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In nearly two decades on the high seas—both
as a legitimate naval officer and in the life of piracy he has
since stumbled into—Arvid Halloway has never known a captain as
young as Jacob Finn.

Certainly it seems impossible that a man of
some twenty-something years can hold persuasive sway over a crew
full of cutthroats and murderers. Jacob Finn has always been cagey
about his exact age—hinting at being near thirty and yet stopping
short of actually naming a number—and Arvid suspects this is
largely a bluff. If Arvid were a wagering sort of man, he would bet
the spoils of ten raids that Finn is closer to twenty. There's no
way that smooth, pretty face can conceal more than twenty-three
years, no matter how much ferocious gravitas the young man is
capable of channeling.

But Finn is also terrifyingly competent, and
more ruthless than Arvid ever could've guessed when he first agreed
to join the impossibly young captain's growing crew.

"I need a man like you watching my back,"
Finn had said. His quiet intensity convinced Arvid to join him, far
more than the words themselves. "There are too few honest men doing
this work. I need someone who can tell me when I'm steering my ship
into dangerous waters."

He had not meant literal waters, Arvid knows
now. Captain Jacob Finn is a skilled navigator, talented with the
charts and mathematics necessary to reach dubious destinations
across oceans of distance.

Two years as first mate have allowed Arvid
closer than the rest of Finn's ragged but efficient crew.

Which puts Arvid alone in a position to see
just how rattled Finn is after a close brush with the Royal Navy.
There is no outward tell besides the strain in narrow shoulders, as
Captain Finn orders the helm to chart a course directly south, out
of range should the frigate they just outran try to outflank them
with reinforcements. Finn's voice is as stern and steady as always,
giving instructions for repairing the damaged hull, calling for an
inventory of the ammunition below decks.

But there's a tightness around his eyes,
visible to Arvid even in the squinting of sunlight sinking low on
the horizon. The close encounter rattled him. Or maybe he's shaken
by the handful of crew who were badly injured, some of whom can't
be saved.

The devotion of this particular crew flows
both ways, one more thing Arvid has marveled at since coming
aboard. There's a reason Finn's subordinates adore him. There's a
reason they are all so fiercely loyal.

Arvid has not admitted to anyone that his own
loyalty cuts deeper than most.

He's not sure 'loyalty' is a strong enough
word any longer, for the things he has begun to feel for Captain
Jacob Finn.

When Finn retreats to the stern of the ship
and vanishes into his cabin, Arvid stays on deck only long enough
to ensure that no one requires further instructions. He briefly
attends to the wounded and dying, but makes himself leave their
care in other hands. Their crew mates will see to them, will be as
kind and soothing as possible. Unlikely an occurrence though it
is—brigands or not—the men and women and other folks that comprise
Finn's crew are a family. They will look out for one another as
best their situation allows.

But there is no one besides Arvid to look
after Finn. It won't occur to anyone else that their proud and
unflappable captain will require anything besides solitude to
collect himself after today's debacle.

Arvid knows better. And when at last he
reaches the captain's private cabin, he does not bother knocking
before letting himself inside and bolting the door securely
shut.

He finds Finn standing before the massive oak
monstrosity of a desk that takes up the entire back wall of cabin.
Other captains would opt for other luxuries to fill this small but
utterly private space. A proper bed. A chest of fine liquors. Arvid
has seen all manner of comforts and eccentricities in his years
asea.
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