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        “I think it would be rather exciting to meet a pirate.”

        — Elizabeth Swann (Pirates of the Caribbean)
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      Blood and violence raised Atwell Collins in place of healthy parenting.

      His father earned gold from throwing punches in the ring, a skill he sought to inflict onto his only son from an early age. Atty’s curious childhood consisted of expecting bruises and whiskey-stained breath whenever his old man entered the room. He trained with his fists, aim-ing to be better than the man before him. To be stronger. To know not to hit the ones he loved when the rum ran dry and rent was owed.

      That all changed the moment his father’s casket hit the muddy ground six feet below him. Atty had expected the world to shake as the wooden box reached its final resting place. Nothing. He had thrown a handful of sopping dirt along with his ties to the man that raised him, and never once looked back. He had spent the following months practicing the ways of the sword, throwing himself into the field with all he had. With a blade in his hand, Atty felt powerful, untouchable. Able to fight off any who wronged him.

      Earning his keep as a hired guard outside rowdy taverns, Atty was able to slowly build a life for himself. It wasn’t like his father left him much in his passing—ten gold coins to be exact. Though Atty did inherit his father’s wiry muscles and facial hair. It aged him, landing him jobs that paid for the leaky roof over his head. He was good in a fight, nimble on his feet, and deadly with a blade in hand. His aim had landed him a fair amount of prize money in knife throwing competitions. And no matter how tight money got, Atty avoided the ring at all costs. He would rather starve or freeze to death than step foot into the place that caused his father’s brain to bleed out.

      Eleven months of scraping by on his own followed by a brutal winter left Atty celebrating his seventeenth birthday huddled beneath raggedy blankets. He barely had enough savings to stuff his pockets with and had no friend or family to help him out. A mother he did not know had left him when he was just a babe—he couldn’t recall her face if he tried.

      The day after his birthday, Atty found himself at a tavern where his father had frequented. He’d heard men say in passing that alcohol warmed the body and the spirit. Perhaps that was why he was drawn to the place that would often claim his old man for hours on end, re-turning with raised fists clutching a belt. Atty rubbed his forearms, the ghosts of his bruises throbbing beneath his touch.

      A man with burly, tattoo-covered arms drank by himself at the counter. He looked a bit older—and perhaps five inches shorter–than Atty. The man swayed on his stool while the bartender refilled his glass. The poor sap wouldn’t notice if Atty got close enough to swipe the small pouch of coins that hung invitingly low from his coat pocket.

      Atty inched closer to the stranger, unable to see his face. He had short hair nearly buzzed to the scalp. His fingers played with the full glass in front of him. Atty reached out, slowly without any sudden movements. He held his breath as he closed his fingers around the bag and gently tugged. The man whirled toward him, grabbing Atty’s wrist so fast it nearly startled him to his grave. He was quick to spin out of the way, but the man’s unrelenting grip only tightened.

      Years of training instinctually had Atty turn with his arm against the attacker so he could maneuver his way out of the man’s grip. He had no other thought than flighty impulse and twisted his arm to break

      free. Atty heard his bone crunch before he felt the crack and howled in pain. He fell to his knees and looked up at an angel.

      The man wasn’t beautiful in the conventional sort of way, but there was something about him that reminded Atty of an ethereal being. His face was smooth, but covered in a thin layer of grime and sweat. He towered above him while Atty knelt on the ground in pain. Atty could not bring himself to look away from the man’s hazelnut eyes, filled with widened shock.

      “Oh shit,” were the man’s first words to Atty. He followed his gaze down to where bone had splintered through skin. Atty swayed at the sight of stark white against brown, and then proceeded to pass out.
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        * * *

      

      Atty had fallen deeply in love the way fire catches on a pile of dry logs. Slow at first, while the embers stretched out to feel for reassurance that there was enough wood to consume. And then the blaze came, unrelenting and passionate. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the flame burned for the man named after a tree. The one that had nursed him back to health. Atty was known to wear his heart on his sleeve and looking at him felt like looking into the eyes of life itself.

      Birch was a year older than Atty and had lived on his own since he was seventeen. Unlike Atty, he had decided to move out and make a life of his own with what few coins his parents could afford to spare him. He vowed to himself that he would one day bring them chests filled with jewels and gold, as they deserved.

      In the months that Atty stayed on Birch’s couch, he learned a lot about the man. Though he seemed terrifyingly intimidating, Birch had profusely apologized to Atty more than he could count. He had offered his couch up where Atty could heal his arm. As if Atty hadn’t been the once that tried to rob the man. But Birch did not seem to mind—he understood what it was like to seek out desperate measures for survival. When he looked at Atty with a gaze so intense it could outmatch the

      burning sun, there was no resentment. Only soft eyes that keep Atty warm throughout the winter.

      Within the year, they moved in together. In the eye of the public, it was so they could save on rent. But behind doors, there were feelings that bloomed like a rose in springtime. Though there were no laws against same-sex relationships, yet such love was frowned upon by the king and traditionally devout. Because of that attitude, Atty had been left with idle hope that the new heir would be different.

      Two years spent with the love of his life ticked by like the hourly gongs from the church’s bell tower. Each moment with Birch felt as if a bell had rang loudly in his chest, for surely the world could hear his thundering heartbeat.

      “Ye will not believe the new opening I heard of today.” Birch strolled in to their flat with a wild grin stretched across his face. Back from a day shift working at the harbor taverns, Birch brought the smell of alcohol with him. Atty scrunched his nose as Birch plopped on the raggedy couch and exhaled loudly.

      Atty looked up from the book he was reading—a play about fencing—and fixed Birch a plate of spiced chicken he had cooked this morning. He slid the plate onto the secondhand table by the couch and lifted his boyfriend’s legs to sit beside him.

      “What is it?”

      “Some captain is looking for a crew. Says he’ll pay handsomely for strong characters to join him in a journey out in the open sea,” Birch said around mouthfuls of chicken and rice. Something wild glinted in his eyes as he spoke.

      Atty straightened at the prospect of good pay. He earned a decent amount as a bodyguard for some pretentious diplomat, but the salary was almost not worth the constant bickering. “Define handsomely.”

      “Rumor on the street is the guy’s rich.” “For how long?”

      Birch shrugged, placing his empty plate back on the table. “Dunno. Heard from word of mouth at work. Meeting’s tomorrow at that tavern on the corner of King’s Street. He’s looking for trained fighters.” Birch smirked at Atty’s piqued interest.

      This was the type of job opportunity they had been searching for. One where their skillsets could be used in tandem with one another. It was too good to be true.

      “Why does he need fighters? Is he a pirate?” Atty tugged on a strand of loose hair, the corner of his mouth turned down.

      Birch lifted a shoulder. “Didn’t say. Suppose we’ll find out at the meeting.”
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        * * *

      

      The back of The Sailor’s Ale was flooded with more patrons than usual. The regular fisherman that drank away their small salaries took up seats at the bar while the booths housed all sorts of men. A frown had etched itself on Atty’s face ever since he walked in. The sheer number would make securing a position more difficult—more than double had showed up than were spots available.

      “What d’ya think the captain looks like? I heard a rumor that he scooped a man’s eyeball clean out of his head!” A scrawny fellow face Atty as if they were close friends sharing a conversation. He looked down at his smooth-faced competition and wondered just how old the kid was. He looked barely fifteen.

      “I hope he did. Makes things more interesting," Birch said in a husky voice.

      The boy’s eyes widened, taking in the burly muscles, shaved head, and tatted arms that belonged to the spoken voice. He remained silent, hands fidgeting at his sides/ Atty shot his boyfriend an amused look and settled into the booth beside him.

      The chatter abruptly died down, like a gust of wind against a flickering candle. A cloaked figure approached the booths. He dressed in a brown trench coat, unbuttoned, leaving the respectable clothes underneath visible. He stood with straightened shoulders and a raised chin, a stance that demanded respect. A large tricorn hat held a feather stuck in its side.

      Captain.

      Atty had assumed the man would be taller than the young figure before him. Smooth skin hidden under a layer of dirt youthened him to about Atty’s age. A fire in those silver eyes blazed as he looked around, surveying the men that sat before him.

      “Good evening, gentlemen. I am Captain Kae of the Mar Daemon. I assume you are all here to be part of my crew. I will see you one by one, in the very back room. After you are done, wait out here until the end when I will announce who will join me in a fortnight out at sea,” Captain Kae said in a deep voice. Atty hadn’t expected such a timbre from a man that size.

      A few murmurs rose within the crowd of men consisting of anxious inquisitions and commentary, though all eyes were trained on Captain Kae.

      “Will we find out what exactly we’ll be doing out at sea?” A voice squeaked out. Atty turned to see that the scrawny kid had spoken.

      A coy smile tugged at the Captain’s mouth. “Once you are admit-ted to my crew, yes, I’ll inform you of duties beyond that of a typical crew. Otherwise, the rest remains a secret.”

      He disappeared into the back room while the men scrambled up to form a line. A few grumbles and shouts broke out as they elbowed each other to be one of the first to enter.

      Birch stood directly behind Atty as they landed smack in the middle of the line. Would that somehow hinder their tryout? Would they be forgotten in the midst of all the others?

      “We go in together,” Atty murmured. “You sure?”

      “How else are we to demonstrate out moves against one another? It’ll be awkward to spar alone.” He turned to see Birch nod once before facing the front again.

      One by one, the men filed in and out of the back room. They re-turned with a range of expressions, disappointed to nervous to hopeful. Overconfidence mixed with heads hung low.

      A weight settled in Atty’s stomach as he balanced his weight from one foot to the other. He rarely allowed himself to feel this way, but every step toward the door rattled him. It was as if fate itself lingered in the air, beckoning him with a curled finger.

      The man in front of Atty—an inch taller than him in height with dashing clothes that appeared the perfect state of rumpled, and a smile that was all teeth—sauntered out of the room with a skip in his step. He caught Atty staring and winked. Atty tried stammering a response but had no time to articulate words because it was his turn.

      “Here goes nothing,” Birch said from behind, oblivious to the charming man that had been before them.

      They both entered the room slowly, as if it would wink from existence at any given moment. Atty straightened at the sight of the Captain seated behind a desk, scrawling something on pristine parchment. He looked up upon their entering and tilted his head to the side.

      “My name is Atty and this here is Birch. We’re trained fighters
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