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In Maiden Voyage, Rajko becomes captain of the Mako, a renowned pirate ship. He decides to take things in a different direction when he plans to seek out the legendary treasure of Captain Twayblade. Setting sail to acquire the other two pieces of the map, he and his crew face intense storms, the loss of a close friend (Hawkeye), and run into an old rival (Raithe) on their way to find the treasure all while a discontent member of the crew (Will) reports their every move to his rival. While trapped on an island inhabited by cannibals, Alayna (Rajko’s betrothed) finds a journal detailing the other Pirate Kings and their treasure. After reaching Rangavar (Twayblade’s Island), they battle a corrupt Valorian Royal Navy Admiral that Raithe hired to kill Rajko. While Rajko and the others go after the treasure, Raithe kidnaps Alayna and Serena, taking them back to his hideout, Grimrocke. Rajko sneaks into Grimrocke to rescue them, leaving behind Raithe gravely injured and his ship on fire. Now, Rajko wants to go after the rest of the Pirate Kings’ treasure, starting with one called the Raven, but first he will need to find someone who can lead them there.
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Taken Down A Notch
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Raithe awoke with a renewed sense of purpose. Yesterday he was finally able to take his arm out of the sling, and he had almost regained full motion in it. His shoulder had healed quite nicely thanks to the old man’s hard work. Though he would never admit it out loud, Carver really did know what he was doing. It had taken many days of various stretches and nightly poultices, but his arm felt as good as new. He had begrudgingly stuck to the treatment plan thanks to Felicity’s constant reminders, and he had to concede that they did help. Carver’s stretches helped prevent muscle loss while the poultices helped with the soreness. He had begun practicing his swordsmanship yesterday and he could still feel the tightness this morning. 

The last few weeks had nearly driven him crazy. Having to wear a sling while his arm healed made him feel ridiculous, but after attempting to do without it he realized his need for it. The last week he had spent overseeing the final repairs of his fortress and plotting his revenge on Rajko. His resolve and determination had only grown as he had been stuck at Grimrocke healing. He must put an end to Rajko MacDuffie, no matter the cost. His reputation was on the line. 

He went and stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom. Standing there shirtless, he could easily see the ugly scar on his shoulder. Carver had done a respectable job stitching it up, but he would likely always have the reminder etched into his skin. Looking away from it, he noted the thick black stubble covering his jaw. Arching his eyebrow, he realized he had not put much effort into his appearance while recovering from his injury. Now that things were getting back on course, he needed to look his best. He was a feared pirate captain and commander of men. He had to look the part. 

He tied his shoulder length raven hair into a loose ponytail at the nape of his neck. He then lathered up his face and grabbed the straight razor he kept on the counter. Within just a few minutes, he had shaved most of it off, just leaving his moustache, thick sideburns, and a triangular pointed goatee accenting his chin. Satisfied, he toweled off his face and put on a loose cream-colored shirt and his sharpest looking graphite gray captain’s coat with black trim before pulling on his favorite black leather boots to match his black canvas breeches. Last, he buckled on his rapier and sheathed a dagger in his right boot. With one last look back at Felicity in the bed, he headed out of the room, striding with purpose.

Those first several weeks he had been beyond frustrated; not just by his injury but by how slow the repairs had been going. With him having to give orders while under bed rest, the men were going about the repairs so slowly that he ended up having to have several examples made before they got the idea. Seeing a comrade bleed did wonders for their work ethic. 

It felt good to be back in the swing of things, but it would feel even better once he was back out on the open ocean. The more that he played the events of that fateful day in his head he knew that it all had come down to the incompetence of Will. Rajko had been left searching for Alayna with no hope of finding her. Raithe’s plan would have then drawn him into a trap where there would have been no escape, but Will had to go and mess it up by leaving behind the totem. The oaf had almost been caught before losing his totem, but Raithe had to admit he had provided crucial information to Raithe along the way. It was beneficial having someone onboard the opposing ship. He made a mental note of that for later.  

Raithe was not someone to be crossed. He had built his reputation on the blood and bones of enemy and friend alike. Twice now Rajko had crossed him, and twice he had gotten away from him before Raithe could crush him. The very thought of it made his blood boil, and no matter the cost he must destroy Rajko MacDuffie and everything he loved. He shook his head to bring himself back to the task at hand. He flexed his shoulder trying to ease some of the soreness. He had noticed that it was always worse when he was stressed or frustrated.  

Reaching his destination, he slammed open the door to his war room causing the men inside to stir with surprise. Gods, how he loved to make an entrance. They stood still, holding their breath trying to decipher their captain’s mood. They knew that when Raithe was in one of his moods he was likely to take it out on the nearest person, so several visibly shrunk into their chairs. His eyes scanned those in the room and took mental attendance to make sure that everyone had arrived. A snarl was evident on his face as he stalked with purpose to his chair across the room.

Everyone held their breath as he walked around to the ornate chair that was at the head of the table. As he sat, he gestured for them to follow suit. Releasing their collective breath, they filled their assigned seats around the table. Being cooped up in the fortress, Raithe had begun to have daily meetings with his lieutenants. He found it to be quite helpful as it kept the fortress repairs running smoothly without delays. Raithe nodded for them to begin, allowing them to go around and give him the updates for each of their responsibilities. 

He soon was lost in thought as they droned on about the mundane details of repairing Grimrocke and the Dreadnought. He caught a whiff of coconut and strawberries causing his thoughts to drift to Felicity. He now associated the scent with her after smelling it every morning when he woke up. She had become friends with one of the maids named Charity who had previously worked for the royal perfumer before being forced into service at Grimrocke. Charity had concocted a perfume for Felicity that smelled of coconut and strawberries that he had grown to love. As his thoughts lingered on her, he realized he was looking forward to their lunch. Any excuse to spend time with Felicity. He had never held someone in such high regard as he did her, considering she had saved his life. 

“Captain?” 

Raithe shook himself from his daydreaming to see that everyone was looking at him. 

“Repeat yourself,” he cleared his throat and blushed, somewhat embarrassed but remaining stoic, “What were you saying?”

“Well, sir, we needed to know what you wanted us to do about the Dreadnought,” Hanson said. 

“What do you mean? I thought repairs were already completed? Or have you been lying to me about that?” Raithe said threateningly, cocking his eyebrow, fully focused once more.

“No, sir! It’s just we need to know whether you wanted us to paint it or not.”

“Paint the Dreadnought? What kind of nonsense is this? Do you think I’m an idiot? What fool of a captain would paint his ship?”

“N-not at all, sir! It’s just...”

“Well, spit it out!”

“Well, s-s-sir, the wood is now blackened from where it was set on fire, so we had discussed painting it. Ya know to, well, hide the burnt wood...”

“Hmmm. No. Leave it the way it is as a reminder to us and as a threat to other ships. A ship that survives being burned is not one to be trifled with. Anyone have anything else? No? Very well. Dismissed.”

The lieutenants began to filter out of the room heading back to their assigned duties leaving Raithe and Azmodius as the only ones left in the war room. For a moment, Raithe appraised his first mate. The man was more than a head taller than most of his crew and had broad strong shoulders. Raithe knew that his first mate had a rigorous daily workout routine and that he knew very well how to wield his ham-sized fists in a fight. His hair was as dark as oiled leather with harsh ice blue eyes that caused many of the crew to cow beneath his weighty gaze.

He always wore a brown leather duster jacket even while they were out on the open seas under the merciless sun. Many of the crew didn’t know why he kept it on, but Raithe knew all too well. When they had been younger, Azmodius had taken the blame for something that Raithe had done when they were fresh to the pirate life. As punishment, he had been lashed thirty times, leaving him with scars all over his back and arms. That moment had cemented their bond, and together they had killed the officer that had done that to him. They had been friends growing up on the streets, but that act of sacrifice showed Raithe that Azmodius could be a trusted ally.  

“Have the Marauders responded to our request?” Raithe asked Azmodius.

“Yes, but not in the way that we had hoped.”

“Meaning?”

“They have agreed to send us help, but who they are sending is less than is to be desired. I had requested the Black Diamonds or at the very least the Kraken Boys, but they are sending the Bosche Brothers.”

“What? Why are they sending us those drug-addled psychopaths? The point of a mercenary is a hired sword, so why can’t we purchase the best? We have the money and it’s not like I’ve not had dealings with the Marauders before.”

“When I asked as much, their response was that our credibility has dropped since the whole ordeal. They said that the rumors they’ve heard through the grapevine paint us as weak and running out of money. They agreed to send us the Bosche Brothers more to get them out of their hair than anything, saying the others had already been contracted out.”

“Heskel’s beard! How on earth did they find out about what happened here?”

“Best that I can figure is that someone must have talked when we sent them for supplies for the repairs.”

Raithe snarled, his nostrils flaring, before bringing his rage under control. 

“Very well. If that’s all that they will send us, we will put them to good use. They may be Bone Dust junkies, but they know how to get a job done. We will keep with the original plan. Have we determined Rajko’s next move?”

“I’ve been in contact with our usual shamans, but they are having issues locating him. Through our informants, I’ve discovered that he has been searching for someone. One mentioned he has holed up in Black Hearts Cove at the Plunderer’s Nest. I haven’t been able to find out much more than that sadly.”

“Hmm. Well, we certainly aren’t going to be welcome there any time soon, especially with his engagement to the owner’s daughter. Something to keep a close eye on for now. From the looks of it, we should be able to set sail by the end of the week. Is that correct?” Azmodius nodded. “Good. Go ahead and begin readying the ship. Send word to the Bosche Brothers that we will meet them off the coast of Rignaut.”

“Do we have a heading, Captain?”

“Let me worry about that. I’ll figure something out by the time we set sail,” he said standing to his feet, “For now, we will prepare the ship and head to Rignaut to meet them. Now, if there’s nothing else, I believe I’m going to have lunch with Felicity.”

“Actually, Captain, there was one more thing.”

“What!” he shouted.

“We have yet to deal with Will. I believe you had said you were going to see to his punishment personally.”

“Ah, yes, we need to take care of that before we set sail. We don’t want to leave any loose ends, nor do we want anyone to get the idea that I’ve gone soft. Have Will and the lieutenants meet me in the treasure room before the dinner bell.”

“As you command,” Azmodius said, knowingly. 

********
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Raithe headed for the kitchen to speak with Adelaide to have her prepare a special lunch for him and Felicity to enjoy. The petite older lady smirked when he came in and eagerly accepted the task. She had served Raithe almost as long as Carver. Raithe suspected that they were romantically involved, not that it was any of his business. Between Adelaide and Magill, he rested easy knowing that Grimrocke was always in top shape. In what felt like no time at all, she had a trolley overflowing with food ready for him. She had some braised venison with a hearty au jus, mashed golden potatoes with butter still melting on top of them, fresh yeast rolls, some sweet berries and a slice of rhubarb pie each. Adelaide deduced long ago that Raithe was not partial to very many vegetables, so she would only make them for him when he requested them. 

Raithe began to wind his way through the fortress heading towards his chambers. He supposed that he should start referring to them as ‘their’ chambers considering Felicity lived there too. He had come to enjoy their little lunch dates. He always rose early to begin his day, so they didn’t often have breakfast together. They always ate dinner with the rest of the crew, so they had begun making a point to have lunch together. It started as a necessity in the first few days of his recovery. He had needed her help to eat, though he certainly didn’t mind her company. Once he was able to feed himself, they continued to have their lunch together. 

Sure enough, as he turned the corner, he saw Felicity at the door to their chambers just in time for lunch. She saw him as she opened the door and held it open for him as he pushed the cart inside. Together they unloaded the cart onto the little table they shared near the window as she filled him in on what she had been up to that morning. 

He was only half listening, his mind taking in her beauty. Her skin was the rich color of cinnamon and always felt soft to his touch. Her dark chocolate hair was filled with loose curls, and she often kept it out of her face using ornate hair pins from his treasure trove that he had given her or with a silken headband. He had gifted her expensive golden earrings and bracelets that she wore daily. She loved to wear the expensive dresses that he had given her, especially when they were going to have dinner together. She liked the way that he looked at her in them. 

Most days though she wore a white billowy blouse made of silk, a black underbust corset, a pair of matching tight pants, and dark leather boots with wedged heels that accentuated her natural curves. As they were finishing placing the dishes from the cart onto their table, he looked towards her to find her leaning over filling their wine glasses and realized he could see down her blouse. She looked up and caught him staring. Instead of chastising him, she merely looked into his eyes and slyly grinned, enjoying his eyes on her. Her eyes were a deep caramel that kept his attention as if under a spell as he often found himself getting lost in them. He watched her crimson stained lips as she talked and fantasized about kissing them. In the back of his mind, he belatedly realized how completely and totally he had fallen for this woman. 

“So then, Charity and I found some shea butter in the incoming food shipment this morning. She said that it comes from a nut that they crush and then boil. How strange is that? She told me that it can be used in food preparation, but it also can be mixed to making something that she called ‘lotion’. She said that it basically makes your skin feel soft to the touch and makes you smell nice, so we are going to try to make some this afternoon. So, how was your morning? Did the meeting go well?”

“Hmm?” he responded, reining in his thoughts, “Oh, most of it was the same drivel that they have been spouting for weeks now. One of the fools dared ask if they should paint the ship! Can you believe that? Ridiculous. Needless to say, I shot down that idea. Everything seems to be well enough along that we should be able to set sail by the end of the week.”

Felicity perked up.

“Oh! So, we have our heading?”

“Well, that’s where things grow more complicated. Rajko and the Mako have holed up in Black Hearts Cove ever since they nearly destroyed Grimrocke. Cowards. Alayna’s mother owns a tavern there and her father is in a position of authority there. If we were to sail in there causing trouble, we would be sunk before we could get out of the harbor. The shaman we often use can’t determine what Rajko’s plans are, but I know he has to be itching to get back out on the open ocean. All we’ve managed to find out is that he’s looking for someone,” Raithe scoffed, “as if that will protect him from me. We hired some mercenaries to help finish Rajko once and for all, so we are going to start by meeting them to come up with a plan. From there, I hope to have a heading, but I’m not really sure where to start. We have all our contacts eyes and ears wide in hopes of locating the man he’s looking for first, but we haven’t had much luck.”

“Hmmm. Have you ever heard of the seer called Weaver?”

“No? Who is she? Do you know her?”

“I’ve never met her, no, but I remember during my travels I heard several sailors mention her. From what I heard, she is a very powerful seer that can see the future and, in some circumstances, change it.”

“Do you think she would be able to locate Rajko?”

“If she’s as powerful as they say, I think she certainly could. She may even be able to aid us in his downfall.”

“Hmmm. Do you know where she lives?”

“The last thing I heard was that she lived on a small island off the coast of the continent called Safeen. Apparently, it is a very swampy place covered in thick fog.”

“Very well. I will have our navigator plot a course to this Safeen, and we will see if Weaver is as powerful as they say.”

“Are you busy this afternoon?” she asked tentatively. 

She had been planning on asking if they could spend the afternoon together. Every morning, she trained in her swordsmanship before spending time with Charity. Other than those and their lunches, she didn’t really have much to do around Grimrocke. Even the chores that he had given her on the ship were taken care of by the servants at the fortress, so she always looked forward to planning time that they could spend together.

“Yes, I’m wrapping up one last loose end. You’re welcome to come but I will say it is not a pleasant one.”

“Oh. What are you doing?” she said, sad that he was busy, but intrigued as to what was so important.

“As you know, I am not a man to be crossed. Meaning when someone fails me, I make sure an example is made for the rest of the crew to learn from that person’s mistakes. Thinking over the incident that happened here, Will was the cause of it. His incompetence almost cost us everything. To make an example of him, I will be feeding him to the sharks.”

“Isn’t that a bit harsh? I mean, yes, he did lead them right here, but it wasn’t on purpose, right? Don’t get me wrong, I know very little about him, but, other than accidentally leaving behind his totem, he has shown himself to be useful and loyal. I know it’s not my place to have a say in such decisions, but it just seems a waste of life to kill someone when they followed orders.”

Raithe stood up abruptly causing Felicity to tense up. He pulled his anger under control and walked to the window thinking about what she said. His face a scowl of frustration but his thoughts were conflicted. On the one hand, she was right. Will had made a simple, unintentional mistake. It had cost them dearly, but how could he have known that the totem would have allowed Rajko to track their location? Raithe hadn’t revealed to him that it was capable of such a thing. On the other hand, he had a reputation to uphold. He had made a name for himself on the seas as a ruthless captain that was never to be crossed, else your life was forfeit. It may have been a simple mistake, but it nearly cost him everything that he had worked for all these years. He clearly had to do something about it or the rumors about him going soft would continue to grow. 

“Raithe?”

“Hmm?” he said not bothering to turn around, still deep in thought.

“I’m sorry if I've upset you. I understand that you have an image to uphold, so I will stand behind whatever fate for Will that you choose,” she said quietly.

Raithe nodded, the gears of his mind still turning. He didn’t even notice that she had begun cleaning up what was left of their lunch until the sound of the door closing behind her pulled him from his reverie. He had never had someone question him so plainly before and he wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He never intended for Felicity to become someone important to him when he saved her and allowed her to come onboard. Yet here he was contemplating his own methods that he had been successfully using for years all because she had objected to them. She had shown that she knew the right time and place for such conversations as she had never once said anything to him unless they were alone. It was almost refreshing to have someone that didn’t just agree with everything he said and did. Regardless, she did have a valid point. If he killed Will, it would be a waste of a man that had shown himself loyal, but what punishment would be fitting? He would have to figure it out soon since the time to deliver judgement was coming.  
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Raithe was already waiting in the treasure room with Azmodius when his lieutenants began to filter in, wary of not getting too close to the edge. The treasure room was in the lowest part of the Grimrocke and was sealed off by a large metal door, of which only Raithe had the key. It was a large cave with a sizeable pool of water that filled a good portion of the room. The entrance of the cave was barely large enough for them to enter single file onto the ledge where he stood overlooking the pool with his back to them. To his right, stairs had been hewn into the rock leading down to the pool some forty feet below. The room was softly lit by the lime green glow coming from the luminous moss that grew throughout the cave and a few well-placed lanterns that Azmodius had already lit. 

Over the years, Raithe had come to find that the pool must lead to the surrounding ocean because there was sea life that would visit it, specifically sharks. The jet-black water filling the pool had gotten the better of his curiosity early on when he had staked his claim at the old prison fortress. He had sent several of his men diving with some of the glowing moss to see where the pool led to, but they quickly met their demise thanks to the sharks that prowled the waters. He had no idea if the sharks came and went, only that if anyone entered that pool, they would find themselves using their last breaths screaming as countless teeth ripped them to shreds. 

Raithe used the room to store his sizeable treasure trove, and, on occasion, he would bring members of his crew down here to be rewarded or punished. While he had been waiting for them, he had been viewing his amassed wealth. Years of hard work and sacrifice has made him a very wealthy man, but he could barely contain his anger as he looked around the room. It was not nearly as full as it had been in years past due to the costs of repairs related to his fortress and his ship. He had no doubt that he would fill it once more, but rage threatened to overwhelm him at the thought. Another reason to hunt down Rajko, the man responsible, and make him pay in blood. 

As Will entered with Azmodius behind him, there was an air of apprehension among the lieutenants. They had come here often enough to know that this place meant either good or bad could come from it. Some of his longer tenured lieutenants saw Will and deduced the reason behind their trip to the treasure room. After making them wait a moment longer, Raithe turned and faced them for the first time. 

The group in front of him were some of the most experienced and ruthless men under his command. He knew they would follow him until death without hesitation. Then there was Will. Raithe looked at him with thinly veiled disgust. The man had an air of self-importance with nothing to show for it. He wasn’t the strongest, the best, or brightest, but Raithe had to admit he was loyal to him from what he could tell. In their short tenure together, he easily deduced why Will was skipped over for captaincy of the Mako. The fool was average height and weight with no defining features. His face looked like a weasel, and he was clearly balding, though he tried to hide it with a blue bandana. Judging from the looks that the lieutenants were giving Will, they weren’t impressed by him either.

“Good afternoon, gentleman. I’m glad you all could make it,” he said, eliciting a chuckle, “I’m sure that by now all of you have met our newest crew mate, Will.”

They all nodded.

“Will here was instrumental in kidnapping some valuable assets and keeping us informed on the movements of one of our enemies. Thanks to him we were able to beat Rajko to Twayblade’s treasure, though it had hardly been as sizable as we had expected from a legendary Pirate King.”

Will had been radiating pride until that last sentence. He gulped audibly though thankfully no one seemed to notice as he tried to play it off as a cough. He hadn’t had the nerve to tell Raithe that the treasure that they had found was a decoy to throw off those in search of Twayblade’s real treasure. Raithe had been upset with the loss of his totem at the time when he came aboard, so he didn’t want to make things any worse. Of course, he had no way of knowing what the real treasure had been since he had stayed behind to kidnap Serena and Alayna, but Raithe had seemed content with the several treasure chests that they had found.

“As many of you know, I am a man that rewards those who are loyal to me, especially when they perform their jobs well,” Will’s eyes lit up as he tried to look down towards the treasure filling the lower part of the cave, “This room has been filled over the years with a king’s ransom of treasure from our voyages. It’s even beginning to look like we may need to start a second treasure room to hold all of it. As it turns out, we are rather good at this whole pirate thing, eh?” he said spreading his arms wide with a smirk on his face.

His lieutenants chuckled. They indeed had been remarkably successful over the last few years. The Dreadnought had become a ship to be feared on the open seas. Every sailor who came across their flag knew that it meant death. The ordeal with Rajko and the Mako had been their first and only real failure since Raithe had taken the helm. It ate at him from the inside.

“Will, step forward please. I believe it’s time that you be recognized for your actions.”

Will stepped forward. His eyes large and glazed over as they got lost in the piles of treasure down below. 

“You may pick a single reward from the piles below.”

Will nodded and licked his lips. He couldn’t believe this was happening. He rushed down the stairs and went from pile to pile searching for the most valuable thing that he could find. There were countless chests filled with gold doubloons, silver royale coins, and gems, but there were also crowns, jewelry, ornate weapons, and armor. His eagerness almost got the best of him at one point. He hurried from one pile to another, and the slick rock floor caused him to slip, almost falling into the water. He quickly got up and brushed himself off before continuing his search. 

Raithe held back a chuckle at the sight of Will almost slipping into the water. Had the oaf fallen into the pool, he would have inadvertently solved the problem they were all here to tend to as it were.

At last, he found something that he wanted. It was a dagger with an ivory handle, the hilt encrusted in small rubies. The blade had been made of folded steel leaving a rippling pattern in the blueish gray metal. Satisfied, he smugly walked back up to join the others, taking note of their faces. Some of the younger officers were clearly envious, but he noticed that the older ones just looked at him with pity in their eyes. 

Bah, he thought, they are just jealous that they weren’t the ones getting this special honor. 

“Come show us what you’ve chosen,” Raithe said dryly. 

Will proudly stood in front of the officers and held out the dagger for them to see. With his eyes watching the officer’s envious reactions to his choice of treasure, he didn’t see Raithe draw his blade.

*SNKT*

There was a sickening wet thud as his hand fell to the ground still grasping the dagger. Will let out a blood curdling scream that echoed in the cave. He held up the stub of an arm shaking uncontrollably. Shock coursed through his body as blood pumped freely from where his wrist once was soaking the ground beneath him. He sank to the ground as the loss of blood left him feeling lightheaded. His whole body was shaking and convulsing as it went into shock.

Raithe sheathed his sword, not even bothering to wipe the blood from it. Raithe had made sure that Carver was in attendance for this moment. With a nod from him, Carver came over and began to make a tourniquet on Will’s wound to stop the bleeding. Once he had stopped the bleeding, Raithe came to stand over Will, after all, no need to get blood on his nice clothes.

“I run a very tight ship, and every action has its consequences,” he said picking up the severed hand at his feet, “Will proved himself valuable through his service, so I will allow him to keep his chosen reward and his life. Without him, we wouldn’t have gotten the treasure, but because of his incompetence he led our enemies right into our fortress. Many lives were lost thanks to his negligence, and we nearly lost our ship and home in the process. Let this be a lesson to everyone.”

Raithe turned his back to them and threw the bloody appendage into the dark pool below. Within seconds, fins rose from the water and gnashing teeth fought over the grizzly morsel. Satisfied, he dismissed everyone and went back to planning his revenge, staring into the mysterious pool below. The officers began to filter out with some peeking over the edge at the frenzy happening in the pool below as Carver helped Will to his feet to take him to the infirmary. There he would clean and cauterize the wound. Raithe had already arranged for a hook to be ready for Will’s arm which Carver would attach. After the last of them left, Azmodius stepped forward to join Raithe at the ledge. 

“I'm surprised you didn’t feed all of him to the sharks. I thought the sound of their screams was your favorite part.”

“I decided that would have been too wasteful.”

“Wasteful?”

“Felicity pointed out that without Will fulfilling his job we wouldn’t have been able to get as close to victory as we did. Twayblade’s treasure may not have been as large as we hoped, but it still made a welcome addition. He cost us deeply as well, but it wasn’t sabotage, only negligence.”

“Hmm,” Azmodius said, clearly confused.

“If you have something you want to say, spit it out.”

“I was just surprised is all.”

“Well, I’m the captain, so I decide what punishments are handed out. Once you become a captain, you can decide for yourself how to deal with your crew. Until then, I expect your full support of my decisions.”

Azmodius merely nodded. He could tell if he pressed further Raithe might snap. They stood there without a sound as he waited to be dismissed.

“Have you ever heard of a seer called Weaver?” Raithe said, breaking the frosty silence. 

“Not that I’m aware of, Captain,” he said, accentuating the last word more than intended.

“Our normal shaman contacts have been of no use lately and we need to locate the Mako’s next destination quickly. Felicity said this Weaver should be able to locate them. Have Henderson plot a course to the island of Safeen where she is said to live. We will meet with the Bosche Brothers after a quick trip to Safeen.”

“Aye, Captain,” Azmodius nodded then turned to leave.

********
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As he trekked through Grimrocke in search of Henderson, he considered Raithe’s words. It had been uncharacteristic of him to spare Will’s life. He understood Raithe’s reasoning behind it, but it was concerning that Felicity’s influence on him seemed to be softening him. It also rubbed him the wrong way that Raithe was looking to replace their shaman contact with someone that Felicity had suggested. Azmodius had been the one to procure the services of their shaman contact, so it felt as if he was being replaced by Felicity. 

Raithe had alluded to Azmodius being able to make his own decisions once he was captain. Ever since they were young boys together cutting purses, they had dreamed of manning a fleet of ships together and ruling the ocean. For the past several years now, Raithe had been promising him that they would take another ship soon for him to be captain of, but each time they ravaged a ship, he ended up sinking it afterwards. If Azmodius ever mentioned it, Raithe would just deflect and say that it wasn’t a fitting ship for a pirate. 

Regardless, Raithe had always done right by him otherwise all these years, so he would continue to be loyal to him as he always had been. This interaction certainly had made him aware of this newfound reliance on Felicity that Raithe had developed. It was something he would need to monitor for the best interest of the crew and himself.  Raithe hadn’t steered them wrong until this Rajko ordeal, which he hoped was just an outlier, but with Felicity swaying the captain’s decisions, it was difficult to predict how the future would unfold.

********
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Raithe stayed in his treasure room a little longer contemplating the outcome of what he had just done. He had always easily taken another man’s life, especially when they had wronged him. He had staged his first mutiny at the age of seventeen and there had been plenty of bodies left behind in the years since then. Taking Will’s hand as punishment seemed tame in comparison to his usual avenue for repayment, but he certainly could see the benefit behind keeping a good sailor. Will had dutifully served on the Mako under Lito Jericho and had worked his way into an officer role before Rajko had supplanted him and gained control of the ship. He would see how Will and the rest of his men responded to him only taking a hand instead of his life. 

Watching the sharks below search for more food, circling the pool, his thoughts turned to everything that had happened. His men still had never found where Rajko had gotten inside. It was clear that somehow they had gotten several men inside to take down Grimrocke’s defenses to allow the Mako into the harbor, but even he didn’t know of other entries into the rock fortress. It was a large part of why he had chosen it as his base of operations. Being an old prison, it was well built and highly defensible. One way in, one way out. At least that’s what he had believed, but now there was a lingering doubt of whether there was another way inside that he didn’t know about. 

Turning to leave, his thoughts switched to Azmodius. His first mate had been with him loyally by his side since they were just boys. The two of them had been inseparable since meeting and though Raithe wouldn’t publicly admit it, Azmodius was his best friend. He had always dutifully played second fiddle to Raithe, but he could tell that his friend was losing his patience. Since their early days of cutting purse strings, Raithe had promised Azmodius his own ship. He had meant it at the time, but over the years since he had become captain of the Dreadnought he realized how invaluable Azmodius was as his right hand. They had taken plenty of ships over the years, but Raithe couldn’t bring himself to turn one over to Azmodius. 

The more he thought about it, if he ever gave Azmodius his own ship, it would be like losing his best friend. Raithe trusted very few people in this world and the person he trusted most was Azmodius. He knew that he always had his back, so he couldn’t stand the thought of losing him. He wouldn’t even know who he would promote to take Azmodius’ place. He was beginning to trust Felicity more than he thought possible, but the idea of making her an officer felt out of place. She had no real experience on a ship, let alone being in such a position of power. He would just have to think of new ways to keep Azmodius from losing his patience in the matter. There was no way he could afford to lose such an important officer, especially considering everything that they had built together. Perhaps once they finished off Rajko, he would sit down with his oldest friend and come to a compromise.  
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​Solitude
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Rajko sat in an overstuffed red velvet chair next to the hand carved fireplace at the Plunderer’s Nest nursing an ale as he stared blankly into the fire. He was a few months past twenty years old, average height, and well-muscled. He wore a pair of baggy beige pants held up with a red sash that matched his open vest he wore in place of a shirt. His mahogany hair was pulled back at the nape of his neck with a clip made from whale bone, a black bandana covering the top of his head. A rugged scar marked his left eye but didn’t take away from the intensity burning behind his deep blue eyes. He wore black leather bracers on both his wrists, partially for protection, but also to cover up his tattoos on his inner wrists. Normally, he kept a nice trim goatee, but right now he was overdue for a shave. The last few days especially his mind had been more preoccupied with the situation at hand instead of his looks.

When they had returned from their maiden voyage, he had ridden the adrenaline high for the first week as they celebrated, divided the treasure, and began planning their next voyage. Since then, they had been unable to locate Gaij, the man that Declan was hoping would lead them to another Pirate King’s treasure. The one they were hunting this time was the treasure of the Pirate King Satoshi, also known as the Raven. While they were waiting to locate the man that Declan believed would be able to point them towards the treasure, Rajko had given the crew shore leave to enjoy their hard-earned wages. 

That first week of celebration, visitors and regulars at the Plunderer’s Nest had listened eagerly as night after night they told stories of the storm, Rangavar, and Grimrocke. Drinks flowed freely and food was readily available. Songs, dancing, and gambling filled the rest of their time. On the second night of celebrating, Rajko won a Valorian merchant ship flag in a round of cards. A pirate fresh off his ship had thrown it into the pot as a last resort while showing a pair of Aces and a pair of tens. He ended up losing to Rajko, who had a full house – three Kings and two Queens.

Rajko had thought to gift it to Miss Clare to hang in the tavern as a sign of conquest, but Lito had suggested that he hang onto it for occasions when he might need to get past Royal Navy patrol ships. Lito cautioned that it wouldn’t work every time, considering that the crew still looked like pirates – not having the appropriate attire to blend in as a merchant ship – but still it could work when they weren’t under heavy scrutiny.

After the days of celebration had ended, he hadn’t been bothered by the delay as it seemed like a forgone conclusion that they would be able to find him shortly and get back out on the open seas. Then one week turned into two weeks which turned into three weeks without any luck in finding him. The crew grew restless though, itching to get back out on the open water. A few had asked to join other crews and Rajko had granted their requests, releasing them from their ship’s articles. He didn’t hold any ill will towards them. He understood their need to be back out on the ocean. Lito heard about it afterwards and cautioned him about it. He reminded him that ship’s articles were a binding contract and lest either side break it, neither party should seek to end it. Rajko noted the wisdom behind what he was saying, but he didn’t feel as strongly about it. He understood where they were coming from and didn’t hold any hard feelings towards them. None of them had been essential to the ship, so he had easily let them leave.

They had all been expecting Declan to return this morning, but the ship still hadn’t arrived and now most everyone was in bed for the night. Without finding Gaij, Satoshi’s treasure wouldn’t be impossible to locate but it would be much more difficult. Declan suggested that there were other options in the journal that they could pursue if they weren’t able to find who they were looking for, but Rajko wasn’t ready to give up yet. He felt strongly that this was the next treasure that they should be going after, but they needed at least a heading to begin their voyage. He was so lost in thought that he didn’t even notice his soon-to-be father-in-law taking a seat in the matching chair on the other side of the intricately carved hearth.

“I know that look all too well.”

Rajko shook his head, bringing his attention to the retired pirate next to him. Until a few months ago, Lito Jericho had been a well-known and respected pirate captain, known for his swordsmanship and his unique take on leadership, having his crew respect him instead of fearing him – a trait that Rajko had taken to heart. Now, he was retired and living with his wife, Miss Clare, at their tavern, The Plunderer’s Nest.

Though he had only been retired for a few months now, he had already started to get a bit of a belly thanks to all of Miss Clare’s good cooking. His salt and pepper beard now reaching further down his chest was still immaculately groomed. He had always been a man quick to smile and laugh, but even more so now he seemed like he was genuinely happy. 

Retirement had suited him well as he enjoyed regaling the tavern’s patrons with daring tales from his time on the seas with the occasional embellishment. The man knew how to captivate an audience and loved the attention, but what he loved most was that he now was able to spend all his time with his beloved wife.  Whereas he used to be found plundering ships, now he was often found in the kitchen cooking and baking with Miss Clare. He had traded in his pirate captain jacket for a much more comfortable outfit and his famous sword with diamond pommeled hilt for a wooden spoon. 

At first, she had deemed him hopeless, but that didn’t stop him from continuing to try. From what Rajko could tell, he was starting to improve, and Miss Clare didn’t mind the extra time with her husband, especially after so many years of him being out to sea.

“Yer itching to get back out there, but ya don’t know yer headin’,” he continued. “I remember what that was like when I was a young captain. I struggled with that early on because sometimes there isn’t a heading. Sometimes ya have to just trust yer heart.”

“I just wish I knew where to start. I thought we would have already been back out to sea by now. We haven’t had any good news in weeks and Declan was supposed to be back this morning.”

They sat in silence for a few moments fully engrossed in the fire that was beginning to die down.  

“Ye know, when I wasn’t sure about what my next step would be, I would get away from everything. It didn’t matter if I were here or on some island. I would get away from everyone and everything and just clear my head. When a sailor spends too much time on land, it’s hard for them to think.”

“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I just need to get away from it all for a minute.”

“Listen, my boy, ye’ve got greatness in ya. I saw it the day that I met ya and you’ve shown it to me time and again. Don’t let a setback keep ya from reaching yer full potential,” he paused, letting that sink in while they sat in silence, “Want some advice?”

“Of course.”

“Go get ye some rest. In the morning, go find yerself a nice quiet place away from everyone, and give yerself a chance to breathe. I know ye’ve been waiting to hear news about yer heading before ya set sail, but everyone can see that it’s eating away at ya. One of the hardest things about being a captain is learning how to control yer emotions. The crew lives and dies off how their captain responds ta the bad things that ‘appen. If ya wear yer emotions on yer sleeve every time, they will get restless. It can lead ta desertion and mutiny. I’m not saying ya can’t show any emotion, just that ya have ta be careful not ta allow yer emotion ta control ya.”

Rajko nodded thinking about what he had said. 

“Now,” Lito said, slapping his leg before pushing himself up out of the armchair and offering Rajko a hand, “We need ta get ta bed before the women folk begin ta worry.” 

********
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The next morning Rajko woke up before dawn and got ready for his escape. He had on his baggy beige linen shorts held up with a red sash and an open red vest that he slipped on trying not to wake Alayna. He took a quick look in the mirror hanging above her dresser to pull his hair back using his whale bone clip to keep it at the nape of his neck and tied on his black bandana. He noticed the stubble on his face and quickly shaved it as quietly as he could. His hand grazed the scar on his left cheek. The memory of getting it threatened to bubble to the surface, but he shook his head to focus on what he was doing.

As he slid his well-worn leather bracers onto his forearms, he saw the tattoos that he covered with them every day. Ever a mystery, as they had been there as far back as he could remember, but he couldn’t remember his early years of childhood before his time as a cutpurse on the streets with Raithe. It looked like it was significant, but he had no idea what it meant. The one on his left wrist depicted two sharks, one blueish-green and one black, circling each other, attempting to eat one another. Each shark’s eye was made from the color of the other. The one on his right wrist showed an eight-point star and at its center was a skull with sharp teeth, mouth open with a red gemstone within it. Under the skull and star, there was a set of crossed blades. Lito had cautioned him to keep them covered just in case, so he always had since the day he had washed ashore all those years ago. Lito’s eyes had a haunted look when he had seen them, but he never would explain further. Rajko shook his head to bring him back from his revelry.

He almost buckled on his sword but decided to just bring his dagger. He took one last look into the mirror and around the room to make sure that he wasn’t forgetting anything. He saw his boots near the door but decided not to bother with them. He preferred to go barefoot as much as he could. Satisfied, he gave Alayna a kiss on her forehead after brushing her flaming red hair out of the way while she was still sleeping and headed downstairs. 

He grabbed one of the baguettes that Miss Clare had baked the night before along with some fishing gear. He had decided to go fishing at Rainbow Falls since it was one of the few places in Black Hearts Cove that wasn’t crowded. Most of the people that lived in the pirate haven didn’t bother to fish while they were here, preferring to fish while at sea. The rest of those that lived or visited here were too busy gambling, drinking, and so on to bother to go fishing. 

It had been quite some time since he had gone fishing. It used to be something that he enjoyed doing with Hawkeye when they had shore leave but he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go since his friend’s passing. Hawkeye had taught him all of the best techniques when he was a fresh young sailor aboard the Mako and it had become one of their favorite things to do together.

He had left before dawn in hopes of being able to see the unique colors it brought at the waterfall. As he ducked through the exit of the tunnel that led to the waterfall, the rich oranges and purples of the sunrise hit the waterfall and caused the colors to dance along the walls. The stunning morning lightshow caused him to pause and get lost in the natural beauty of the refracted light beams hitting the cascading water and dancing on the walls of the cave.  The deep purple enhanced the shadows of the cave while the soft orange gave the cave a warm, cozy feeling. The rest of the cave still held the vibrant colors of the rainbow that earned the waterfall its name. At high noon, the cave looked like a cavern full of precious gemstones shimmering wildly in a kaleidoscope of color. 

Collecting himself, he perused the cave looking for a comfortable spot to begin fishing. Where he stood at the entrance, there was a rock ledge which was directly across from the waterfall. To his left, there were ledges that jutted out at staggered intervals that went almost all the way to the hole in the ceiling of the cave where the waterfall cascaded through. Often when he was a boy, he and the others would climb up there so that they could jump directly into the waterfall and ride it into the bright cerulean pool below. He smiled at the happy memories that filled him remembering those carefree moments. To his right, the rock ledge formed a ramp that curled along the edge of the cave and led to the small white sandy beach below that caused his heart to smile. This was where he had proposed to Alayna just a few months ago, though it seemed as if years had passed.

He decided on using a ledge part of the way up the cave wall. It was a little wider and deeper than most of the other ledges in the cave and would allow him to stretch out and relax while he waited for the fish to bite. He had brought some of the kippers left over from last night's dinner as bait. Satisfied with where he had cast his line, he wedged the base of the rod into a divot in the ledge and laid a rock on top to keep it from getting pulled into the pool once a fish was on the line. Now to wait for something to bite. As he waited, he crossed his feet and leaned back against the cool rock wall of the cave and closed his eyes. 

These last few weeks had dragged on as he poured over countless maps with Declan and worked through different leads trying to locate Gaij. Often, he had gotten up before everyone else and ended up going to bed well after them as well. At first, Alayna had tried to match his pattern to spend as much time with him as possible. She would get up early with him and start baking breakfast and stay up late by curling up near him with a book. Jing, her little monkey friend, would nestle up next to her cheek while resting on her shoulder. 

Inevitably after the second straight week of it, she began to fade and started going to bed a little bit earlier each night, leaving him to his studying and planning. Guilt filled him at the thought of how he had allowed this to consume him causing him to neglect Alayna. He made a note to himself to be more intentional with his time with her. A good start would be picking her some flowers on his way back and apologizing.

A tug on the line caused him to sit up, but whatever it had been got away with his bait. He had waited too long to set the hook. He hooked another kipper onto his line and cast it again before settling back against the wall. 

Last time, they had a clear heading for each stage of their journey, but this time they were still sitting docked after almost a month. He didn’t even have a full map when they headed out last time and it ended up working out just fine. Considering it now, it made him feel like he had been reckless by throwing caution to the wind, but things still worked out. This time he had tried to be more calculated before setting sail, but maybe he was being too cautious? When he had served under Lito, they would just set sail and let fate take them where they were meant to be, without a care in the world. 

Another tug on the line and he snatched the rod quickly and began reeling it in but this time he hadn’t allowed the fish to get hooked. Too soon. Readjusting his line, he cast again before laying back again. 

When he went back, he would have Wesley bring the crew back together to begin preparing the ship to set sail. Once Declan returned, they would set sail as soon as they could regardless of whether he had a lead or not. It had been torturous to sit around waiting for something to happen, for some news on their next heading. 

As a captain, his indecision during this time had already cost him a handful of crew members that had joined other ships. In battle, indecision could cost someone their life. If he was going to be a great pirate captain, he was going to need to learn how to make quick, calculated decisions, otherwise he would just be a flash in the pan.

His line jerked leading him to grab his rod, but this time he waited a moment before reeling. With a quick upward jerk of the weathered bamboo rod, he began reeling in the line. Sure enough, after a brief battle he proudly held a fifteen-pound red snapper. 

Lito had been right. He needed to get away and clear his head. Being constantly surrounded by things to do and orders to give, he hadn’t been able to think. Here he was able to find clarity in the solitude. He certainly missed coming with Hawkeye, but being here alone he felt like Hawkeye was with him. Encouraging him and putting the wind back in his sails. He smiled. Even though his friend was gone from this world, he still held him close in his heart. 

Satisfied with his catch, Rajko tied the fish to the end of his pole and started his trek back to the Plunderer’s Nest. His renewed sense of purpose made the trip brief thanks to his quick strides. He even remembered to stop and pick a mix of flowers for Alayna along the way. 

As he bound up the front steps, he could smell the sweet scent of the little cinnamon buns that Miss Clare liked to make for Lito on special mornings. Before entering, he set his rod and pouch of bait next to the door. No need to upset his future mother-in-law by stinking up her kitchen with kippers. He headed inside straight towards the kitchen to drop off the snapper with Miss Clare before taking the flowers up to Alayna. To his surprise, in the main room sitting with Lito and several others was none other than Declan. A huge smile filled Rajko’s face at the sight of his navigator. 

“Rajko, my boy, come join us! Declan ‘ere has returned with some good news!” Lito exclaimed.

“Give me just a moment. I need to drop this snapper off in the kitchen and I have one more important thing to do before I can join you,” he said. “Be right back!”

He quickly went into the kitchen to find Miss Clare drizzling melted cream icing on top of the cinnamon buns, leaving his mouth watering. He considered his soon-to-be mother-in-law for a moment trying to decide how much trouble he would be in if he were to grab one of the cinnamon buns. She had fair skin like Alayna, but her hair was not nearly as bright of a red as her daughter’s due to age. Time had dulled it to a muted auburn that she always kept tied up in a tidy bun. She was on the plumper side but handled the extra weight well. She always touted that you should never trust a skinny chef, and Rajko could vouch that she was an excellent chef. No matter the dress that she was wearing, she always had on a well-loved apron, as she spent most of her days cooking and baking. She had a lovely smile with rosy, red cheeks, but she also gave a mean glare when the occasion arose.

She was so concentrated on putting the finishing touches on the cinnamon buns that she hadn’t noticed him. He carefully placed the fish on the counter and snagged one of the buns before she could stop him. He swiftly exited the kitchen followed by a stream of chastisement from his soon-to-be mother-in-law. Before she could catch him with her wooden spoon, he bounded up the stairs two at a time. At last, he reached the door to the bedroom he shared with Alayna. As quietly as he could, he opened the door expecting her to still be sleeping only to find that she was out on the small balcony looking towards the harbor. 

Seeing her there nearly took his breath away. Her cascades of fiery hair fell across her shoulders and were a burst of flaming color compared to her porcelain skin. He saw the freckles on her exposed shoulders and smiled. She was wearing a light green nightgown that was a few sizes too big for her, but it had been a name day gift from her mother. Miss Clare had sewn it herself, making it all the more special. It was made of soft material that she said felt like she wasn’t wearing anything at all, which helped on the hot tropical nights. 

Putting the flowers behind his back, he snuck up behind her and slid his other arm around her waist drawing close to her. Her flaming bronze hair smelled even better than the flowers that he had brought her. She tensed for a second then relaxed into him once she realized who held her captive. She wove her fingers into his as he held her waist. They stood there for a moment just enjoying the morning view of the town as it bustled about its business. Rajko would have been content to stay like that all day, but the itch to find out what news Declan had brought began to pull his attention away. He delicately kissed her cheek and stepped away from her but used their interlocked hands to spin her to face him. 

“Well, that was an unexpected treat,” she said with a smile still holding tightly to his hand.

“That was just a little bonus,” he said.

He pulled the bouquet of colorful island flowers from behind his back and presented them to her. Alayna beamed at the sight of the flowers and took them in both hands. She took a deep smell of them and sighed. Her heart melted at the thought that he had taken the time to get her flowers this morning. She looked up at him with her emerald eyes, stealing his breath away.

“What’s the occasion?” she asked.

“I wanted to say that I’m sorry. I’ve let myself get wrapped up in all this Pirate King nonsense, and in the process, I’ve been neglecting you. I promise that from this point forward I’m going to do better.”

“Oh, well, thank you. I know you have just been overwhelmed. I knew it wasn’t on purpose. That’s why I tried to just help you where I could and just be there for you when there wasn’t anything that I could do to help.”

“I love you,” he said, leaning in to kiss her.

She kissed him passionately, but he pulled away after a moment.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing is wrong. Quite the opposite actually. When I came in this morning, I found that Declan made it back this morning, and he said that he has good news for us. They are waiting for us downstairs, and your mom made those cinnamon buns you like.”

“Well, what are we waiting for!”
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​Much Needed Good News
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Reaching the bottom of the stairs, they saw that several tables had been pushed together and loaded down with food. Hot steaming cups of coffee and sticky, piping-hot cinnamon buns were being enjoyed by all as Rajko and Alayna were welcomed to the table with seats to the right of Declan. Next to him, Wesley, Serena, Stryker, Lito, and Miss Clare were already chowing down on the tasty breakfast. Rajko took a look around at his faithful inner circle.

Wesley, his First Mate and best friend, was only eighteen years old and the youngest of their group. He wore his typical cream-colored canvas breeches and deep royal blue open vest that showed his tan, chiseled physique. A fresh tattoo of crossed swords had been etched into his forearm where he had been stabbed on their last voyage. He had a sharp jaw line and often kept himself clean shaven ever since he had started dating Serena. He had sandy blond hair that he kept a little longer on the top and shorter on the sides. He had cheery yet intense bluish teal eyes and always seemed to have a stern look on his face. He had started as Rajko’s Quartermaster but had been promoted when they lost Hawkeye.

Serena was sitting next to him, playfully picking on him. She and Alayna had grown up together in Black Hearts Cove and were best friends. She had been taken in by Lito and Miss Clare as an orphan and had been a waitress with Alayna at the Plunderer’s Nest until they joined the crew. She had been Hawkeye’s girl until losing him on the last voyage. Not long after his passing, she and Wesley had become a couple. It still felt weird thinking about that, but there was no denying the two of them belonged together. Wesley had been silently in love with her since they were young, and he couldn’t stop grinning now that he was with her. Upon losing Hawkeye, she was able to see Wesley for the man he had become instead of the little boy who would bring her flowers.

She had dark brown skin and wild curly black hair held out of her face with a blue bandana that matched his vest. Her eyes had a unique golden hue to them and a flashing white smile that always made her look mischievous. She was slender but had curves in the right places. She had taken to wearing tight white cotton shorts that didn’t even make it halfway down her thighs. For a top, she was wearing a blue and black overbust corset with matching shoulder straps. She was always the life of the party and had a fiery personality to boot. She was very much the contrast to Alayna in just about every way. 

Rajko paused. The loss of Hawkeye was still a sore spot for him. More than a month had passed, but he missed his best friend. Hawkeye and Wesley had always been there for him from his first time sailing on the Mako under Lito’s command. The three of them had been inseparable. It still felt strange without him here.

Stryker was an assassin high up in the Assassin’s Guild, one rank below the very top decision makers of the guild. He had chosen to join the crew after journeying with them to find the treasure on the piece of a treasure map his father, Twayblade’s First Mate, had given him. He always wore well-oiled black leather from top to bottom with red trim around the edges. A bandolier of knives was strapped across his chest, and he had more hidden in his boots. A belt with pockets and pouches around his waist was filled with tools of his trade. 

He had short mahogany hair that he often kept out of his eyes with a black headband. He sported a scar along his jaw from an injury on a job gone wrong and a tattoo of his guild was on his left shoulder, a black skull with daggers crossed underneath it with an arrow’s peak above. His icy pale eyes showed his cool, calm and collected demeanor. He was no stranger to high-stakes adventures and had plenty of invaluable experiences that had aided the crew more than once. 

His eyes lingered on his fiancé, Alayna. Every day he woke up wondering how he ever got so lucky. She was astonishingly beautiful, though very oblivious to it. She was one of the kindest people that he had ever met and he had been infatuated with her ever since the night she rescued him all those years ago. Her flaming long locks of hair lazily cascaded in waves down to the middle of her back and her bangs always swooped over her left eye. Those emerald eyes reminded him of the deep ocean on a sunny day. Her ivory skin was dotted with freckles across her nose and shoulders. She wore a green blouse with billowy sleeves along with brown cotton pants. Her clothes were more modest than Serena’s, but they still accented her slim body and curves tastefully. 

Around her neck was a necklace that had an old ornate key on it that she kept tucked into her cleavage. The key was to the Pirate Kings’ Book of Lore, a priceless item that they had found on the island of cannibals. On her dainty finger, the engagement ring that he had given her made him smile. It was made of a rare black metal with twisting designs and had a delicately cut ruby. 

Curled on her shoulder, her pet pigmy capuchin monkey, Jing, sat eating a blueberry she had given him. She had made him wear a little red vest like Rajko’s, which caused him to roll his eyes but smile just the same. 

Rajko noticed that Myka, formerly known as Lone Wolf, was missing. He often kept to himself, so Rajko had no doubt that he was around Black Hearts Cove somewhere. It had been hard on him seeing his father’s skeleton sitting on his throne. His father had been one of the five Pirate Kings, Captain Twayblade, also known as the Dragon. That was a lofty heritage to live up to, but Myka was content to be his own man and carve his own path in life. He had lived on an unnamed island by himself for the last few years and still wasn’t fully used to being around people all the time. He was prone to seek out solitude, so Rajko knew he would show up when he was ready.

As if on cue, Myka crept into the room and pulled up a stool a bit apart from everyone else. He bit into an apple and looked mortified at the loud crunch that it made. He had big brown eyes to go with his shaggy chestnut brown hair and beard. He wore his father’s jacket. It was green with gold on the cuffs and was sewn in such a way that it looked like it had been made from dragon scales. He saw Rajko looking his way and gave him a nervous grin before continuing to eat his apple. Myka had traveled as a young man after his mother had died and had become exceptionally good at surviving on his own in the wild. His ability to make hand bombs and smoke bombs had come in handy when they were on Rangavar and Grimrocke.

“Tell us what news you bring, Declan!” Rajko said, unable to enjoy the spread until he was up to speed.

Declan cleared his throat and stood up while unrolling a map on the table. He was a tall thin man in his mid-twenties that looked more scholar than sailor. He had thick brown hair that he kept combed back and sizable muttonchop sideburns as was a common style among naval officers. He still wore his deep blue and white naval coat with a pressed white shirt underneath, but the sleeves had been torn off leaving his arms bare. He wore gray trousers with a matching blue stripe down them and black leather shoes with big brass buckles. 

When he had been labeled a coward by the Royal Navy for refusing to fight, they had torn off his coat sleeves and stripped away his position. He claimed it was a reminder of his past, but, in truth, he liked the deep pockets that the coat provided. They were perfect for carrying a notebook, a sextant, a compass, and his writing utensils. Everything that didn’t fit in his coat pockets, he carried around in a well-worn leather satchel. 

Rajko could see Declan’s amulet, shaped like his family crest, hanging from his neck. His mind drifting to think about how it had saved Declan’s life, yet Rajko still didn’t really understand how it worked. All he knew was that as long as Declan had the amulet and didn’t wield a weapon, he was safe from injury and disease. The man was an endless fountain of knowledge and an excellent navigator. Before continuing, Declan adjusted the small circular glasses that rested on the bridge of his nose.

“Ahem. Right. So, as you know, I went back to the continent and dug into my father’s extensive library...” 

“Wait. I thought your parents were dead?” Stryker asked.

“Stryker! Manners! You can’t just ask if someone’s parents are dead!” Miss Clare chastised.

“What?” he said with a shrug, “It was a genuine question...”

“They are dead, regrettably. As it turns out, they were killed by Raithe’s First Mate Azmodius, who I recently discovered to be my half-brother. Before passing away, they were in the process of building a library for our hometown. When they died suddenly, the town finished it and took all the books and maps from our home to furnish it as they had set in their will. Now, I can come and go with no one knowing. Previously, I had to sneak into my own home to have access to my childhood library because my parents disinherited me after my dishonorable discharge from the Valorian Royal Navy.”
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