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Chapter 1 — Black Sails
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The gulls were louder than they should have been.

Elias Harrow had learned to distrust small irregularities long before he learned to distrust men. Wind could lie. Flags could lie. Officers could lie with polished ease. But birds — birds followed patterns older than deception. And this morning, off the Cornish coast, their pattern was wrong.

They circled too tight. Cried too sharply. Broke formation without cause.

The merchant brig Alderwick cut through the grey-green swells under full canvas, her timbers groaning in the steady push of the west wind. She was not a warship and did not pretend to be one — her hull rode heavy with wool bales, tin ingots, bound crates of tools, and three locked chests that had been loaded last, quietly, at dawn.

Trade cargo. Honest cargo.

Which made her vulnerable.

Elias stood at the stern rail, gloved hands resting loosely on wet wood, posture relaxed enough to avoid attention, balanced enough to move without warning. He wore travel-stained clothes of no particular distinction — neither poor nor prosperous — and that too was deliberate. Men who survived long in contested waters learned the value of visual forgettability.

Behind him, dock sounds faded — hammering, rope calls, farewells already dissolving into distance. Ahead lay open sea and the long downward route toward Mediterranean markets.

Captain Rowley came up beside him, beard wet with spray, coat half-buttoned, eyes already narrowed against problems not yet visible.

“You look like a man counting storms,” Rowley said.

“I count deviations,” Elias answered.

Rowley snorted. “Same thing, usually.”

“Not always.”

Rowley followed his gaze upward to the birds, then out to sea. He saw nothing. Most men didn’t — not yet.

“You paid for passage, not watch duty,” the captain said.

“I never travel without watch duty.”

Rowley gave him a sideways look — measuring — filing away. The captain had asked few questions when Elias booked passage in London. Coin answers most inquiries. The rest are answered by how a man stands when decks tilt.

“We sail clean,” Rowley said at last. “No flags worth stealing. No passengers worth ransom.”

Elias almost corrected him — but didn’t.

Men who announced safety often needed the lesson more than the warning.

Rowley clapped the rail and moved off, voice rising to call orders. Sail angles adjusted. Lines tightened. The brig leaned into her course with patient determination.

Elias slipped a hand inside his coat and checked the flat oilskin packet sewn into the lining. Still secure. Still dry. Still undiscovered. Its presence steadied him — not because it protected him, but because it explained why he was here at all.

He had not boarded for trade.

He had boarded for proof.

Above, the gulls broke formation again — scattering inland instead of following the wake.

Elias watched them go.

“That’s new,” he murmured.



By midmorning, the coast was a memory, and the sea had widened into indifferent grey distance. Routine settled over the ship — the most dangerous disguise in maritime life. Crewmen laughed. A fiddle appeared briefly. Bread was cut. Salt pork distributed. Watch rotations relaxed half a degree.

Below deck, passengers learned one another through small disclosures and careful omissions.

The shared cabin smelled of tar, damp cloth, and nervous sleep. Four bunks. One swinging lantern. A table bolted to the floor.

The young woman with ink-stained fingers was tracing angles on the tabletop with invisible chalk.

Elias noticed because she never looked down while doing it.

“Those are bearings,” he said.

Her finger stopped mid-line. Her eyes lifted — dark, assessing, guarded beyond her years.

“Those are habits,” she replied.

“Habits reveal training.”

“So does listening to strangers breathe,” she said.

He inclined his head slightly — acknowledgment of the counterpoint.

“Marta,” she said after a moment, deciding something internally. “My father makes charts. I correct them.”

“Elias,” he answered. “I read them.”

“That is less impressive.”

“Only if they’re wrong.”

That earned the smallest flicker of approval.

The cabin door opened and admitted a priest — travel-worn robes, steady posture, eyes too alert for comfort-driven faith. He removed his hat, sat, and placed his bag exactly where it would not slide no matter how the ship rolled.

That detail told Elias more than the collar did.

“Southbound,” the priest said conversationally.

“Yes,” Elias answered.

“Dangerous water.”

“All water is,” Elias replied.

The priest smiled. Not at the words — at the rhythm.

“Father Benoît,” he said.

“Of course you are,” Elias answered quietly.

The priest’s smile deepened by a fraction.

The ship shifted beneath them — not with wave — with rudder correction.

Course change.

All three felt it.

Marta looked up first.

“That wasn’t wind,” she said.

“No,” Elias agreed.

Above deck, a bell rang once — sharp — not alarm — attention.

Benoît closed his eyes briefly, counting the seconds between hull vibrations.

“Intercept geometry,” he said softly.

No one asked how he knew.

The ship leaned harder into a new heading.

And somewhere beyond the grey horizon, something had already decided their day’s value.



They saw the sails at dusk.

Low. Fast. Triangular.

Not fishing craft. Not patrol.

Corsair.

Two of them — running lean and purposeful across the wind like wolves cutting a herd.

No panic broke out — not yet. Captain Rowley was disciplined and his discipline held the deck together by force of habit. Weapons were brought up quietly. Passengers ordered below without shouting. Cargo netting tightened. Signals not flown.

Hope is loud. Professionals are quiet.

Elias stood beside the mainmast, counting distance by angle and speed. No outrunning. No outgunning. No negotiation position.

Only surrender math.

“Could we run?” a crewman whispered.

“No,” Elias answered without looking at him.

The grappling hooks flew before the question finished echoing.

Boarders crossed without cries or curses — another confirmation. These were not raiders drunk on violence. These were traders of flesh and ransom — efficient, selective, expensive.

Two sailors died quickly — not brutally — simply removed.

Captain Rowley raised his hand.

“Strike,” he ordered.

And the fight ended like a door closing.

The corsair captain came aboard as if stepping into an office — calm, composed, eyes measuring human inventory. He wore no excess ornament — authority did not require decoration at his level.

“Alive cargo lives longer,” he said in trade tongue.

It was not a threat.

It was a business principle.

Elias met his gaze just once — long enough to confirm what kind of system had taken them.

Not chaos.

Accounting.

And accounting, Elias knew better than most men, could be broken from the inside.
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Chapter 2 — The Market of Names
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They were not thrown into darkness.

That surprised Elias more than the capture itself.

Stories spoke of screaming holds, iron collars, and the deliberate breaking of spirit between deck and market. Reality, he was discovering, was more efficient and therefore more chilling. The corsair vessel ran on order. Captives were counted, separated, given water, and bound in ways that prevented injury as much as escape. Bruised goods fetched less. Dead goods fetched nothing.

The difference between cruelty and commerce was not mercy.

It was margin.

They were moved below in groups of ten, wrists tied with layered cord instead of rope — less abrasion, longer compliance. A guard walked the line every quarter hour, checking circulation with professional indifference. Another made chalk marks on a slate whenever someone coughed blood or failed to respond quickly enough to a question.

Inventory control.

Elias sat with his back to the curved hull, feeling the vibration of the oars through timber and bone. This ship did not rely on wind alone. Hidden rowing benches gave it predatory certainty. Intercept craft. Delivery craft.

Across from him, Marta watched everything with the strained stillness of someone forcing memory to outrun fear. Her lips moved slightly — counting, measuring, mapping from motion alone.

Father Benoît sat with eyes half closed, but Elias knew now that the man did nothing by halves. He was listening — cataloguing accents, footstep rhythms, command hierarchies.

“Not random,” Benoît murmured quietly.

“No,” Elias agreed.

“Structured.”

“Yes.”

“Which means predictable.”

“Eventually,” Elias said.

Tomas, the blacksmith, leaned closer. “Predictable is good,” he whispered.

“Predictable is survivable,” Elias answered. “Not good. Just usable.”

Above them, boots moved in repeating patterns — two light, one heavy, pause, repeat. Watch rotation cadence. Even in captivity, Elias’s mind built models. Models created leverage. Leverage created options.

He did not think about chains.

He thought about systems.



They reached the North African port at sunrise three days later under hard clear light that showed everything too plainly to deny.

Fortified walls rose from the waterline — angled to break cannon fire — patched in places where older wars had bitten stone. Towers watched the harbour mouth. Signal flags hung ready. Inside the breakwater lay a forest of masts — corsair hulls, merchant hulls, neutral traders, consular craft — all floating within the same economy whether they admitted it or not.

No one hid the business here.

That, perhaps, was the most honest part.

The smell reached them before the details — salt, pitch, spices, animals, tannery runoff, human density. Not the rot of chaos — the density of trade.

Captives were unloaded not at the main quay but at a side intake platform where shade awnings had already been raised. Clerks waited with boards. Guards with lists. Interpreters with practiced voices.

Processing began immediately.

No speeches.

No intimidation theatre.

Names first.

Languages next.

Trades.

Health.

Contacts.

Each answer translated, repeated, written.

Elias watched the writing hands. Three scripts — Arabic, Italian, French — entered side by side. Redundancy reduced dispute. Dispute reduced profit. This market had matured beyond improvisation.

“Speak clearly,” said a European broker seated behind a narrow desk. His coat was plain but good wool, his cuffs clean, his ink fresh. “Clarity saves you time.”

Time — not dignity — was the promised reward.

The line moved.

A sailor lied about his trade and was corrected by the man behind him before the clerk could — not from loyalty, but because false claims lowered the group’s average price. Collective incentives reshaped morality with brutal speed.

When Marta stepped forward, she did not tremble.

“Name.”

“Marta de Ávila.”

“Trade.”

“Cartography.”

The broker’s eyebrow rose. He switched languages — tested — she followed without pause. He slid her a slate and chalk.

“Draw a coast.”

She drew — not decorative — functional — marking depth intervals and wind arrows instead of shorelines. The broker stopped pretending indifference.

A small symbol was added beside her entry.

Not for sale floor.

For specialty buyers.

When Elias’s turn came, he kept his answers narrow.

“Name.”

“Elias Harrow.”

“Trade.”

“Clerk.”

The broker looked up.

“Hands,” he said.

Elias showed them — scarred in ways clerks did not acquire.

“Before clerk?”

“Scout.”

Pause.

Ink mark — different column.

Risk skill.

Resale value.

Benoît gave his name and rank easily — too easily — and added three abbey contacts without being asked. The broker did not react — which meant he reacted internally. Another symbol — rarer — was added.

Insurance class.

Tomas declared blacksmith. Muscles confirmed it. He was moved into skilled labour tier — high price, hard use.

The sorting continued with
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