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Gareth Frakes knows better than to expect
predictability out of life. In his vast line of experience—ranging
from naval command to private security to his current improbable
yet inevitable position—nothing ever goes to plan.

He certainly never intended to be captaining
a pirate crew in contested waters. Amazing what desperation can
drive a man to do.

His crew is a reliable enough bunch, though
he knows better than to turn his back on any one of them.
Competent, efficient, and less brutal than the average makeup of a
pirate ship the size of the Regal Venture—Gareth doesn't make a
habit of employing the more vicious sadists that move through what
passes for society among pirates and privateers—he doesn't have the
stomach for the uglier side of his profession. This makes it
difficult to keep a full complement aboard ship sometimes, but he
prefers being able to sleep with a comparatively clear conscience,
regardless of the additional cost.

Piracy is still a bloody business, no way
around it. Gareth's conscience will never be fully clear. But then,
he's always had a corner of monstrous capability tucked away at the
back of his psyche—long before he took to the sea—and he would defy
any man to deny the same.

Wild sunrise is glinting across the horizon
when Gareth's first mate brings news of a target, not bothering to
knock before entering the cabin.

"Single-masted sloop to starboard, Captain,"
Corvin announces with familiar gruff efficiency. "She's small, but
slower than us, unless she's being coy and trying to draw us into
pursuit. Still a ways out. I ordered the helm to overtake her."

"Good." Gareth tucks his charting equipment
away in a drawer, not wanting to leave the items on top of the desk
to scatter if choppy waters or combat rock the vessel. "Show
me."

He conceals a smile as he tugs on his heavily
patched surcoat and follows out onto the deck, fully aware that
Corvin won't appreciate a show of amusement at his first mate's
glowering demeanor. Here is a man with little fondness for
Gareth—who would probably prefer to captain the Regal Venture
himself, considering how often he disagrees with Gareth's command
decisions—and yet never once has he grumbled within earshot of the
crew, or argued with Gareth where witnesses might recognize that
they're far from a united front.

Some strange undercurrent of loyalty seems to
keep Corvin in line, and while Gareth will never be foolish enough
to trust that loyalty completely, he relies on it daily in the
running of his ship.

"There." Corvin points as they reach the
quarterdeck, indicating a distant speck on the watery horizon.

Gareth pulls a spyglass from the pocket of
his coat and extends it to study their target. The sloop is smaller
than he expected, but even at this distance the vessel looks richly
appointed. New paint, solid build, cutting quickly through short
waves. Its mast flies no flag, but that doesn't mean much. Could be
she's sailing outside her country's waters and doesn't want to draw
attention, could be she's a band of pirates or privateers waiting
to see what their pursuers will do. They've surely noticed Gareth's
ship sliding ever closer—they would have to be asleep on their
guard to miss the three-masted Regal Venture.
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