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Part I

Into the Ocean


Chapter One
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Pirates were strong and brave and faced all their fears, no matter what.

At least, that's what Lamark always thought. He had to stay strong, like his father.

He paused at the door to Captain Karlus Phalen—his father's—room. He steadied his trembling hand on the handle and took a shaky breath in a feeble attempt to compose himself. Maybe his father was doing better today...

That's what Lamark had been telling himself for days to get through this. Things hadn't taken a turn for the better yet, only for the worse.

He squeezed his eyes shut and braced himself for the worst before he opened the door and stepped in. "Dad?"

"Lamark?" His father's eyes opened as he answered from the bed, ragged and quiet. He sounded so weak. It tore at Lamark deep.

"I brought you some water." He glanced down at the bucket he'd carried with him. Having tripped a couple times on the way over, it was only about a third full. "Do you think you can drink?"

Lamark walked delicately on the patterned rug covering the cabin floor, careful not to drip any more water. His father's cabin was sparsely furnished, with only a four-post bed, a desk littered with maps, and a small wooden chair, which Lamark had moved beside the bed when his father fell ill.

The rest of the space was filled to the brim with all sorts of trinkets and treasures, the spoils of a grand pirate captain's years of pillaging. There were tapestries and shiny silks hanging on the walls, chests filled with gold and fine jewels, and jars of strong-smelling spices from distant lands.

As he moved closer, Lamark assessed his father. Over the past few days, his skin had gone pale and slightly green. His hair was matted from the fever he couldn't seem to sweat out, and his face seemed thinner, almost ghastly. His father was but a wraith of the chipper pirate captain he was only days before. With each day Lamark's fear grew deeper, until it was a kraken that threatened to swallow him whole. 

Lamark squashed down that beastly fear to tend to his father.

Lamark spooned a ladle of water from the pail, gripping the handle tightly in an effort to keep his hand steady as he helped his father lean up to drink. He let out a grunt as he craned his head and sipped the water. When he laid his head back down, Lamark pulled a rag from his pocket to wipe his father's sweaty brow. He felt his forehead. Still running a fever. 

This was not good.

"Lamark..." his father wheezed, then began coughing. All Lamark could focus on was the hint of red at the corner of his lip, adding to the raw pain Lamark already felt in his chest. If his dad didn't get better soon, he feared for the future.

"Dad, it's okay. Don't strain yourself."

He shook his head. "I...I have to. There's...something I need to...tell you," his father panted.

"What is it?"

"The...first mate..." His father started heaving. Lamark scurried to grab an empty bucket just in time, looking away while he emptied his stomach into it. Lamark clenched his mouth shut tight when his own stomach turned. As unbearable as this was to witness, he would not leave his father's side, no matter what. His dad had always looked after him, and now it was his turn to repay the debt.

"Do you need more water?" Lamark asked when his father stopped coughing into the bucket.

He rubbed his shoulder and back, the memory of his dad doing the same for him every time he was sea sick as a kid coming to his mind and gripping at his heart. Thankfully, Lamark eventually adjusted to the constant rocking of the ship, and the sea sickness passed. For Lamark, it hadn't been soon enough. He never wanted to vomit again.

His dad gave a weak nod, and Lamark helped him drink again. "Lamark... Please, be careful..."

"Dad?" Lamark took his hand when he reached out, gripping it tight. "Why're you talking like this?"

"Promise me..."

"I-I will." Lamark gulped, throat tightening.

"Lamark...my boy, you've...got to..."

"Dad..." Lamark bit his lip and hugged his father's hand to his chest. He couldn't take any more of this. His heart couldn’t stand it. A horrible mass of unease curdled in his gut. "You'll be okay. You're going to get better. Y-You have t-to."

His father started to have another coughing fit, and Lamark’s chest ached for him more and more with each cough. This can’t be happening. It just couldn’t be.

"Dad!"

Be strong. Be strong. Be strong.

No matter how many times he repeated that to himself, it didn't seem to help calm him or ease his mind. The dread and fear only seemed to build. Lamark bit his lip, holding in the pathetic whimper that wanted to come out. He didn’t know what else to do for his dad, and he felt more useless and helpless than ever before. 

"La...mark..." he wheezed out between deep coughs.

A droplet of blood seeped from the corner of his mouth, running down his chin. Lamark couldn't bear to watch it. His father's head fell back onto his pillow. Though his eyes remained open, the light had faded from them completely.

He was gone.

Lamark stopped trying to be strong, all his tears and whimpers breaking free.

He buried his face into his father's chest, clinging to his shirt and sniveling like he was still a little boy afraid of the great dangers of the sea. His dad was still warm, and his salty musk still hung on his clothing. Lamark imagined his father wrapping his arms around him, telling him everything would be all right, just as he had done when he was a child.

He couldn't be gone. He couldn't.

Lamark wanted to melt into his father's arms, joining him in the abyss of death. It would be better than what faced him now.

Once Lamark's eyes had drained all the tears they seemed to have, he forced himself to sit up. His eyes burned, his chest ached, and even though his tear ducts were completely dried up, he still wanted nothing more than to weep for his loss. To weep until he faded away into nothingness.

He couldn't stay in his father's cabin forever, though. Eventually, he would have to come out and break the news to the rest of the crew, something he dreaded deeply. His belly already felt queasy, a bile that had nothing to do with sea sickness rising in his throat.

Exhaling, Lamark stood, bracing himself on the back of his chair until he felt as if his legs wouldn't give out on him. The chances were, he wouldn't get any more composed the longer he waited. So, might as well get it over with.

Lamark took his dad's limp hand in his and held it tight. "Goodbye, dad."

As Lamark was placing his father's hand back down, his fingers brushed over the captain's ring he always wore.

The sapphire in the middle glinted, showing off the skull and lightning emblem of the Poison Lightning in the jewel's depths. Lamark slipped the ring off his father's finger and onto his, stunned for a moment that it was a perfect fit. 

When he was young, he used to try it on, but it would always slip off his tiny fingers, and his father would say, "You're not ready to wear it yet." and take it back with a laugh.

Across the foot of the bed lay his father's blue coat. Lamark tried slipping it on; it too fit him. His father's leather tricorn hat hung on the bedpost. Lamark picked it up and turned it around in his hands before placing it on his head.

Wearing his coat, hat, and ring, Lamark was the spitting image of his father. He shared the same chestnut hair and eyes, the same cheeks and nose, everything. Though at nineteen, Lamark was without a decent growth of stubble and still had a boyish face.

He closed his eyes and took a few calming breaths. As the son of the captain, he had as much of a claim to the Poison Lightning as the first mate. Maybe more.

Would the crew accept him was the real question.

If Lamark's luck and reputation was anything to go by, there was no chance.

Stepping out of the cabin, Lamark walked down the hall with a stern look on his face and a stride to match, trying to mimic the way he'd seen his father look in his rare, serious moments. Until he tripped over thin air and nearly fell flat on his face, that is. No one was around to witness it, in an unusual strand of luck.

Lamark emerged from below, the sunlight assaulting his eyes as he stepped on deck. The ship was gliding along the water as if it weighed nothing, the winds strong and true today. His father always took pride in the fact that the Lightning was one of the fastest ships, its speed unmatched.

A few crew members were huddled in a circle on the starboard side, enjoying a game of chance with their dice. On the bridge stood the first mate, Ramey, who laughed heartily as he drained a cup of grog and bobbed to the joyful music drifting from the hurdy gurdy another crew member played nearby. Ramey was a stout man, with a thick black beard that obscured the majority of his facial features, aside from his rotting grin. He always wore the same red-striped shirt and red bandana.

Ramey had not a care in the world, completely unconcerned that the captain had fallen ill. Quite the contrary; he acted as if he was observing a joy-filled occasion. Over the past few days as his father' condition had been growing worse, Ramey hadn't seemed all that concerned, waving it off whenever Lamark brought it up. Seeing him now in such bright spirits, a fresh seed of resentment bloomed in Lamark's chest.

How dare he.

Lamark remembered his father's dying words. The first mate. Had he been trying to warn him about Ramey?

His father and Ramey hadn't always seen eye to eye, and Lamark had witnessed a few scuffles between them, which seemed normal enough. Upon seeing Ramey looking like he hadn't a care in the world, Lamark's mind sowed doubts about Ramey's faithfulness to his father.

Whatever he had against Lamark's father, acting so jolly during a time like this was unacceptable, and Lamark planned to tell him as much. With his head up and shoulders back, Lamark marched his way to the bridge, tripping on the steps but recovering quickly. Ramey didn't notice, too engrossed in his cups.

"Ramey." Lamark spoke in a deeper voice, hoping to sound more authoritative. Ramey started dancing around to the music, oblivious to Lamark. "Ramey!" Lamark attempted again, louder this time.

When that still didn't grab his attention, Lamark reached for his mug. Ramey's grip on it was firm, so instead of prying the cup from his grasp, it went slopping all over his face.

"What are ye doing, ye worthless klutz?" Ramey dropped his mug and grabbed Lamark by his coat, his grog-filled breath invading Lamark's nostrils.

When he tried to free himself from Ramey's hold, the first mate released him, and he fell flat on his arse. Ramey cackled, along with a few others observing the scuffle.

"Y-you need to stop," Lamark croaked out, not as loud or confidently as he would have liked.

"What's that?" Ramey cupped a hand around his ear. "Ye need to speak up!"

"This is no time for celebrating." Standing up, Lamark bore his angry stare on Ramey. Unfortunately, Ramey was unfazed. "My father has passed."

"Aye?"

"Aye."

"Then I beg to differ! ‘Tis the perfect time for celebrating. Drinks all around!" A few of the crew cheered at that.

"What are you talking about?" Lamark latched into Ramey's shirt, glaring at him through fresh tears. "My father is dead, and you call for drinks?"

"Ye dare touch me, lowly rat?" Ramey shoved him back.

Lamark caught himself on the railing, sinking to his knees.

"Yer father was soft. With him out the way, we can do some real pirating!"

"Not with the Lightning, you won't."

"Ha! Ye think ye can stop me?"

"I'm the captain's son. I've more claim to this ship than you." Lamark got to his feet, trying to keep his voice firm and level.

When Ramey burst into laughter, Lamark frowned. Not that he expected anything less of him than mockery. Lamark’s heart already felt raw. He was in no mood for Ramey’s cutting words.

"Ye honestly think yer captain material? Ye can barely swab the deck without injury!"

Some of the crew who'd gathered around them cackled along with the first mate. Lamark searched the crew for any on the side of his cause. Jolly, an older pirate who was usually pleasant towards Lamark, looked away, holding his tongue. Percy, a younger addition to the Lightning who'd been sailing with them a few years now, bit their lip while most of the crew rallied along with Ramey.

"Yer more lowly than the brig rats!" Ramey continued, earning more hoots and laughter.

Ramey's insults felt as heavy as an anchor on Lamark's chest. He clutched his arms and slammed his eyes tightly closed, wanting to fade away or undo his father's passing. Without his father, Lamark had no buffer to shield him from the crew's onslaught. No one came to his defense.

"Jol?" Lamark looked to him, hopeful. His voice came out small and dejected.

"Sorry, lad," Jolly said. "But yer father, he...he'd been off fer awhile. We want to go on some proper treasure hunts, and yer...yer just not fit to be captain."

"Perce?" They looked away. "Samon? Any of you lot?" None of them would look at him.

"Jolly's right, mate. Ramey's promised us riches and adventures," Nyen, the master gunner, chimed in.

None of them? Would no one stand up for him? Things didn't look good. Lamark’s heart sank deeper by the second. That none of this lot would stand up for him stung almost as badly as his father’s passing. He knew he wasn’t the best pirate. In fact, he was probably the worst pirate among them. Still, he’d expected more than this, especially from the senior members of the crew. Lamark’s eyes stung, threatening fresh tears.

"Wearing that coat won't make ye captain, boy."

As Lamark opened his eyes, Ramey waved a hand. Nyen and Yve lurched towards him, their faces grim. There was no point in running. He was trapped, the railing still to his back. Jumping overboard was suicide. He'd either drown since he couldn't swim or become shark food. Not to mention there was no land in sight.

Nyen and Yve seized him and forced the coat off him, tossing it to the first mate. Ramey smirked as he pulled it on, stepping closer to Lamark.

"I'm in charge here now, ye scallywag." His eyes caught on Lamark's hand with keen interest. "I'll be taking that, too." He grabbed for Lamark's hand.

"No!"

Lamark fought to free himself then, unwilling to part with his father's ring. The pirates' grips were too strong, and they forced his hand outward for the first mate. He clamped his hand shut, continuing to struggle helplessly.

"Give it here, ye clod." Ramey squeezed his hand around Lamark's until it gave a painful pop. In the moment Lamark winced, Ramey pried his hand open and slipped the ring free.

Lamark's heart sank into the depths as he watched Ramey slip the ring onto his finger with a grin. It most definitely did not belong on Ramey's finger. He didn't deserve that ring. 

He resurfaced from his despair when a fist collided with his stomach. Lamark grunted and his knees gave out, though he didn't sink to the deck due to the grip the two pirates had on his arms.

"What'll we do with 'im, captain?" Yve asked. Hearing someone addressing Ramey as such felt like a dagger slicing through Lamark’s heart.

"Hmm..." Ramey grabbed Lamark's chin and forced him to meet his eyes. "What'd suit ye? We could keelhaul ye, or maybe make ye walk the plank?"

Lamark squeezed his eyes shut and shook his chin from Ramey's hold. With the prospect of death looming over him, Lamark quaked. He didn't want to die, despite moments ago wishing to fade away.

If only his father were here, then this wouldn't be happening. No one was on his side now. His father was gone and wouldn't be coming to his aid.

"Ah! I've got the perfect thing. Ready a dinghy!"

What fate the dinghy would bring him Lamark was unsure, though it didn't seem as torturous as drowning. Lamark darted his gaze around, but no one stepped forward to stop Ramey. His stomach dropped, heavier than an anchor. 

Not one of them had ever liked him, had they? They'd merely tolerated him because he was the captain's son, good for nothing, barely even able to perform a swabbie's duties.

Ramey grabbed him by the shirt collar, assaulting him with grog breath yet again.

"Ye wanna be captain so bad, I'll let ye be captain... of yer very own dinghy!" He cackled in Lamark's face.

Ramey hauled him to the port side, where the small rowboat was dangling in wait. Lamark tripped over his own feet while they forced him to the edge.

"Captain Clumsy, of the dunceful dinghy!" Ramey mocked, a couple of the crew exploding with laughter at Lamark's expense. "The Lowly Lamark! Known across the seas as the Failure Phalen!"

To Lamark, it was like a hook digging into his heart, a clear jab at his father's namesake, the Fearless Phalen.

The first mate picked Lamark up by his shirt, dangling him over the edge of the ship. Lamark didn't put up much of a struggle. He didn't want, nor deserve Ramey's treatment. He'd done no wrong. This was not only his father's ship, but his home. And yet, remaining here seemed like a much greater burden and torture than whatever awaited him in the dinghy.

"Care to hear a secret?"

Lamark narrowed his eyes at him, unsure he cared to hear another thing from Ramey's rotten mouth at this point. All he'd done so far was mock Lamark. Ramey was as rotten as they came. Rotten Ramey, he should be called.

"Twasn't just illness from bad food that caused the captain's death. I poisoned him."

As Lamark's eyes went wide and a gasp escaped his throat, Ramey dropped him, sending him falling back into the rowboat behind him. The boat started lowering before he could do anything. A moment after the boat touched the water, the ladder came flopping on top of him. Lamark became tangled in the ropes while trying to sit up.

"You...you blasted, dirty, rotten pirate!" Lamark hollered up at a grinning Ramey.

"Aye, and bloody proud o' it! Good riddance, ye useless failure of a pirate!"

The Poison Lightning's sails expanded further, and his father's ship zoomed away, sailing gracefully over the water.

And so it was Lamark became stranded on a dinghy in the middle of the ocean.

At least they hadn't taken his father's hat from him.
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Chapter Two
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There were no rations aboard the small boat, no sails, not even rows. It was just a plain old little dinghy. Lamark was surely doomed to perish out in the middle of the ocean. The only question was whether he would starve or be shark food.

His absolute failure as a pirate loomed over him like a storm cloud.

He couldn't swashbuckle, pillage, or plunder. Swabbing the decks, one of the simplest tasks, caused him regular injuries. He couldn't snarf grog like a regular pirate, unless he wanted to accidentally hurt himself or others.

He couldn't even swim.

Ramey was right. Lamark really was the Failure Phalen, the most clumsy and mocked pirate on the seas.

That's how Lamark would be known, were his name to appear in any recountings at all, which he knew was unlikely. No one would remember the clumsy, useless, lowly Lamark.

Letting out a heavy breath, Lamark leaned back in the boat, resting his hands behind his head and pulling his hat over his eyes to keep the sun out of them. He was jolted from his doze when the boat jostled. He yipped and sat up quickly, only to find the dinghy had hit a solitary rock in the ocean. No land around.

When Lamark turned to survey the damage to the dinghy, praying there were no leaks, he gasped at the sight of a person restrained in some netting caught on the rocks.

Wait... Was that a man? He had a shimmering green tail in place of where his legs ought to be.

A merman?

Merpeople were just old sailor's tales, stories told to young naive sailors and children. Or so Lamark had always thought.

Yet here he was staring right at a merman in the flesh—and fins. 

Bits of his hair were matted against his face, partially dry from being above water for so long. His deep, sea blue eyes were wide with fright, and his chest rose up and down at an alarming rate. He was scared to death, the poor mate.

How did he even get into this mess, caught up in these nets and out here all alone?

Lamark pulled his dagger from his belt, and the merman's pants grew more panicked. He wriggled desperately in the nets, trying to get free.

"Shh, it's okay, mate." He held up his hands in a surrendering gesture before the thought occurred to him the merman might not understand what they meant. "I'm just gonna cut you free, that's all."

Lamark cooed softly to him as he moved the knife closer and began to cut the rope slowly. Once the merman understood this, he appeared to calm down.

Once the netting was almost cut through though, the merman began to struggle again.

"Hey, hey, take it easy there, mate!" He placed a hand on the merman's shoulder to steady him.

A shrill screech came from the merman's mouth, making Lamark jump out of his skin. He lost what little balance he had in the rocking boat and toppled into the water, and just his luck, he'd taken the net with him and lost his dagger in the process.

Of course, even if he had his dagger to cut himself free, Lamark would just sink like an anchor. That's what always happened when he was in deep water, despite repeated attempts by his father to teach him to swim.

He screamed, a muffled, useless cry into the growing darkness of the water. The water around him shifted, and he caught a glimpse of the merman's green, scaly tail swimming away, leaving Lamark to sink into the depths.

So, this was it. He was going to drown, all because he tried to save a merman's life. He'd heard once that saving a merperson would grant one a wish. Seemed that wasn't true.

This merman had left him to drown.

Flailing his arms and legs, Lamark made a pitiful attempt to propel himself upward to no avail. Lamark even tried screaming again, despite knowing that would do him little good except causing him to lose precious air from his lungs. There was no one who'd hear him.

His legs locked up on him, as they always seemed to do when he was submerged in water. He remembered his father chiding him for it during a swimming lesson.

"No, no, you've gotta move your legs too, son."

"But I can't," Lamark sniveled. "They're stuck."

"I'd think you'd be a natural at this..." His father said softly, words Lamark never discerned the meaning behind.

He closed his eyes tight, shutting out the heartache at the memory, and waited for his end.

Something touched his cheeks. Lamark tried to open his eyes again, but the stinging was too much. Arms closed around his waist before he lost consciousness.

***

[image: ]


LAMARK WOKE WITH HIS cheek pressed into gritty, wet sand, gentle ocean waves lapping against him.

Land?

He sat up. A splash in front of him made him look ahead, and he spotted the merman sitting with his elbows propped in the sand, chin resting on his palms as he watched him. His tail splashed against the water again when he met eyes with Lamark.

"Uh. Hello there again," Lamark said.

The merman only cocked his head to the side, smiling and making a cheerful noise.

"Why did you save me from drowning?" He asked, and again received no response but an innocent smile.

"I guess you can't understand me."

More of that curious, sweet smile, and more tail splashing were the merman's only reply.

He could have left Lamark to die. Instead, he'd turned around and saved him. Did he feel bad for knocking Lamark into the water? The merman also could've left before he woke up, yet he'd stayed to look after him.

Perhaps he wanted to help?

Lamark reached a hand towards the merman only for him to flinch away like a skittish animal. He didn't flee though, which Lamark took as a good sign.

He moved his hand back and touched his chest. "I'm Lamark." The merman's only response was to bat his fins against the water again. "Lamark," he repeated, pointing to himself.

A spark of recognition short across the merman's face. He splashed his tail on the water again smiling wider. "Yuvie'et'a!" The word was lengthy, strange sounding. Lamark couldn't repeat it if he tried.

"Uh...How about I just call you Yuvie for short?" Lamark pointed towards the merman. "Yuvie."

"Yuvie?" He repeated Lamark like a parrot.

"Yes, that's you." He pointed again. "Yuvie."

"Yuvie!" he exclaimed excitedly, beaming at Lamark. Seemed like he was catching on.

Lamark smiled back at him, chuckling at how excited Yuvie got over something so simple as an introduction.

A sudden growl from Lamark's belly startled him, reminding him of his hunger. He'd been so busy tending to his father in his dying days that he'd hardly had a bite to eat himself.

"Oh...I've gotta find some food."

Yuvie turned his head curiously at him.

"Food," Lamark repeated, pointing to his open mouth, then rubbing his stomach.
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