up to the desk to circle around his son.

“Now. Having relived the former Captain Norton’s duties and misery, I must tell you that the Americans in Washington are not happy at the moment.”

“For what purpose?” Sebastian asked.

“Since our recent blockade against the Spanish and French entering Mexico, they’re a little bit twitchy at the helm. That and the north and southern states have been at war for a few years,” Edward said. As he walks to Sebastian’s left, he lays out a map of America and uses his finger to guide Sebastian’s eyes.

“At the moment, Mexico has not said anything about the encounter on the east side of Cuba. The court feared they may be plotting a response in case we felt compelled to reach the Mexican docks.” 

“Are we trading with the Mexicans?”

“We almost were until Norton decided to look strong and make them beg. Now we have them and the States watching. Britain and France are just watching with their teacups in hand. I suggest an entry with level watching, but Norton rejected it.”

“Can we get someone over there to explain? Perhaps if we sent a delegate to Washington, they could look the other way. They’re not exactly fond of Mexico,” Sebastian suggested.

“Not possible, Captain. President Lincoln is firm on his decision to lead his side to victory. His morals are questionable to ours. He’ll be suspicious of any intervention whose morales side with the confederacy,” Edward explained further.

“Then... We’ll remain silent?” Sebastian wondered.

“It’ll have to be so, Captain. Unless you say otherwise, we will remain neutral,” Edward takes away the map from the desk, “Oh, I took the liberty of filling in some perfect suitors for your court. If you’d like to browse them yourself.”

Edward handed his son the list and a few names he recognised insight first, and some Sebastian questioned. He first saw mayor Longstaff, Tortuga’s hearty and jolly speaking head who got boozed up on all the finest occasions (finest meaning every day of the calendar year). Longstaff would be no trouble, Sebastian had met him numerous times, and everyone enjoyed his company. Scrolling through, Sebastian saw names he wasn’t familiar with, such as Governor Robertson of Jamaica. Not much was known other than his slight hesitance towards taking the Captain’s side in terms of providing trade stock. Most of the others Sebastian knew only from his father’s circle. No sort of judgement could be made on them without inspection.

“I should meet these men immediately, father,” Sebastian declared. 

“Your eagerness is admirable, but the court is in disarray. Norton was becoming sceptical, and in return, his illness got worse. The only one I think he trusted, in the end, was that nurse we met.” 

“So you’re saying I should accept them in blind faith?”

“Not blind faith, Captain. Through experience alone. And from my time besides Captain Norton, I knew these men quite well. It would show that your decision-making is fast and on track.”

“Your decisions, really,” Sebastian argued.

“I know it seems harsh to be walking over you already, but I’m afraid with the way the court is, we need some stability here to sort itself out. Our people will get to you soon if they disagree with it. You will have to decide if it’s in their best interests by that time.”

Sebastian sat back in his chair while his father walked over to the fireplace to start a new flame in the Captain’s quarters. Sebastian wanted to be taken seriously at his post, but it came with a tie that could bash heads with his. This was his father he was dealing with. It crept into his head if he made the right choice regarding who will be quartermaster, but like his father said, experience came with actions. Sebastian had little to none in that regard, but it didn’t hinder his decision-making.

“Did you have any doubts that these men were for themselves, father?” Edward held on to the last piece of wood in his arms as he thought.

“Difficult to say, really. With different islands come different problems. They certainly made their voices heard, but who’s to say? My job was, and still is, to give the Captain both sides of the argument.”

“But what if you intervened? Did you ever think that was a viable option with Norton?”

“If that would’ve been the case, I would have to be certain. They’re honest men, Sebastian. As your father, I will try my best to not overstep my boundaries. You’re my Captain and my son, and you’re old enough to not take my options as gospel,” Edward said, lighting a match to stoke the fireplace. He watched the flames rise through the tall stone chimney erected from the castle tower. All Sebastian could do was think it over in the night and conclude the second he woke up. But while he slept, the people of the I.I.C. would feel they were in safe hands as the colours were hoisted and the smoke rose from the castle building.

As the father and son duo walked through the town of Norton’s Steps. The energy in the market showed why Sebastian loved this place. With no clouds in the sky, the markets were lively with stalls that bore the fruits of their labour. Spices, exotic fruit, wood and harvested animal meats. Sebastian walked down the narrow road, and the people delighted him with offerings. Small children and their mothers would be handing out fruits, which the guards had to push back. Sebastian greeted the proprietors of the stands, gracing their days before the midday mast. The bells rang in unison, louder and louder with each step closer until they engulfed every sound around you. 

Coming through smoke, chatter and tarps to keep the sun out, Sebastian and his father saw the painted face of the steely-eyed depiction of Davy Jones. His beard weaved into a tapestry of battles that sunk below him and onto the large double doors. This is where the angelical side of the I.I.C. flourished. The image was burned into your eyes and would be in your brain should you decide a pirate’s life was yours to uphold. As the doors opened, only one man, the pastor, stood inside at the very far end. While the outside was painted with epic encounters with the unknown, the inside of the cathedral was bare. The most striking thing you would see was the bow of the infamous Mary Rose that came through the cathedral where the pastor stood. The flags of the skull and crossbones draped along the wooden walls, which blew in the wind that fed through gaps in the boards. Though the cathedral’s grandeur hooked you, the proceedings inside the creaky hall were slightly different from your standard church. As the pastor went to see his new Captain, the cathedral soon began to echo the gentle sound of children in a choir. Once the pastor made it to Sebastian to bow his head, the children stepped out. While the pastor wore an uninspired robe similar to a monk, the children were all in their everyday clothes.

“The Captain. A pleasure to see you finally,” the pastor said.

“Come on, Alfred, how long have you known me?” Sebastian said with a chuckle.

“Well, it’s been long enough for me to finally call you the Captain. Please, this way,” Alfred said, gesturing the pair to head to the Mary Rose.

Once gathered around the Mary Rose’s bow, the choir came forward to bow their heads respectfully to the Captain. Sebastian’s guards walked back to the doors once the pastor waved his hand. His position at the church was in high regard, within the range of the Captain’s position but not enough to influence. With a smile on his face, Alfred raised his arms and brought them down a level to his chest. Sebastian was slightly taller than Albert, and the pastor’s hands almost touched his ribs.

“You swear beyond the watery mast of this, our holy ground, that you, Sebastian Teach, will swear by the blood of those before us that you will be the Captain of this ship,” Albert recited.

“Aye, I swear,” Sebastian said.

“You may let them in!” Albert yelled to the guards. As the doors were opened, a crowd gathered inside the church, quietly with only the sound of boots tapping on wooden floorboards. No one spoke a word, heads were bowed, and respect was given. As people flooded the church seats, the children’s choir slowly raised their voices harmoniously, greeting their onlookers to the ceremony about to take place. Sebastian was feeling a lump in his throat. The joy got the better of him as the place he played around as a child would be where he was sworn by the sea gods.

“Beloved pirates of the islands. This man stands to you now a Captain. In the eyes of the many who follow our sacred oath, he was chosen as the rightful successor, and now he must be won over by the gods themselves. Captain Teach, unveil your hand.” Sebastian unravelled his bandaged hand from earlier, revealing his deep cut. The blood had dried, forming a crust which fell apart as he moved his hand around.

“The blood oath is very sacred. Standing in the sands of our lands is not enough. To secure it further in the eyes of the sea gods, you must swear your blood in the oceans that they reside in,” with a wave over to the choir, a small child brought out a brown bowl full of seawater, “for whom death meets shall bask in this murky water. But for you, it’s a seal of destiny. As you command vessels throughout the shores of great lands, your decision leads a greater path. Now, you bear that task,” Albert finished. As he did, his hand sunk into the bowl. Once he cupped a good amount of seawater, he threw it into Sebastian’s face. It stung his eyes, and the taste was foul as it ran down his mouth. A familiar taste and smell but never a pleasant one. He had to endure the sting, letting it burn as he closed his eyes tight. Sebastian clenched his fists as his body fought off the initial shock. Now he would stand straight like he did before, giving off the impression to the people in the crowd that he showed no pain. After thirty seconds, Albert took a small cup of water from the alter table and tilted Sebastian’s head back to dose him with clean water. The relief was splendid. The water was cooler and made him take a deep breath.

“Blessed be you, my Captain. May the peril be swift, and may the rewards drive you forward. Our Captain!” Albert cheered as he lifted Sebastian’s arm to the church’s applause. Reserved in their place of worship, Sebastian saw the two sides of his people: The rambunctious and the conservative. How this could be was beyond him. Pirates being reserved? It did give a perspective that showed him how they would take to his leadership. He sought to control it as much as possible, never failing them as a pirate and a worshipper of the faith. Whether or not this would break his spirit or change his rooted views would be another thing.

As the sun set along the Caribbean, the young leader and his father were back inside the castle overlooking New Providence. A busy day for what would be a lifetime soon for the new Captain. Sebastian sat in his bed, reading through the pirate code again. He had a whole collection of books to the right of him on a shelf in the middle of his wall. All stolen, of course, but the knowledge from across the seas was nothing compared to the only piece of written works he had ever known. The only one to the side of his desk by the window was the history book which was as big as a piece of driftwood. The book was thick but mostly blank pages, ready to be filled by future leaders. Only twenty-two pages had been covered so far, with the young leader’s legendary grandfather starting it all. Sebastian sat in solitude. The only noise coming through was the sea from afar at the docks. He lay in bed knowing that the guards were outside his door and would never pester him unless something were to arise at any moment. Given the castle’s defences, that would never happen. He sunk further into his soft pillows until his eyes became heavy, and the luxury comfort soon made him drift off into a deep sleep. From across the first floor, Edward was hard at work in the Captain’s quarters, scribbling away on parchment papers to the Caribbean island’s heads of state. The quartermaster spent the next two hours hard at work still after his Captain turned in for the night.

This didn’t trouble Edward at all. Compared to his temperamental predecessor, this was a step in the right direction. The former Captain Norton would profusely sweat as the hours went by, the tremble in his hands grew, and his voice rose with a simple question flung his way. Edward felt more relaxed than ever, even if his eyes wandered to the walls around him, which had the portraits of the former leaders. Norton’s picture captures the very best of his chilling, empty stare. Edward’s notes spoke the same, alerting the elected heads to a formal meeting with the Captain at midday tomorrow. As he sealed the last one, he slumped back in his chair, finished for the night. As he collected his thoughts and the letters, he exited through the large double doors and handed the letters over to a guard who stood by.

“Tell the mail boats to get this to the islands tonight before sunrise, immediately,” Edward ordered. The guard nodded his head before leaving Edward to walk through the castle hallways, observing the majesty he had become accustomed. He wondered how his son thought of its grandeur the first time he stepped inside. With the young lad being kept under watch by his nieces and cousins down in the slum parts of Jamaica, Edward saw the glee in his eyes as he walked inside. Edward took the long route, passing his son’s bedroom as he kept his hands behind his back, glazing over the stern guard who stood by and wished him a good night. Tomorrow would be very different for the young leader. Now that the celebrations were complete, the business could begin. And business was hard work for the islands.

‘Tully’s Catch’ was where spirits were high, and the booze flowed through endlessly like a waterfall. The pungent smell of the old tavern sunk into the wooden floorboards, and the music harmonised the evening till the early morning hours. There is no closing time at Tully’s. In fact, the big man Tully didn’t care if you were drunk on the job as long as you could still serve and take the coins. His tavern consisted of sailor etiquette and knick-knacks. The walls had stuffed animals and fishes caught from expeditions of the Tortuga port, mainly composed of swordfish and wild boars. A warm, inviting glow radiated throughout the bar from the chandelier, probably the thing that stood out the most because it was so out of place and obviously stolen from a plantation mansion house. Three birds pitched themselves on its ring base and watched below as the merry collection of customers danced the night away to the tune of accordions and violins. Two men sat in the darkest part of the bar, just next to the looming window by the doors. One was sweating, eyes wide open, and his hands clasped together, almost like he was praying. The other had his face hidden away from his cowboy hat and his long blond hair flowing out from the sides and back. This man was not a native by any stretch. A traveller, most likely, pulled in for the night while the night sky stopped anyone from pulling out of the I.I.C.’s docks. Curfews were tight along the islands. Arrivals would be accepted, while departures were strict and guarded in case swindlers took off without paying. Tonight, the man in the cowboy hat placed his tarot cards onto the table ever so slowly as he for told the future of the man opposite him. The last card to be set down was ‘Judgement’.
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A CORDIAL MEETING

Edward waited impatiently by the Captain’s door, pacing back and forward with his hands behind his back. Mixed with anxious anticipations, coupled with his fatherly instinct to drag his son out by his hair for being late, the quartermaster continued to walk and wait. A different guard was at the Captain’s door now, much skinnier than last night’s guard but again held a stern expression towards Edward.

“Did you knock on his door this morning?” Edward asked.

“I did, sir, yes. I’m sure the Captain will be ready in no time,” the guard answered.

“His tardiness will only get him so far,” Edward mumbled. Eventually, the door unlocked and out stepped Sebastian in his Captain attire, ready for the day.

“What kept you?” His father asked.

“I have to look good, don’t I?” Sebastian said with a swagger. His father was displeased by that. 

“Looks will only get you so far, Sebastian. And for you today, it’s looking good to some crusty old barnacles who handle most of the hard work for you. Now come on! We must not keep them waiting,” Edward said, pushing his son in the right direction downstairs.

“The title of Captain will have you in high regard for any decision on the islands, Sebastian. Each and every one of them will have different issues. Now here is a list of things which I have written for you. They won’t be in this order per-se, but you’ll get the idea of how chaotic it has been since your swearing-in.”

Sebastian scanned the paper to see an alarming number of issues from the islands, each more pressing than the last.

“What on earth did Norton do!? I can’t solve all of this!”

“No, you can’t, being completely honest with you there. But if anything doesn’t seem right or you don’t understand, just look at me, and I’ll give you an answer,” Edward explained.

“But then I’ll look like I’m not ready! How can I impress them if I can’t even figure out an answer?” 

“Again, just look to me.”

Reaching the main doors, Sebastian and Edward were greeted by a broad man who stood out amongst his peers as he was the most well-dressed man in all of the I.I.C. Not a wrinkle to his clothes, not a hair out of place and a smile that made anyone feel at ease. With two guards beside him, Edward extended his arms, and the two met with a hearty hug.

“Rourke! Good to see you stayed. The new Captain here will really appreciate your services to the I.I.C.”

“Well, it took some convincing. Your son winning the race was a factor, I must say,” Rourke said, his voice deep and smooth, adding to his charm.

“Sebastian, this is Rourke Renfold. He commanded Norton’s ship in his absence. If ever you need a shipmate, there’s no man better.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Sebastian said with a handshake.

“Now that I’m not accustomed to. The Captain called me sir and shook my hand, ha! I feel you will definitely turn the tide of this place, Captain,” Rourke said gleefully.

“Are our arrangements all met with the mayor’s, Rourke?” Edward asked.

“They are indeed. As Rourke pushed the door open and the bright morning light was let in, Sebastian and Edward looked out to the sea and saw five ships approaching. Each one was different in scale, but all flew the covenant flag of the I.I.C. high above the mast. It was always a feast for the eyes to see a sight like that every day.

“The seating arrangements are all in check. Shall it be rum or wine, Captain?” Rourke asked.

 “Uh, wine, I think. Thank you, Rourke,” Sebastian said.

“Look at you breaking out the French wine. I thought you hated it?” Edward said. 

“Oh, I do. Just thought it would look more distinguished for the occasion.”

“Then let’s get you seated and ready. Remember what I said.”

The table stretched out along the dining room, and the guests sat accordingly, twiddling their thumbs and sipping their glasses. The silence was awkward enough, and all that could be heard was the grandfather clock in the background. Sebastian looked across at the mayor’, and he remembered what his father had said earlier. Describing his band of elected officials as “Barnacles” was just putting it nicely; these men looked decrepit. Not physically, some were more rotund than the pigs farmed in Jamaica, but in their eyes, Sebastian knew the energy was drained from them. The life sucked from their bodies and the will to carry on. Sebastian was glad Mayor Longstaff of Tortuga was here at least, but spearing new life into these other men could’ve been done with a simple stab of Sebastian’s sword.

“Right...gentlemen. Thank you all for coming at a very troubling time. My quartermaster has informed me, uh, of the many difficulties I plunge my captaincy into. Who would like to begin?” Sebastian said as he gestured to the men to speak. Their eyes moved, looking across at one another, and their movements were that of a slug. After an uncomfortable five seconds, the man closest to Sebastian on his left sounded off. Speaking in a dry and monotone voice, like it was even an effort to speak.

“Firstly, congratulations on your victory, Captain. We’ll spare you the complementarities. I can say for all of us, we’re glad Norton bit the dust. The state of affairs the islands are in requires swift actions.”

“That’s good to know. Uh, what island are you present on, mayor...?”

“Ellis, Captain. Ellis Robertson, Mayor of Jamaica. The island is in desperate need of more slave labour. With Norton not sending any of his ships out to continue the trade down in Africa, projects have been unable to be achieved.”

“Noted. I’ll be onto that. Anyone else?” Sebastian asked. A hand raised further down the table. A weedy man with round glasses and a snivelling voice spoke next.

“C-Captain Teach, Mayor Williamson. A-as you know, Tortuga is r-rife with delinquents,” Sebastian seemed puzzled by that statement, “This behaviour is getting too out of hand, I feel. Without the proper number of guards, it’s affecting the local businesses on every island and is encouraged.”

“As Mayor of Tortuga, I can honestly say that is preposterous! Captain, this is our culture! The old man clearly wouldn’t know a glass of rum to a bitter serving of seawater,” Mayor Longstaff rebutted.

“I can vouch for you, Mayor Longstaff, but Mayor Williamson has the floor. Carry on, sir.”

“T-thank you. Will more recruitment be a priority? Since the days of rioting from Norton’s time, we can’t lose any more than we have. W-we’re already on thin resources,” Williamson continued, sounding more distressed.

“Norton pretty much put a decline on everything. I will see to it that encouragement to our brave sea guards will be sent their way,” Sebastian stared out the window for a minute, “though I must ask this table of chair members: What exactly were you lot doing during this time?”

The table then perked up slightly. Like dogs, the mayor’s ears pricked up, and some felt insulted. Sensing the tension, Edward rushed to his son’s ear to whisper, “We’re trying to solve problems, not cause them, son.”

“What on earth is that supposed to mean?” The youngest mayor said.

“Gentlemen, my father has informed me of your struggles and today, I am hearing yours on the current day operations. But just then, you’ve shown me fear. Fear of what exactly?”

And then the room came unglued with commotion. Some of the men stood from their chairs they were so outraged. The only one to remain seated and quiet was mayor Longstaff, rubbing his face into his hand at the sight of his colleague’s frustration. Sebastian didn’t move a muscle in his seat, but Edward was having none of this. As he yelled from behind the Captain’s chair, the men froze, and all eyes were now on Edward.

“Gentlemen! This is your Captain! There will be no more discourse like this in the briefing. You will all send in written reports before you leave. The Captain’s business is needed elsewhere.” 

Edward wanted his son out of the dining room as quickly as possible, but Sebastian, like an immature child, merely smiled and slowly got up. Edward wanted so badly to grab him by his collar and drag him out, but he couldn’t do it. Instead, the two men went outside while Rourke quietly closed the door behind them.

“Well, that was the shortest briefing of the islands I’ve ever heard,” he joked.

“A disaster. Rourke, this is no time for jokes,” Edward said, pacing around with his hands on his hips.

“Father, there’s no love from them in the slightest-”

“Of course, there isn’t! Do you not fully understand things right now? We don’t need to be giving more reason for them to be in fear and what you did was reckless!”

“Reckless? Father, how else am I going to build back our home with a bunch of brain dead “Yes men”?” Sebastian answered back.

“That’s what they are! Yes men! But on your great-grandfather’s beard, please lead them in the right direction. You literally can’t go wrong in your captaincy. Anything you do is going to look ten times better than what Norton did! The man cared about nothing but himself, and that is something you clearly don’t do.” The words resonated with Sebastian, making him reel back slightly, relaxing him. 
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