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​The Barely-Hidden Chronicles


​

​Book I: 


​The Clumsy Buccaneers of Barely-Hidden Cove


“If luck were cannonballs, they'd still miss.”
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By Tharn Blackfen
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​Chapter 1: Storms, Spoons, and the Secret (Not-So-Secret) Base
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"Home is where the hull leaks least."



The wind over Barely-Hidden Cove was never gentle, but tonight it seemed to be staging a mutiny of its own. Gusts rattled the warped shingles of the village’s crooked huts, sending the only weathercock into a death-spiral that ended with it pointing accusingly at the inn’s outhouse—again. The air was thick with brine, woodsmoke, and the faint, persistent aroma of something burning that no one could quite locate. The cove’s ragtag collection of buildings clung to the rocks like barnacles—if barnacles drank heavily, argued about pudding, and occasionally sang sea shanties loud enough to wake the dead (and encourage them to go back to sleep).

At the cove’s heart, straddling the line between shipshape and shipwreck, floated the Generous Misfortune. She was a pirate ship in the sense that she floated (sometimes), boasted at least one sail, and was, at any given moment, missing precisely the piece you needed most. Her hull was patched with driftwood, barrel lids, and at least two pub doors. Her figurehead, once a proud mermaid, now wore a mop for hair and a permanent look of alarm. The ship’s name gleamed in questionable gold paint, every letter a slightly different size thanks to Finn “Fiddlefingers” O’Rook’s artistic ambitions and short attention span.

Tonight, the deck was alive with chaos. Chickens—nobody remembered bringing them aboard, but there they were—scrambled between the boots of pirates who were, in theory, preparing for a daring heist. In reality, the crew of the Generous Misfortune was engaged in the time-honored pirate tradition of arguing about whose turn it was to fix the leaking barrel. The answer, as always, was “not mine.”

Standing at the center of the chaos, hat askew and boots on the wrong feet (again), was Captain Barnabas “Bungles” Blackwake. In his hand, he wielded a battered silver spoon like a cutlass, addressing his audience with all the gravitas of a man who once mistook a sea cucumber for a loaded pistol.

“Avast, ye feathered fiends!” Bungles bellowed, fixing the nearest chicken with a steely glare. “Tonight, we set sail fer glory, gold, and possibly that leftover pudding if Maribel hasn’t hidden it again!”

A chicken clucked in what sounded suspiciously like defiance. Bungles squinted at it, then at the spoon, as if wondering which was more likely to mutiny.

From below decks, Maribel “Sharp-Eye” Crowe emerged, ledger in one hand, spyglass tucked behind her ear. Her boots made a satisfying thud on the deck—a sound that always meant business and, occasionally, trouble for whoever was laziest. She surveyed the scene with the weary patience of someone who’d seen this before and had the receipts to prove it.

“If you’re done inspiring the livestock, Captain,” Maribel said, “the crew’s waiting for your ‘rousing’ speech.”

Bungles straightened, tripped over his own boots, and caught himself on the mainmast. “Aye, that were just a warm-up. Gather ‘round, ye magnificent misfits!”

The call was met with varying degrees of enthusiasm and, in Timothy “Almost Useful” Tallow’s case, a headfirst tumble out of a barrel. The pirate crew assembled, each bringing their own brand of chaos to the deck.

The first to answer the call—if “answer” meant “be dragged by a rope entangled around one ankle”—was Hector “Many Knots” Briggs. He arrived on deck in a tangle of hemp, looking less like a boatswain and more like a shipwrecked spider. Hector prided himself on knowing every knot in the book, except, tragically, the one needed at any given moment.

“Gather ‘round, ye says!” Hector exclaimed, finally standing and tossing the rope over his shoulder. It promptly caught a chicken, which squawked and retaliated by pecking his boot. “That’s a double reef hitch, that is. Or was. Might be a triple granny now...”

“Looks more like a ‘cluckman’s curse’ to me,” Finn “Fiddlefingers” O’Rook chimed in from the rail, his battered fiddle tucked beneath his chin. Finn’s curly hair was full of feathers—whether from the chickens or his own attempts at shipboard fashion was anyone’s guess. He played a quick, raucous jig, managing to startle two seagulls and a sleeping Prudence Pennyhook.

Prudence, the ship’s quartermaster and self-appointed auditor of fun, snapped awake with a ledger already in hand. “That’s three eggs, two feathers, and one broken mug—fines to be distributed at dawn,” she muttered, jotting down notes with terrifying efficiency. “And Finn, if you attract any more wildlife, you’ll be scrubbing the deck with a sardine.”

Finn grinned, strumming a sea shanty so cheerful it almost drowned out the sound of Ignatius “Boom-Boom” Pike in the hold below, testing the cannons. A dull boom rattled the hull and sent a rain of dust (and one very startled rat) tumbling from the rafters.

“Cannon’s ready, Cap’n!” Ignatius bellowed, emerging from below with a soot-smudged grin and a cannonball tucked under one arm like a beloved pet. “Test shot only left a wee hole in the galley. Soup’s still in the pot—mostly.”

From the galley, Agnes “Saltbeard” Mull banged a ladle against a pot. “If that cannonball tasted my stew, it’ll wish it stayed in the gun!” she hollered. Agnes was a legend for crafting meals that were equal parts sustenance and survival challenge. Rumor had it her biscuits could patch holes in the hull, though no one dared test the theory twice.

Timothy “Almost Useful” Tallow, the youngest and most enthusiastic member of the crew, had managed to tie his own feet together while trying to mop up cannon soot and spilled soup at the same time. He looked up, hopeful. “Should I set the table, Captain, or is tonight a ‘dine wherever you land’ sort of supper?”

Maribel sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Just try not to set anything—or anyone—on fire, Tim.”

Up in the rigging, Edwin “North-Is-Optional” Plume was arguing with a weather vane he’d “borrowed” from the village a month ago. “Stars say we sail east, but the cabbage patch says north!” he called, waving a chart that looked suspiciously like a children’s treasure map. “We’re bound for adventure, or possibly Mrs. Herring’s garden.”

Admiral Squawks, the ship’s parrot and most reliable alarm system, swooped down to land on Bungles’s shoulder. The bird eyed the spoon in the captain’s hand with deep suspicion and squawked, “Mutiny! Mutiny!”—then promptly tried to steal Maribel’s spyglass.

Bungles puffed out his chest, spoon held high. “Crew! Tonight, we embark on the most daring, cunning, and—” He paused as Finn’s fiddle squealed and Timothy’s mop skidded under his feet. Bungles tumbled, landed on a coil of rope, and finished, “—well, let’s call it a memorable raid of our piratin’ careers!”

The crew offered a ragged cheer, which was interrupted by a loud crash as Ignatius’s cannonball rolled across the deck, narrowly missing Hector’s toes and coming to rest against the hatch.

“Oi, careful with me knots!” Hector shouted. “That ball’s got more sense than half this crew.”

Prudence, ever the stickler, raised her ledger. “That’s another mark for ‘reckless endangerment of toes.’ The insurance rates are going up, Captain.”

Bungles grinned. “Don’t worry, we’ll pay it off with Goldenthorne’s treasure, after we nick it out from under his powdered nose.”

Maribel, ever practical, stepped in. “Before we lose another toe or set the pudding ablaze, let’s review the plan. Edwin, chart?”

Edwin slid down a rope, clutching his chart. “We’ll slip out on the tide, hug the coast till the lighthouse, then circle round the sandbar—unless the tide’s out, then we circle through the cabbage patch.”

“Last time we circled through the cabbage patch, we ended up with two barrels of sauerkraut and a very angry goat,” Finn reminded him.

“Not all treasure is silver and gold,” Bungles said cheerfully. “Sometimes it’s sauerkraut and barnyard animals.”

This provoked a round of laughter, broken only by Prudence muttering, “That goat still owes us three shillings.”

“Well, at least we got the shillings back,” said Agnes. “Unlike me best saucepan, which is still missin’ a handle.”

Timothy piped up, “I found it, Agnes! Used it to bail out the bilge. It’s...um...a bit salty now.”

Agnes nodded approvingly. “Adds flavor.”

As the crew prepared for their “secret” raid—a term used loosely since the villagers had already started taking bets on how long it would take the pirates to get caught—the usual chaos took hold: Hector accidentally tied the anchor line to a chicken (again); Finn began a new shanty that sent Maribel’s ledger flying overboard (Timothy dove after it and resurfaced with a startled crab); Ignatius started loading the cannons with cabbages “for surprise factor”; and Edwin, convinced north was now west, flipped the chart upside down.

A sudden, heavy clatter sounded from below. “The soup’s revoltin’!” Agnes bellowed. “And not just in taste!” She emerged, wielding a ladle and a pot lid, face smeared with flour. “Who put the chicken in the chowder?”

A guilty chicken pecked Finn’s boot, as if to say, “You started this.”

Maribel, eyeing the stars and the mounting chaos, decided it was time for a captainly intervention. “Right! Everyone on deck, weapons ready, boots on—preferably your own. Hector, no knots around livestock. Timothy, stop polishing the cannonballs with pudding.”

“Adds shine,” Timothy insisted.

Bungles, climbing to the helm (and nearly falling twice), raised his spoon with gusto. “Tonight, the Golden Goose lays her last golden egg! Operation Goose Chase begins—quiet as shadows, swift as the tide, and twice as slippery!”

As the crew scrambled into position—some literally, others figuratively—the villagers gathered on the bluff to watch, bets placed and ale mugs raised. The pirates’ reputation for bumbling was so well established that not a single villager bothered to send a warning to Lord Goldenthorne. After all, the pirates’ plans had a way of working out in the most roundabout, ridiculous fashion—usually with loot, laughter, and only minor property damage.

With a final, ragged cheer, the Generous Misfortune creaked away from Barely-Hidden Cove, sails luffing, chickens squawking, and the crew already arguing about pudding rations and anchor knots. Overhead, the moon peeked out from behind a cloud just long enough to wish them luck—and maybe, just maybe, a little less chaos than usual.

As the Generous Misfortune nosed out of Barely-Hidden Cove, the “secret” base came to life behind her. Lanterns flickered in every window, though whether in farewell or anticipation of the next disaster was anyone’s guess. The village had developed a symbiotic relationship with its resident pirates: the pirates “secretly” robbed the rich, the villagers “discreetly” benefited, and everyone agreed not to mention the time the pirates accidentally redistributed the mayor’s laundry instead of the taxman’s gold.

On the bluff, Eleanor Thatchwell, the practical village leader, sipped her evening tea and watched the pirates’ progress. “They’ve set the anchor loose already,” she remarked, as the ship drifted sideways. “Three minutes faster than last week. That's an improvement, I suppose.”

Beside her, Milo Kegsby, innkeeper and unofficial bookmaker, scribbled in his ledger. “Odds on them making it to the harbor without a collision?” he asked.

Rosie Netts, battle-hardened fisherwoman, cackled. “Not unless the sea’s learned to dodge.”

Meanwhile, on deck, chaos blossomed anew. Hector, in a panic to untangle the anchor line, managed to tie his sleeves together. The anchor was now attached to both a chicken coop and Finn’s fiddle case, which produced a plaintive “twang” each time the ship lurched. Timothy, tasked with raising the mainsail, somehow unfurled the laundry line instead, sending Maribel’s best bloomers snapping in the breeze alongside the black flag.

“Raise the colors!” Bungles declared, not noticing the lacy addition to their usual skull and crossbones. “Let all who see us quake in terror—or confusion.”

The ship’s mascot, Admiral Squawks, circled overhead, shrieking, “Bloomers ho! Bloomers ho!” at full volume. On shore, the villagers erupted in laughter. Prudence, ever diligent, began logging the incident as “Unintentional Morale Event: Community Engagement—Positive.”

Finn struck up a new shanty, lyrics improvised as they sailed:

“Oh, hoist up yer knickers and raise up yer sails,

We’re pirates, we’re bumblers, we’re destined for jails!

But luck’s on our side and the pudding’s in tow,

So onward to riches, we stumble and go!”

As the ragged chorus echoed across the water, Maribel tried to restore order. “Edwin! Course correction! We’re drifting toward the sandbar again.”

Edwin consulted his chart, squinting at a suspiciously large coffee stain covering most of the coastline. “If the stars are right, we should be approaching...uh... the old pickle barrel?”

Ignatius, eager to help, fired a warning shot—directly into the water barrel, sending a geyser of brine over Hector and the chickens. The chickens, emboldened by the chaos, staged a daring escape, flapping and squawking across the deck in a feathery coup.

Timothy, chasing a runaway chicken, knocked over a stack of buckets, which rolled under Maribel’s feet. She performed an unintended pirouette and landed—miraculously—on her feet, spyglass still in hand.

“See?” Bungles said, beaming. “Grace under pressure, that’s what makes us legends.”

“Grace has nothing to do with it,” Maribel muttered, dusting herself off. “That was just dumb luck.”

“Luck’s the best first mate I ever had,” Bungles replied, then tripped over the anchor rope and faceplanted into a barrel of apples. The crew cheered—part encouragement, part relief that it hadn’t been one of them.

Back in the galley, Agnes “Saltbeard” Mull prepared rations for the raid. She emerged, arms full of hardtack biscuits and a mysterious greenish stew. “Eat up, lads and lasses! You’ll need your strength, and possibly your wits—though neither’ll help much, I suspect.”

Timothy inspected a biscuit, which promptly broke his last good tooth. “Agnes, are these meant to be eaten or used as ammunition?”

“Both, if you’ve got the jaw for it,” Agnes answered with a wink.

Out on the water, the moon rose higher, casting silver across the battered sails and pudding-stained deck. Despite—or perhaps because of—their utter lack of coordination, the pirates made progress. The Generous Misfortune, guided by Edwin’s questionable navigation and sheer stubbornness, glided (with some zigzagging) toward the harbor where Lord Goldenthorne’s ship awaited.

On shore, the villagers watched as the pirates vanished into the night, laughter and bets echoing down the bluff. Eleanor finished her tea and sighed. “May the tides be merciful and the pudding plentiful.”

The Golden Goose was a floating palace—gilded rails, velvet banners, lanterns of colored glass, more marble statues than seemed seaworthy, and a scent of overripe perfume that lingered even in the moonlight. Every inch screamed “untouchable luxury.” Every inch, that is, until a dozen bumbling pirates began to climb, tumble, and flop onto her polished decks.

Bungles was first over the rail, spoon raised. He landed with a dramatic flourish, only to slip on a waxed plank and careen into a perfectly trimmed topiary shaped like Lord Goldenthorne’s face. The shrubbery toppled. Bungles, undeterred, dusted himself off and whispered, “Subtle as shadows, crew—move like whispers in the wind!”

A moment later, Ignatius “Boom-Boom” Pike rolled onto the deck, cannonball in one hand and a biscuit in the other. “Permission to storm the pantry, Captain?” he stage-whispered.

“Denied! We’re here for the gold—not the gravy!” Bungles hissed back, trying to regain his composure and some semblance of stealth.

Maribel landed lightly, instantly scanning for exits, cover, and anything that looked likely to explode. Prudence followed, already calculating the value of every loose candlestick and painting. Finn managed a musical landing, his fiddle string catching on a lantern and sending up a soft, suspicious twang. Hector, meanwhile, got stuck halfway over the rail, upside down, until Timothy and Edwin yanked him free—straight into a barrel of what turned out to be Lord Goldenthorne’s “medicinal” brandy. Agnes, unimpressed by all this opulence, muttered under her breath about the likelihood of finding more spice racks than sense in the ship’s galley.

The deck was eerily quiet—most of the guards were still distracted by the earlier biscuit barrage and the mysterious “phantom bloomers.” The pirates huddled behind a marble statue of Neptune (with a nose suspiciously similar to Lord Goldenthorne’s) for a whispered war council. Bungles declared that Operation Goose Chase, phase two, was on: they would search for the treasure vault, avoid detection, and not break anything expensive unless it was in the way.

Maribel, all business, divided the crew and sent Prudence, Finn, and Timothy below decks. Hector and Edwin stayed with her, while Bungles and Ignatius attempted to “blend in”—a nearly impossible task, since Ignatius was cradling a cannonball and Bungles had his spoon out like a dueling sabre.

Down the carpeted staircase, Finn couldn’t resist mimicking the heroic poses in the endless portraits of Lord Goldenthorne, sending Timothy into fits of laughter that nearly toppled a tapestry. Prudence ignored them both, focused on every lock and latch. When they reached a heavy oak door, she picked it with a hairpin and muttered, “No security like overconfidence.” Inside was the treasure vault itself—gleaming, stacked, and alarmingly well-lit.

Just as Prudence began to count the loot, Timothy, ever helpful, leaned on a suit of armor, which fell apart with a crash, the helmet rolling away and bonking Finn’s shin. An alarm bell clanged through the corridors. Above, voices shouted, “INTRUDERS! SOUND THE ALARM!”

Up top, Bungles and Ignatius were doing their best to look innocent. Two burly guards rounded the corner. Ignatius, thinking fast, tossed his cannonball with a cheerful, “Catch!” The startled guard actually caught it—then promptly toppled backward. The second guard lunged for Bungles, who parried with his spoon, disarming the man with a lucky twist that looked far more intentional than it was. The commotion drew Maribel, Hector, and Edwin, who had been lurking near the captain’s quarters, trying to blend in with the curtains and a potted palm.

“Retreat! To the vault! All hands!” Bungles called, and the pirates converged, gold already spilling from their pockets as Prudence continued to argue for proper receipts.

They could hear footsteps thundering above. Finn, ever resourceful, yanked a lever marked “Laundry Chute,” and the pirates dove in, one after another—Bungles first, shrieking, “Abandon dignity!” They tumbled through a tunnel of linens, popped out in the ship’s galley, scattering flour, chickens (these ones looked oddly familiar), and a very confused chef.

Agnes, delighted, snatched up a jar of imported saffron with a cry of triumph. “Best haul of the night!” she declared, clutching it to her chest as if it were the grandest treasure of all.

Maribel led the dash back up to the main deck. The guards, now in chaos, slipped on spilled flour and a trail of gold coins. Admiral Squawks, who had stowed away in Finn’s pocket, screeched, “To the boats! To the boats!” at the top of his lungs.

The pirates leapt into their rowboat—now half full of pudding, thanks to Timothy’s “supply run”—and paddled furiously for the Generous Misfortune, one of Ignatius’s final hardtack cannon volleys arcing overhead and scattering a flock of seagulls on the Golden Goose’s deck.

As they pulled away, Lord Goldenthorne himself burst onto the deck in his nightgown, waving a candelabra and demanding, “Who took my saffron?!”

Back at Barely-Hidden Cove, the villagers erupted with cheers as the pirates—soaked, battered, pockets stuffed with loot and kitchenware—stumbled ashore. Milo passed around mugs. Eleanor raised a toast. Rosie flung a fish in celebration. Pip and Poppy reenacted the vault escape by diving heroically into the laundry basket.

Bungles, battered spoon in hand and pudding in his boots, announced to the crowd, “A successful night! Gold for the village, spice for Agnes, and tales for the ages!”

Maribel shook her head, grinning. “Same time next week?”

The crew, bruised but triumphant, cheered. In the distance, a rooster crowed. Or perhaps it was Admiral Squawks, just getting started.
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​Chapter 2: 
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​The Morning After the Plunder


“Hangovers fade, but pudding stains are forever.”

Sunrise crept cautiously over Barely-Hidden Cove, as if even the sun itself was wary of what it might find. The scent of salt air, burnt toast, and cold stew mingled with the riotous laughter echoing from Milo Kegsby’s inn—where the pirates and villagers celebrated until the last candle guttered and Prudence’s ledger ran out of pages.

The Generous Misfortune rested at anchor, sails drooping like wet laundry and a suspicious wedge of gold peeking out from beneath a mop bucket. Chickens strutted across the gangplank, Admiral Squawks perched on the helm, and half the crew sprawled on the deck in various states of exhaustion, triumph, and confusion.
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