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THE CROWN AND THE CLOAK

CHAPTER 1

THE DRUNKEN HALFWITS

C

aptain Quint was standing at the bow, gazing
with anxious eyes toward the north as dusk was
falling fast. About three weeks had passed from

the cursed night they had lost Rusty. Since then, he had
returned to this very spot each and every night, waiting
for their beloved first mate to emerge from the dark with
soaking red hair. Yet he showed not.
Instead, a familiar scene occurred on an almost nightly
basis. A ship would stop at the edge of the Frosty Reef,
and when darkness fell, many lights would appear on its
deck, and it would follow a small boat with a single
guide-light deep into the Treacherous Sea.
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Robin and his Ghosts watched those ships with
frustrated eyes. They sailed into the most perilous waters
and came out safely again, as though it was nothing more
than a calm lake. That drove them mad.
The crew on the Skulls Cleaver always prided
themselves on being bold pioneers and legendary sailors.
Now they began to doubt their own myth.
Twilight arrived and Robin saw no lights. He had to
make a painful decision.
“We are sailing east!” he commanded. The sound of
his own words pierced his heart. He had to leave his best
mate and brother behind.
“Aye, aye, Captain!” called the helmsman as he spun
the ship’s wheel. The men had grown tired of this painful
routine.
Robin was on his way down to his cabin when the
lookout bellowed from above.
“A ship is coming our way.”
Quint hastened back to the deck and squinted to the
north. The last dim light of the day was fading, but he
could make out a single-masted boat sailing south across
the Frosty Reef. Its white body protruded clearly from the
dark blue.
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He had seen this one in recent weeks. It didn’t belong
to the Navy; that much was for certain. His head
exploded with questions, but he had no answers.
“Summon everyone!” he ordered. In a minute,
everyone gathered on deck, including Alec, Lia, and Neal.
“My brothers!” the captain began, and only the ripples
of the quiet ocean could be heard. “As we speak, a ship is
heading out from the Treacherous Sea. It must have some
valuable information. On my command, we shall
approach from behind with stealth, surprise it, and seize
it at all costs. Prepare for battle!”
His warriors began to buzz as though the Cleaver were
a beehive. In a matter of minutes, all were fully armed and
ready in their combat positions.
Darkness fell, and all eyes tracked the light of the ship.
Half an hour later, the dark Cleaver crept up behind the
small, white-hulled vessel.
Suddenly, two figures on deck were staring up at a
giant shadow beside them. Their jaws dropped, as did
their bottle of wine.
Before they could sound the alarm, fifteen warriors
masked in black descended on ropes and landed around
them. They seized the vessel in a matter of seconds. After
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a swift search, the Ghosts realized these two men were
the only ones on board.
At once, they bound them and brought them aboard
the Skulls Cleaver.
“Please, don’t kill us…” one of them begged. “We
only have a few coins.”
The other man just shivered and gritted his teeth.
Robin stepped forward, surrounded by a ring of his
shadows.
“Who are you?” His voice showed no patience and cut
like a knife.
“My name is Mago,” mumbled the older man with a
shaking voice. “I am the captain of the Drunken Maiden,
and this is my right hand, Lallo. We are simple traders
from Scarlet Vale, selling wine to the northern people.”
“Selling wine in the Treacherous Sea?” Robin asked
sarcastically. His hand rested on the sword’s hilt. “Do you
take me for a fool?”
Mago and Lallo recoiled from his fury.
“How did you get through?” Robin demanded. “Who
guided you in the water?” He skewered them with
burning eyes, for he had no time for lies and deceit.
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The two swayed like restless chickens that had been
roasted alive.
“We sailed to an island in the north!” Lallo gushed in
panic as his jumpy eyes watched Robin’s sword.
“We only delivered wine barrels for the Bloody Shirts,
nothing more. I speak the truth, Captain. I swear it!”
“How did two blockheads like yourselves manage to
pass through the Treacherous Sea?” Quint drew his blade
halfway, and the sound of cold steel quivered the two
men’s spines. “You’d better start talking, or these
moments will be your last.”
The two terrified sailors began babbling over each
other at once.
“Silence!” Robin shouted. He glanced at Lallo. “You
first.”
“Thank you, Captain,” he said politely, as though he
were speaking to a king. “You are right—we could never
travel through this deadly water without guidance. A safe
path to the island is marked on a map—and in the water
with a series of hidden buoys. As long as you don’t stray,
even fools like us can sail through these perilous seas.”
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Lallo wore a stupid smile on his face, trying to appease
the angry captain.
Mago, however, shook his head, his eyes on the floor.
“We are doomed now…” he murmured. “The Bloody
Shirts will hunt us on land or sea.”
“What is this island you speak of?” Robin ignored
him, still pressing.
“It is a land of harsh wilderness filled with mountains
and forests, quite similar to the Northern Kingdom,”
Mago replied before his foolish partner could flap his
loose tongue. “We don’t know the Bloody Shirts’
business, Captain, for we were forbidden to set foot on
the island. Yet, one thing is certain. They keep it secret
and well-protected, and many ships are docked in the
harbor.”
Robin wore a discontented face, but he was more than
pleased with the knowledge he had gleaned from these
two.
“Helmsman, lead us back to the last waiting point!”
“Aye, aye, Captain!” the man answered.
“Neal! Prepare two boats with four men each. We will
row to find the gap through the Frosty Reef.”
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“Aye, aye, sir!” said the Eel. His lively voice seemed
ready for action.
“You two!” Robin snarled at the captives. “Right to
my cabin. You’d better provide some real information on
how to navigate to this island of yours.”

***
About an hour later, two skiffs moved side by side
through the inky water. Only a few stars glinted through
the scattered clouds.
After many minutes of silence, Mago touched Robin’s
shoulder.
“There is the passage.” He pointed to a shadow east
of them. “Keep a hundred yards west of this rock.”
Robin nodded. He noted the shattered chunks of ice
accumulating on the northern side of the reef. He took a
lantern and held it above his head. The rest probed with
their oars to detect any danger lurking in the water.
“It’s quite deep here, Captain,” Neal said, hauling up
the thin depth rope with its small lead weight. He
counted off the knots. “Four fathoms. A ship can pass
here safely.”
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And so they rowed through the opening and
traversed the Frosty Reef for the first time. At the entrance
to the Treacherous Sea, they stopped. Robin studied it
with the eager eyes of a fresh sailor. He couldn’t see far,
yet he sighted some giant icebergs against the dark water.
“They are all marked on the map, Captain,” Mago said
behind him.
“Brilliant…” murmured Robin. Countless questions
whirled in his mind. Why are the Navy ships here in these
waters? What’s happening on this island?
“The wizard must be informed about this,” he
mumbled, “but where I can find you, Elmagos?”
Suddenly he smelled a breath of wine behind his
shoulder.
“In the North,” said Mago indifferently.
Robin turned his head swiftly and stared at him with
hard eyes.
Mago seemed confused by the reaction. “I’m sorry,
Captain. I thought you asked where Elmagos was. He is
in the Northern Kingdom as we speak. We sailed together
some weeks ago.”
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Robin stared at him in disbelief. Within a moment,
Mago’s stinking breath transformed into a bunch of roses.
He leaned closer.
Mago moved restlessly on his seat, and his eyes gazed
at the captain like a terrified dog. He very much seemed
to regret opening his mouth.
“Lallo!” Mago said with an anxious voice.
“Aye, aye, Captain!” he answered, then he hesitated
and corrected himself with a weak smile at Robin. “I
meant, aye, aye, Mago. There is only one captain here!”
Mago gave him a stare that could kill.
“When did we travel with Elmagos and the young
man?” Mago said through clenched teeth. “Was it three
weeks ago?”
“I think you are right,” Lallo murmured, counting
with his fingers.
By now, Captain Robin Quint had a broad grin on his
face. Nothing of this encounter with the two half-wits is a
coincidence. The sea has sent me some unexpected guidance on
my journey…
“All right, men!” he said. “Now we know how to find
the pass through the Frosty Reef. Let’s head back to the
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ship. I suppose our two guests wouldn’t mind a hearty
dinner.”
Mago and Lallo’s tense faces sighed with relief.

***
Pozzo prepared another excellent feast that night,
making the newcomers lick their fingers.
“Delicious!” Mago chirped as he chewed some crispy
fish with a garlic sauce.
“Outstanding!”

Lallo

competed

with

Mago’s

compliment. He seemed much more comfortable than
before.
The crew had grown used to Pozzo’s flavorful dishes
and couldn’t imagine how they survived without him.
He’d become the second most popular man on board,
after Quint himself.
Dinner ended, and the two guests followed Robin to
his cabin. They sat around the table, and he poured wine
into their glasses.
“To Elmagos!” the captain toasted, and they drained
the wine as if it were water.
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