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Prologue



Cork, Ireland

August 18 th, 1658

The sea was flat. The boat was floating calmly as the water was cradling it. The sail had been lowered and the weights, closed in cloth sacks, had been lowered to hold the boat and prevent it from going too far offshore.

Dawn had just risen, yet the sky was already bright. A gentle wind carried the last freshness of the night, which had just ended. 

A man aboard was fiddling with the hawsers of a net to unravel them and throw them in the water. 

“One day, boys, we’ll catch a fish this big”, he said to the two children gazing at him fascinated as he unravelled the knittings with his skilled callous fingers seared by the sun like the rest of his body. “I assure you. Perhaps, when you’ll have stronger arms. A giant cod! How about that?”

The short reddish beard covered his squared pointy face, just like his hair.

The older boy was about twelve, and he repeatedly stacks out the boat, staring at the dark water. It looked like an endless abyss, and it could produce the worst monsters of his imagination. His hair was the same color as his father’s. Small freckles filled his nose and cheeks. 

“There’s no such thing as giant cod”, he said as he kept inspecting the sea bottom.

However, he didn’t believe his own words: you could tell by the cautiousness he used to monitor the sea.

“Of course there is!” The other child answered; he was two years younger. 

He had gentler features and a black, thick mane. 

“No! That’s not true!”

“Yes, it’s true!”

“No, that’s not!”

“Alex’s right”,  the father said as he pointed with a gesture at the younger one, who gave him a triumphant smile. “Sid, there are cods which may be as long as a lying man, if not longer. And they may weigh as much”.

Sidvester made a skeptical face and sat on the boat’s bow. Since he had started accompanying his father at his fish hunts he had never seen them with his eyes, so he did not believe in that story. He went out with his father every day, whereas Alexander went with them scarcely. Sidvester was expert enough; he could affirm whether such a cod could exist for real. 

They did that for a living. They used to go out before the sunrise and they fished whatever they could with their mediocre tools. Most of the time the fish they caught was sufficient for their family only; they scarcely had some extra goods they could sell.

“I just need to catch something”, he said as he laid down to gaze at the clouds running away from the utter blue sky. 

Alexander threw himself to the bow and protected his face with his hands as he stared at the horizon. 

“What’s up, son?” the man asked and frowned.

He always kept an eye on him, even though he mostly paid attention to the net which he was still messing about. 

The boy smiled and pointed at three far spots moving silently on the waters, coming from Cork. 

“They’re ships, real ship! Am I right, father?”

The fisher narrowed his eyes to better focus on their outline, even though, concerning the formation and the size, he needed no check. They certainly were not the lousy fish boats which used to scatter in this straight. 

“Of course. Trade ships. Unless they carry men. Who knows?” 

“Where do they come from? England?”

“I think so. They may be directed to north. They most likely want to travel through the coast in order to head west, toward the West Indies.”

The boy opened his eyes and his mouth widely:

“Woohhhhoo! The West Indies! Did you hear me, Sid?” 

Yet that reveal didn’t seem to strike his brother. He was lying on the bottom of the boat like a dying fish, breathing quietly and staring at the sky with a puzzled eye.

“What’s so special about them?” he asked carelessly.

Alexander started skipping back and forth, making the boat swing slightly.

“What’s so special? Don’t you know? There are black men wearing leave clothes! And... treasures... animals never seen before! Isn’t that so, father?”

The man looked at him with a raised eyebrow and shook his head resignedly.

“Who told you these things?” he asked as he laid a hand on his head ruffling his hair. 

“Patrick!”

“The blacksmith’s son? What does he know?”

Alexander straightened his back, in a proud and confident pose. At his age, such a motion made him look funny.

“His brother’s been aboard. He enlisted in the King’s Navy and took part in an expedition not too long ago. He sends him letters!” 

His father nodded and  made a disgusted grimace.

“Eurgh! Enlisting with the Englishmen. I didn’t expect it. They enlist Catholics too, now? Irish Catholics, even?” 

Alexander lost  all his self-confidence and pouted, drawing a deep groove between his eyebrows. 

“Why?” he asked naively. 

Sidvester stood up and sat down. 

“They kill our people. They hate us. They kill priests, women and children!” he declaimed tapping his finger. “What do you know?” 

The kid pushed him. Sidvester answered with a stronger push, making his younger brother fall backwards. 

“Stop it, you two!” the father scolded. 

“Alexander says...” 

“He’s the one who started! His words are stupid.” 

The man grasped his older son’s arm. His grab clearly held all the years of hard work: Sidvester felt the strong grip of the finger. 

“Don’t you ever say such a thing again to your brother!” he was his reprimand. 

He didn’t want Alexander to grow up with a mind full of horrible things. Yet he knew Sidvester had spoken the truth. 

Since Cromwell had overthrown the king, the Englishmen had begun a real crusade against all the Catholicss on the islands, starting from theIrishmenn. The Lord Chancellor had reacted with extreme violence to the revolt which had taken place ten years earlier in Ireland.

In order to avenge the gory kills committed by the Catholicss to the Protestants had let to an equal amount of death and destruction on that land. His men were known for being brutal and not making any distinction. In Drogheda and Wexford thousands of civilians and several priests and soldiers had died. 

“By the way, the West Indies are dangerous. Way more dangerous than the Englishmen.” the man claimed to change the subject. “They might be fascinating, but few get back. Their routes are haunted by bloodthirsty pirates, sharks are prepared to devour the tender flesh of a child and the men living in those lands to make human sacrifices!” 

As he spoke, the fisher gesticulated so to put emphasis on his words. When he said ‘human sacrifices’ he stood up, stretching out his arms and reproduced the face of a bloodthirsty savage. Their boat rolled violently. He got what he wished for: Alexander curled up behind his brother. He seemed to be about to cry.

“You needn’t be afraid, son!” the father smiled, then he sat back; their small boat also got back to gently cradle them. “Because you belong here, with your father. One day we’ll fish so big a codfish we’ll have to carry home all together.” 

“We’ll need a huge pot!” the child argued as he laughed. His fear had already vanished. 

“It’s going to be a problem of mom’s.” the father happily said. “Now, who’s going to help to cast the net?” 

Sidvester stood up.

“I’m gonna do it!” he said.

The man gave him a smile, but a very different one. 

“Thank you, Sid. The fisher’s job is a hard one, but that’s how you feed a family.” 

The son answered his smile and grabbed the net. 

“Don’t you worry, father! I haven’t got the slightest intention to go to the West Indies.”
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Caribbean Sea

Black Rose Vassel

March 5th, 1670

Sidvester slowly opened his eyes. He laid his head on the tall main mast standing out in the middle of the English vessel, the HMS Black Rose. A ship carrying forty cannons, arranged on two majestic bulwarks. Its crew consisted of one hundred and forty seamen and about fifty passengers.

Behind it, the sails of the two escort ships, the HMS Dorothy and the HMS Old Castle, could be seen. Both were as big as the Black Rose. They all spread their sails, taking advantage of the broad reach of the wind.

After they had stopped at Port Royal, Jamaica, for a few days, the three vessels had been left again to the south, deep in the Caribbean.

According to the oldest nautical charts nothing lead in that broad stretch of sea; at least, not on their route. The first dry land they should have met, it should have been South America. Yet, the whole crew was eagerly waiting for the voice which woke up the Irishman shouting "Land!" from the main crow's nest.

Sid was sitting on the deck. He shortly found himself surrounded by coming and goings of people; so many had left their own tasks, mostly on the rope, and had rushed there at breakneck speed.

Several more had come upstairs from the lower deck. The young man did the same, and headed to the bulwark of the prow bridge.

Far away a thumb-sized tiny plot could be seen. You could enclose with two fingers, like a trapped fly. 

“We're almost there, men!” captain Jeremy Neville suddenly shouted from the prow bridgehouse behind them.

They turned back, and they saw him rise a victory sign with a closed punch in the sky. A general roar echoed. The sailors applauded. 

Their journey had been indeed very long. Their boat had left from Bristol, then docked in Cork and then crossed the Atlantic Ocean towards the West Indies, until Port Royal. 

For all time the crew had fantasized on their final destination: the island of Puerto Dorado. Sidvester, although this was his first ocean crossing, was one of the few whom the journey did not excite. 

He had not undertaken that journey to serve a term of imprisonment, nor because he needed money or to fulfill his spirit of adventure. He would have stopped on the island as little as possible: he would have immediately begun the search for his brother. Once he had found him, he would have picked him up and they would have boarded on the first ship for Ireland or England.

Four years had passed since the last time he had seen Alexander. He still remembered that moment. It was raining, which was not an unusual thing considering his land's climate. The day after he was gone and had left only a letter on the table. “Stupid idiot. He didn't even have the dignity to maintain his promise.” he thought.

Initially, Sid had showed no intention to go looking for him. He snorted and got back to his normal fisher life, which he had inherited after his father died, and had met a beautiful young woman named Riona. After all, he was over 20, and it was time he started a family. 

Sometime later his mother had, however, got sick. On her death bed, she succeeded in making him promise he would have found it. So he had to abandon all he had built and left for the Caribbean Sea. He also had to sell most of his working tools, including his boat, to pay his journey. This because he didn't have the slightest intention to enlist in the British Navy. Therefore, he had boarded as a normal paying passenger.

His thoughts went back to Riona. He thought about her every  night since he had boarded on that ship. She had guaranteed him she would have waited for him. Months, even years would have passed: he wouldn't bet on it. 

A man got close to him, detaching him from those memories. He smelled of whiskey and had a bushy chestnut brown beard. He wore a black smock, rather stylish yet dirty like every navigation cloth, and through the rip on the right leg of his trousers you could see the wood limb which supporting him.

“Nice island, isn't it?” the man commented in English, with a strong Gaelic accent. 

Sidvester simply nodded and leant with both his hands on the border. The man's comment had simply lost in the myriad ofsimilar, iff not identical words filling the deckatn that moment. 

“Look betrays its real infernal nature.” the man added, making clear that his intention was to talk with him, whether he wanted or not. 

Sid turned on his hip and looked at him sideways. 

“You've already been there?” he asked him spontaneously bored. 

He had heard that kind of comments before speaking of  Puerto Dorado, along with the utterly opposite remark. Most of the time, such rumours were nothing more than lies and legends which sailors used to hand down, and each mouth exaggerated theserumourss. The same things were likely said about any other Caribbean atoll big enough to have a name.

“Not me. Others on this ship did, though.” the man said indeed as he moved his head and looked around. 

All was going as usual. Except for the fact a nod of the head made his interlocutor identify one of these “others”. 

“You see that woman there, for example?” 

Sidvester looked in the direction where the man's fatty finger pointed to. He was pointing, in a rather indignant way, a young lady, facing on starboard. With a couple of pieces of paper in his hand and some charcoal, the woman was drawing something which had drawn her attention. Perhaps it was simply the sea. She wore poor clothing, despite her noble posture. 

“Her name is Elisabeth McLowell. She's a painter, as well as being the daughter of an important vice admiral. She's Scottish, like me ‒the man explained‒. By the way, I'm John McKenzie!” he added afterwards, stretching his calloused hand to him. 

Sid shook it resignedly, while his eyes kept staring at the young painter.

“Has she been there?” he asked without interrupting his speech.

John nodded. 

“Yes. A couple of years ago. Her father is an employee of the admiral Goodwin and works on the island. Therefore, she knows many things. She told me. There's many others, though.” 

Once again, the “others”. Yet, once again, these “others” seemed to have a name and a face. 

“Have you met the brothers Laud?” John asked as to prove it. 

Sid shook his head. The Scot spoke a lot and apparently his words were stimulating his seasickness, something which he had never felt in his life. 

“What do you know about the island?” he asked to focus their dialogue on the part he was cared the most. 

He had to admit to himself that this man had stimulated his curiosity. 

McKenzie gave a hint of a smile; it almost looked like a snarl. He was strutting, because he had something to tell. 

“As far as I know it's considered no man's land. Everybody wants it. Everybody's on it. Yet nobody actually owns it.” 

Sidvester stared at him with greater attention. The thing was getting interesting. Not interesting enough, though, to give up the scepticism with which he had looked at it since they had begun their talk. The man seemed used to talk a lot, and you  certainly could not consider him a reliable source. 

“The Spaniards came here several years ago.” the Scot went on. “They wiped out the natives living on the island and establish their outposts. They flourished to the point the other countries had to ally in order to get them out of the way. England, Netherland and France, all together like mangy dogs sharing the corpse of a prey. One pulls one side, another one on the other side, and the meat gets torn up. So they're still eating.” 

Sid's chest startled in a sort of chuckle, which almost made the Scot angry. 

“What's so funny?” John asked angrily. 

The Irishman put himself together. 

“Nothing. I'm just wondering why such small an island is so important and the whole world competes for it.” 

John got serious and slightly leaned his head toward his shoulder, as an old owl on a branch would do.

“Your question is an interesting one, lad. Don't underestimate it.” the man said, then he laughed and headed to the lower deck. His steps tapped on the wood with regular pace due to the fake leg. 

Sidvester sighed and went back to stare at the island. Most of the men had already abandoned the prow and went back to their work. He decided to leave as well. As he turned around, he moved toward the young McLowell, still busy tracing the outline of the landscape on the piece of paper. 

He was uncertain. Curiosity led him to ask her about Puerto Dorato, but reason calmed him and held him back. Would the daughter of a vice admiral mind the questions of a simple beggar? He wouldn't bet on it. Even though he was on that journey as a passenger, taking such a thing for granted wouldn't have been easy. In fact, the rags he wore and his smell of sailor –Sid was on her lee side– did not seem suitable to a lady belonging to such social class.

He decided to run down the steps and look for McKenzie. The man, despite his constant need to talk, had on Sid an almost magnetic effect. Maybe, he said to himself, because of the treasure trove of information he revealed he was, although confusing and vaguely assorted.

Sid found him sitting at a table, getting ready for a card game with a guy as chubby as him, but shaved.

Sid took a chair and joined them at that improvised table, and he noticed that it had built with a barrel and a wood shelf laid over. 

“If you had to look for someone... one who in the past enlisted in the Royal Navy and who came to this island a few years ago, where would you look for them?” he asked staring at himintenselyy. 

John glanced him quickly. “You make foolish questions, lad. I would look for them in Port Charles, the only English outpost on the island. I doubt this person has the opportunity to leave the cops easily. Either you find them there or in a dead man's chest.” he made a cruel smile and showed his rotten teeth. “These are the only possibilities.” 

Sid's nostrils widened as he sighed, then he nodded. 

“You mean there's only place where you can find him? This is the only English facility on the island? How do I get there?” 

John shook his head resignedly. 

“You don't have to. The Black Rose will dock in that harbour. When we'll get to the deck you'll only have to land and you'll be on the English ground.” hesaid, stretchingg his hand to grasp his glass full of whisky from where he had put it, upon a barrel.

“Why, who are you looking for?” he asked with the gossip curiosity. 

Sidvester stood up and set the folds of his clothing to the bottom with his hands. 

“I'm looking for my brother.” he said carelessly. 

McKenzie laughed, and the man sitting with him did the same. 

“And you crossed the ocean for this reason? ‒ he asked next with a mocking smile ‒ And what are you going to do once you found him?” 

The Irishman gave a hint of a smile. 

“Easy. I'll take him back home.” 

***

They anchored off the coast of the island waiting for the following morning. Captain Neville would rather be prudent, because the sun had gone down fast and they could meet dangerous uncharted rocks and wrecked ships on the bottom before the harbour.

When the sun rose again, the sailors strove to take the boat to the dock. As the docking got closer, life in Port Charles got more and more visible.

All kinds of men were loading and unloading crates and tools from the other anchored ships. Sid noticed four of them, all as big as the Black Rose.

His attention was, however caught by a big tower standing out in the middle of the apartment block. It had narrow embrasures on its white structure, a cut off the cone ending in a pointed roof over a terrace. It was a lighthouse. That night he hadn't noticed it as he had slept in the lower deck. It was huge.

After he came down the wooden boardwalk linking the deck of the boat to the dock, Sid stared at it from top to bottom. The Black Rose seamen walked beside him as they got down the ship, occasionally jostling him. He realized he had stopped right in their way and he moved away.

He felt bewildered. A foreigner in a foreign land. In his life he had never been over the borders of Cork, and that sudden immersion in so far a place briefly took his breath away.

“Hey lad!” a voice behind him said. Sid turned around. John McKenzie was limping down the boardwalk. He was talking out loud, and he was talking with him.

“Why don't you join my men and me? We'll leave our luggage at the first decent inn we find, then we'll go and talk with the admiral. Maybe he will greet you as well, for your brother. If he truly is a Royal Navy man, you will only find him at the barracks.”

Sid had a blank stare and waited for John and his set of ten men to get close to him. They were all strong and brown, and had a thick beard and elegant yet dirty clothes.

He was uncertain whether he should or shouldn't accept McKenzie's invitation. He was very suspicious of strangers, but he understood that someone who stretched his hand in no man's land certainly would have made his task faster and easier.

“Thanks for your offer. I think I will accept it with pleasure, sir McKenzie.”

The Scot gave a strong pat on his shoulder and gestured tothe two menn behind him to carry on with their luggage: a chest as big as a barrel.

Together they went trough the harbour to access a path in the apartment block behind. A little town had been built around the harbour by the fishermen and the artisans on the English Navy's service as they couldn't live in the barracks like soldiers.

Many of them were on the island with their families, or had married a woman they met on the atoll, more often than not a Spaniard, and had hereafter set up house. Many kids were found playing on the street.

“You said “my men”. Are you an official?” Sidvester asked as they walked.

A man besides McKenzie laughed. He was thinner, yet he was way stronger than the slender Irishman.

“No. I'm not an official.” John answered.

“What are you then?”

John stopped under a wood sign which had been attached to an iron piece protruding from the wall of a house. It hangs and squeaked because of the marine breeze coming from the harbour. It said “Sailor's Inn”. 

“That'll do. We won't be very far.” McKenzie commented to a couple of men of his. Then, as if Sid's question had just came back to him, McKenzie looked at the guy and smiled.

“I'm a nobleman. My family owns a castle, lands, and men of course.”

Sidvester stared at him, puzzled. It was a new and foreign concept to him, about which he had never thought. 

“Are you a King's relative?” he asked without getting the point.

John shook his head and laughed heartily with a cough.

“Boy, you certainly are incredible! No, I'm not a King's relative. My clan has been composed of a powerful family for generations. In the past, we conquered what we have with our blood. Cromwell had reduced us to nothing, but after his death the Parliament put King Charles to rule and Scotland decided to give the power back to our families.”

The Scot opened the door and crossed the inn's threshold. Inside were many sailors talking in a low voice at their tables with a glass of rum, though the place was pretty much empty due to the fact morning had almost ended. Most of the men were at work, especially since three new ships had docked in the harbour.

“You rule in Scotland?” Sid asked again.

“Mine and many other clans.” John answered as they climbed the stairs.

In the meanwhile, two men of his had got closer to the innkeeper, a chubby middle-aged woman, to pay room and board.

“How can so many people rule? Who gets people's attention?”

John's amused expression did not vanish. 

“You're so naive, Irishman, about the world. Though I admit you have a thirst for knowledge. Anyway, I'm just interested in my the attention of my land's people. The men in McDonalds' land pay attention to the McDonalds, and so on. Obviously it's a complex matter, and that's the reason for my journey.” 

John opened the door of a room and he gestured for his men to take the luggage inside the room.

“I'll meet the admiral as of my clan's spokesperson, so to clear some issues.”

Sid frowned.

“Why would you speak with an admiral who's many miles far from your land instead of talking with your King or someone closer? I don't understand.”

John withdrew from the room and leant against the wall to let the rest of his men pass through. As they passed, the floor creaked.

“Because I'm acquainted with the admiral, and I know he will give me a valuable help.” the man answered. “Enough with the talk, now. Let's hurry to the barracks. The sooner we solve our troubles, the better.”

***

The group of buildings constituting the barracks was located in the south part of the harbour. It was an open space which had been acquired by clearing the land of many trees and had been placed in alocation, allowingg a quick access to ships and a clear communication with the lighthouse. 

Many guards with a red uniform and equipped with muskets guarded the wood fence which had been built all around the area and which represented Port Charles' second wall, since the harbour was surrounded bya ten foot walls in stone.

John stepped persistently towards the gate, followed by half of his men. Sid walked beside him. He stared from far away what stood over the open gate and briefly wondered if his brother was in there. Maybe he wore the same uniform as those guards and was practising. Sid's teeth tightened. He was doubting his decision to leave from Cork and arrive in that God forgot land on the service of the Brits.

“Who are you?” one of the guards asked, pointing at them with his chin, showing awaryy and suspicious expression.

John didn't seem the kind of man who would get easily afraid of something.

“John McKenzie, from the McKenzie clan. I came from the Highlands to hold a meeting with the admiral Goodwin, as the spokesperson of my clan.” he said maintaining his upright and pompous pose.

One of the two soldiers, the one who had asked the question, narrowed his eyes and studied them carefully.

“The admiral is not waiting anybody.” he said with a slight gesture of his musket and gesturing them to go away.

“Unfortunately, I haven't had the opportunity to inform him of my visit. It would be really kind of you to inform him of my arrival. I'm certain he will gladly greet us.”

The man did not look like convinced at all. In fact, he seemed to have an instinctive hostility to their little group. Perhaps because of their nationality. 

“C'mon, we shouldn't make them think we treat our guests this way, by God!” a voice behind the two guards said.

The man who emerged then had black, curly and very short hair and a big round golden ring hanging from his left ear. He wore the military uniform as well, although the shabby way he carried it made you think that he was not strained to the same strict rules of the other men.

“Please apologize our guards' rude manners. Unfortunately prejudices are tough enemies in these times.”

His accent was all but English, even though he spoke a perfect grammar. Yet both Sid and John realized it was not a Gaelic stress; it sounded rather like an eastern accent, emphasized by the man's mixed-race skin colour.

“My name is Isaac,” he said, “and I welcome you. Did you come with the latest boats coming from Port Royal?”

John, who acted as their spokesperson, nodded.

“We came after a journey through the whole ocean. I need to speak with the Admiral regarding a compelling matter.”

Isaac listened carefully, but his expression clouded slightly.

“Unfortunately the admiral is currently busy. But I can inform him of your visit. I'll tell him that he was requested bysirr...?”

“McKenzie! John McKenzie, from the McKenzie clan” the Scot repeated.

Isaac nodded again and his big earring swung.

“Fine, sir McKenzie! Should I say anything else?”

John shook his head.

“That won't be necessary. I will tell him everything in person. When he'll be available, you will find me at the Sailor's Inn. As soon as I will be called, I will come here immediately.”

Their group was about to say goodbye, but Sid stepped forward and even John beside him was surprised. How could he have forgotten his question?

“I need to communicate a thing, too. Or... ask it, actually.” he said with some uncertainty. 

He didn't know whether his initiative had been positive or negative. Perhaps John had not said anything because he wanted to do so in a favourable moment. Perhaps he should have asked straightforwardly to the admiral. Too late, now. 

Isaac stared at him on hold. There was silence. Then Sid felt compelled to go on.

“I'm looking for my brother. His name is Alexander O’Neill. I know he enlisted in the Royal Navy and he works on this island.” he said in one breath.

Isaac looked thoughtful. He looked like a statue. Then he nodded for the nth time.

“This name reminds me something. I can't remember what, at the moment. I can check the registers. We always catch them on our crew and our troops. I will let you know, both regarding this matter and the meeting.” he said before saying goodbye with a nod of his head and turning inside the wood walls.

Sid got close to John as they went back the apartment block.

“A Jew. Unbelievable!” the Scot muttered.

Sid looked at him, puzzled. 

“What?”

“A Jew!” John said again. “That man is a Jew. A Jew on the Brits' service. I think I will see way more than I thought on this island”

“Anyway, we made some progress. You'll have your meeting and I'll get to check their registration.” 

John did not seem enthusiastic at all.

“I learned I should not exult until I will have what I fought for in front of me. Then we'll wait for the answer tomorrow.”

Sid stayed silent, and John slowed down his limping pace, then turned to him. He set down his hand on Sid's shoulder and as he stared at him, John filled his face with his breath smelling of whiskey.

“I'm convinced your brother is here. But if I were you I would get prepared for anything.”

Sid bent an eyebrow as he stared at him. He didn't fully understand his words.

“This is Puerto Dorado!” the Scot went on. “And ‒ as far as I know ‒ once you came here, it's really hard to get away.”
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Puerto Dorado

Fort Giselle

March 6th, 1670

Jean picked up the small white rock on which the sketch of a horse head had been carved. He moved it forward, then on the left, in a L movement to the left edge of the wood chessboard.

The rough simplicity of those pieces fully contrasted the splendour of the hall where the two men found themselves, but the French man was very attached to the two equal piles of light and dark pebbles.

He had picked them up as a child on the Arc river bank, choosing them similar in size and appearance, a scorching nightform many years before. He never got separated from them, he always took them with him, closed in that small chessboard which his governess had given him back then.

Jean loved chess; he did so from an early age, when he obligated peers and adults to play with him, whether they were humble servants or French nobles, otherwise he would start producing annoying and incessant tantrums. His father had taught him how to play: a very simple way to relax his mind while keeping it trained for war strategies. Several great leaders from the past had spent much of their free time playing chess. It stimulated their mind and educated it to take any kind of preventative measure; it taught not to act impulsively and accurately ponder before any movement or action by giving up an apparent immediate profit and taking a plausible future advantage in mind.

Moreover, he had Jorge in front of him. This incentivized him even more in the game. His sister's suitor would have been a strong opponent and would have made interesting that little competition of theirs. Actually, only Jean referred to him as “suitor”, since he couldn't accept the fact that grown up girl named Annette could seriously return the attentions of a Spanish mercenary on the payroll of the Englishmen.

He was angry most with himself. He couldn't come to terms with the fact that he had accepted his sister's request and occasionally hosted monsieur Jorge at Fort Giselle. This meant having the enemy in his home, even though the Englishmen and Frenchmen's cohabitation on the island was pacific and ignored the diplomatic developments occurring in the rest of the world. That cordial mood was, at least superficially, just the result of common interests. Both factions wanted something from Puerto Dorado, and so did Mendoza's pirates and the Dutchmen. Had only one of them broken the balance by declaring war, just like their homeland fellow soldiers killing each other with continuous belligerence, the hell would have burst out on the atoll. The work done until that moment would have been compromised for everyone.

Jean had done a lot of work. Especially in the last five years, since the King himself had sent him to manage the little french shipment of Puerto Dorato. Jean had done so while knowing it was not a prize, but some sort of exile, which his father hadgottent him to save him from stricter pains. 

He was not sorry for the way things had evolved. In fact, he was enthusiastic. And now he was very close to grasp what he desired more than anything else in the world.

Jorge distracted himself from those thoughts, his everyday thoughts. The Spaniard was thirty five years old, not very tall, with long brown hair and a small goatee. He moved the rook pawn onwards to the knight slot and made it theatrically fall from the chessboard with a smile. The carved pebble fell on the floor, then bounced on the wood before stopping over a decorated eastern carpet.

“Rook eats knight, dear Jean. You should be careful when you play with me.” the Spaniard said in his language.

Most of the people on the island, despite originating from different places, communicated in Spanish, the language of the first conquerors. This was because the Spanish nationality among commoners was still dominant, despite the following waves of colonization.

“Whereas the bishop eats the rook, dear Jorge. I may not be the one who should pay better attention.” the Frenchman said in his language answering to his smile. “It seems you got caught in my trap.” 

Jean stretched his hand to pick up a glass of fine wine. The goblet had been posed by François, his personal guard, on a silver tray and it laid down beside them, on the large carved table. He had a long sip, then he put it back in the same place from where he had taken it. With a sleeve Jan dried a rivulet coming down from an angle of his mouth, then he took the bishop and made the opponent's rook roll over the heavy wooden table.

Jorge didn't seem perturbed, and he kept staring at the chessboard. Then he smiled.

“At least in this game you may catch all the rooks in the world, Frog.” he sardonically remarked as he stared at the pieces looking for his next move.

Jean gave him a despised looked, then he looked outside through the wide glass window in the salon, which had been opened to force the warmth out and let the morning wind in. Even as he kept staying seated, he could enjoy the sight of the northern part of the island: the tower Jorge referred to, Port Charles' lighthouse, stood out imperiously marking the strong English presence. It was at least one hundred feet tall. 

“Are you talking about the Luz de Santiago?” the Frenchman said, feigning his calmness.

“I'm talking about Port Charles's lighthouse.” lo corresse Jorge.

“It's the same. You just changed its name.” he answered as he moved his hand as if he wanted to shoo a fly or an unnecessary thought.

“Then you should call this place with its real name too.” the Spaniard said to tease him.

Both the lighthouse and the fort had been built by the Spaniards, then they had been violently expropriated after the conquest of the island by the Alliance. 

“True!” Jean commented without adding anything else. He left that verbal victory to his opponent without insisting on the matter. 

“As for the tower, that's the last of my worries. Your presence on the island relieves me from annoying duties of mine. At least hanging those filthy pirates in the squares is a task of yours. You save me the obligation to get my hands dirty with their stink.” Jean explained, speaking slowly and with reflection as he carefully read the position of those pebbles, the only friends he trusted, his life companions. 
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