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​Prologue.

The sun’s rays of morning arrived in a fierce cavalry charge, and it was safe at last to step out of the caves' barracks. By the skin of their teeth the waters had naught drowned them within. Walking down the rocky slope toward the shore below, fingers of mist were slithering just above the water. The steady sigh of the sea reminded old man Swayn of a sleeping beast, who got tamed at last, after unleashing its fury for the whole night. Planks of wood, too many to count, splintered and broken, floating adrift. Towering masts, ripped in half, stuck between the crevices. A shred of white sail draped unto the tip of an edged cliff, billowing in the wind, haunted. Seagulls did circle above in endless swarms, pecking eyes from bloated skulls, and wailing their gluttony in their own tongue. The mighty vessel of the North shattered to shambles without a sole survivor, a stone throw away from their mugs, and they did naught to help those poor bastards! His jaw locked fast as a vault, for he sealed his lips with a weathered palm, holding back the cry of grief that gnawed at his heart. Tears did pour down his cheeks and fingers, leaving warm trails that hid within his beard. Disheartened was the old man by such an inglorious burial far from home, without the mourning of dear ones to weep for the Northerners. Squeezed in the shoulder by a trembling hand, a reek of beer flooded unto his nose as the man behind him spoke. 

- Naught was there we could... Naught!

- Hold me naught, for enough I had!

Walked away he did, swiping off the hand. All of them stood into the open by now, lay witness to the damage. For such was Fate, with humour only to match her grace, their small boat remained untouched by the fury of the hurricane. The paddles lay still upon the same patch of earth, better fit to face the terror of the crying drowned. Then did Patrick came ashore, dragging along a corpse, and crouched over the poor soul.

- What fare thee?!

Patrick faced him with the usual glare, lifeless, as he tried to pull a ring from a bluish hand.

- Give him peace, Patrick! Bad luck it is indeed, to desecrate the fallen!

- Ring I wish!

- PATRICK! Peace I speak unto thee! Peace at once!

- Ring I wish!

Forth he did step to halt his vandal friend, yet was Allan who got in between them, pushing him away.

- What fare thee, thou bastard?!

- He's robbing that man!

- That man is man no more, and naught doth he need of it where he goes...

- Bad luck it is to desecrate the fallen, thou foul drunk!

- Bad luck?! Bad luck thou sayest unto me?! A thing or two I might tell thee of bad luck!

- Enough I have had of thee, and of the same drunken chant thou hast mumbled since the day I was cursed to know thee!

- Bad luck is when thine pockets are empty as thy belly! Such is bad luck indeed! Knowest thou how many nights I fell asleep...

- To Hell with thee, and Patrick, for enough I had of both! Enough of all!

Walk away he did, yet naught a lash did he flinch, for the sea had other schemes. The tide did cradle a crate, twice the measure of a coffin, and tall unto their waists. Of wood it was carved, and white as bone, mirroring each of the old mugs. Golden handles did it have, and meticulous engravings about, yet naught a lock to hold the casket fast. All lunged into the water, dragging forth the strange crate. And upon its opening, Allan turned pale, trembling and sweating as though he stood beneath the cold rain. Patrick kept glancing at the ring, stolen from the dead. And Liodrin laid his glasses upon his nose, inspecting each golden ingot with the eyes of an eagle. And as for old man Swayn... Mayhaps he would have singed and laugh. Yelling in joy, high to the sky, gulping the little hooch he had left. Celebrating the end of their poverty. Celebrating the prosperity of his young lad. But the men who drowned kept to their chant. An insult to their deaths it was to celebrate such prize. A mountain of wealth granted with a sentence. 

- Such is gold! Gold is it naught?! 

- Mmhmm. 

- Kings we are! Kings! We shall naught slave for anyone ever again! Kings I say!

- Allan, if I were thee, I would naught indulge in too much excitement...

- WHAT?! What thou speakest?!

- Seest thou, right here and another one there...

- What, old boy?!

- These ingots are engraved! Over here and there, these are, in truth, the engravings of their "Esteemed". Dost thou see?

- And?

- Interesting...

- OLD BOY! What dost thou speakest?!

- Everything is numbered Allan! These are indeed, as I feared, the ingots of their "Esteemed"!

- Old boy, what dost thou sayest?! 

- You may naught spend it on whores and hooch! Clear have I made myself unto thy ears?!

- And why is that?!

- Because this is the property of...

- I shall damn those worms, to Hell and worse! It is mine now! Mine! And I shall do all to please my soul!

- Allan...

- Quiet thee, thou bastard, speak naught!

- And what schemes dost thou labor, Allan, thou drunk? Step into a whorehouse with an ingot larger than a man’s limb, and pay the trollop with the property of their "Esteemed"? Patrick shall counsel thee better! 

- I shall do all that pleaseth my soul, and mine alone, for all this gold lies within my keeping as we stand upon this shore! I mean... Ours! 

Even the old boy had reached the end of his speech, and words he did have in plenty. And old man Swayn, for his part, had no more words to spare either, naught after what his bare eyes had witnessed. Patrick was of a sturdy spirit, unshaken as the cliffs that had withstood the storm, though such was far from being praise for the simple old fellow. He did fumble the ring with contentment, as if he was holding a Goddess by her ankles.

- Cast but a look upon yourselves, you old dogs broken by Fate! Gold have we struck, and upon wealth we shall revel unto the end of days! The wish of our youth hath at last been granted by the Gods themselves! Yet the lone soul cheering this conquest is naught but mine own damnable soul, whilst you lie there wailing like beaten horses! Cheer with me, or I shall damn you all to Hell and worse! To Hell and worse shall I damn you all, you bastards!

- I cheer...

- Quiet thee, Patrick!

- Allan, I already shared with thee my very concerns. This property belong unto...

- Unto us it belongs! Fate brought this in our hands! Fate did...

- The tide...

- Peace thee, old boy! This is fate granting us favor! Thou there, old boy, so well read, and even better spoken when drunk, thou speak unto me now! Why did this crate bear no lockings? ...Can thy wits find naught? Very well, then I shall speak to thee myself. Because we were meant to have it! Meant to have it, I say! A favor granted by the Gods themselves, thou bastard dog!

- Allan, those engravings... 

- I shall melt every ingot with mine own hand! Naught a soul shall ever know, nor glance a sole mark upon our wealth! Naught even thy scholar’s wits could reach so far! 

- Mayhaps...

- And thou there, Swayn! A son of a copper dime whore thou wert in thy youth, and a son of a copper dime whore thou remainest in thine old age, for thou still owest me coin from years long past. Yet from this day unto the last, count thyself lucky, for our debt is made square even as we stand upon these very shores. Sweeten thy mug, for thy bitterness draws clouds across the sky! 

- Sweeten my mug, sayest thou? Sweeten my mug, such is thy demand of me? Men died for the shining steel that lies at thy feet. Thou scum!

- A SCUM?! A scum, is that what thou callest me?! A SCUM?! How darest, thou bastard?! I shall murder thee with mine own bare hands! With mine own bare hands I shall murder thee, thou son of a whore! A bastard thou art, and a son of a whore! Away with thee, away I say, or I shall murder thee with mine own bare hands! Son of a whore, that is the name I give thee! Son of a whore!

- Enough of thee, thou foul drunk!

- Enough of me?!

- Gentlemen, peace! Let us settle the sheets of civility and composure! For such...

And whilst the old boy struggled to set his own tattered sheets of civility and composure, old man Swayn had already turned and walked away. And were it naught for the sorrow gnawing at his heart, mayhaps he would have drowned his once dear friend with his own bare hands upon the very shores where they stood upon, so that the old drunk might learn at last what it is to drown himself. Through the grey mist, past the ruins of the white ship and the hundreds of poor bastards drifting dead, carried gently by the lull of the waves, a sight even more unpleasant if it could be, ceased his old heart from beating. Long ship, black sail, cleaving swift. A scout of the Pirate King, who already seen everything. The chatter behind of greed and dreams, perished within his ears. His throat tightened in a lump for he wished to scream. He kept silent instead, as if his only son were under a death threat, watching the vessel row away on its many paddles, promising naught but future troubles.
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​Chapter 1 - Scrubbing the same floors.
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Scrubbing and scrubbing, washing the floors, as everyone was feasting and drinking, laughing and singing, patting their shoulders and hugging each other, as if there was going to be naught a day like another. Scrubbing and scrubbing, washing the floors, clean off the vile odour, for Captain Allan ordered so, if he wished to eat some more. At the old drunk's tavern, a narrow squalor at the edge of the harbour, with a dozen rotten chairs and tables, lying around scattered like pebbles. Puddles of stale, decaying piss and whiffs of rotten spew, left to fester for days, did sail through the air in waves, like the perfumes of a spring weather. The moods ran high and the atmosphere was cheerful, yet the hunger roaring in his stomach made him prey to numbness and gloom. Scrubbing and scrubbing, the sweat of his brows kept on dropping, for the floors beneath him must need to be washing. The band of pirates were greedy on manners, mostly with the outsiders, but naught a thing was bothering Jack any longer, as life went about its course. A boy few years shy of the bloom of youth, and the only son of his parents. Now both buried. Dead and gone. Jack was left all alone. Born and raised in the lower slums, by the harbour in a hut, where three people were too cramped to turn about. With no memories of the past, but vague remembrances, he hardly could brush the face of his own elders. His mind went blank when thought about the father, a faceless man in a crowd of others. And more often than naught, his past life was even doubt. Every other day he brought home a hardened loaf of bread and some remains of putrid fish for the family to eat, for he could naught find aught else besides it. The taste of putridity was fondly remembered after years. One night when little Jack asleep he was, the moon took shelter behind the clouds, as the father headfirst, did burst through the door of the hut, yelling at his wife. Out of town they must make haste, and there was no time to waste, denying the reason demanded of him. Most favoured prey of the fiend of dread. But if he were asleep, mayhaps it was but a dream, so how could he know what belonged to the nightmare, and what to the world of the living? When he woke up, the father was nowhere to be found. His mother said he had left them, yet how could he have gone, when his brown coat still lay upon the hut’s straws? In spite of the father, he did remembered the mother. An unfortunate soul, ill down to the bone and the only human he ever loved. She coughed fistful after fistful of blood and when she stood up, the earth beneath her swayed like the tide, her weak legs sunk down to the bottom. Most of the days crying and cursing she was, atop of her lungs, too loud her agonising shouts roared by such a small, gaunt woman. Playing with a stick in the corner of the hut, a day like any other it was. By his side, his mother slept profusely, breathing steadily, looking peacefully, close to each other. A lighting strike her open eyes, and up she stood faster than a soldier ever could. She took two steps, her balanced shattered and Jack caught her faster before the ground would gather. The collar of his shirt was grasped tight, by bony hands of unhuman might, and almost torn off from his hide. Her teary eyes out were bulging, her pain from the inside out was surfacing. Crystalline tears did pour from her eyes, dropping on his frail, small hands, gelid as ice. Her lips were wriggling, dried and blue, yet naught a word was left loose and Jack forthwith understood... She is dying and he will die too. The endless Void their souls will devour, damned and cursed to never see each other. Everything turned to ash before his eyes, slipping between his fingers and vanished into nothingness. A little Jack out his heart he cried, and cried and cried until his starving frame was left to dry. When he wished to cry some more, there was naught another tear to pour forth. For it was her only passion, see the sea before her passing, Jack wrapped her in a cloth and dragged her corpse through the night at shore. And he carried her through alleys and sand, to set her free unto the ocean's back. With the lone moon as witness, gazing upon her drifting through the endless, and praying she might find contentment wherever her poor soul had come to rest. His indulgence in grieving did come at a cost, for his spirit had died, and for years his voice was lost. Out of the hut by force the hunger snatched him, but he would naught steal for he was too frightened. Stealing was easy, greatly encouraged and acclaimed by the narrow alleys, yet something did ever parry his efforts before he might act upon such thoughts. He could naught see, for the wall before was secretly veiled, so he abased himself unto a life of scavenging and begging. May Fate, in her splendid grace, have mercy upon his skin! Just as he could understand naught, of all the brigands of the lower slums, but one man could stab his heart with the fear of a shivering God. Sitting at a crossroad and begging for some scraps, a company of brigands with this man as their leader forward marched. Strong and tall the man was, with slick back hair and a cutting moustache, dark as coal. Fond of silks and jewels, such as men of his rank were ever clad. A large hand kept fast hounds bound by leather straps. Fierce eyes did glare at little Jack, and his hounds did growl and foam through their fangs. The wall behind him was clutched, his knees were trembling, his breeches fouled, yet naught a soul laughed. The man just nodded his head and one of his underlings laid down a satchel. To the boy's delight, a satchel filled with bread and meat and something sweet. Before he could utter a word, the large man was already gone, leaving Jack alone to savor his satchel of wonders. And that was his life for years and years, begging, scavenging through the narrow alleys. Every day a new fight for survival with death never too late on arrival. All on his own, cold in his mind, abandoned in a grey, barren world. Were naught few the days wherein he could scarce find a crumble of bread, even as the nights wherein he could barely tame the fierce hunger and its roaring pains. Another brief remembrance flickered through his murky mind, as a group of other orphans were proving him a hard time, so he marched along but to survive. One of them even gifted him a shirt. A fine garment of silk, in bright red and pure white, embroidered with a floral pattern from hem to collar. Something before he could naught dream of having! Yet, like all other warmth, this too vanished into the nothingness it came from. As his mother and father, so too had his friends abandoned him, taking the shirt back from his hands. And once more, he was all alone, and to tame his hunger the alleys he roamed. A small child with a decaying soul, left on his own in a barren world. The summers were easier to survive, for he would sneak by night into the fish market, a stone’s throw from his hut. He would roam through the empty stands, searching for fish remains and enjoying them to no end. And one night, his luck had changed. As he was feasting on bloody fish scales upon the market's paved rock, an old man appeared out of the dark, muttering of deals and promises, willing to help out. Clad in poor and filthy clothes, his back was draped with a foul smelling, red old coat. His rugged boots were split at the tip, and his socks were coming out of it. He stank of hooch and swayed on his feet like a thin branch in the blowing wind. White hair, paper frail, from the sides of his head was flourishing. His eyes were tired, his face was wrinkled, with a bulbous nose in the middle. When his eyes squinted shut, he did morphed himself into a sewer rat. It took him many attempts at introducing himself, as if he did rehearse a play before the gracious count. To the mercy of the listener it was to put in the correct order, the drunken mumbling repeated over and over. And thankfully it did naught took him all night, deciding after countless stumbles that his name was Captain Allan. He was in need for the hands of a few strong lads to clean the rotten planks of his grandiose ship, that might as well been a floating coffin. With the shaky vow of two warm plates a day, Jack took upon the offer to keep the hunger at bay. And as the months sailed along, as silently as a prisoner tortured in the bowels of a dungeon, here he was tonight, scrubbing the same floors. Scrubbing and scrubbing, washing some more, one of the drunks pissed himself on the floor. The counter he held whilst the bile he hurled, before being punched and thrown right out of the windows. Same night, same filth, the same unending war of futility dragging itself into endless infinity. And as that could scarce surprise him, he stood last in line as always, honoured by feasting on the same remnants of putrid filth, fit only for a sewage pit.

- Jack!

A voice as a growl did thunder through the tavern. Jack turned. The Northerner at the table behind stared him in the eyes. 

- 'Tis thee to whom I speak, Jack boy! Make way when I call for thee!

- Yes, Billy?

- Sit at my table, Jack boy!

- But Captain Allan said...

- The old drunk is for me alone to bargain with! Now sit!

His eyelids curled in a smile, as a marksman would before hitting a target from afar. His cunning glare seemed sincere, polished to a shine after mouth and hand had drained an entire bottle of hooch by himself. Jack did as he was told. And as he sat down, Billy pushed his own bowl of fish stew in between his hands, still untouched, and ready to be chewed. Another glass of liquor was thrown back with the precision of a seasoned slinger, followed by a long drag on his cigarette. The leaf crackled as he puffed. Tilting his head back, he huffed the smoke up toward the ceiling through a neck strong as a bull’s.

- Had hunger naught yet scathed thee, Jack boy?

- It did...

- Shall thy Northern peasant pick thy fork in thy stead, thy Highest Grace? Grab the fork by thine own hand and eat, beggar! 

Armed with a fork and a piece of bread, Jack was more than eager to feed himself. The stew was poor, and the fish was scarce, yet barely enough for the hunger to be banished. A hard onion, barely boiled, a shady carrot to avoid, and the pale eyes of a fish adorning the platter, strangely reminiscent of a corpse he had found in a narrow alley. By the stench it spewed in steaming clouds, it would smell better coming out the backside!

- Why didst thou disgrace our table by calling this dog unto it?!

He took naught his eyes off the table, yet on a quick glance, such words were growled by Custer. An angry man, ugly as poverty itself. Somehow even more disgusting in his petty attempts at smiling through a dozen teeth that would make a cemetery laugh in relief.

- Custer, I shall settle for a bargain with thee. If thy mouth thou keepest shut, I promise I shall naught gouge thine eyes out! 

The Northerner threw back more of the gutrot liquor, glaring at Custer in an angry stupor. But replying, Custer has naught, his head stood low and drenched in sorrow. Behind them, a bottle shattered with shouts and curses, yelling louder. The noise was coming from the corners of the tavern, and as the Northerner looked over to see the chatter, so has Jack in a fleeting glance over his shoulder. Captain Allan sat at his usual table alongside his elders, speaking loud, and laughing louder, drinking even heavier than usual. The company of old men seemed joyous to no end, save for old man Swayn, who wore his mug as though he had come from a burial. Mayhaps the rumours of their founding loot were indeed truthful. But as the Northerner kept to his glare, like an executioner after honing his axe, cracking his neck and swinging upon the condemned, Jack returned at forking the swills, for the merriment around made no difference unto him.

- Hath they found the treasure from the Northern vessel? 

The lad with the question was Carter, twin of Custer. Half witted to rival his brother, and twice as ugly. He kept struggling with a jug of cloudy beer, whilst his eyes did roll within their sockets, as those of a cornered deer.

- Who could for certain say, save the wisdom of our loving stars! 

Throwing back more liquor, like 'twas naught but walnut syrup, the Northerner kept to his glare. His jaw did lock in place, and red veins coiled across his neck and face.

- But if they did...

- We better be getting our fair share, though some among us are "fairer" than others, dare I say! 

The tone of such words brought Jack's chewing to a halt. Even the air hardened its frame, shy in continuing its journey through the lungs. The Northerner caught his stare and he did winked as if 'twas naught, but to Jack, the Northerner’s "naught" was plain enough. A wide grin, chiseled with naught but precision upon a pair of red lips, whilst rows of teeth, white as pearls, shone in the dim light of a melted candle, as if a young maiden had cast away all her virtues but to please him. Behind the blue eyes, someone unkind peered past, with naught but the same candle betraying its cover. At the Captain’s table he kept to his glare, whilst vines of veins did grip his fists, yet his forehead remained smooth as polished wood, whilst the heel of his boot struck the pavement faster than a smith hammering his anvil. The drunken feast ceased at once! They were all together startled, and even the Northerner was distracted, for the door of the tavern flew off its hinges. With loud thuds of heavy boots, crackling the shattered planks beneath his heels, a brute of a man stepped right in, without so much as announcing his presence. He had to turn sideways, for the width of his shoulders would be stuck in the doorway. Bald and beardless the man was, wearing naught but black garments, with a sleeveless vest of the same black, peacocking his strong arms like wine barrels. A pair of daggers were sheathed at his belly in a cross, is what Jack had noticed above all else. Behind him, the rest of his brigade followed about, invading the small tavern one by one. Although the stew held his stare, a measure of heedfulness could naught go amiss, so Jack cast a brief glance at such strangers, highly unlikely to have come for a gulp of hooch in these moldy ruins. Rugged men they were, with weathered mugs and harsh beards, staring eyes, witnesses to many summers gone by. Swords sheathed in leather scabbards, alongside daggers with gems embedded in their handles. All draped in fine silks, and linens and leathers. Flaunting their obscene amounts of jewelry, taunting the vanity of the poor and the starving. Once the group had settled inside, they spreaded in a circle cut in half, and from the middle, a man blooming in the season of his strength came forward on long, strong legs. A black coat hung above his broad shoulders, and a black shirt lay unbuttoned to his broad chest, flaunting row after row of golden necklaces. Smooth hair past the upper half of his imposing frame, curling gracefully at the ends. A sharp goatee was contouring a square chin. Flat in the belly and straight in the back, with a cutting visage like the beak of an eagle before plunging down into deadly attack. He gestured with a finger, a sign of disgust, for Captain Allan to come over, though was naught advised. Then did a woman appear by the side of this man. With chest pushed forward and legs spreaded, holding her hips with delicate hands, scowling like she was about to faint at the next minute. Carter's jaw crumbled onto the table, and Custer swallowed his own tongue. The eyelids of the Northerner curled, same as the curves of the woman now present, letting all know of his lust.

- That is Margot, is her grace naught? Margot, The Black Pearl of the Endless Ocean! I heard speaketh far and wide of her fairness...

- She certainly is, that wanton wench!

- I heard speaketh that Valerion... I heard speaketh that Valerion is inviting her into his chambers by night, and every night!

- Unwise indeed to sleep alone upon the coldest nights, when a sister fair as her might warm thy sheets of silk, and chase away that sinful loneliness, feared even by the strongest spirits! Cast thy glance upon that wretched wench, Jack boy! Thou mayst sate thy hunger later!

Jack did as he was told, and what word could Jack have uttered thee, of which was naught already plain as it stood? She was a striking young maiden! The nature of the beast bade him lust upon her feminine grace. A softer hair she had than the finest silk, those expensive sheets wrought solely to fit the elegance of a queen. Wild and restless like the sea beneath a tempest, gleaming bright as if rows of stars within were braided, whilst the endless ringlets of lush curls, a face shaped like a heart were complimenting. A pair of eyes, dark and fierce as a wolf pack matriarch before lunging in a bite to defend her pups. A sharp nose, selfsame to her brother. Pompous and proud in her heeled boots, taller than most lads in her upright stance, with a scorching glare to melt all ice into shrouds of cloud, from distances afar. All features to steal and kill and die for, by the Carthaginian’s mating rituals. To which even the most gelid of Northerners submitted by will, clever enough to call a truce and set aside their differences, reuniting in the oldest pleasure known to men. In black she was clad like her brother, like the pearl in her title of honor. Fair folk of refined tastes and healthy frames, adorned in naught but elegant garments. You could find no fault, were you to look by the flame of a torch. And menacing as temptation could ever be, the plate of filthy stew was more enticing. So he picked back the fork, waging war against his hunger foe. He dipped a dried crust of bread in the disgusting swill to make a pig sick, crunching it loudly beneath his teeth whilst staring at the pale eyes of a fish. And against his will, he kept wandering in the same alley. None other than the Northerner brought him back, with a pat upon the shoulder and a laughter like a bear’s growl. Swaying back and forth, finding his balance whilst hopping in one leg along the masthead ropes, blind where he might fall. Captain Allan was making his way unto the brotherly pair, staggered from the hooch, more than usual, with a swollen face and red nose as if struck by the hoof of a horse. He was going to pay no care out of the pockets of his brown coat, should a blade of steel shine at his throat. His heart was a poor host for any curiosity to find itself at home, and the roaring belly kept waging the same battle since the day he was born. So the wisest thing remaining for Jack was to keep eating, and to mind his little existence. But as he kept to his eating, and the Northerner to his smoking and drinking, a chatter voicing at the other end of the tavern was suddenly followed by a slap, and something did strike the ground at once. When he peeked past the men in front, he glimpsed of a red coat. A head with paper frail white hair flanking his temples, and a bulbous nose shimmering into purple. Captain Allan struggled to regain his balance like a tightrope walker seeing double, only to collapse again, face first into the same pavement which he had come from. Billy spoke unto one of the goons to give way, and oddly enough, the goon obliged. The bald giant hauled the old man back onto his legs as if he were weightless. You could swear a dime coin had been granted flesh by the wish of a mad fairy, for half of the old drunk’s face gleamed red, like a polished ruby from a prince’s bracelet.

- What didst thou have within the pigpen thou proudly call a “head,” to do with the Sant’Anna, thou foulest drunk?! Keep it all unto thyself, without so much as paying thy fees? Without so much as a gift unto my precious sister? Without so much as a gift for the worthy day of my birth? And what, pray, could one as thyself ever do with such burden of wealth? The sole measure of thy worth lies at the bottom of a bottle! That is all the likes of thee are good for. Though I doubt even the greatest distilleries of our greater South could sate thy thirst for more than a week!

- Sir...

- I shall let thou speak! Yet thou shall speak of naught but the white crate of white wood thou keepest hidden from my grasp! Indeed wretch, such as the one with golden railings and ingots with engravings, larger than a coffin, as a chirping bird had already spoken unto me of thy plans... What matter is burdening thee, thou old drunk?! ...Suprised thou seemest indeed, surprised as one who hath seen a dead man walking! Old drunk, thou hast sobered before mine eyes at once! Thou hast already unfurled the banners of victory, or so I witness, singing thine own praises in a voice of glory, yet none should sing before the final conquest! Mayhaps thou didst think it would never come unto my knowledge, didst thou? Mayhaps thou didst deem thyself a clever old wretch?! I should lay thee upon one of these tables and gut thee from neck to groin for thy arrogance, for more than a day hath passed from our given years since thy capture, and still I have naught received a sole coin from my rightful fee!

- Sir, I naught but...

- Knowest thou anything of the ownership of the crate?

- I, sir...

- Knowest thou what "ownership" means, old drunk?

- No, sir...

- I expected as much! At last, knowest thou what fate awaits thee, when it comes to their "Esteemed" that thou hast taken their loot, seeking to keep it all for thyself?

- I do, sir.

- Knowest thou?! Why very well, old drunk! Slowly, yet surely, we are making progress into this conversation of ours! Set thy wretched heart at ease, for naught one whisper shall escape my lips! For I am, in truth, more generous than a king should be, with a gentler heart than the rumors whispered amongst the narrow alleys! It matters naught to my grace in which vein of the Faulk Islands thou hast buried the crate, though shall be here in this tavern upon the morrow at morning’s light, ready for my men’s arms to lift it upon their backs! If thou but triest to stray from the main path by a single row, my men shall hunt thee down to the edges of this very earth!

And without waiting for an answer, Valerion took his sister by the waist, and with their goons, they had left the tavern.

- Thou didst find it, didst thou naught?! Old, lying sack of dung! Thus spoke the Northerner. 
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​Chapter 2 - The old drunk.
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And who could for certain say what turn this night will take... Beaten and abased by a pestilent knave who could be his grandson, no less. Stricken from his feet, with the promise of a gutting, and none of his lads dared utter a word. Nothing! Betrayed by those in whom he trusted... Protected and nurtured since they were younglings. The lower lip kept wriggling, and the old eyes did shed tears upon the image. A lad brought low by Fortune Herself, counting as much as seventy summers, on the verge of weeping like a child, if such thing could be acknowledged... He refused to acknowledge it as well, yet it seemed that weeping was soon to chance. For seventy summers he had lived the same day as this very night. Same humiliation, same degradation, same cowardice to act in the face of hardship. Same of the same old damnable sameness, and tonight he rehearsed once more the same bitter act. The young bandit came to rob him of his treasure, and claim his life! He glanced at each table of his miserable tavern... He knew these lads since their youth. He knew them, for he had taken each from the narrow alleys, where they were thieves and beggars and vile scum, and he had raised these bastards as though they were his own sons. He was the sole soul who had given them a chance at an honest life, after Carthagena had wiped her gilded hands and turned her back upon her gutter born worms, leaving them all prey unto the lower slums. And wouldst thou look upon these scum... Slumped in their chairs with the dignity of rulers, glaring down their noses as though he were an intruder, nodding to one another as they marked a priceless capture! It made him sick to his bowels. And tempting it was indeed, tempting to roar his humiliation for all to hear... Curse the moon and curse the sun, curse the Gods and curse all men, dead or alive, met or unmet, born or unborn from their mother’s shame... He would naught... He would naught grant these scum such triumph! He did naught break before Falcone, and he certainly would naught break before these treacherous snakes clothed in human flesh! Scum! Scum good for naught unto the last! He glanced toward the tables of his old lads. They kept to their beers in small gulps, whilst Patrick admired the loot taken from a corpse, chattering with laughter amongst themselves, wholly unbothered by his heartbreak. He made way in a dash, yet hardly any of them cared to notice the old drunk.

- Well?! Are you going to ignore me, as if I were dead?! Are you going to pretend that all is but merry?!

- Allan...

- Quiet thee! Naught a word from thy mouth, thou drunken scum! Humiliated I was, and beaten unto death besides, made a fool before all the lads! 

- And what wouldst thou have us do? Get our skin flayed by Valerion and his minions? Walk it off, I say, thou drunk!

- Walk it off, thou demandest of me?! Stranger to shame art thou alone, Swayn, thou son of a whore who trades her skirt for naught but copper! With mine own bare hands shall I murder thee! With mine own...

- Allan, I pray thee! For the love of the sea! Let us settle the sheets of composure and civility! Thou hast indulged in hooch this night more even than is thy daily custom, in thy untamed excitement of our last capture. Thy judgement is surely impaired by such excess of poorly distilled liquor, and thou shalt regret it come the morning, as thou always did these many years... Old habits are hard to banish, as my Master Efritiaminus would speak, were he present in this tavern at such late an hour. Trade thy hooch for beer, wilt thou? Here, take mine!

- May all the worst anguish in this world or another devour thy guts from within outward! Thou bastard son of a whore that thou art, Liodrin! Betrayed am I unto the enemy by mine own lads, and thou offerest me a beer as price?!

Gazes did wander to each corner of the tavern, yet never unto the mug of the old drunk, as though his drunken countenance lay beneath their rank. His usefulness had long fled with his fleeting youth. A horse was all that remained in his wake. Old and sick, too weak to mean anything. Gently led unto slaughter, whilst his butchers gulped from their jugs, sharpening their cleavers, and robbing him of his gold! A burning itch gnawed at the side of his face, and his ears still rang from the blow. The old drunk would have strangled them all. Barehanded, if he could, glaring into their eyes as they died.

- Allan, I implore thee, and thou must believe my words! Thy pride hath been wounded, of which I am certain, and it is most natural for the mind to fall into disarray following sudden physical harm. This, however, is far from the end of days. Let us pay Valerion his share... 

- Thy wit and thy words of gold may feast upon pig dung! Art thou such wretch, to sneak unto Valerion in secret and speak of our capture in same manner?!

- Allan...

- Or mayhaps art thou such wretch, Swayn? For thy silence lays the charge of guilt upon thyself!

- And what remains for me to speak that hath naught been spoken for years? Drunk art thou with poison, and thou givest way to the same rehearsals, as thou hast always done since the days of our youth! Go to sleep and on the morrow we shall see!

- With mine own bare hands I shall murder thee, thou insolent bastard! This very night I shall murder thee, with mine own...

- Allan, cease this madness! Cease it at once!

- Madness, thou callest it? Betrayal is what I call it! Betrayal! Betrayed have I been unto
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