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Chapter 0: Dockside Respite
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Rhys Taylor sat at a grimy wooden table in a dockside restaurant in Singapore, his fork picking through a plate of noodles and something that might have once been chicken—or at least he hoped it had. Around him, the low murmur of rough conversations floated through the air, punctuated by hearty laughs and the clink of beer bottles. The smell of soy, garlic, and smoke filled the space, mixing with a pungent humidity that stuck to his skin.

He barely paid attention to the others, focusing instead on his meal. Longshoremen, sailors, and other seafaring men were scattered throughout the place, their faces worn by salt and sun, their hands as calloused as the barnacles on the ships docked just outside. The place reeked of sweat and sea, but it was a welcome change from the monotony of the ship’s galley. At least here, the food, however questionable, wasn’t dehydrated.

A loud guffaw erupted from the next table, shaking Taylor from his quiet moment. He glanced up just in time to see a towering figure stagger to his feet, his hulking form blocking the flickering yellow light from the bar.

It was a Norwegian sailor—one of the many who docked here on their way to or from the icy northern waters. This one had clearly overindulged in Singapore Slings, his broad face flushed crimson beneath a messy mane of blonde hair. His eyes, glazed over, locked onto Taylor with a mixture of drunken bravado and misplaced aggression.

"You!" the Norwegian slurred, his thick accent slicing through the noise. "Think you're better than the rest of us? Sitting there, all high and mighty!"

Taylor’s eyebrow twitched, but he didn’t rise to the bait. He wasn’t in the mood for trouble, especially with a man who looked like he could wrestle a walrus. He took another bite, keeping his gaze on the plate.

“Don’t start, mate,” Taylor muttered, more to himself than to the Norwegian.

But the sailor wasn’t in the mood for ignoring slights—real or imagined. He pushed aside a nearby chair with a clatter and stumbled toward Taylor. The room quieted slightly, the usual dockside hum stilled by the promise of a brawl.

“Get up!” the Norwegian bellowed, his thick hands balling into fists the size of grapefruits. “Get up and fight me like a man!”

Taylor sighed, setting his fork down gently. Over the decade and a half that he had been in the merchant service, he'd seen too many of these kinds of confrontations and didn't relish this encounter, knowing that it was the liquor that fueled this confrontation with a brother seaman. His muscles tensed beneath his shirt, ready for the inevitable. No stranger to barroom brawls, and though he was nearly as big and solid as the Norwegian, he knew when someone had the advantage of brute drunken force on their side, despite being somewhat unbalanced.

Before he could react, the Norwegian lunged forward, grabbing Taylor by the collar. Taylor stood, trying to push the sailor off, but the other man was too big—or perhaps just too drunk to feel the shove. The next moment, a powerful punch sent Taylor sprawling to the floor, his back crashing into the legs of a nearby table.

The room seemed to spin for a moment as he caught his breath. The burly sailor loomed over him, a grin of victory spreading across his face as he grabbed a bar chair and hoisted it overhead, clearly intent on finishing the job.

But before the chair could come down on Taylor, there was a sharp, unmistakable sound—a swift kick connecting with something soft. The Norwegian let out a strangled yelp, his hands instantly clutching at his groin as he crumpled to the floor, the bar chair clattering harmlessly beside him.

Taylor blinked, still on the floor, as a familiar voice cut through the tension.

“You alright there, Taylor?” Red Hawkins, Taylor’s longtime shipmate and friend, stood over the fallen sailor, his boot still raised from delivering the knockout blow. His weathered face wore a crooked grin, and he extended a hand to help Taylor up.

“I had him, you know,” Taylor muttered as he took Red’s hand, standing and brushing the dust off his trousers.

“Sure you did,” Red chuckled. “He was almost as big as that lug who's jaw you broke in Caracas. I just didn't want to be left out of the fun! Think he’ll remember any of this tomorrow?” 

“Not if we’re lucky.”” 

The room quickly returned to its usual chaos, the fight already forgotten by the other patrons. The Norwegian lay groaning on the floor, nursing his pride and other wounds, while Taylor and Red dropped a few bills on the bar and made their way outside, stepping into the humid night air of the docks. 
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