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1806 swept in like any other year. A few festivities sprang up, hopes for a better year whispering into the night, but life that once belonged in Venice was nearly suffocated by the French troops that now occupied it. Again.

Nine years had gone by since the fall of the Republic of Venice, and the scars left by Napoleon Bonaparte’s army were still there, etched in the memories of those who remained after the takeover, the looting, the destruction. The unnecessary killings had devastated almost every household; the art and beauty stolen away had soured the rest. It didn’t help that their own government had succumbed so easily to the emperor, fleeing shortly after, a betrayal the Venetians felt more deeply than the occupation of Bonaparte’s men.

In the year after the fall, they were given into the hands of the Austrians, ending the plundering, but in 1805 they had been given back to France—to Bonaparte—like a battered victim handed back over to their abuser. It had now been barely a year since his army returned to port, but it was almost like the new emperor’s influence had never left. Stolen or ruined art was in the process of being replaced, a palace for the newly minted King of Italy was underway, yet no one in the city once known as the City of Masks could appreciate it. Anger gave way to emptiness, and Venice itself was nonetheless a beauty trying every day to hide her scars.

Scars that were still often heard throughout the night in the form of screams...
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Nobody cared much when the rowboat came into view one evening in mid-January. Sailors had built the city and sailors had destroyed it. The battle at the ports those nine years ago had left a graveyard of ships underneath the water’s surface that the little boat floated over. The ports that had tried so hard to fight off the invasion were now partially full of docked ships, quiet for the night.

Looking around, a couple of the sailors noticed how docile the place appeared, even in the shadows of the setting sun. This was the time the preparations for Carnival would have commenced, and yet all was quiet. Carnival had long since been banned, leaving it as a sweet memory to those who remembered the days before the fall.

It was a pity; the masks that had given the masquerades their mystery and allure were the exact reason the new government had abruptly ended it. It wasn’t the hidden affairs that occurred, the music and dancing that crowded the place, or the universal gambling that was continuous and often violent. It was who could be hiding behind the masks. Was the stranger in the bautas an assassin, his identity hidden well underneath the black attire and white mask? Were the women in the fanciful voltos and columbinas lovers of a deadlier kind?

No one in a higher position wanted to take the chance.

As the ship docked, some of the crew old enough to remember a time well-spent in the Venetian masquerade, looked upon the quiet streets in memory. The younger members looked at the lamplit streets with indifference, caring only for the liquor that would warm them.

There was only one who seemed excited, to a point beyond obsession.

“We must hurry!” he called, leaping out of the boat as it came to a stop. He was lingering on the street, staring off in a direction that kept his back to the sea, his cohorts tying the boat before meeting him. Some were surprised he had stayed, thinking he would have bounded off without them. But something was keeping him there, making him wait, which the crew mistook for him simply being courteous. Deep down, though, it was something more unnatural—something unseen, controlling him and wanting him to be followed.

The moment they joined him, however, he was off.

“Slow down, Pasquel,” one of the men hissed, following him as he strode off, racing next to the canal before crossing a bridge that led him onto another street.

It was hard to believe he remembered the way by memory. He had only been to the place the one time, when they last anchored here and he had separated from the group to roam the streets, admiring the city’s layout. When the crew was told that they would be anchoring in Venice again, it was like someone had snapped their fingers in front of his face and entranced him, his whole world suddenly centered on the Floating City and the unnamed bordello he swore they had to see for themselves.

The stories he told of the beautiful women were enough to convince some of the crew to join him, curious to see the bellas for themselves. Pasquel was a good lad, so seeing his excitement alone had sold them in wanting to see the place with no name.

“This better be worth it,” one man grumbled.

Another answered him, “It must be if this fool still knows the way.”

There was a consensus as they followed, rounding into a dead-end street that looked worse for wear. Stopping, they barely caught Pasquel’s shadowy figure before hearing his knuckles rap along a door hidden in the dark.

Just as some of the men began to sober up, thinking of a better place to spend their time, the door opened, casting light against it before Pasquel slipped inside. Inching forward, the closer they came to the open doorway, the more they heard the music and laughter.

It was the singing, however, that put them at ease, melting away their distrust as their footfalls became more confident. Each man entered through the doorway and followed a hallway lit with sconces, the flames of the candles dancing almost in rhythm to the songs.

No one noticed the door when it closed behind them, secured shut by invisible hands.

At the end of the hallway was a curtain, where Pasquel had turned and was waiting for them. Thinking he was just being dramatic, they grinned in anticipation when he eyed each man with an excited smirk.

“Welcome, gentleman,” he mused before pulling back the curtain, revealing a scene they hadn’t expected, causing them to stop dead in their tracks.

It was like they had been transported back in time to when Venice was alive with color and splendor, long before those horrid days known as the Reign of Terror. A crowd awaited them, full of gaiety and laughter, song and dance. Music loomed over the crowd, but all those bodies dressed in fine silks and lace blocked any chances of viewing the musicians. Some were dressed in full costume, the revival of Carnival; others were barely dressed, a reminder they had entered a brothel. But everyone wore some sort of mask, representing the absence of rules and total, anonymous freedom.

The other constant in the long, open room were the women themselves. They were all beautiful, their hair layered high in the lost rococo style and adorned in different ways. One had pearls intertwined in her locks, another had seashells. Each one wore a half mask that accented their elegant eyes and painted lips. Feathers were somehow in everyone’s possession, whether in their hair or masks. Even those who had been stripped down to their corsets and high stockings—which was the majority, save a couple who remained more mysterious with their approach—had handheld fans in their grasps, using them expertly to flirt. One exotic beauty with deep olive skin and hair as black as night twisted up into a handsome updo, had walked by in her teal and gold corset, a trail of peacock feathers dragging along behind her like the train of a dress.

And the food; it was everywhere. Laid out like a buffet on long tables against the walls. The smells—tarts and sweets and even roasted things that smelled savory and divine—had mixed with the cigar smoke that had left the room hazy against the dim lighting of the hanging chandeliers.

While it had been a winter day outside, inside felt like a warm midnight. The darkness ebbed and flowed in between the candles, the enchantment of the hour weighing heavily like the smoke that was laced with something, giving it a teal shimmer that made everything much more alluring.

As the new arrivals scooted farther in, the women turned to admire them. A few, perched in their corners, left their posts to attend to the fresh faces. The group slowly disbanded, a kiss on the lips pulling them away from the familiar, causing them to follow the beautiful strangers willingly.

Only one man remained, the one who had led them there.

He waited as patiently as he could until one woman finally came to claim him—the peacock from earlier who had walked by simply to survey them.

“She’s been waiting for you,” she crooned to him, and upon turning away, she made her way through the dense crowd, him following along, trying not to step on her tail of feathers. His mind was vibrating with excitement, those words sending a shockwave through him that he had never felt before, to the point that he’d do anything to hear them again.

Venturing further into the room, Pasquel didn’t notice anything else except the woman he was following, a simple extension of the woman that waited for him. He didn’t notice, like the rest of the patrons around him, how pitch black the walls were. Filigree patterns and borders were here and there, dusted in gold, but it was the darkness of the walls and dimness of the room that gave the place its timeless—almost lost—feel, as if things might slip in and out of the shadows without notice. No one saw when they did; the colors of the women overshadowed the emptiness that lurked beyond them.

Pasquel followed along, weaving among the guests, his eyes set on the feathers in front of him. He had been promised things—certain things—and now was the time he’d be rewarded. He didn’t see how the food was being devoured; how the women pretended to feed their guests before snatching it away, using it as a flirtatious ploy. He didn’t see the debauchery, or the chaos disguised as flirting. He didn’t see the intoxication of drink or beauty, the way no one looked in his direction because they, too, were deep in their own enchantment.

He also hadn’t noticed the fanned-out marble staircase until he had already stumbled up a couple of steps. Looking behind him, he found himself towering over the luxurious party, feeling a sense of smug satisfaction that he had been chosen to be above them all.

Upon reaching the landing, the two faced a pair of elegant double doors. The handle was turned, and the woman swept the tail of teal and gold feathers out of the way, curtsying as she opened the door to him. Pasquel hurried in, never seeing her cruel sneer behind her mask, or the way her long nails, like talons, clicked against the handle after she had closed the door behind him, locking him in.

The room he encountered was that of a bedchamber. A plush bed faced him, a canopy of sheer silk scalloping around overhead. He looked about him then, as if slightly awakening. The room was also painted with black walls, the crowning lining the top dusted in gold. Large gold frames hung against each wall, but what made them peculiar were the lack of paintings and mirrors inside them, leaving each one elegant and empty.

The floor, however, was of black marble, something he had never seen in such a way. No windows lit the room, only the self-standing candelabras sitting in each corner, candles dripping wax down their gold holdings. But there, carved out of the right wall, was an arched entryway leading straight into a washroom as big as the chamber he was standing in. In the center, he saw the black clawfoot tub, one the size he had never seen before. Steam was rising from its surface, revealing the hot water already waiting.

Curiosity got the better of him, and the young lad stepped quietly towards it, wondering how the golden legs remained standing with such weight. As he passed over the threshold, he found that this room had the same dark walls, the same candelabras sitting in each corner, casting light across the walls and marble floor. The only difference was the world map on the wall facing the entrance, a large one that showed every country, every sea. A narrow, elegant table sat underneath it; a glass bowl of water perched there for no reason.

Pasquel began to breathe harder then, nervousness pricking at his skin for the first time. He looked about the room, but his eyes couldn’t help but fall back to the tub. As he inched closer, he ran his hand across the steam, feeling the heat against his fingertips. The room now seemed hazy from it, his nostrils filling with the smell of saltwater and... something sweet and fresh, but not too pungent...

“Lavender.”

The feminine voice startled him. Pasquel spun around to find a woman eyeing him from the entranceway. While he was confused that she had answered his inner question, the sight of her struck him so hard that he forgot where he even was.

Her hair, long and wavy, was a shade of red he hadn’t seen before. It was dark, almost black except for when the light caught it, revealing a red, brassy shine. It reminded him of blood.

“Thank you for the offerings,” she continued, her voice as soothing as the bath behind him. “But where is he?”

“He’s heading back from Austerlitz. The Battle of the Three Emperors was a success for him,” he replied, eagerness in his tone, unable to stop his eyes from wandering over her. The thoughts of the crewmates were already lost from his mind, even as his words still hung in the air.

Her body was covered in a sheer black robe that played with her curves, accenting her femininity that aroused more than just his curiosity. But the longer he stared, the more he noticed the tattoos. First, they were shadows matching her skin, but then a glint of pink peeked through as she moved towards him, reminding him of the glistening skin of an octopus. He had only ever seen tattoos in black, and his mind whirled around how these were made and what kind of ink was used.

“Is he heading here, though?” she asked.

“Bonaparte’s heading to Paris,” the lad replied, seeming to catch himself when he saw something dark cross her beautiful eyes. “But—but I can try again.”

“No need,” she replied with a smile, which made the air catch in his lungs. She came to stand in front of him, staring at him eye-to-eye. No woman he had encountered had ever done that before. He would have been more aware of that if he hadn’t been entranced by her eyes, a teal color that stood out against her dark lashes.

“You said I’d be rewarded for my efforts,” he spoke out with a shaky voice. Although he was trying to be the domineering one—something all the men in his life had tried to enforce in him—he was having a hard time finding his voice while those eyes stared at him. But he had come back for a reason, one that had been whispered to him the last time he was there.

“I did,” she agreed, “but I need to get ready first, if you don’t mind.”

Pasquel knew her hand had touched his chest, but he hadn’t realized she had moved him away to stand in front of the tub.

He stared as the robe was removed, flesh and shiny pink intertwined on one body. He saw then that the tattoos were of tentacles, wrapping and bending against her curves, somehow accenting her features more than distracting from them, like jewelry adorning its wearer.

But the longer he stared, he slowly began to realize that they weren’t tattoos, that the tentacles weren’t made of ink.

They were burn scars.

And while he stared at her body, he didn’t see the movement in her hair, some of those red locks curling like the limbs of those tentacles that scarred her body.

Carefully, she slipped one leg over the black rim, and then the other, slowly sinking herself into the hot water. Pasquel found himself stepping closer, watching as she laid back, the water replacing the robe.

“Care to join?” she asked, her smile teasing him.

Pasquel nodded, frantically pulling his shirt over his head. There was movement in front of him, as if she were sinking lower into the tub, but he was too busy with the shirt to notice. Once removed, he stared down into... nothing.

The tub was empty.

Confused, the lad looked about him, finding that she was gone. He even went to the doorway, looking into the bedroom as if she had somehow escaped past him. But then the sound of water sloshing struck his ear, and he turned around to find that something had moved in the tub. Inching closer, he gazed down into the water, the woman still gone. However, the water wasn’t the same. It was darker, and the steam that had been rising was gone.

Holding his breath, he skimmed his hand across the surface, finding black water rippling against his fingertips. Lifting his hand, he found his fingers stained in some sort of black ink.

There was barely a warning—a splash, a jolt of movement—and something had wrapped itself around his neck. Pasquel immediately began to suffocate, air squeezing out of his gaping mouth, as he found that what had him was extending out of the water. He didn’t realize it was a tentacle until his hands gripped it. Despite feeling its strength, the skin itself was slippery, making him panic as the suckers pulled at his skin, the arm squeezing tighter around his neck.

Warped by his own fear, Pasquel pushed his foot against the tub, pulling back in order to get the grip to release. He had started pounding at the tentacle when another one shot from the water, wrapping itself around his knee. With a quick jolt and a sudden crack, his leg went limp as his body was forced back to the tub.

Pasquel would have screamed, but all that came out was a gurgling whine as he caught the rim of the tub, his body now hovering over the water. As his eyes bulged from pressure, something slimy worked itself around his torso, and he knew it was another tentacle as it tightened, revealing its strength. The cracking of ribs vibrated into the air as the pain caused Pasquel’s grip on the rim to falter.

A brief moment came to him when he thought the tentacles had eased their grip, giving him hope of surviving. But then suddenly he was dragged under, his screams trailing along, even underwater. He battled as best as he could, water spilling over the tub with each jerking movement. For a long moment, he fought, until the fight was finally squeezed out of him and the water fully devoured him.

No one outside the room heard the screaming or thrashing, the music and delirium overpowering the death that had occurred. And if someone had heard and the room had been unlocked, they would have simply found a red-haired woman lying in a tub, the water rose red as her hand draped over the rim, enjoying herself as a tentacle caressed her skin, thankful for the meal.
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THE CARIBBEAN SEA
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Ryland Coldwell would have called himself a simple man—simply tired, simply bored, and, quite frankly, simply over it.

Until he heard that scream—the panic, the thrashing, the loud wailing just before the water took him.

Jolting awake, Ryland’s eyes widened, the grey of his irises shrinking as his pupils dilated. He felt the effects of that scream to the point he had to feel around his neck, making sure nothing had twisted itself around him, squeezing tightly as things sucked at his skin, helping the grip stay.

Tentacles. 

Her.

He didn’t know who the scream belonged to, but he knew who had caused it. His adrenaline kicked in, his muscles tensing, even as he still laid on the wooden bench. His senses heightened, his body preparing for a long-awaited battle.

But like all the other times before, nothing happened. Ryland remained where he was, staring up at the wooden ceiling, hearing the creaks of the ship and finally feeling the senseless rocking that had lulled him to sleep. That scream had come from a horror miles away, and even if he knew where it was, he wouldn’t have been able to get there.

The rumbling of thunder agreed with him, almost shaking the wood as if to make a point. The men on deck were shouting, their mumbled yells secondary to the creaking of the ship that was beginning to roll heavily with the sea. Ryland sat up then, looking out past the iron bars that were keeping him captive. No one else was down there except him; him and a lamp hanging on a post, swinging back and forth, flickering light as it gnawed on an oiled wick.

“Here we go,” he mumbled, running a hand through his black hair as the latch was pulled back and grey daylight spilled across the distant steps of the staircase. He overheard the pounding of feet before the figure appeared: the first mate to the captain.

“You’re going to have to throw me overboard,” Ryland called out to him. While he knew it was a French-run crew from the words Le Triomphe painted on the stern, as well as the new tricolor flag they were using, they had already had a few choice words to say to each other to prove that English would suffice. Besides, Ryland really didn’t want to give away that he understood French, considering he had plenty of years to get a good grip on the language. Eavesdropping would be much harder if they all knew he could understand them.

The mate, who was busy looking for spare rope, rose suddenly when Ryland spoke, startled. “Keep your mad thoughts to yourself, pirate,” he replied in his thick accent. “It’s just a storm.”

Pirate. Ryland smirked. If only it were that simple.

“This isn’t just a storm,” Ryland insisted, going as far as to stand up and approach the bars, the closest he could get to the mate. “I know I sound mad. I wouldn’t believe myself either, but if you want to save the men on this ship, you’re going to have to get me out of this cell—”

“That’s your whole ploy anyway, isn’t it?” The mate grunted as he stood up, spare rope now hanging from his shoulder. “Escape the cell in order to run amok.”

“It’s not like I’m going to get far,” Ryland replied sarcastically, reminding the man that they were—obviously—on a ship out at sea, that the chances of a normal man surviving such a swim would be improbable.

Luckily, he wasn’t a normal man, but given how the mate was eyeing him, he already knew that.

“I saw them shoot you,” the mate pointed out. “I saw you hang, yet here you still stand. I don’t know what is keeping you alive, but I assure you, we’ll find out what it is. We’ll learn your tricks.”

You’ll learn, alright, Ryland thought, staring at the mate. “Your man missed, and the rope wasn’t positioned right,” he lied. “Maybe you all are just piss-poor at accomplishing your task.”

The mate said no more, muttering something under his breath while leaving Ryland alone in his cell. The pirate watched as the man slinked past the lamp light, marching back up the stairs. The grey light was wiped out with the sound of a bang as the door was thrown shut.

Chuckling, Ryland turned away to the bench, sitting down with a huff. Deep down, he wasn’t too sorry for what was going to come next for them. He remembered when the French had come in waves a few short years ago, aiming to re-establish slavery, which they themselves had abolished years before. At least, it didn’t feel all that long ago, but Ryland was finding that the older he became, the more time slipped past him, remembering things that had happened decades ago but seemed like just a couple years.

It was when he saw those ships that he had heard the name Napoleon Bonaparte for the first time—the great general, the mastermind from some revolution that had sprung up in France. A deadly one, he had heard, but one that hadn’t quite affected him, given his current placement. Ryland had rolled his eyes at the mention of the man, knowing so many men who had thought themselves important, but then the Haitian Revolution happened, and the aftermath made him laugh. The same people that Napoleon’s France were trying to re-enslave had won. The French vessels had departed with their tails between their legs while the self-liberating slaves had declared their independence.

Ryland had lived through big moments before, but that revolution had been important; historical, even. He wasn’t sure how the story would have been told on the mainland—people often told history wrong anyway—but it was nice to think that maybe some of the truths had passed on accurately. Maybe enough would be told that it would spark something later on that the world would need... or need to be reminded of.

Some general. Just thinking back on it, Ryland couldn’t help the side of his lip from curling into a smirk.

That’s why being captured hadn’t been such a big deal to him. Had he been in Haiti during some of the battles? Of course, no man of action would have missed it. Did they charge him properly for crimes of being a turncoat? Sure, if he was French and had actually fought with them. But given the fact he had been recognized by some of the surviving soldiers had cemented his fate nonetheless, and when they attempted to execute him, they learned very quickly that he was a hard one to kill.

If only they knew what was in store for them once they reached the deep ocean.

Feeling the swaying of the ship, Ryland rested his elbows on his knees, allowing his hair to fall around his face, not bothering to move it.

Pirate, he thought again, smirking.

They had asked him who he was, which he had flippantly replied with, “Don’t worry about it.” A typical response for a man who knew his interaction with them would be brief enough. But if they had pried further, they would have learned he was Captain Ryland Coldwell, once a British privateer turned rogue pirate. While his own ship and crew were long gone, he still had the clothes on his back: black breeches, brown boots, and plain dark linen tunic covered by a long black coat. His long sword had been confiscated and his hat long gone and never recovered, but he had the knowledge of at least twelve Spanish ships that were buried in these waters, containing enough gold that he could buy a country for himself. He was once deemed a handsome man, but all those people were gone now, and he hadn’t been close enough to anyone to know if it were still true, though a few pointed looks from women and a couple of men throughout the years had told him quietly that it was. However, he assumed those looks were quickly forgotten, much like everything else from his past. That’s why it was important he didn’t forget himself; he was all he had left.

But he couldn’t forget her either. 

As the storm loomed outside of the hold and he anticipated what was coming, Ryland felt around his neck again, imagining the slender limb squeezing the air from him. But for a brief second, it hadn’t felt like a tentacle—it felt like her hand, squeezing at his throat as she bared a smile at him, that same pressure applied whenever they were intimate.

Dropping his hand, he forced the memory from his mind, not wanting to relive it. Besides, it was more fitting that it was tentacles, given the octopus tattoo decorating his skin. The black ink overtook his shoulder, tendril patterns stretching down his arm, across his chest and back, and up the side of his neck. Despite having some scars that nicked away at the ink, it was still a beautiful piece of art, and for a moment he wished he had paid the artist better, a fellow pirate he had met back in his younger days. It had been in homage to his favorite sea creature, finding their cleverness and elegant movements hypnotizing. When he heard the tales in Norway of a giant octopus-like sea monster—the kraken—it only solidified his adoration for the creature.

So, of course she would use tentacles as her signature. She had taken another thing he loved and ruined it.

“Gwenifer,” he breathed out, closing his eyes and instantly remembering her image. That dark, red hair and milky skin; those pouty lips and curves. Those teal eyes; that flaring temper. Even in the beginning, their affair had been volatile, yet the excitement it aroused had been his addiction. How hot it had run in the beginning also burned with the same fury when it ended. Only now, it wasn’t passion that made him think of her. It was rage.

I’ll find you, witch, he thought, feeling his jaw clench. Be ready.

There was a roll of thunder, as if laughing at his quiet threat.

Knowing the current situation was out of his hands, Ryland leaned back against the wall, his leg propped up as he tried to make himself comfortable. The ship continued to creak around him, swaying harder as he sat there, watching the lamp swing, waiting for the end to come.

Except, the end never came for him.

Death never came to those who were cursed to be immortal.
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Don’t look back.

Emmeline Whittock slowly opened her eyes, the emerald color shrinking as her pupils dilated as those words vibrated against her skull, causing her head to ache. She still felt her heart racing, trying to keep up with her feet when she had hurried down those streets in Bordeaux, back where they had started their maiden voyage of the ship she was still on.

Blinking, she took in the ship’s cabin—the wood interior, the glass windows lining the far wall next to her, the lamp hanging overhead—and slowly the quietness of the room reminded her that time had lapsed, the horror of that night being nothing but a past memory. She and the crew had spent the last few days over the Atlantic, distancing themselves from the threat that had chased them out of France. But now they were lost, not reaching the United States like they had planned, somehow getting turned around when they had hit a rough patch of weather. It was typical, the captain had reassured her, and it happened to most ships. But this wasn’t a typical ship, and these weren’t the best times to be lost.

Emmeline breathed deeply, the rich aromas of oak filling her nostrils as her gaze fell back down on the table in front of her, on the map of the ship. While the threat in Europe sat in the background of her mind like a fog, it was the heartache that tugged at her. Everything on the ship reminded her of Edward. He had picked it out himself from a shipyard in London that had wanted to scrap it. He had paid for the repairs to be done, despite their father’s best efforts to discourage him. He had even painted the name of the ship on the stern himself, hanging onto a rope as he carefully wrote Nyx in almost perfect penmanship—an ode to the ancient Greek goddess of the night, her favorite. Her eyes lingered on the initials signed in the corner, the master and commander on paper.

Her throat tightened from the memories of her brother and of that last night in France, causing her to sink a little more in her chair. A strand of her light brown hair fell across her face, which she brushed away while the rest of her hair spilled across her shoulders, untouched and straightened from when it had dismantled from the curled updo she had worn the night they fled. She was still wearing her clothes from that night—the high-waisted wide-neckline muslin dress in a shade of mint green; a man’s long black leather riding boots that were in a smaller size to accommodate her, something her brother had bought for her for journeys like this; and a man’s forest-colored frock coat—not meant to fit her—that hit at her shins, dried blood staining the front of it, as well as the sleeves.

For me, don’t look back.

There was a soft knock, the sudden sound of a squeaking hinge, a boot scuffing the floor. Despite the interruption, her nerves were too subdued to jolt her. She couldn’t bring herself to see which of the crew had entered.

“Em?” a soft voice spoke up.

Arthur Tallon. She turned her head to look his way, unable to ignore the old ship doctor. Despite his bald head and white beard, he was still a fierce looking man, carved out of the years spent at sea being both sailor and doctor.

When she saw him standing in the doorway, he smiled underneath his mustache. “You okay?” he asked gently.

He had asked those same words every day since they were at sea, and like before, Emmeline gave him a small grin and a nod of her head.

“Do we know where we are yet?” she asked.

An unwanted pause, and then the word, “No.”

The discouragement that word brought made her look back down at the table, at the ink and parchment.

“We’re on an island,” Arthur spoke up in confession, and for a moment Emmeline realized she would have known that if she had looked out the windows. But she hadn’t looked, because the windows revealed what was behind them, and what had been left behind.

“Based off the map,” Arthur continued, “we’ve been pushed too far south, into the West Indies. It’s nothing too terrible; it happens to ships all the time.”

Even though it was supposed to be a reassuring reminder, it didn’t soften Emmeline’s worries. “Except we’re not a normal ship,” she replied. Not hostile, just matter of fact.

“The trade winds seemed to not have noticed,” he quipped, and she sensed his smirk despite keeping her eyes on the table in front of her. “A couple of the lads scoured the place already, and they found a port town on the other side of the cove—Port Rue, they’ve learned. I can’t find it on a map, though, so a few of the lads want to go in and see if they can find some supplies, maybe get a better sense of where we landed. Shouldn’t take more than a few hours to reach.”

“Is Captain Dormer going with you?”

“No, he and I are staying behind, in case anyone saw us come in.”

They had landed in the middle of the night, but there was no telling who might have caught eye of them. They weren’t on a ship that could easily be missed.

“Good idea,” she complimented, her eyes tracing over the sketches as if to find comfort.

Another pause, another shuffle of boot heels as the doctor lingered. “We’re still with you on this,” he gently spoke up.

That meant something to her, and Emmeline brought a hand up to her face, hiding the quiver in her lip. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Finally, the door squeaked shut, and she was once again left in the cabin alone. Batting away the emotions, she kept staring at the ship’s plans; at the brigantine’s repairs and renovations, making room for things that not many ships of its kind had. The large gears that took a third of the hull, which moved the propeller that was positioned above the rudder. The stove-like chambers that allowed fire to create gas that moved from the two large metal smokestacks that had replaced the masts, filling the balloon that hovered above, much like the hot air balloons and smaller airships she’d see flying at home. This balloon, however, was a monstrosity, almost three times bigger than the ship itself, anchored to the sides by an excessive amount of rope. A metal frame secured its shape as well, unlike those balloons that would take hours to inflate and deflate.

As Emmeline looked over every sketch, every hand-drawn line, pride began to fill her with what had been accomplished, wishing her brother could have seen it work. There weren’t other vessels quite like it, the size of it alone being the first in its class. The fact they had crossed all these miles just on its maiden voyage—London to Bordeaux, Bordeaux to the other side of the Atlantic—was a triumph. They had made history... if they had been able to tell anyone about it. But with Bonaparte’s wars raging out of control, the ship had to be kept away from Europe, the plans kept secret so they wouldn’t be copied and reproduced. It was bad enough that the ship couldn’t be hidden easily; it was worse that they were already being hunted for it.

To everyone, the airship was a prize.

To Emmeline and the crew, it was a death sentence.
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The storm was anything but natural.

Ryland heard it growing even from inside the hold: the whistling of the winds, the groaning of the ship as the waves beat against it. He pressed his back hard against the wall as his stomach dropped, the ship falling before gliding onto another wave that pushed it back up. The lamp swung wildly from its post as he felt the captain in him come forward, pushing past the fear that was rising and falling with the sea. Closing his eyes, he visualized the ocean before him from the wheel, the ship spearing over another rolling wave and dropping back down.

Clinging to the bench, he felt that same spear, that same roll, but this time the momentum loosened the cargo. He opened his eyes in time to find the cargo sprawling everywhere in the dimness of that rocking light, crates becoming free from their hold and blockading the stairwell. As if fearing that possibility, the hatch was thrown up, grey light cascading down the steps as feet followed, a few of the sailors coming down to secure the provisions before anything was ruined.

Then the ship struck a wave head on, and the entire hold jerked forward.

Ryland was thrown forward, collapsing into the bars that caught his fall. Beyond the little jail that contained him, the sailors were thrown to the floor, their yells chasing after them. Ryland, however, had felt the swelling of the storm long before the ship had fallen into its clutches. He remained standing, holding onto the prison bars for support as the entire hold around him teetered and swayed, tilting almost fully sideways before righting itself and plummeting back in another direction.

Some of the sailors were yelling for more help as they slid around, knocking into crates; others tried to move some of the blockades so they could flee up the stairs. They banded together to move these obstacles, shouting instructions and encouragement as they fought against another jolt as the ship teetered to the side and then back again.

Ryland watched the chaos in complete clarity, listening as the men yelled to each other. Even angry, they sounded poetic as they shouted their orders. He smirked as he enjoyed the scene, realizing how much he missed the French. It was always the British he had trouble with, as if his homeland were attracted to him, reminding him of the strict regimes he had tried so hard to defy. 

If anyone knew the length of time that had lapsed since he ran into a France-bound vessel, they wouldn’t have believed him. He still looked under forty, a grown man whose youth was present in the way he laughed or kidded around. It also helped that he had shaved the morning before being cursed, which left his jawline permanently smooth with barely a shadow present that he sometimes missed. His maturity, however, was much older. Sometimes, it was a little too old for his liking.

But then he heard the splintering of wood and the gushing of water as screams filled the room with it. Ryland watched begrudgingly as the hold began to fill with the sea from a gash on the ship’s side. He sighed as the cold water hit his boots, creeping up his legs as the men on the other side of the bars began to panic.

There were no rocks to hit, nothing to have caused the gap except one thing, which annoyed Ryland more than the frantic cries of the grown men who couldn’t get their lives together enough to save themselves. It was a few more seconds as the water reached his hips that he saw them finally push the last crate away, making a stampeding line up the stairs. A part of him was jealous of their freedom, enraged that they had forgotten him, but another, older part felt that long familiar feeling of fear, which he stifled as the water moved up his torso to his shoulders.

Ryland kept his hands clamped on the bars, hating the next part. Human instinct wanted to chase after the air, but he knew it would be pointless, only adding to the anxiety that was trying to stir in his chest. As the cold water came to his neck, he saw water suddenly bellowing down the stairwell, plummeting two men back down that hadn’t quite reached safety. The force of the water above and the rising of the water below foretold that death was inevitable now.

The men were screaming as the water finally reached Ryland’s face. He slightly hated himself for taking an instinctive breath before his head was fully submerged, but he was still human so it was something that couldn’t be helped. Despite it all, his will to survive certain situations just couldn’t die either.

Closing his eyes, he begrudgingly let the air out of his lungs, feeling the painful tightness as water filled him instead. His reflexes caused him to gag, bubbles of air escaping as he suffocated into an ending that should have come. Instead, he settled into it, allowing the water to take him. Finally, all the bubbles were gone, and an ease crept into his body, allowing him to open his eyes and find that he was still there, heart beating in the way it wasn’t supposed to.

He always hated this—the death that never came. It would feel so close, but then the curse on him would flick it away, keeping him alive despite the agony of it all. Being immortal didn’t always have its perks.

Ryland remained standing, becoming numb in the cold water that had enveloped him. His hair floated around him as the pressure from the water formed against his ears. He gazed upwards, seeing the thrashing shadows of legs and bubbles, the sailors fighting to stay alive. Looking down, the rest of the hold had fallen into darkness except for a deep blue sliver along the back, assuming it was the gash that had been made.

That’s when he saw her, the shape of a woman pushing delicately through the crack. He blinked, feeling steady in the calmness of the water as the thrashing shadows began to die off above. He didn’t bother looking; he had something else to worry about now.

Once in, she glided elegantly towards him, her body moving around the crates. It was then, as her body twisted as she swam, that he could make out the beautiful feminine torso that was lined with silvery scales, merging the rest of her into the tail of a fish.

Something behind her was making the gash wider, and he saw a flash of fins and hands as more of them worked to get him out.

Approaching him, she placed her dainty hands on the bars above his, the delicate webbing in between the fingers confirming even more how different they were. Although he couldn’t quite see her face, he knew it was gorgeous. Mermaids always had that reputation.

“You know you can’t leave, Ryland.”

“They didn’t take no as an answer,” he quipped back, adjusting to the way he sounded now. Talking underwater wasn’t always easy to understand. It came out muffled, with no air to give the words their clarity. During their earlier encounters, he would wonder if the mermaids even understood him, until he saw the gills against the back of their jaws lift and realized that they could understand the vibrations of his words.

He saw her gills rising then, listening to him. “You know the deal,” she cautioned, as if he needed to be reminded.

“It wasn’t my deal to make,” Ryland prompted, glaring slightly. She only knew so much of his language, which made their conversations a little too repetitive for his liking. It was also annoying that he was a victim being treated as a prisoner.

“It wasn’t ours either.”

Ryland bit the inside of his cheek, unable to argue with the harsh reminder that both species had been bound in this game against their wills.

“Come,” she coaxed, and with those dainty hands she braced herself before pulling the bars apart. Ryland dropped his hands away, not bothering to protest as the water hugged him when he tilted away from the bars. It took her a moment, but she had the deed done, gliding back to give him enough room to move by.

Slowly but surely, Ryland pushed himself through the makeshift hole, swimming out into the hold with the mermaid close behind. A couple of times he ran into a crate, thinking it a shadow in the dimness that ended up being more solid, but eventually he made it to the opening. A merman was waiting for them, the others mingling around the ship but staying out of sight. The male showed no signs of emotion as he hovered, and before Ryland could take in his full appearance, a webbed hand gripped his wrist, and he was propelled upwards.

He felt the tip of her tail as it whisked against his legs, and looking down, he found to his disgust the sinking shipwreck. It was haunting in the way it sank, disappearing slowly into the depths of the sea while the floating bodies of its crew remained. Those that had died first had begun to trail after the vessel, their bodies sprawled in those final moments that had taken them.

As he stared, he eventually saw the other natatorial beings; their half-human, half-fish bodies were lively and colorful against the backdrop of death. He noticed in particular the scars on some of them, scars that could only be made by fishing hooks and rope burns. It reminded him that they too were bound in this song and dance, victims of the same witch. He knew full well that mermaids were rarely seen by the human eye unless they wanted to be seen... or unless someone knew where to point them out.

And that had been the deal: keep him on the islands by any means necessary or risk being hunted. By those scars, it seemed he had made it farther than he realized, these half-fish people paying the price for it.

Ryland’s body levelled out then, the mermaid paralleling them against the waves that were moving above. He stared up into the dancing light that shimmered through, turning the water into shades of teal as the storm continued on overhead. He was mesmerized by the way he felt the storm, even underneath the water, and how time seemed to stop, forgetting how long she had kept her hold on him. He watched as the moving light turned into rolling waves, the sea foam mimicking storm clouds that moved in their own hysteria. He watched until she yanked him forward, letting him go as he passed by. 

Ryland only had a couple seconds to see her fully—the green-silver of her scales, the femininity against the nautical half that made her so surreal—before a wave took hold of him and he spun into the currents. After that, there was nothing but white froth as he tumbled with the waves, the pressure throwing him off balance until finally he was tossed onto land. The waves pulled back, leaving him between sand and sky, reminding him that he could never leave.
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Port Rue was, for lack of a better term, a hell hole.

Merely a stain of a town on an unimportant island in the West Indies, Port Rue was notorious for being a place that was only found when someone was lost. Once adrift, the trespasser would either quickly go about their business to find more profound towns, such as New Providence or Tortuga, or become entangled in the nest of outlaws that had made Port Rue their home. Even when the British and Spanish fleets turned up to hunt the local pirates, the port went almost unnoticed.

It wasn’t until years after the war on piracy had started that Port Rue was finally spotted. The few naval fleets that did arrive didn’t see the town as much of a threat as the others, mainly since all the high-profile pirates were terrorizing much larger, more profitable areas. Nonetheless, the navy turned the port into their own harbor when needed, putting the little town in a standoff between being civil and disobedient. On one hand, there were attempts at law and order, a discreet air of propriety when the soldiers would stop by; on the other, crime continued as business, though more secretive as to not draw attention away from their neighboring islands. No, Port Rue was clever; it played the little games the mainlanders wanted them to play while doing whatever they wanted to do behind their backs. Sometimes, even stabbing their guests when necessary.

Because of the constant comings and goings of ships, the civilians never saw strangers as being something to beware of. Each stranger was an opportunity, whether to swindle, partner with, or kill if the need called for it. This underlying persona of Port Rue is what caused many passersby to stay on their ships to sleep, even the royal fleets. Those who stayed in the taverns were often lured into the beds of the local prostitutes, women who were often more cunning than they let on, and it wasn’t uncommon for a man to come out poorer than when he went in.

So, when the two small rowboats showed up in those early afternoon hours, eyes were drawn to them in normal curiosity. There were ten men in total, dressed like normal seafarers. The ship they dispensed from, however, wasn’t docked near the harbor; in fact, it wasn’t seen at all. Some thought they had been marooned, turning their gaze away in disinterest, while others thought the mystery intriguing.

In sync, the boats glided into port with the help of their rowers, left secured in the harbor as the men crossed the wooden docks. The town, though smaller than others, still had its fair share of shops, stalls, and bawdy houses, bustling with life that left the huddled group on the planks. With quiet whispers they eventually dispersed, five rounding towards the shops for supplies while the other five set their sights on the nearest tavern.

“We need to make this fast,” one of the crew members murmured as his group snaked their way through the meandering pedestrians.

“Captain Dormer said to take as long as we need,” another man spoke up. “Em and the Doc will be fine, Brent.”

“We don’t know who’s here, though,” Brent hissed, eyeing each person he passed as if trying to read their motives. He ran a hand through his short dark hair, a habit whenever he was fidgety.

The second man, tall and dark, grinned handsomely in the irony of it all. “We’ll find out,” he murmured.

Picking up the pace so that he was in the lead, Brent trudged forward with the other four staying in stride behind him, keeping their hands in their jacket pockets so that no other hands would occupy them, taking what wasn’t theirs.

Stepping into the open entry of the tavern keep, the leader eyed a table in the back, nodding to his companions to take it. That’s when they separated, leaving Brent to venture towards the bar. His eyes scanned the area, finding the typical locale—men and women alike—that always frequented taverns, here being no different. Keeping his face relaxed, he meandered towards the bar where a portly man stood behind the counter, wiping glasses as he talked with a couple men standing against the edge, drinking pints.

Side-eyeing the stranger, the barman pulled himself away from the conversation to attend to the guest. “What can I do ya for?”

Pulling out a few coins from his pocket, Brent slapped them on the counter, ordering a round for his friends. Impressed by the newness of the coins, the barman got to work filling their mugs.

“So where do ya hail from?” the barman asked, making conversation with his new guest in hopes that he could part with a few more coins later.

“Here and there,” Brent said offhandedly, staying as vague as possible. “I thought I saw a British warship leaving the port. Are they here often?”

“Often enough,” the barman replied, purposely being just as vague.

“Who else frequents here?”

The barman had finished three mugs then, aiming for the fourth. “In a bit of trouble, are we?”

Brent nodded to the room. “Aren’t we all?” He pointed out to the undertone of the place, knowing full well what kind of people frequented there.

With a sigh, the barman rattled off, “British, Spanish, Dutch, French, American; you name it, they’ve come.” He sat the fourth mug down and started the fifth.

Brent hesitated, watching the mug fill as he chose his words carefully. “Which side of France has been here?”

The barman stopped pouring then, pivoting thoughtfully around. “I take it we aren’t talking about north and south,” he commented, catching on quicker than was expected as he sat the final mug down.

“Napoleon Bonaparte, specifically,” Brent said, narrowing it down.

“His men have been around.” The barman shrugged, cleaning a dirty cup with an equally dirty rag.

“Currently?” Brent pressed.

The barman cocked an eyebrow at him, intrigued. “No,” he admitted. “Only his enemies frequent here.”

“Then we’re in good company,” Brent replied, smiling in what looked to be relief. He tipped the barman handsomely for his information, and then grabbed the mugs, two in one hand and three in the other.

Making his way carefully yet swiftly to the table, Brent set the mugs down and then squeezed in with his companions.

“We’re safe,” he announced quietly, glad that they had chosen a corner with a window that looked out over the ocean waves. He could still see their boats, which put his mind even more at ease.

The group settled into their drinks, except for the youngest member of the crew who sat to Brent’s left. “How long do we have to sit here for?” the lad grumbled into his mug.

“Relax, Miguel,” Brent murmured, though his actions showed that he was leaning back, enjoying the rest. “We’ll draw attention if we leave too soon. Enjoy your drink.”

“We don’t even know where the fuck we are, Brent!” The lad hissed, who was equally shushed by his comrades.

“Settle down, boy,” an older man of the group growled. “People take notice when you ask too many questions at once. We’ll find out on our second round. Stick to the plan.”

Miguel shook his head but downed his mug in one gulp. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he stood and made his way towards the bar.

“Or don’t listen to me,” the older man grumbled as he took another swig.

Brent chuckled but rolled his eyes as his cohort disappeared from the table. “Reef, is anyone back at the boats yet?” he asked the man closest to the window who was staring out at the landscape as he sipped his ale.

What looked like absentmindedness was revealed as being watchful. “Not yet,” Reef replied simply, sipping his drink.

Brent crossed his arms, peering over at Miguel who was at the bar making small talk with a couple men while his new overfilled mug sloshed as he told some animated story. The strangers and Miguel laughed, his cohorts, however, did not. The most flamboyant of the group, Miguel often hypnotized a room with his jokes and stories, something that the other four men in his group did not want at that particular moment.

“This bloke,” the older man grumbled again, which Brent shushed.

“Calm down, Gutter, he may be up to something beneficial,” the darker man chimed in.

“I’m surprised you’re not over there trying to charm your way into getting information,” Gutter pointed out.

“I’d ask you the same thing,” his comrade retorted. “This area is dank, miserable, smelly... your kind of place.”

“Porter,” Brent warned when Gutter slammed his mug down.

“Run your mouth again,” Gutter growled underneath the noise of the tavern, “I swear on my life, I’ll—”

“I’ve seen your life,” Porter interrupted, an eyebrow raised. “Swear on something else.”

“Enough!” Brent snapped, causing both men to look at him. Seeing he had their attention—and thankfully, no one else’s—he lowered his voice back down. “We have one job here. Do not be the reason it becomes our last. Em is counting on us.”

Both men immediately snuffed out their spite, remembering the woman back on the ship. Emmeline Whittock was the whole reason they were even there.

Brent glanced over his shoulder at Miguel, watching as he patted his new friends on the backs, bidding them farewell before finally making his way back to the table. “So, turns out, we are in the middle of the Caribbean,” he announced quietly, sitting back down, remnants of a smile still leftover on his face from the façade he had upheld to get the information.

“I knew it,” Gutter groaned, causing Porter to grin as Reef kept his eye on the window, acting as nonchalant as if he hadn’t heard the news.

“The good news,” Miguel continued, leaning back a little more comfortably than before, “is that they told me about the coordinates for how to get to the United States. We’re not as far off as we thought.”

“And the bad news?” Gutter butted in, wanting to get to the point.

“The last naval ship that was here wasn’t British. It was flying Bonaparte’s flag, which was heading in that direction.” Miguel pointed out the window at the distant sea line. “It’s predicted that there are more in the area, though no one knows where for sure.”

Brent cursed under his breath, glaring at the barman whose information wasn’t as good as he had led on.

“What was it here for?” Porter asked, curious about the matter.

“It was retaliating against some pirates that were terrorizing their supply line over in a place called Haiti, which used to be Saint-Domingue. They captured one to take back.”

Even Brent cocked his eyebrow at that. “Why capture any?”

Miguel leaned in, causing the group’s curiosity to peak. Even Reef had turned his eyes briefly to him. “Apparently, he wasn’t dying easily. They shot him and then hanged him, but the old fool remained alive.”

“And who told this tall tale?” Brent questioned, still skeptical.

“One of the naval officers from the ship had a little too much to drink and ran his mouth when his superior wasn’t looking,” Miguel admitted.

“And there lies the problem,” Porter chuckled, the rest of them fully understanding how too much drink often enhanced one’s imagination. It had all happened to the best of them at one point or another.

“Maybe the storm will take care of them.”

All eyes fell on Reef, whose attention remained on the outside world. Following his line of sight, they realized that storm clouds were darkening the horizon then, which, before they had docked, had been clear except for a few scattered clouds.

“I’ve never seen storm clouds move in that fast,” Gutter mused.

Miguel added, “Shouldn’t we leave? We don’t want to be caught here when it arrives.”

Brent stared at the growing darkness, baffled by the quickness of the storm as a snap of lightning twinkled in the distance. “If a storm can move that quickly, it’ll move quickly over us. Best stay where we are. I’d rather be caught in here than out there when it arrives.”

The group agreed, though begrudgingly, as they settled in to see what nature had in store.
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Losing air had been painful, but gaining it back was just as agonizing.

The moment the air hit his face, Ryland’s instincts to breathe came back. His body disgorged the water, contracting itself in order to force the sea out of his lungs. He vomited repeatedly, the saltwater burning his throat and nose as it was hurled out of him. Coughing and heaving, his body kept pushing until finally only air was left, and he collapsed sideways onto the sand until he was lying on his back. He took in a few gulping breaths before he realized that rain was hitting his face, the leftover remnants of the storm. Pulling his eyelids back, he looked up into the grey clouds that hovered above, rolling by at a leisurely pace, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

Ryland stayed like that for a while, letting the rain hit him. How many times had he found himself in this same situation, hurled back onto the shore with no chance of leaving? How many storms had come for him? How many ships had been sacrificed—sinking down into the oceanic abyss—all because he was on board?

Gwenifer. He cursed her name then, remembering back further this time, when he was just another mortal man who had stolen goods like any other pirate. He had felt no different that day she cursed him, lying on the beach much like he was now, the pirate ship he had helped sink long under the waters with her tied against the mast. 

At least, that’s what he had thought.

As he remained there, he swore he still heard her screams, her pleading, her chants, her spells. It had been over a century ago, and yet, it easily came back to him as if it had just occurred, a memory constantly relived. Ryland thought she had been a monster back then, but the real monster had come after he thought she had died. She had sworn an oath to something sinister, and instead of departing this world, she had been spared. He only found out after she had trudged up onto the shore, her chants in an ancient tongue, the waves crashing around her legs. In all honesty, it had spooked him, causing him to crawl backwards as she stalked after him. She had reached her hand out, and even in the distance between them he had felt her grip suddenly around his neck. Something wound around her arm, and as they had stared each other down, he felt the pressure against his throat, making him gag.

He remembered blinking, and as if waking from a nightmare, she—and the force around his neck—were gone. He wouldn’t learn about the curse until he tried to leave the island, when the storm came but death didn’t.

Ryland thought he was saving the world by sinking that ship with her on it. Instead, it had become a part of his curse, repeating what he had made her go through.

Fucking bitch, he thought now, pulling himself back to the present. Sitting up, he stared at the ocean before him, the waves crashing onto the shore in a steady rhythm that might have lulled him to sleep on any other day. But he already knew that if he closed his eyes, he’d hear the sailors’ screams, see the ship sinking, hear her chants against the wind. He wondered if this last ship had hit the ocean floor yet, or had reached Davy Jones’s Locker, as some sailors would put it.

It was as he sat there staring that he heard the faint noises of a small town nearby, coming from the left side of the beach. Then he felt the water in his boots, reality coming back to him as his clothes remained stuck to him. He pulled each boot off, dumping the remnants of the sea out before putting them back on. While it was uncomfortable being in wet clothes, this occurrence had happened often enough that he knew he could live with it.

Tired of the scenery, Ryland pulled himself to his feet and trudged down the shoreline, brushing sand off his clothes despite the rain’s interference. His throat and nose were still sore from the drowning, causing a constant ache as he continued to cough randomly, feeling as if the water were still in his lungs.

He walked for what seemed like miles until finally the beach took a sharp left, revealing a harbor nestled into the cove before him. That’s when he stopped, realizing exactly where he was.

Port Rue.

Ryland sighed out of contempt. It had been months, maybe even a year since he had been back. He had liked the town for its constant frankness, but it was one of the smaller ports, and he had to be more careful to hide under the noses of those who might catch on to what he was. Just like the French navy that had collected him, if anyone knew about his inability to die, they’d torture him in the name of religion or science, neither one being able to kill him. He’d just be in endless physical pain, something that never sounded appealing.

Patting his jacket pockets, he found the thin leather band, and sweeping his messy hair back, he tied it at the base of his skull. Dusting more sand off, he made his way to the port, keeping a leisurely pace that didn’t draw too much attention to him. He passed by houses and shops, catching sight of a tavern that was bustling, a safe haven from the rain. Never passing a drink by, Ryland made his way in, dancing around rowdy men and bawds alike. He purposely ran into one man who was too drunk to notice that his coin pouch had flashed against his hip, and while slipping past him, no one took notice that Ryland had slipped the coin pouch too, now nestled safely in his coat pocket.

Ryland didn’t have any qualms with stealing the coins—the branded “P” on the man’s forehead told him enough that he was a fellow pirate, a trademark of the East India Company who were known to put a hot iron rod to a man’s skin. Ryland didn’t often see that mark anymore, given that the company had forged a bad reputation for imprisoning and executing pirates no matter how guilty they may or may not have been. Seeing the scar reminded Ryland of some of the men he’d once known, how some things in life hadn’t changed. It also reminded him that the coins were probably already stolen, so it was a fair enough trade to steal them back for a good—if not the same—cause.

While it took some more maneuvering, Ryland finally made it to the barman, who poured him a mug that was accepted willingly, about as willingly as the barman accepted the coins. After taking a sip that burned more than usual, Ryland cleared his throat and scanned the room, seeing if there was anything interesting happening besides the usual chatty laughter that typically ended in some kind of brawl. He eyed each person like he was looking for someone, though deep down, he wasn’t sure what exactly he was looking for. He never did, and yet in every room, every crowd he searched. Even before the curse, he would look about the room, trying to find an answer to a question that hadn’t been asked, a habit that his own crew used to tease him about... and Gwenifer hated.

He smiled at that memory as he took another swig.

As he fell back to this old habit, Ryland eventually saw them: a new group of seafarers huddled against a window. Of course, there really wasn’t anyone in the tavern that he fully recognized, but these men were different. The way they kept to themselves, how they talked; they were trying too hard not to look suspicious, not to be noticed.

Then he saw a flash of silver, someone pulling out a flask in which they poured the contents of one of the mugs into it. It wasn’t uncommon to see, but the way it happened was a little odd. The way the man looked gave Ryland the sense that the flask wasn’t for himself.

Inquisitive but too busy wanting another drink, Ryland downed the liquid and asked for another, rewarding the barman with a handsome number of coins that he knew would keep his mug filled. Once feeling the warm effects of the liquor, his gaze fell on the group again, and while he couldn’t make out their conversation, he assumed that they were lost, like all the rest before them. They had tried finding the nearest route to the American colonies, but the storm had pushed them farther south than they anticipated. While the scenery was lovely, the West Indies weren’t going to pay as well as the mainland, and they would be spending more time defending the cargo—wherever it was—from leftover cutthroats and thieves than bartering with businesses. No, these men were like all the rest: hopelessly lost in finding their fortune. They were just being secretive about it.

He felt a pair of eyes on him then, and turning, he found one familiar face smiling his way. She hadn’t changed since the last time he saw her. Her blonde hair laid across her shoulders, her dress decent for the work she did, and there was a knowingness in her smile that was both flirtatious and mysterious. Back when he was young and mortal, he would have thought of the bawd as a decent companion for a couple of nights, allowing him to briefly leave behind all his troubles. But age or the repetitiveness of his life had gradually taken that fun away, robbing him of his usual pleasures and making it... boring. Part of him thought maybe it was because she, and all the other women he had encountered, weren’t Gwenifer; that maybe the fire he had felt with her had made all these other companions seem dull. The other part of him didn’t want to give Gwenifer that credit, hoping it was just another side effect of the curse. Maybe if it was broken, he’d get his lust back.

As Ryland eyed her, he read her smile and saw that it wasn’t necessarily him who had caused it—it was the memory of his coins, always enough to pay for all of her expenses for a couple of weeks, which he did on purpose since there wasn’t much else he could do with it on those islands. By how the other women paid him no mind, his generosity was still being kept a secret; a smart move he had to compliment her for.

While he would have entertained the thought of trying to enjoy a night with her, deep down he was too indifferent. The drink wasn’t hitting him as fast as normal either, which he partly blamed on the burning in his lungs and nose. While he could have made her into a good distraction from the images that were waiting for him once he closed his eyes, he knew that’s all it would be—a temporary distraction from the nightmares that were waiting for him, biding their time.

With a quiet groan, he watched as she made her way over to him, brushing off potentials who tried clamoring for her attention but to no avail. She smiled more sweetly when she approached and he gazed down at her, wanting to get the exchange over with.

“Been awhile,” she cooed.

He smirked. “It has, hasn’t it?”

Her eyes scanned him over, but it wasn’t until she saw the bulge in his coat pocket from the coin purse that her eyes widened about as much as her smile. He used to have that effect on women without money, so that hit his pride.

“Wanna make up for lost time?” she asked, running a hand along his arm.

Feeling the resentment overtake him, Ryland handed her the purse. “Go have it without me,” he mumbled.

There was no hesitation as she took the purse and then strolled away, becoming lost in the crowd of laughter and drinking.

Wow, he thought bitterly, taking another long swig from his mug as he shifted uncomfortably in his damp clothes. He knew the feeling would just be a pinprick in the long expansion of his life, but it was still a disappointment he regretted having. It especially didn’t help that he was becoming as lackluster to the opposite sex as they were to him, something he wished he hadn’t lived long enough to see.

Leaning back against the bar, he scanned the crowd, hoping to find some better news—someone with worse luck than him—to give him hope. But instead, Ryland watched the predictability of the room. Sipping his drink, he foretold the future of almost everyone in there. He’ll be found in the street, he’ll ship off, he’s going to get his arse beat. 

That was the irritation he had with mortals. Despite all the time that had lapsed, humans didn’t change. Their ships were a little better, the drinks mildly improved, and if the stories were true of what he had overheard of the technology improving on the mainland, then they were making leaps and bounds into the future. And sure, he had seen a handful of individuals change their ways for the better—or worse, depending on the situation. But as a species, they were too predictable. Same greed, same biases, same mentality. What one generation learned, the next forgot, and the entire cycle kept repeating.

We’re a pathetic lot, he thought.

When he looked down at his drink, Ryland noticed a newsletter lying on the ground, trampled. There were quite a few, but this one caught his attention. Turning his head sideways, he noticed the front page depicted a drawing of one of those hot air balloon contraptions, the base being that of a small boat. The date on the top revealed it had been published over a year ago, probably dropped by a passerby. Given the French writing, it had traveled quite a ways to be there. Squinting, he briefly read the headlines: how there were enough airships being successful in their flights that they would be expanding docks in a couple towns he had never heard of before, even reaching as far as Spain and Portugal, who already had a trade route in the works.

Ryland remembered when he had heard about the first air balloon ride, taking place just over twenty years ago in Paris, the largest city in Europe and one Ryland had never stepped foot in. Now, they were attaching boats to them and calling them ships—airships, to be exact—which made it all the wilder. It would only be a matter of time before they’d finally figure out how to build a fleet.

What I wouldn’t give to have one, he thought before a deep sigh lifted from his chest, longing for something he hadn’t even seen in person. What he wouldn’t give to somehow fly over the ocean instead of sinking another ship in those waters. He swallowed hard at the thought, the solution to his problems staring up from the page of that newsletter, as if taunting him. Some had tried to craft their own versions—hell, even he had tried—but none had ever been able to lift more than a foot off the ground, if they even lifted at all.

Not wanting to think of depressing things, Ryland’s gaze moved across the room before eventually falling back to the table at the window. They were still there, the huddled seafarers who looked more eager to leave. One of them clearly didn’t want to be there anymore, his glances out the window making it obvious.

This time Ryland listened to his gut and moved a little closer. Nonchalant and in no hurry, he eased himself to a nearby table where a group of men were playing cards, already heating up in argument since no one was playing by the rules. Ryland positioned himself so that his back was to the clustered men, eavesdropping on their conversations.

“—I think we need to go find them. The rain looks to be easing up.”

“We should still get a map from someone.”

“Why? I was given the coordinates.”

“And who says your sources are reliable? We should get an actual map of the area. We can’t afford to keep coming to port just to know where we are.”

Ryland stared at the table, eyeing the player’s card next to him. Without doubt, he reached out and tapped the last card in the player’s hand. Muddled by the interruption, the player looked from Ryland to the card to the table, realizing that the stranger was right. He threw the card down, causing the other players to curse at him and at least one to slam his own cards onto the table in defeat.

“We’re wasting time. We need to get back. She’s probably worrying by now—”

“The lads should have been back with the supplies. We need to find them first—”

Ryland had brought his mug up to his lips but stopped mid-swig. She, he repeated the word. While he knew deep down it wasn’t Gwenifer—the witch had wreaked her havoc and left, never to be seen again—he felt the heaviness in that word, that this woman was someone of... importance? The right word nagged at him, but he couldn’t seem to find it.

“We’ve waited long enough,” the youngest of the men concluded, coming to his feet. “Lives are more important. We need to go find our friends and get back to the ship. And I remember the coordinates, thank you very much!”

The other men hesitated, making even Ryland hold his breath, wondering what they were going to decide.

“You’re right,” one of his companions finally spoke up, standing. A subtle agreement passed among the group as the rest followed suit, weaving quietly through the bustling room out the door.

Ryland’s gaze followed them until it came to a stop on a group of ruffians on the other side of the room who had also been keeping an eye on the seafarers. As the seemingly innocent party left, the marauders slowly gathered their things and followed, their faces foretelling that they weren’t taking a stroll. Given how many knives and pistols Ryland counted on each person, they weren’t going to play nice either.

The card player, only interested in beating his cohorts at the table, came to another dilemma as to which card to throw down. He looked up for guidance from the stranger who had helped before, only to find that the man was gone.
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The rain had finally let up, and the lamplighters were making their rounds as the five seafarers passed through the rest of the town, their rowboats still untouched in the harbor. A few of the shops had already closed down for the evening, but a couple remained open, glowing havens against the coming twilight. They trudged onward, peering into windows to see if anyone inside resembled the rest of their crew.

It wasn’t until a figure stepped out of an alleyway, holding his side and staggering forward, that they recognized it was one of their own.

“Samuel!” Brent shouted, racing over to his comrade while the others trailed close behind.

Samuel swayed over to them, a nasty gash embedded in his dark skin above his eye. “They took everything,” he said, out of breath as Brent came to his side, offering him help that his pride refused. “The others are out cold,” he continued, pointing to the alleyway he had come out of.

The rest of the men went to check their mates as Brent stayed with Samuel. “Is it serious?” Brent asked, nodding to Samuel’s side that he was still clutching.

“Nothing that I haven’t dealt with before,” the sailor said, shrugging despite his grimace. “Next time, though, I’m going to the tavern.”

“Well, there won’t be a next time,” Brent grunted, eyeing the alleyway. “We’re done with this town. There’s gotta be a better port than this.”

He didn’t see the way Samuel looked past him then, his looking falling into dismay. “Seems the town ain’t done with us,” he commented.

Brent caught Samuel’s gaze and turned to find a small band of men coming towards them. In the lamplight, he saw the gleam of their steel weapons already in hand.

“You boys lost?” the front man called out, a mischievous grin foretelling he wasn’t there to give them directions.

“No, are you?” Brent threw back, hearing his comrades coming out of the alleyway.

The group snickered, and in the way they fanned out, Brent and Samuel knew that they had caught on to the rest of the crew. Samuel kept his attention forward, watching the prowlers as Brent glanced behind, the familiar faces of their companions coming into view. He saw the stunned looks in some, the exhaustion of another fight in others.

“We’re not the ones having a rough night,” the lead intruder crooned, acting nonchalant despite his friends becoming a little excited on either side of him. He even crossed his arms, comfortable with the fact that his pistols remained on his hips. By the way they all stood, there was an ease of overconfidence in their actions. “How ‘bout we help take your men back to your ship. Consider it part of Port Rue’s hospitality.”

“We politely decline,” Brent replied.

“I wasn’t asking,” the man retaliated, to which Samuel had to grab Brent’s arm to hold him back from reciprocating even further.

Angry, Brent stood his ground nonetheless. He knew that with the amount of firepower the clan had against him and his crew, they wouldn’t stand a chance. But he could at least put up enough of a fight that some of the rascals would remember him each time they saw the scars he’d leave. He looked to each man, figuring out their next moves when he caught movement behind the grinning leader.

It happened quicker than expected, even for Ryland, who had trailed after the marauders since leaving the tavern. He advanced towards the talkative one, his friends too absorbed in their little scheme to notice that they were being taken from behind. Ryland had already eyed the two blunderbuss pistols at the man’s hip, knowing those short, flared muzzle firearms extremely well. He had also caught sight of the long sword his companion to the left had in hand. God, how he missed his own blade.

Coming up behind the leader, Ryland wasted no time to act. In one quick yank, he snatched both pistols, and with them in hand he kicked the leader forward before the man could turn around. While the rascal did try to throw an arm back to strike Ryland’s face in defense, he instead was flung to the ground, Ryland having the quicker reflexes.

Arms already stretched out, Ryland pulled the triggers on the pistols, firing at the men on either side of where the leader once stood. A sharp snap struck the air, a flash of flame and smoke, and the two men collapsed to the ground from being struck.

Dropping the flintlock weapons, Ryland dived for the long sword as he heard another pistol fire. He felt it in his side, his adrenaline masking the pain as he not only found the sword but a dagger lying nearby that someone had dropped at some point. Grabbing the dagger, he only had a second to find the man who shot him before he threw it at him. The blade twirled in the air before sinking hilt deep into the man’s throat, the momentum of the impact throwing him backwards. It also caused a couple of scoundrels to flee the scene.

Ryland barely had the sword in hand when another man lunged at him. He lifted the sword, the clashing of steel proving that he just nearly blocked the blow. The pair danced a bit, one swinging their weapon while the other ducked and dodged, blocking each assault with a certain finesse that made the attacker look immature. Finally, their swords clashed again, putting the two men at a standstill as they pressed against their blades, their faces mere inches from each other.

The attacker breathed through gnashed teeth at Ryland, spitting on his face which only made him more disgusted. Ryland rammed his boot into the man’s shin, causing the man to yelp. Using all his strength, Ryland pushed his opponent back, opening the space between them. With a quick jab, Ryland’s blade plunged into the man’s chest, blood gushing from the wound as Ryland pulled the sword back and the man collapsed.

Stepping back, Ryland surveyed the scene, finding that the rest of the group had departed, leaving only the leader who was still lying against the ground. The crew he had followed also remained, half their members bruised and bleeding from a different brawl. But it was one of the crew members who the leader had been talking to—the burly man from the tavern—that had brought out a small pistol to keep the rascal contained.

A little out of breath, Ryland recovered himself by wiping his face and readjusting his jacket. Approaching the leader, the crew didn’t cower back but only watched as Ryland brought the tip of the sword to the leader’s throat.

The man shook, his voice an octave above what it had been earlier. “Please, my fight’s not with you.”

“Aye, so the little canary can sing a different tune,” Ryland mocked. 

Insulted, the man snarled, “Who the hell are you?”

“The part of Port Rue that doesn’t like your kind of hospitality,” Ryland replied, taking the blade away from the man’s throat. He looked at the crewman with the small pistol, nodding to him. The man hesitated before nodding back, lowering his weapon.

Eyeing the leader, Ryland continued, “Now, grab your shit and be on your way. Or, if you like, we can play a little longer. Your call.”

The man glared at him but didn’t say anything as he scrambled to his feet and took off, leaving his own weapons behind. They all watched as he ran, disappearing down the street into the night.

“That was a hell of a fight,” the man with the pistol spoke up, complimenting the stranger.

“It’s been a hell of a day,” Ryland grinned, turning to find the blunderbuss pistols still lying where he had dropped them. They’d skidded a ways apart from each other. Eagerly, he went to retrieve them.

“Who are you?”

That made Ryland pause for a second before he scooped up the first pistol and then turned to introduce himself. “Captain Ryland Coldwell,” he said, coming towards the man and sticking his hand out, which the man shook. It was obvious the man was still shaky from what had transpired, making Ryland even more curious about the crew. They were obviously not pirates, and possibly not even seasoned seafarers, given how easily they were spooked by the fight.

“Are you from around here?” the darker man spoke up now from behind, just as inquisitive about the stranger as he was about them.

“Not willingly,” Ryland murmured as he went to retrieve the other pistol.

“What are we going to do about the bodies?” an older man asked, battered from a previous fight. “What about the patrols? What are we going to tell them? About what happened here, I mean?”

Ryland had to laugh. “Patrols?” He continued to chuckle, looking up to eye the lad. “You boys really aren’t from around here. No ‘patrol’ is going to show up before dawn, and even then, they’ll simply bury the lot and say it was natural causes.”

“Since when are gunshot wounds considered ‘natural causes?’” someone else questioned.

“Ever since you stepped foot in this place.” Ryland smiled briefly at the group then. “Welcome to Port Rue, gentlemen.”

Someone cleared their throat then, obviously trying to change the subject so they could get away from this place. The man he had shook hands with slowly moved forward, leaving his crew to remain where they were all standing, still startled by the night’s events. “We’re grateful for your help,” he was addressing Ryland.

After stooping to collect the second pistol, Ryland pivoted back around to find the man stopped, eyeing the dead bodies around him. From the look on his face, he hadn’t seen death much. Another thing that made the pirate curious.

“What’s your name?” Ryland called out, waking him up.

“Brent,” he said. “Brent McKall. That’s Samuel and Gutter—”

“Well, Brent McKall,” Ryland intervened, not wanting all the specifics, “I suggest you make it back to whatever ship you came in on. That little shit may have run off, but he’ll be back, and he’ll bring more friends.”

“What about our supplies?”

Both men turned to a sailor who had spoken up, an older man whose eye had started swelling.

Ah, Ryland thought, putting the pieces together to why the other half of the crew looked so askew. So that’s what happened.

“We’ll just have to look elsewhere,” Brent tried to rationalize, though by the way they looked, his crew felt disheartened by it.

“What kind of supplies do you need?” Ryland questioned.

The men all hesitated, Brent looking to his comrades who stared back. Only one spoke up from the back.

“Food.”

It was the youngest of the men, Ryland remembered from the tavern. Equipping himself with a knowing smile, Ryland reassured them, “I know just the place.”

“We... have nothing to pay for it with, though,” the man with the dark skin warned, which Ryland vaguely remembered Brent pointing out as Samuel.

“Rest assured, Port Rue will pay for this round,” Ryland consoled. “By the way, I’m keeping the dragons, if you don’t mind.” He held up both pistols as if they needed to be verified.

The crew didn’t know quite how to respond as they slowly drifted after the stranger who had saved them, all while keeping a look out for anyone else wanting a fight.
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“Is it supposed to be sagging like that?”

Emmeline had barely stepped foot out of the cabin when the question hit, much like the warm dampness of the rain that had ceased, leaving a wet shine on the railing of the ship while the canvas protected the rest. She had simply wanted to get some air, but upon hearing Captain Randall Dormer’s question, she looked up, seeing how the canvas sheet of the balloon was laying limp against the metal framing. There was a loud whizzing sound, the smell of fire, and she saw a gust of smoke and flame shoot out from the two large smokestacks that had taken the place of the large masts. The canvas inflated but not enough to lift off.

Disheartened, Emmeline already knew what the problem was.

“It’s the humidity,” she called out, turning to see Captain Dormer approaching from the wheel. He was mumbling something under his breath, some profanity he was very well known for, as he made his way down the staircase to where she stood.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” he asked, coming to stand next to her as he threw back his head to look at the giant canvas that began to sag above them. He scratched the side of his short dark beard, his mustache unable to hide his frown.

Normally, he would have apologized for the profanity, but in those few days of being stuck at sea, he had given up trying to be a gentleman in the presence of a lady. Now she was just a part of the crew, which Emmeline took as a slightly good thing, given that they were stuck together on this journey.

“The air inside the balloon has to be hotter than the outside temperature,” Emmeline explained, staring up with him. “Otherwise, it won’t lift off.”

“That’s real convenient given we’re in the fucking Caribbean,” the captain spat off.

He moved away, and Emmeline couldn’t help watching him go. He was a foot taller than her, with a stocky build and years of seafaring experience, which made his opinion matter, even if it did often come out quite harshly.

“Since temperatures often fall at night, we could leave then,” she offered, but before she squeezed in the tidbit about also not being seen under the cover of night, Captain Dormer had turned back around, rubbing his face as he leaned back against the railing.

“Emmeline, dear, there’s just one problem.” His hands were now pressed together in prayer against his lips as he stared at her, a smile forming. “How are we going to protect this ship until then?”

Emmeline closed her eyes briefly, stifling her annoyance as she thought, Of course, he’s going to bring up the—

“Cannons!” He practically exploded, his hands up in the air as his anger came to the surface. “Where the hell did you put the bloody cannons?” His question crescendoed into a high-pitched laugh like it always did when he was becoming hysterical.

“As was stated before,” she started as calmly as possible, “the weight distribution wouldn’t allow—”

“You should have planned it in—”

“—the canvas the ability to lift us,” Emmeline continued despite his interruption.

The two stared at each other, the argument still reeling before them, like it always did the dozens of times they had confronted that particular topic. Cannons were too heavy, and the ship couldn’t ideally handle that kind of weight yet, especially since the wood needed to keep the furnaces fed had taken over the weight ratio, next to the food and barrels of water for the sailors to live off.

Unfortunately, a ship was a ship to the captain, and a ship without cannons was—to put in a better term than the captain would articulate—worthless.

While his face remained flushed with anger, Captain Dormer’s expression turned serious, his voice leveling back to normal, that deep tone most of the crew knew when he was commanding. “There was no point building this magnificent contraption if you can’t protect it.”

“To be frank, sir,” Emmeline said, equally serious, “We never took into account that we’d be grounded like this.”

“Seems not,” Captain Dormer mumbled, turning around to face the island before them.

Emmeline shifted her eyes from his back to the canvas above her. With nothing else to say, she was just turning away to go back inside the cabin when Captain Dormer’s voice rose up.

“I suggest you change your attire.”

Emmeline looked down at her clothes, clear reminders of how urgently she had left France that night. Everything about her gave away that she was much different than the crew, from her unruly hair to the oversized coat. Next to the men, she was completely out of place.

Meeting Captain Dormer’s gaze, he nodded to the cabin. “See if you can find something else to wear and try to hide that hair of yours.”

He was talking about the trunk.

Emmeline hadn’t thought to open it, Edward’s engraved name on the plate keeping her away. Her own trunk had been taken off days ago, a reminder of how she wasn’t supposed to be there.

“Wouldn’t an airship be a big enough deterrent?” she asked, hopeful it would be a bigger distraction to ruffians who might stumble upon them. Even then, she understood full well what would happen if strangers caught a woman on board.

The captain smiled, though it wasn’t a happy one. “Not when it comes to a beautiful woman, love.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER EIGHT



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“Take anything you need.”

The crew stared at the door that Ryland had kicked in. The dark storefront and the lack of life in that part of the street revealed the theft would be going unnoticed. The only thing that seemed to be alive besides them were the spaced-out lamplights that glittered down the lane.

“We can’t,” Samuel interjected. “We’d be no better than the lot who robbed us.”

“That lot has either resold the items to the likes of this place or devoured it all themselves,” Ryland reasoned, leaning his back against the doorframe. “You’re the only honest people in this place, lads. You might as well get what you paid for.”

Guiltily, the men slowly entered the store, some hobbling as they quietly slipped in, trying to leave their conscience at the door. One man tripped completely, causing a hiss to rise from the group, as if at any moment they’d be found out. The reaction only made Ryland grin, finding it funny at how unnecessarily cautious they were all being.

“In a town like this, I’m surprised someone left this store unattended,” Brent remarked, remaining outside with Ryland in order to keep watch. He looked both ways down the street, dumbstruck that no one was around to stop them.

“No one left,” Ryland commented, admiring one of the pistols he had confiscated. He ran his hand over the plated design on the side, feeling the etched form of the dragon against his fingertips. “The store owner here takes to the drink too much in the evenings. If the past proves me right, he’s in the back sleeping it off.”

Brent stared at the insides of the store, listening to his men shuffle around. He crossed his arms then, looking back down the street as if there was something to keep a lookout for. Silence sat between the two men before Brent recalled parts of the fight, remembering the gun blasts, especially the one that had been aimed right at Ryland. He had asked him on the way to the store if he was alright, Ryland brushing it off that he must have been lucky. By the way the man acted, it was like nothing had happened.
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