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The night the world decided Elias Drake should be a pirate captain started the way most bad decisions in port towns did—wet, loud, and reeking of fish guts. The rain had been falling in angry sheets since sundown, slamming the crooked roofs of Kingston Harbor with enough force to make even the drunks in the taverns look up from their mugs. Down by the docks, lanterns swung on frayed ropes, casting sickly orange halos over the muddied planks, and the harbor water churned like a stew no sane man would eat. Cannon fire boomed somewhere beyond the bay, distant enough to be someone else’s problem, or so Elias had told himself. He wasn’t in the habit of volunteering for trouble; trouble had a nasty habit of finding him without the courtesy of an invitation.

At that moment, his only ambition in life was to avoid both the navy and bankruptcy—two pursuits he was failing at with equal enthusiasm. His shoulders were hunched against the wind, his coat three shades darker from the downpour, and his boots squelched with every step along the pier. Somewhere back in the market district, a tavern called The Salty Widow was still ringing with the sound of unpaid tabs being shouted across sticky tables. Elias had left before the owner remembered he owed for the last three pints, slipping out under the cover of a particularly strong gust. He had a knack for timing. Some called it luck. Elias considered it survival instinct dressed up in coincidence.

The boom of another cannon rolled across the water, closer this time, sending a low vibration through the planks under his feet. He paused, squinting through the rain at the vague silhouettes bobbing in the harbor. Navy colors. Dammit. That meant press gangs were likely sweeping the docks, scooping up any man with two legs and a pulse to fill out the crew for His Majesty’s latest noble act of imperial posturing. Elias had no interest in serving king or country. In fact, his interest in service of any kind ended the day he realized that every job he took seemed to end with him poorer than when he started.

He pulled the collar of his coat higher and veered toward a narrow alley between a fishmonger’s shack and a warehouse that smelled suspiciously like rotting citrus. The shadows here were thick, broken only by the quick flicker of lightning. He’d wait the navy out, let them scoop up the drunkards and the gullible, then slip back to his rented room in the boarding house on Gull Street. It wasn’t much—one window, a bed that tilted to the left, and a view of the neighbors’ laundry—but it was dry and it was his.

That plan lasted all of ten seconds.

Boots slapped against the wet boards behind him, heavy and fast, and then a voice barked, “You there—halt!” Elias didn’t halt. Halting was for people with nothing to lose. He bolted down the alley, slipping once, catching himself on a crate, and plunging deeper toward the far side. The sound of pursuit grew louder. Lightning flashed again, revealing a figure in a navy coat only a dozen paces back. The man’s tricorn hat was plastered to his head, his face grim beneath the shadow of the brim. Press gang, no doubt.

Elias darted out the far end of the alley and straight into chaos. The street that ran parallel to the docks had transformed into a marketplace of panic—merchants hurriedly boarding up stalls, sailors dashing for ships, and a few opportunists helping themselves to unattended barrels. Overhead, the black sails of a brig loomed against the storm, drifting into harbor with the kind of confidence only desperation could muster. It wasn’t a navy ship. Even through the rain, Elias could see the patchwork repairs on its canvas and the faded paint along the hull that spelled out its name: Rum Runner’s Revenge.

He might have kept moving—would have, in fact—if not for the sudden eruption of shouts from the pier as the Revenge slid into a berth too small for her size, crunching against the pilings with a groan of wood. A figure on the quarterdeck waved a cutlass in the air, bellowing something Elias couldn’t hear over the wind. Then, without warning, a second cannon blast split the night, this one so close the air seemed to crack. It wasn’t aimed at the harbor. It came from the Revenge herself.

The navy ships in the bay roared back instantly, and all at once the world became noise—cannon fire, screams, the crash of rigging, and the constant drumming of rain. Elias ducked instinctively as splinters rained down, a ball having smashed into the warehouse behind him. He was halfway through deciding which direction was least likely to get him killed when the press gang officer caught up, clamping a hand on his shoulder.

“Congratulations,” the man shouted over the din, “you’ve just volunteered for His Majesty’s—”

He didn’t finish the sentence. That was partly because Elias drove his elbow into the man’s ribs, but mostly because at that exact moment, a rope with a boarding hook snagged the navy man’s coat and yanked him clean off his feet. Both he and Elias went sprawling, but the hook caught only the officer. In an instant, the man was skidding across the wet planks, dragged toward the Revenge like an unfortunate fish on a line.

Elias scrambled up, heart pounding. Logic said to run the other way. Curiosity—and maybe the smell of opportunity—nudged him forward instead. He found himself moving toward the gangway just as the ship’s crew began hauling the officer aboard. Faces appeared at the rail: rough, salt-bitten, and far too interested in him for comfort.

“Oi!” one of them shouted. “That one too!”

A length of rope sailed through the air, looping clumsily around Elias’s arm. He caught it out of reflex, and that was enough for them. The next thing he knew, three sets of hands were hauling him bodily toward the ship. His boots scraped over the edge, and suddenly he was on the Rum Runner’s Revenge, dripping on the deck and staring at a scene that could charitably be called ‘unstructured’.

The captain—or at least the man wearing the fanciest coat—was in the middle of swinging his sword at a navy officer, but the pitch of the deck and the weight of the rain made him stagger. He looked more drunk than deadly. Still, he bellowed with enough conviction to make the crew cheer, and when his opponent slipped on the slick planks and toppled overboard, they roared like it was the grandest victory in the Caribbean.

It was in that moment of triumph that fate—or idiocy—intervened. The captain raised his cutlass in salute, stepped back, and tripped over a coil of rope. He toppled over the rail in a flailing arc, vanishing into the black water without so much as a splash audible over the storm.

For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then all eyes turned to Elias.

He opened his mouth to explain that he was just passing through, that he had no interest in whatever this was—but the words drowned under another boom of cannon fire. Someone shouted, “Captain’s dead!” Someone else yelled, “Who’s in charge now?” And from somewhere near the bow, a voice Elias would later learn belonged to Sadie Blacktongue cut through the chaos:

“Him! Quarter Pint’s in charge!”

“Quarter what?” Elias started, but it was too late. A cheer went up, ragged but enthusiastic, and rough hands clapped him on the back hard enough to make him stagger. Someone shoved a cutlass into his grip. The weight of it was unfamiliar, the hilt worn smooth from years of use.

The Revenge lurched as another volley from the navy struck near the stern. The crew scattered to their stations—hauling lines, manning the guns, shouting things Elias didn’t understand but recognized as orders. Before he could protest, a grizzled man with fists like barrels thrust a wet tricorn onto his head and said, “Best get to it, Cap’n, afore we’re all fish food.”

Lightning split the sky again, turning the rain into silver needles, and Elias realized two things in quick succession: one, he wasn’t getting off this ship without a fight, and two, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to anymore. There was a strange kind of pull in the way the deck rolled under his feet, in the smell of gunpowder mixing with salt air, in the wild-eyed grins of the crew as they fired back at the navy.

The night raged on around them, and somewhere between one wave and the next, Elias Drake—the man who’d spent his whole life avoiding responsibility—became Captain Elias “Quarter Pint” Drake, reluctant pirate, by unanimous and entirely unwise consent.
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Elias Drake woke to the kind of headache that made him suspect someone had taken a cannon to his skull in the night and then, for good measure, shoved the smoking barrel directly into his eye socket. The world tilted before he even moved, the sway of the ship amplified by the thudding of his pulse in his ears. He lay there for a moment, eyes closed, trying to piece together how exactly he’d ended up in the captain’s cabin of the Rum Runner’s Revenge—and why his tongue felt like it had been replaced with a strip of salted leather. The air in the room was thick with the scent of stale rum, damp wood, and the faintest whiff of tar. Somewhere beyond the door, gulls cried, and the creak of rigging mingled with the slap of water against the hull.

It wasn’t the first time he’d woken in an unfamiliar place, but it was the first time he’d woken in one that apparently came with its own ship. Memories of the previous night were hazy flashes: the storm, the navy ships in the harbor, the fight on deck, the other captain’s untimely dive into the drink, and the moment someone shoved a cutlass into his hand and called him “Quarter Pint” like it was the most natural thing in the world. He’d meant to correct them, of course—explain that he was nobody’s captain and had no business leading anything more complicated than a bar tab—but the combination of cannon fire and a dozen strangers expecting orders had left little room for personal rebranding.

His eyes opened to a cabin that was a curious blend of charm and neglect. The desk in the corner was littered with maps, most of them so waterlogged they were more decorative than useful. A small, cracked mirror hung at an angle above a washbasin, reflecting a version of Elias that looked even worse than he felt—hair sticking up like a windblown haystack, eyes bloodshot, jaw darkened with stubble. His coat, still damp from the storm, lay in a heap on the floor beside a pair of boots he didn’t recognize. There was a bottle on the desk with exactly two swallows of rum left, and though his better judgment suggested he should start the day with water, his worse judgment won the debate handily.

He took a swig, grimaced, and nearly choked when the door slammed open without so much as a knock. Sadie Blacktongue strode in, her dark braid swinging over one shoulder, eyes sharp enough to cut rope. She didn’t bother with pleasantries.

“Morning, Captain,” she said, the title carrying equal parts amusement and challenge. “The crew’s waiting.”

Elias squinted at her. “Waiting for what?”

“For you to captain. That’s what captains do. Captain things. Orders, direction, speeches about glory and plunder. You know, the usual.” She crossed her arms. “They’ve decided to keep
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