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    For my Family

And most especially

For the memory of my grandfathers

May Angels lead you into Paradise

      

    



  	
        
            
            Oh let me midlife mourn by the shrined

And druid herons' vows

The voyage to ruin I must run,

Dawn ships clouted aground...

 

- Dylan Thomas, "Poem on His Birthday"
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The Quadra Terrarum
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SUPPORTED AT ITS CORNERS by the four pillars of the elements, the Quadra Terrarum itself supports numerous and diverse forms of life, from the dragonfolk of Stratocumulopolis to the deep-sea dwellers off the Fetan Coast, and of course human beings in all their multitudes, with their short and busy lives. The dome of the sky covers the mountains and seas of mortal lands, while the fixed stars hang above in their harmonious spheres. Under the hills lie the perilous countries of Faeriekind. And deep, deep below all, so legend holds (for no mortal being has ventured thence, or thence returned), the fiery pit of Tartarus itself.

[...]

In the year 426 (by the Camembertian calendar) the sea captain Nicolas Osbert, in the ship Copernicus, confirmed once and for all that the world is, in fact, flat, thus silencing a long scholarly debate on the topic. Round worlds have been postulated, but no evidence of their existence has ever been found.

- From A New Cosmology of the Quadra Terrarum, by Keo Arnwulf, Scholar of Elhard
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Lost at Sea
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Captain Flynn Freeborn sat with his feet on his sea chest and his boots on the deck, trimming his toenails with a boarding axe. He hummed in a cheerful baritone as he worked, and the occasional lyrical phrase slipping free revealed that he sang one of those sea shanties of which sailors are so fond—yet not just one sea shanty, but a thematic fusion of all the sea shanties in Captain Flynn's considerable repertoire, the very apotheosis of all sea shanties:

“Hmm-hmmm drunken sailor ... rant and roar hmm-hmmm ... drink up, me hearties, yo ho!”

He reflected as the nail parings fell down to the deck on the keen, almost unparalleled pleasure, so often unappreciated, of neat, trim toenails—a pleasure, alas, that many of his men did not share with their captain. Why, there was many a salt on the Peregrine (an otherwise taut ship—or as taut as one of its kind, with such a captain, could be) with horny old growths covering his toes, yellowing carapaces as tough as rhinoceros hide and as long as the tusks of an oliphant. Yet they skittered up and down the masts never batting an eye—or breaking a toe—and padded about the deck barefoot, unabashed by their lack of pedicurial hygiene. It was not a thing he could easily understand.

The boarding axe, honed to a razor's sharpness, shaved off the last crescent of nail. Captain Flynn, well satisfied, leaped to his feet, thrust the weapon through his belt, and bellowed out in a voice that would have put the mightiest lungs on the stages of Parmigiana to shame, “O where are me boots, me noggin, noggin boots?” The answer, of course, was “on the deck, right where you left them,” but Flynn preferred the less accurate but lyrically more appropriate, “All gone for beer and tobacco!”

He continued to sing in a roar that could have been heard at the foretop in a howling hurricane as he pulled on the aforementioned footgear, and would have gone on to wonder about not only his boots but his shirt and his bed had not an even louder shout, hoarse and irritable, overridden him. Extracted from the sailors' cant and obscenity, the gist of the message was this:

“The First Mate's compliments, sir, and would you kindly belay that atonal howling and come up on deck?”

Flynn emerged from his cabin, inhaling of the clean, salt air and smiling. This was the pinnacle of life, it was—sailing large on a bright morning, brisk air quivering with the promise of a glorious day. The men working the ship were singing of women and grog, the quartering breeze hummed through the rigging, the pellucid waters rushed and gurgled along the Peregrine's side. A glorious day!

“Well, Jem,” he said, ascending to the quarterdeck, “what's afoot, then?” The word afoot particularly delighted him, and he repeated it with a chuckle to himself, knocking his freshly trimmed and shod toes against the plank beneath him.

“Sir,” said the First Mate, making an abortive gesture towards a non-existent cap. “Sail to leeward, sir.”

“Now, Jem Starboard,” said Captain Flynn, distracted for a moment from the interesting question of a strange sail in their cruising ground. “There's no call for such formality, so there ain't. You're a free man now, you are, a gentleman of fortune, not one of the Admiralty's sad slaves!” He clapped the younger man's shoulder. “So belay that sirring and saluting and carrying on, and speak to me in plain language.”

“Aye, sir,” said Jem Starboard. Flynn cast him a wry look, and his face (usually rather pasty, with freckles) turned bright red. “Uh, I mean—er, Captain. Mad Dog sighted a sail just off the larboard beam, sir—uh—Captain. Sir.”

“Ah!” Flynn's eyes lit. “A chase? A fat, foolish merchant wallowing in our waters, loaded with silk from Chai or gold from the Queen's own coffers?” The light dimmed. “Or a warship to harry us away from our rightful cruising ground, the braggartly buggers?”

“Perhaps you ought to have a look, sir,” suggested Jem Starboard, for a moment forgetting himself. Well, old habits, as they say, die hard, and before he became Jem Starboard, First Mate of the Peregrine, he had been Jeremiah Starkey, a Lieutenant in the Royal Navy of Camembert, and he would no more have gone without saluting than he would have gone without pants.

Flynn forbore to comment. Flynn's attention was, in fact, wholly taken up with the prospect of a prize. “Aye!” he said, “a prime idea!” And at once scurried up to the maintop, his spyglass in his teeth.

The distant ship leapt into focus, hull-down on the horizon. From the trim of her rig, no merchant at all, but a ship of Her Majesty's Navy. He frowned, sweeping the blurred indigo line of sea and sky with the glass, and when an accompanying squadron did not appear, a moral dilemma did. Even a lone Navy vessel could give his sweet-sailing Peregrine a tense moment or two, with no pecuniary benefit to himself or his men. And yet—his ship had the weather gage of her, with the breeze right where she liked it, and it would be easy enough to rake her with a broadside or two, board her in his own smoke, and take her while those Navy dogs still had their hands in their pockets. “Aye, there's glory for you,” he said to himself, stroking his chin while he considered. Then a thought occurred to him, and he leant down and shouted towards the deck, “Jem Starboard!” 

“Aye, sir?” The mate's head appeared almost at once at the edge of the swaying platform.

“Tell me, Jem,” said Flynn, passing the spyglass, “what does your keen and professional eye make of yonder bark?”

“Sir,” said Jem, having looked, “that is Her Majesty's Ship the Pegasus, a frigate of thirty-six guns. I'd stake my—” he almost said “I'd stake my career on it,” but since his career was long since dust and ashes, he swallowed the words and finished, “my ears on it, sir.”

“That's a considerable wager, Jem, as you've got the biggest jug-handles I've ever seen in all my days,” said Captain Flynn. “But you've confirmed my own suspicions, that you have. And who captains H.M.S. Pegasus these days, if you can recall?”

It was well known on the Peregrine that Jem Starboard still knew the Navy List by heart.

“Captain Bayard Rangle, sir,” said Jem at once. He sounded a little wistful. Perhaps he missed those regimented days of eight-bell watches, hardtack and salt horse, stiff collars and silly hats. Perhaps he was thinking of the Admiral's broad pennant he'd never hoist, the well-bred young lady he'd never marry, all because he'd sent a ship to starboard when he should have said port, running her aground, dismasting her, sinking her, the culmination of a series of disasters that drove him to resign his commission and seek alternate employment before he could be hanged, decommissioned, flogged round the fleet, or simply tossed over the side by his own men, a sacrifice to propitiate the heathenish gods of the sea.

Flynn nodded to himself. “Cousin Bayard,” he said. “Always exact to the moment.” His face split in a huge, white moon of a grin; hurling himself down towards the deck he cried, “Listen up, then, mates! That's Cousin Bayard on yonder ship, so it is, and I don't doubt we'll be seeing a bit of action before the day is out, and then perhaps the good captain will be joining us for our evening victuals. So let's give those Navy dogs a good show, eh?”

The Peregrines roared their approbation, and all through the long, golden afternoon they packed on as much sail as their ship could bear, the whole shooting match, t'gallants'ls, royals, skysails and all, a gleaming, towering pyramid of canvas. Oh, the glorious living speed, the white foam rushing along the Peregrine's side!

“If she don't decline to fight,” said Jem Starboard, “we'll be up on her by sunset, sir.”

“She won't, not she,” said Captain Flynn, squinting up into the maze of rigging and white, white sails. Was that great mass of canvas pressing her down a trifle at the head? He thought it might be. He shouted an order, and the grinning men obeyed (they knew their captain's motions, they)—and yes, now her motion was easier, freer. Now she more than sailed—she flew. “Not with Bayard Rangle in command. A more bellicose, warlike, battle-hungry, pugilistical bastard you'll never meet, nay, not if you lived a thousand years.” But he was smiling as he said it. After all, had not Cousin Bayard's love of a dust-up been what reunited them in the first place?

The Navy ship had certainly sighted them by now; she was beating toward them, tack upon tack, not merely accepting battle but welcoming it, hurrying it on. What a lovely vessel she was, a trim little frigate, and how well handled! She and the Peregrine were much of a size, but what a difference high discipline and fast gunnery made! She'd be a tough nut to crack—if Captain Flynn really intended to crack her, that was.

“Let's show her our true colors, shall we, Jem?” said Flynn, grinning at the mate.

“Aye, sir,” said Jem, touching his forehead—but he was smiling too. Striding forward, “Hoist the colors!” he bellowed. The ball of black ascended to the mizzen-peak, then snapped out, flapping and streaming in the joyous wind, the jolliest Roger you ever saw: a grinning, winking, pig-tailed, earringed skull that bore a remarkable likeness to Captain Flynn himself—or Captain Flynn as he would look in a century or so, his bones nibbled clean by the fishes—and wearing a shabby tricorne hat.

“Ahhh!” cried Flynn, watching the flag and laughing out loud. “What a fine thing it is, what a fine thing indeed!” How many fat merchants had wept at the very sight of those colors? How many tried to flee, all too late? 'Twas a fine thing, a fine thing indeed, to sail under such colors!

The Pegasus closer now, as white daylight deepened to gold, every line and spar of her visible in almost painful detail, her open gun ports glaring. Flynn watched as she went about, staying in her own length, as graceful and lively as a cutter, shouldering the turquoise-and-amber seas aside as though she would reach her foe by sheer willpower alone. Twice more, he reckoned, she'd need to tack, and then he'd be upon her.

“Not long now, Jem Starboard,” he said, rubbing his hands in his eagerness.

“Aye, sir,” the First Mate replied, watching the approaching ship with wide and wishful eyes.

##
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IN LATER YEARS, WHEN the name of Flynn Freeborn had passed into history, and from history into legend, when Captain Bayard Rangle was an old, old man, an Admiral whose grand-children were captaining ships of their own, the battle they fought that day would be remembered as the battle, the decisive battle, the final battle of the Royal Navy's war on piracy. Oh, you could say with perfect accuracy that Vandemar Broadside continued his rampages for years afterwards, but, for all his infamous violence, he was merely raging against the dying of the light (as it were). With Lucenza di Ladro dead and Cornelius Cid given official pardon by the Crown of Eclaire, Flynn Freeborn was the last of the great pirates—and with his passing, so passed an age.

Scholars, historians and enthusiasts in later years pored over the battle's least details, as though knowing where the Pegasus’s yeoman of the sheets was standing, or the type of coffee Captain Bayard had drunk that morning, would increase their understanding one iota. Papers were written on the topic—monographs—whole dissertations. Leon Ampersand, the scholar of Elhard whose name you may have heard in connection with other matters entirely (for it was his knowledge of both mechanics and magic that helped make Cornelius Cid's first airship sky-ready), wrote the notable work, An Humble Proposal Regarding the Mysterious Disappearance of the Famed Pirate Captain Flynn Freeborn (available, no doubt, at your local bookseller).

These things being the case, there is little need to go into great detail here. The details have been enumerated elsewhere, and they are not, no not by a chalk as long as your arm, the point of our excursus. The battle is not the point. While other authors may attempt to impress their readers by flashing out a host of technical terms, swamping them with jargon that mystifies rather than clarifies, laying them quite by the lee, such is not our intent. We will be clear, concise, brief, succinct.

To lay the scene:

The Peregrine had the weather gage, and was going large with the wind on her larboard quarter, throwing up a fine, white wave that smothered her bows in foam. Her guns, twelve to a side, were run out, each attended by a grinning crew of hardened, desperate, perilous scoundrels, scallywags and poltroons. Captain Flynn himself stood on the quarterdeck, a song bubbling in his heart if not quite to his lips, his hands clasped behind him, an antic light in his eye. Now and then he laughed out loud, for no reason anyone else could see.

The Pegasus, meanwhile, beat up toward her foe with all the spirit that was in her. She was a stiff, modern frigate, very fast, very weatherly, and she was as close-hauled as ever she could be. The captain had beat to quarters long since; there were sharp-shooters in the tops, slow-match smoldering in tubs on deck, filling the air with its heart-quickening reek, and (just as on the pirate ship) the gun crews waiting, waiting, a-waiting the order to fire.

In that golden hour, with the sun gliding down towards the horizon, turning the sky to amber and the sea to bronze, the two ships converged in almost perfect silence. They might have been the only things moving in an otherwise motionless world; the sky was empty of birds, and even the sea might have been merely a picture of water. But the two ships raced toward each other with swift grace and deadly intent, white-winged, glorious, and it was a matter of moments until battle was joined.

The Pegasus went about, showing the Peregrine her starboard broadside. The gap between the two ships was narrowing. Neither had yet fired.

“Flynn Freeborn!”

The dark-haired captain of the Pegasus had a carrying voice, and his speaking trumpet carried it farther still. “Surrender now,” he bellowed, “and I guarantee your death will be quick and merciful!”

“Surrender ain't a word in Cap'n Flynn's prodigious vocabulary!” Flynn returned, his own voice crossing the gap between ships without the aid of a megaphone. “So you can just be takin your surrender and—” But there is no need to repeat exactly what he said, which was not the sort of thing one would say with ladies present. The pirates let out a bellowing jeer, and the sailors roared their disapprobation.

“And I'll remind you,” Captain Flynn continued, “that God reserves the lowest, deepest, blackest, foulest pit of hell for traitors and kinslayers, so if you'd not see your immortal soul damned for all eternity, you'll let us by in peace!”

“The hell I will!” cried Captain Bayard in a fine froth of indignation. “You're a pirate, Flynn, a disgrace to our family honor, and your poor mother would thank me for bringing you to justice!”

“Let's give her a shot, now,” Flynn murmured to his gunner, a wild-eyed, bearded fellow named Hieronymous London. “Can you be pitching it right over the quarterdeck, between the Captain and yon redcoat? Give him a scare, like.”

Hieronymous grinned, revealing a black, mostly toothless gap in his wiry grey beard. “Can I?” said he, chuckling. “Just you watch, mate.” He set his piece with particular care, squinting down the sight while his crew poured in the powder and rammed in the shot, Flynn looking on with the pleased anticipation of a boy about to get a particularly fine birthday present. The gunner stepped aside and jerked on the lanyard. The gun went off with a bang, kicking back with the force of the powder's explosion, and hurled the ball in a fine, sweet arc straight toward Bayard Rangle, passing so close by him it knocked the hat from his head.

“A fine shot, indeed!” Flynn cried, laughing, as Bayard (his scowl visible even from this distance) bent to retrieve his now-mangled hat. “Never have I seen a finer!”

“O' course,” said Hieronymous London, modestly.

Leaning forward, Flynn shouted, “That for speaking in such a blaggardly fashion about my sainted mother! Stand and fight, you cowardly dog, and we'll show you what your honor's worth!”

“I'll see you hang, Flynn Freeborn!” Bayard cried, voice cracking with rage. “Fire!”

The Pegasus’s broadside disappeared in the smoke of the simultaneous crash of guns. Roundshot whizzed through the rigging and thudded into the Peregrine's hull. Men shouted, ropes parted, and dismounted blocks came tumbling down. One landed at Flynn's feet. He picked it up and regarded it, like Hamlet contemplating the skull of poor Yorick.

“You know what to do, Jem Starboard?” he said, tossing the block to his mate.

“Aye, sir!” Wielding the block like the orbis mundi (or, more properly, the cubus mundi, I suppose), the First Mate of the Peregrine strode along the deck, shouting above the din of the battle begun: cheering men, the crack-crack-crack of musket-fire, and once every two minutes (damned quick gunnery) the enormous, shattering crash! of the Pegasus's broadside, intercut with the Peregrine's more ragged, irregular replies.

“Prepare to go about!” Jem Starboard cried, and at once the rigging darkened with men hurrying aloft. “Lay aloft, lay aloft, you slubberdegullions!” he roared, with the furious passion of first naval officers throughout history. But when everyone was in position (and it took less than a minute, even with the firing of the guns, the hurrying and scurrying of the powder-monkeys, and the general hullabaloo), the Peregrine began her turn. First her head came up into the wind, the hands at the braces cheering and yo-heave-ho-ing for all they were worth, her leeway drifting her nearer to her foe—and then, when all the way was almost off her, and her sails were shivering, Flynn Freeborn winked at Jem Starboard, who gave a quiet order.

The Pegasus let fly another broadside.

The Peregrine shuddered, hesitating between the old tack and the new, and then slowly began to creep back into the old. The Pegasus, not slow to take advantage of the opportunity, kept up a hot fire, pummelling the defenseless pirate. Several spars, shot away by the latest volley, crashed down toward the deck. Men lay here and there in heaps, groaning, while others ran this way and that, waving their hands in the air and hooting in their panic, slipping in the blood that soaked the deck.

Flynn Freeborn was clutching his belly, laughing so hard he could barely stand, while the tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Sir?” It was Jem Starboard, whose blood-daubed cheeks gave him the aspect of some fierce barbarian chieftain from ancient times. “Should we strike the colors?”

“Eh?” And when Jem had repeated his question, Flynn wiped his eyes and said, “Oh, aye, to be sure, to be sure. No sense in postponing the inevitable, so there ain't.”

##
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FOR SUCH A SHORT BATTLE, the carnage on the pirate ship was shocking. Captain Rangle, who had seen many a hot action in his day (several of them against this selfsame buccaneer), was hard-pressed to contain both his face and the contents of his stomach as he stepped across to take possession, accompanied by his bosun, his third lieutenant, and a file of marines. The deck was awash in blood, blood oozing down the masts, blood dripping from the rigging, blood jetting from the scuppers into the sea. Dead men lay in heaps, and the wounded too, and they filled the air with their cries, for there was no one alive to help them.

Captain Flynn stepped up to greet the conquering heroes, a sad figure just as battered as his ship. One of his coat sleeves hung empty, and there was a bloody bandage wound round his head. His face was greyish-white, the stubble showing black by contrast. An attentive observer, however, might have noticed the wry sparkle, ill-concealed, in his eyes.

“So, Flynn Freeborn,” said Bayard Rangle, “you see what your arrogance has brought you.” Captain Rangle, of Her Majesty's Royal Navy, was a tall, dark-haired, well-made man, only a few years older than Flynn himself. He came off very well by contrast, however, as he was relatively clean, his curly hair neat, his uniform impeccable. The file of marines didn't hurt, either.

“Aye,” said Flynn, hanging his bloody head. “'Tis a new word I've learnt today, so it is. I'll not soon forget the lesson you've taught me.”

Nearby, one of the wounded pirates let out a loud and piteous groan.

“Hush up!” hissed the corpse next to him.

“Which I'm just trying to add a note of verisimilitilitude,” the other casualty retorted, hurt.

“Bugger your very-sery-melly-tude,” said the corpse, whose front was all one stiffening mess of red. “We're just set dressing, we are.”

“Bugger your own self,” said the first pirate, but his heart wasn't really in it.

“You'll wear a hempen necktie, Flynn,” said Bayard, in strong, comminatory tones.

“Aye, no doubt,” Flynn replied, his hand straying to the necklace of braided beads and hemp he wore, as so many pirates did, to remind him of the fate that awaited him if he were caught. His fingers brushed the ornament, and he swayed on his feet, his face turning the color of whey. With a muffled groan, his eyes rolling back in his head, he keeled over, landing with a thump on the deck.

“Damn!” said Bayard. “Pass the word for the ship's wizard. Hurry!”

“But, sir,” said the third lieutenant. “If we're just going to hang him anyway—”

“His fate is for the courts to decide, Mr Chay,” said Bayard piously. “Would you like to deprive Her Majesty of the pleasure of condemning the most infamous rogue this age?”

Queen Leonara's temper, and her hatred of pirates (this pirate in particular), was legendary. Mr Chay, only recently passed for lieutenant, had not the least desire to do any such thing, and he ran at once to fetch the Pegasus’s wizard, who clucked and tutted over the comatose captain, then appointed several of the beefier marines to carry him down to his cabin.

Bayard accompanied the party, abjuring the men who remained above to “make sure these rogues don't try anything.” Since the rogues seemed disinclined to try anything but lie on deck and expire, the marines were not displeased with their lot.

Not, that is, until the dead pirates suddenly rose up, overwhelmed them, wrested their weapons from them, and threw them overboard.

##
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“COUSIN BAYARD!” CRIED Flynn when they were alone in the cabin, wrestling his arm out of his coat, where he had put it for very-silly-milly-tude.

“Cousin Flynn!” cried Bayard, and the two men threw their arms around each other, embracing and pounding each other's shoulders and grinning like fools.

“Ah, that was grand!” said Flynn, laughing. “That was the best one yet!” He went to the sideboard and poured two glasses of wine, offering one to his cousin.

“Wasn't it?” said Bayard, looking pleased. “I particularly liked the bit about the hempen necktie.”

They toasted the success of the ruse and drank off their glasses, and Bayard said, “I was impressed, cous, by how quickly your men got those spars down, and how natural it looked—almost as though they really had been shot away. You've been practicing, haven't you?”

“Oh, aye,” said Flynn, refilling his cousin's glass. “The lads, they enjoy a bit of drama, they do. Did you notice the blood on the deck, at all?”

“I could hardly have avoided it, could I? Pigs' blood, I suppose?”

They toasted the success of the ruse, drinking to each other's health three times three, laughing and reminiscing about past encounters.

“Ah, cous,” said Flynn, chuckling and wiping his eyes. “What larks, eh? What grand larks indeed! More wine?” He offered the bottle, which Bayard took. But instead of pouring himself another glass, he frowned, his lips pursed and a little line between his eyebrows.

“Er...” said Flynn, looking at the motionless wine bottle.

“You almost took my head off with that ball, you know,” Bayard said, rousing himself from his brown study.

Flynn laughed. “Ha ha! Aye, indeed! What fun, eh, cous? Eh?” Bayard, however, did not join in the merriment; Flynn, at last catching on to his cousin's mood, leaned forward and said, “Cous, what fashes thee? Art sick? Art vexed? 'Twas only a joke, so it was!”

With a sigh, Bayard put down both the empty wine glass and the far-from-empty wine bottle. “I can't do this any more,” he said.

Flynn blinked.

“I—I can't!” said Bayard. “The—the lying, the deception, the—” He was on his feet, pacing, waving his hands. “Do you know,” he said, turning towards Flynn, “I have falsified my own log books. I have lied in my reports to the Admiralty about you. That alone would be enough to have me court-martialled, stripped of my rank, probably shot if not flogged round the fleet and then hung! I take my life into my hands every time I set foot on this ship, cous.”

“I've risked me own life for you many and many-a time,” Flynn remarked, mildly enough, helping himself to more wine. His eyes narrowed with a pleasant recollection, and he chuckled. “D'ya remember that time, off the coast of Erris—”

“Aye, but, Lysander—” Bayard began, then checked himself. Flynn had frozen, the wine still pouring from the mouth of the bottle and into the glass—over the rim of the glass—onto the spotless deck. Bayard sighed. “Flynn, I mean. Cousin. I can't be thinking only of myself. I have a family, responsibilities. What will happen to them if I'm caught?”

Flynn did not respond. His face was dark. The wine was a red waterfall over the edge of the glass.

“Your mother sends her regards,” Bayard said.

At that, Flynn was out of his seat like a shot, knocking bottle and glass alike to the deck, a fine spray of broken glass. “So it's this again, is it?” he cried. “This same tired old worn-out theme? I gave you me answer on that long ago, cous, long ago, and I've not changed me mind—nay, nor ever will!”

It was an ancient argument between them. Long ago Bayard had ceased to press the issue, valuing his cousin's good will too much to risk alienating him in such a high-handed fashion—but this time he was determined, his mind was made up, and a stubborn hope flared in his breast.

“Will you not?” he said now. “If not for your own sake, then for the sake of those you've left behind?”

Flynn stuck out his jaw—a sure sign he was feeling mulish, obstinate, intractable and contumacious. “And who would you be referrin to, then?” he asked.

“Oh, for God's sake!” Bayard burst out, throwing his hands in the air. “Your mother? Evie?”

“Ah,” said Flynn, and if the name moved him he gave no sign. Meeting his cousin's eyes he said deliberately, knowing it would wound, “Is she still alive, then?”

“How dare you!” Bayard hissed, stopping his fist mere moments before its impact with his cousin's face.

“I'll tell you how,” said Flynn, putting his face right next to Bayard's. “Because I am a pirate, cous, a lawless rogue, and I answer to no man but myself. This may not be the life I would have chosen for myself, but it's mine now, so it is! And I don't require your help, your assistance, or your damned interference!”

“If that is the case,” said Captain Rangle, drawing himself erect, strong chin jutting in a way that increased the resemblance between them, although they were not in fact related by blood, “I'll waste no more of your valuable time, Captain.” And he turned to go.

“Wait, now, cous,” said Flynn, and although he did not follow Bayard, or offer to touch him in any way, he did hold out his hand, and on his face was regret. “Let's not be parting in anger, not after all we've been through. Are we not cousins, and closer than brothers? Look.” He turned his hand palm-out, showing the round, white scar there.

“You must think me a sentimental fool,” Bayard said, but he halted, turned, looked. His lips tightened. There was a similar scar on his own palm, got when he and Flynn were children, playing a foolish children's game.

“Never in life!” cried Flynn. “Never in life, cous!”

“So you'll do it? You'll give up your life of crime, recant, go home? She has been waiting a long time.” He did not say the name a second time.

“Fifteen years,” Flynn said softly, looking down at the mark on his hand. “A long time, in very deed.” He glanced up. “And what has one such as I to offer her? I, near thirty years old, an unrepentant sinner. Nay, cous, nay. I'll not go to her.”

She's no younger, Bayard thought but did not say, and she has been waiting all this time. Unhappy but by no means surprised, he said, “Farewell, then, cous. The next time we meet, if ever we do, it won't be a mock battle. I have my duty.”

“Aye.” The two men shook hands, and Flynn mustered a smile. “And how shall I be ridding myself of your intolerable presence this time?” he asked. “Will you walk the plank? Or would you like to be shot from a cannon again?”

“No.” Bayard shook his head. “It took months for my ribs to heal the last time. Perhaps you should just heave me overboard?”

“Well, it's not as entertaining for the lads, so it isn't, but if it's your preference—”

“It is.”

“Then I suppose it's into the drink with you, cous. You're not wearing your best coat this time, are you?”

“No. I've learnt my lesson.”

“Well. Good-bye, then, cous.”

“Good-bye.”

The crew of the Pegasus watched in horror as their captain went sailing over the Peregrine's rail, arms and legs flailing, tossed with many an imprecation by a band of grinning importunate cutthroats, and landing with a glorious splash in the water below. And with many a bark of piratical laughter (“yar-har-har!”) the Peregrine slid out from under the Pegasus's lee, her spars miraculously healed, and swept out into the open ocean. The Pegasus, busy hauling Captain Rangle (who could not swim) out of the drink, did not give chase.

##
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HAVING ASCERTAINED that Bayard was in no danger of drowning, Flynn clapped his spyglass to and turned from the rail, deep in thought. Many of the things Bayard had said, he had said before—and many of Flynn's replies had been his traditional responses as well. Like two musicians improvising together, they played endless variations on the same theme, handing the argument back and forth, one to the other, but never altering its essence.

The men were already at work cleaning up the mess of the battle. Sailors, like cats, are fastidious creatures; unlike cats, they can tolerate a fair degree of squalor (and pirates rather more than ordinary sailors), but the blood in the standing rigging was, they felt, coming it a bit high. And with Jem Starboard (once an active, zealous lieutenant in Her Majesty's service, with all that implies) in charge, the work moved along at a brisk pace. By morning there would be no sign that a battle, even a mock battle, had ever taken place.

Sighing, walking heavily, Flynn stepped up and took the helm from the sailor stationed there. Balm for the soul, it was, to feel the spokes of a living ship's wheel beneath his hands, but at first, his soul was not balmed. Bayard's words stuck like a fishhook in his mind, niggling away at him. He was not a man much given to introspection, and the unaccustomed work brought him lower and lower, until his heart might have been dragging along the bottom of the sea.

Gradually, however, the ship's lively motion, the purple breeze of evening, the singing of the crew as they worked and the wind in the rigging, the dazzling emergence of a thousand stars, worked upon him, and his native optimism reasserted itself.

“And after all,” he said to himself, “everything that starts must have its end, and nothing's eternal in this valley of shadows and tears.”

Another man might not have found this thought comforting, but to a creature like Flynn, who lived almost exclusively in the present moment, it was exactly the sort of reflection he needed to break free of his blue mood entirely (like a tired swimmer who requires a friendly hand to heave him above the water's sparkling surface), and once he had thought it, he smiled to himself. What a lovely evening it was, to be sure! How gentle the breeze, like a mother's kiss on his cheek! How immeasurably precious the world, how clear and distinct and as it were real everything appeared, how three-dimensional, how perfect. Every spar, every shroud, every backstay, was diamond-edged, standing painfully distinct from a sky that was no mere background, but real and thriving and present, close enough (he would have said) to touch. A soaring happiness filled his soul, and if you had asked him then, he would have told you how he wished life could go on like this for ever.

##
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I MUST PAUSE HERE AND confess, dear readers, that I am puzzled as to how I should continue. In fact, a part of me wishes I did not have to continue at all. I would much prefer to leave you here, with the charming image of Captain Flynn at the helm of his beloved ship: a man in the prime of his life, rather good-looking, made handsomer still by his evident happiness—a man, it must be admitted, of no particular virtue, but in whom a certain dash and ebullience of spirit might almost have obviated the need for virtue. I would like that of all things, because the events to come are unpleasant in the extreme, and will no doubt be as disagreeable for you to read as they are for me to relate. However, to leave you with the impression that Captain Flynn's story ends here would be iniquitous, vile, false. We must remember that the service of truth sometimes requires the endurance of suffering, and if things become too frightening, we will hold each other's hands for comfort, like children lost in a dark wood.

It was past midnight when Flynn sought out his bed at last, weary but filled with a sort of subdued joy that hummed in his soul like a melody played on the violoncello. He swung up into his cot, and no sooner had his head touched the pillow than he was asleep.

He woke with a start sometime later. It was still dark, and the Peregrine's easy motion had not changed, but something was out of joint. He had been dreaming, he thought, but of what he could not have told you; the 'cello's voice had been tuned down half a step, and no longer spoke of present joy, but of grief to come. There was a strange smell in the air, a damp, marshy, greyish-brownish odor, like a graveyard in a swamp. And had he heard a noise—a thick, muddy, sloppy, slurpy sound, like a swamp monster dragging its oozing pseudopods across the deck?

Heart a-thrill with superstitious fear, he fumbled for a candle-end and a lucifer—found them both—popped the match alight with his thumbnail. In the sudden blaze of gold he saw—

“Oh, God!” The words were wrung from him unwilling, but he could not unsay them now. The thing—there was a thing in the cabin, what in God's name was it?—hunched and awful, dragging with it tendrils of seaweed and the muck of the ocean floor, turned to look at him—

With a sputter the match went out, burning his fingers. He dropped it with a cry and quickly reached for another.

This time he thought to light the candle, and as it spread its infinitely welcome, sane by all that's holy, warm golden gleam through the cabin, he laughed out loud with relief. There was nothing there!

Nothing there? Why, of course there was not! What could have been there? How would it have got there?

Someone pounded on the door, and Jem Starboard's voice carried through the thick wood: “Captain? Is everything all right?”

“Aye, all's well...” he began to say, but the words died on his lips. There on the deck—the clean deck when he went to bed—was a wide, glistening, greyish puddle. There was grit and sand in it, and a long purple rope of seaweed.

“Captain?” Jem's voice held a note of panic now.

Shaking off his paralysis, eyes still fixed on the telltale pool, “Aye, Jem,” Flynn called. “'Twas only a bad dream, so it was. Don't fash yourself.”

“Aye-aye, Captain!” Jem's relief was palpable. “Well—sleep well, sir.”

“Aye,” said Flynn, mostly to himself. “Aye, no doubt.”

##
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NOTHING MORE TRANSPIRED that night, Flynn's rest was deep and dreamless, and in the morning he was inclined to view the whole thing as the product of an overactive imagination and unacknowledged guilt.

Or he was, until the glassy puddle of seawater on the deck, even more inexplicable in day's clear light, confronted him. And then, in the great cabin, he found one of the stern windows open, letting in the fresh morning breeze. Letting in now. What else had it let in, in the deepest watches of the night? He shuddered to think of it.

“No, sir,” said Jem Starboard, when asked. “I didn't hear a thing. Nothing,” he might have added, “except you yelling and carrying on.”

Flynn grunted. “When we sight the tip of Garam Masala,” he said, “if this wind holds, let's take a north'ard turn. Who knows but that we might meet a fat merchant, loaded down with pearls and ambergris, bound for Chai? And then,” he added, mostly to himself, “there's always Eclaire. They do a brisk trade themselves, this time of year.”

“Aye, sir,” said Jem, regarding his captain with a little frown between his eyebrows. He did not point out that Eclaire's principal export was wool, and that the trouble of disposing of a cargo of sheepskins would far outweigh the trouble of taking it in the first place. He confined himself instead to saying, in a casual tone, “Eclaire's far out of our usual cruising grounds, sir.”

“Aye, well,” said Flynn, taking off his hat and running a hand through his long, long hair, “I've a longing for a change of scene, so I do.”

“Aye, sir,” said Jem Starboard. What else could he say?

##
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THAT NIGHT AGAIN, FLYNN'S rest was broken by fell dreams—closer now they were, hull up on the horizon of his soul. Again he woke with a startled curse on his lips, again he felt with horrible certainty that he was not alone in the cabin. And this time he heard, accompanying those glutinous footsteps, a harsh, raspy, thick and awful sound, like a drowned corpse trying to breathe. It was very near at hand—it was almost in his ear.

He sat up with a shriek, lighting a candle with a speed born of fear, certain he would see some Horrible Thing looming over his cot, grinning at him with barnacled teeth.

But there was nothing there.

Nothing but a spreading puddle on the deck, in which a small sea animal flopped and wriggled, drowning in the cabin's air.

“Oh, by all that's holy,” breathed Flynn, clutching the candle-end with one hand, pressing the other to his pounding heart, “what is it that's haunting me?”

##
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THE QUESTION BEFORE him was threefold: 1.) What was it? 2.) Why him? and 3.) How could he be rid of it? He scrounged about in the cabin until he found a pen, an inkwell and a sheet of paper, and wrote the three questions large at the top. Then he set about trying to think up the answers. He screwed up his face with the effort, but after a long time and a great deal of determined thinking, he had made no progress whatever, and given himself a throbbing headache in the process, all that unaccustomed effort having strained his brain muscles, one supposes.

“Nay,” said he, crumpling the paper (a handbill offering substantial rewards for his own capture) and tossing it into a corner. “Nay, that's not the way to be going about it, so it isn't. Thinking never was your for-tay, Flynn Freeborn.” So he took himself out of the cabin and climbed up the shrouds, up to the maintop and then, without a pause, higher still to the topgallant masthead, a hundred feet up and more, swaying with the roll of the ship, commanding a magnificent circle of empty sea (not a sail, not a sail for miles) and empty twilit sky. He hooked an arm around the mast and settled himself as comfortably as he could, drawing his pipe out of his coat pocket.

Brief gold flared in the gathering gloom as he lit it, and burning tobacco glowed red as he inhaled a deep draught of fragrant smoke, closing his eyes with pleasure. He blew it out in a white ring, smiling as it dissipated against the darkening sky. The first stars were emerging—there, orange against the indigo, was the Fishhook, which the ancient Fisherman used to catch the souls of those who died at sea.

“By Heaven,” breathed Flynn Freeborn, taking the pipe from his mouth. “Lucenza!”

There are few today who have not heard of Lucenza di Ladro, the self-proclaimed Queen of Pirates, whose beauty was matched only by her ferocity in battle. She was not one to offer clemency to those she captured, not she; the flag that flew at the main of her ship, the Stella Maris, bore no device at all: it was black, plain unornamented black, and its meaning was simply Death.

Or it had been. For now Lucenza di Ladro herself was dead.

“But surely...” said Flynn, shaking his head. “Surely ... surely she wouldn't blame me for it, and me as innocent as a newborn lamb?”

For almost a year they had sailed together, the Peregrine and the Stella Maris, for if one pirate ship could wreak havoc on trade, then what could two in company do? And then, there were other benefits to such an arrangement (Flynn, remembering said benefits, grinned to himself). What times they'd had! But a squadron of five ships of the Royal Navy had been sent to put a stop to the pirates' capers, and although Flynn and the Peregrine had escaped to fight another day, a spark in the Stella Maris's powder magazine blew Lucenza, and her crew, and the ship that had pursued her, as high as Heaven (although Heaven was far from her final destination).

Flynn had turned to look back, had seen the pillar of smoke like a huge black thumbprint spoiling the sky's flawless blue; bowing his head and removing his hat, “Sorry, lass,” he said. “No hard feelings, I hope.”

Hard feelings, however, there were in plenty. What Flynn did not know, because he wasn't there, and had no convenient narrators to tell him, was that, in the moments before the Stella Maris exploded, Lucenza had turned to stare with narrowed eyes at the fleeing Peregrine (hotly pursued by two ships of the squadron). “I hope they kill you, Flynn Freeborn,” she said, “and if they do, I'll see you in Hell tonight. And if they don't—I swear I'll haunt you to the end of your days, and see you down to Hell myself!”

##
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THE MOON HOVE UP OVER the horizon, swollen, misshapen and gibbous, looking for all the world like an enormous rotting orange. Flynn, lost in recollection, scarcely noticed. He sucked on his pipe, found it dead and cold, and chomped on the stem instead. Aye, it was just like Lucenza, that proud hasty impetuous ill-tempered miss, to blame a man when he was blameless. And stubborn! Stubborn mulish obstinate and obstreperous to boot! It was just like her to come back from the dead and be tormenting a man, when he had much more important things to be attending to!

“Well,” said he, grasping a backstay and sliding down to the deck, “if she comes back tonight I'll be ready for her, so I will!”

If he had seen the orange moon's gleeful goblin grin, a clear omen of disaster if ever there was one, he might have been much less sanguine about his chances.

##
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BEFORE RETIRING TO his cabin, Flynn went below to where the foremast hands made berth (pirates are less strict about such things than the Royal Navy, which seems to delight in making up rules and regulations, and many of the men slept up on deck when the weather was fine, but many more were deserters or mutineers or former Navy seamen fallen on hard times, and they liked the comforting familiarity of slinging a hammock in the traditional fourteen inches). He crept through the rows of swinging hammocks, like the cocoons of some enormous insect, until he found the man he wanted. “Pope!” he hissed. “Oy, Pope!”

The sailor known as Pope snored on. The exhalations of his breath were like the fumes of a distillery, eye-wateringly strong. Wrinkling his nose, Flynn leaned closer, grasping the fellow by his shoulders and giving him a good shake.

“Pope!” he roared in a whisper (a neat trick, if you can do it). “Pope, wake up!”

But there's no sleep so strong as the sleep of the grape, and Pope did not so much as flicker an eyelash.

“Well,” said Flynn to himself, “there's no help for it, so there ain't. 'Tis my immortal soul that's imperilled, after all.”

He gave a mighty heave, dumping Pope out of his hammock and sending him sprawling on the deck. Even this extremity was not enough to rouse the fellow, who at once squirmed into a more comfortable position, sawing logs the while.

“Lumbermills ain't in it,” said Flynn, regarding the sailor with some vexation. He scratched his head beneath his hat, sighed, cleared his throat, raised his left eyebrow, and at last squatted down, putting his mouth right next to Pope's rather crusty ear.

“Pope,” he said. “Pope, listen! The magistrate's a-coming, so he is, Pope! He knows what you've done, and this time you'll hang for sure!”

With a terrible shriek, still half-dozing, Pope leapt to his feet—knocking his head on the low beams above hard enough that Flynn saw stars and cuckoo clocks and little tweeting birds. Wavering on his feet, rubbing the sore spot, Pope squinted at Flynn through the gloom.

“What the hell did you do that for, Cap'n?” he demanded. “I was sleeping!”

“Aye,” said Flynn, “and if you slept much deeper, we'd be sewing you into your hammock and heaving you into the yawning black abyss, so we would. Come along now, Pope, and bring your little book. I've a task for you, I have.”

Pope shot his captain a narrow-eyed glare. The existence of Pope's little book was of course common knowledge on the Peregrine (men cannot live for months and months in such close proximity without learning all of each other's most intimate secrets, as if by osmosis), but it was considered bad form to mention it. Flynn, however, had not become captain of his own pirate ship to be cowed by the ineffectual glowers of half-mad one-foot-in-the-grave sheep-stealing so-called hedge wizards, and raising one eyebrow he said mildly, “Show a leg, now, Pope; 'tis a matter of some urgency, so it is.”

Grumbling, Pope dug around in his effects, coming up with a slim book with a battered leather cover, adorned (though you couldn't see it in the murk tweendecks) with cabalistical symbols. Slinging a satchel over his shoulder, he indicated with a grunt that the captain should lead, and he would follow.

“Listen now, Ezekiah Pope,” said Captain Flynn, when the cabin door had closed behind them. “I'm being a-haunted, so I am, and I do fear me that tonight the malevolent spirit will be a-coming for me soul. So if you'd just be obliging me with some spells of protection...” He flapped his hands in a spell-cast-y sort of way.

Pope was a frowsty bugger, with a long white curly beard, a cast in one eye and a paucity of teeth. He squinched shut his eyes as he worked through Flynn's words—but when he had ferreted out their meaning, his ugly face broke into a smile that was almost beatific. “Aye, Captain!” he said. “Aye! Much obliged!” He began to turn the pages of his little book, lips moving, until he came upon the page he wanted. Slinging his satchel round to his front, he began to rummage through it, pausing only to look up at his captain and say, “Stand in the center of the room, there, Captain, if you please,” in a brisk and business-like tone.

“Aye,” said Flynn, rubbing his hands. Here was something! Here was taking action! Aye, and he'd see some magic in the bargain!

If Flynn had paused to reflect, it might have occurred to him that the charge for which Ezekiah Pope had nearly been hanged was not sheep-stealing (although of that he certainly was guilty) but fraud (and, it was rumored, some other crimes far less mentionable): to wit, wandering the countryside posing as a magician, offering curses, hexes, protective spells, charms, potions, philtres and so on, all of which proved (once Pope had wandered to the next town) to be so much snake oil and deceit. But the question of whether or not the charms of a charlatan would be equal to the wrath of a dead woman scorned never entered Flynn's mind. He stood in the center of the room with perfect confidence and good cheer, and watched as Pope went through his manoeuvres.

First he took a piece of pink chalk from his satchel and commenced to drawing around Flynn an intricate symbol: a circle filled with so many whorls and lines and curlicues it looked more Art Deco than Abracadabra. That being done, he chalked some very magical-looking runes and figures around the edges, then stepped back to admire the effect.

“You understand, Captain,” he said, “this is a little off-the-cuff, most of my really powerful reagents having been taken from me when I was unjustly condemned.”

“Oh, aye, to be sure,” Flynn murmured, as Pope took a grey-green frond from his satchel, lit it at the cabin's lantern, and wafted the smoke through the air. “Emonsday!” he declared in a loud voice, reading (one must assume) from his book. “Egonebay! Eavelay isthay oorpay anmay in pacem!”

He continued on in the same vein, now capering about the cabin and gesticulating, spreading the dense, spicy smoke everywhere he went. Very impressive it was, with Pope's loud hoarse voice chanting the words of the spell, Pope's long white beard a-wagging, Pope's knobby old arms a-waving this way and that.

“Aye, aye, no doubt,” said Flynn, when Pope had come to a halt, spine bowed, limbs all ahoo, panting for breath. “Most impressive, most magical indeed, to be sure! I feel a thousand times safer than I did before!”

So saying, he seized Pope's hand and gave it an enthusiastic wringing. “Thank'ee, Pope!” he said. “A thousand times thank'ee!”

“Oh, Captain,” said Pope, hanging his head and blushing like a maid. “'Twas the least I could do.” But before he would consent to leave the cabin, he insisted on pressing into Flynn's hand a number of items: a holy book, a flask of water blessed by the Pontiff in Comino, a little green sachet that smelt strongly of limes and lavender, hung on a leather thong, and a blue glass eye such as jewellers in Feta give away free with a purchase of their wares. “Be safe, Captain!” he kept exclaiming. “Be safe!”

“Aye,” said Flynn, somewhat taken aback by the man's effusion. “Aye, thank'ee, Pope, I shall.”

Quite overcome, Pope daubed at his eyes, snuffling, and backed out of the captain's cabin.

Flynn looked down at the rummage sale in his hands. His eyebrows knit, and began to drift slowly up towards his hairline. And then at last he laughed out loud, dancing an impromptu hornpipe in his delight.

“Ah-ha-ha-ha!” he cried. “Protection by the bale! She'll not take my soul this night, that she won't!”

##
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HE WENT TO SLEEP THAT night with the green sachet under his pillow, the glass eye in his left pocket, the book in his right, and the little flask of holy water clutched in his hands much as a toddler might clutch a well-loved teddy bear. He fell asleep at once, smiling with such sweetness and innocence you would not have believed, to see him, that this man had committed enough crimes to keep a whole benchful of judges employed until the final trumpet's blast. Whether the effects of Pope's charms were actual or merely psychosomatic, he slept soundly and dreamed fair, a sweet melody like the lullabies his mother had sung to him (long long ago, in another life it seemed) running like a bright ribbon through his head.

No dark dreams intruded on his rest that night, no strange noises jolted him from slumber. Above, on deck, the watches changed, the helmsman sang to himself a song they sang in the home he had left long ago, to which he could never return. The moon rode high across the black velvet sky, shrinking from a vast, engorged yellow orb to its more orthodox silver coin. The wind backed a point, the watching men altered sail accordingly, and Flynn's sleeping mind noted the change in the sound of the Peregrine's rigging, the gurgling song of the water rushing along the ship's side.

So relaxed was he, dipped in sleep's warm and blissful balm, that the sound of someone entering his cabin did not awaken him. Even when that someone climbed into his hammock and settled beside him, he barely opened his eyes.

“Why, there you are, lass,” he murmured, gathering her up in his arms. “How long it's been since I have seen thee!”

She smelled good, dusky and sweet, her rich black hair like silk against his face, tickling his nose. Her long, smooth limbs were bare. She leaned over him to whisper in his ear, “Have you missed me?”

“You know I have.” He smiled sleepily at her.

“Good.” Her answering smile was a fierce white flash in the dim room. “That's very good indeed.”

##
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IN HIS PREVIOUS LIFE, Jem Starboard had been a cheerful, good-natured, sanguine youth, full of hopes and plans and dreams of future glory. Leaving the Navy had been like cutting open his chest and pulling out his still-beating heart—but it was easier than staying, with the men calling him Jonah to his face and his superiors eyeing him as you might a sack of burning dung some mischief-maker has left on your front doorstep. Resigning his commission had been a blow that even time and the resilience of youth could not quite heal, and his old friends in the service would not have recognized Jeremiah Starkey in the lean, hard-faced, slouch-shouldered pirate who walked the deck of the Peregrine. Sometimes, indeed, he hardly recognized himself.

“All's well,” came the cry from aloft, echoed from lookout to lookout. All's well, all's well ... but Jem, hunching his shoulders inside his peacoat, felt a shudder of dread. Something had driven him up on deck in the middle of the night (in the old days, he had never suffered from insomnia), a sense of something amiss, or about to be.

“Clear night,” remarked the man at the helm.

“Aye,” said Jem, squinting up at the sky. The stars blazed unwinking, each as clear and as cold as ice.

“Heard we'll be sailing north soon.”

“That's up to the Captain,” Jem said.

“Lads don't fancy chasing after boatloads of sheep,” the helmsman commented, mildly enough.

“The Captain will make it worth our while,” Jem replied. The Captain could turn lead into gold, if it so suited him, Jem sometimes thought.

The helmsman grunted, turned his head, and spat. (Jem's inner First Lieutenant cringed.) Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he said, “The lads think—”

The world froze. For a long moment, stretching onward into infinity, Jem thought he had died, or gone mad, his mind splintering to fragments under a terrible pressure. It was only when it stopped, and time resumed its usual forward march, that he realized the cataclysm had been a sound, and the sound had been a scream. The silence that followed was shrill and tinted red.

“What the devil was that?” said the helmsman, picking himself up off the deck. Across the ship, similar questions were voiced, rather too loudly, by the other deafened men.

“It came from the Captain's cabin!” shouted Jem.

“Eh?” said the helmsman.

But Jem was already sprinting that way, as fast as his gangly legs would take him, bursting through the cabin doors at the head of a stream of bewildered, consternated pirates.

“Captain!” he cried. “Captain!”

The cabin was empty. One of the stern windows flapped open, and a gritty pool of water glistened on the floor, but Captain Flynn was gone. It was as though he had never been there at all.

Jem put the Peregrine about, searching the waters they had already sailed. On such a quiet night, someone would have heard if the Captain had fallen overboard, but Jem did not let the still, small voice of logic impede him. He scoured the waters of the Chianti Sea until his eyes bled, but not a trace of Flynn Freeborn did he find, not a strand of his hair or a scrap of his clothes, nor a bleached-white skeleton washed up on some distant shore. In his twilight years he became famous for waylaying hapless travellers and demanding of them, “Have ye seen Captain Flynn?”

He ended his days in a ramshackle bar in Porta Bella, dead for thirteen hours before a barmaid noticed he was gone, but of Flynn Freeborn himself, he never saw another trace.
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The Divided Sea


I. Ruses de Guerre
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There is something terrifying about a court-martial. The phrase conjures up images of stern-faced old men in uniform, glowering from an august, awful height onto some unfortunate creature, judging him with inimical eyes. The very sound indeed smacks of the Inquisition. And yet, when one breaks the phrase into its component words and contemplates their meanings, it is nothing but a military tribunal, a gathering of officers convened to investigate some aspect of the service or another. There is nothing in the phrase (two innocent words, three syllables) to suggest doom or death.

But perhaps it is that first word, “court,” with its implication of judgment. Even a civilian court is a frightening prospect, for no one is so innocent in his soul that he does not fear judgment. Indeed, we avoid judgment whenever we can, preferring to sail through our lives without contemplating our actions any more than we can get away with, and our spirits quail to think that, someday, we will stand before that Eternal Judge and, perhaps, be found wanting.

From the expression on Captain Acheron Zeal's young, open face, he might already have been condemned to the depths of Tartarus, although the court-martial did not convene for another turn of the glass. He sat on a hard wooden bench, dressed in his best uniform, his gold-braided hat a twisted ruin in his hands. That his judges, senior captains all, would find him at fault he had no doubt; his only comfort was that officers were rarely executed by hanging.

In an agony of anticipation, he imagined the Admiral leaning across the table and growling (Captain Zeal's sentence already written behind his glaring eyes), “Tell us about your encounter with the Eschaton.”

##
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IT WAS THE FAIREST of all fair mornings, the sort of dizzyingly clear day that becomes more and more common as one sails east, nearing the Pole of Water, when the vaulting sky above is so high and blue, and the sea around you so vast, that you feel you might spread your arms and drift up and up, unhindered by gravity, wafted by the freshening morning breeze, up among the clouds themselves, and see that, truly, the universe has no end.

Captain Zeal paced the quarterdeck of the Kraken, a cup of coffee in his hand. They had entered the cruising ground of the Eschaton sometime in the watches of the night, and he had been on deck since then, although he had his sharpest lookouts above, ready to sing out at the first sight of a sail. He could have slept, knowing that he would be awakened when the time came—but anticipation quickened his pulse and his thoughts, and he was no more capable of sleep than he was of growing an extra arm.

“Good morning, Captain Zeal,” greeted the first lieutenant, one Thomas Morrow by name, as Captain Zeal ceased his pacing and came to stand at the rail beside him. The lieutenant was a long, lean, gloomy man, and the bright day only made him seem gloomier by contrast. The anticipation of an engagement with the enemy did not suit him, nor did the sleepless night.

“Good morning, Mr Morrow,” Captain Zeal returned. “We should catch our first glimpse of him soon, I believe.”

“Indeed so, sir.” As Mr Morrow mouthed the words, his long face lengthened still more, giving him the look of an old, grey, dejected hound. Captain Zeal was young and eager for action (and in a world that was more or less at peace, action was hard to come by), and he was not very good at being comforting (especially to a man old enough to be, if not his father, then at least his uncle), but he said,

“Don't worry, Mr Morrow. The plan is a good one. God willing, we'll be sailing home with a fine prize under our belts.”

Morrow swallowed hard, surreptitiously reaching out and touching the nearest piece of wood (easy enough, when sailing in a wooden ship), to belay any ill fortune that might follow his captain's words. He was spared any further attempts at encouragement by a shout from the top.

“On deck there! Ahoy, the deck!”

Captain Zeal's head came up, like a hound catching scent of the fox. “What is it, Mr Childe?”

“A sail, Captain!” The young lookout's voice was shrill with excitement. “Just on the horizon, two points abaft the beam!”

“It's him!” Captain Zeal breathed, and before Mr Morrow could voice a protest, he found himself holding the captain's coffee—the captain being in the process of climbing up to the top to see for himself.

“Lend me your glass there, Mr Childe,” said the captain, appearing so suddenly that Mr Childe squeaked with surprise before recovering enough to stammer out something that might have been “Yes, sir” and passing the glass to his superior officer.

Not so very long ago, Captain Acheron Zeal had been a midshipman just like this lad, and it seemed he'd spent half his life in the foretop. He was untroubled by the pitch and roll of the ship, peering through the glass, and ... there, just there! A sail indeed, barely visible on the pale horizon.

“Good eyes, lad,” Zeal said, and Mr Childe flushed with delight.

A sail on that horizon, with trade as depleted as it was these days, and with the rest of the fleet patrolling to the east, could mean only one thing. It was the Eschaton.

Captain Zeal hurtled himself back towards the deck, hands and feet scarcely touching the ratlines or the shrouds, and the moment his boot touched wood, he was snapping orders in his best captain's voice, swelling with excitement and authority, sending the hands running this way and that in perfectly orchestrated chaos.

The Kraken was a tight ship, an orderly ship, a tidy and disciplined ship—but within a short interval it was transformed. Gone was the precise, military neatness, gone the strict discipline. The neatly hung sails were slopping off the masts as though set by drunken squirrels, and laundry flapped off every spare inch of rigging. Haphazard heaps of canvas and slapdash coils of rope hid the guns—but the camouflage could be removed and the guns brought to bear at a moment's notice. The hands, as well, abandoned their habitual restraint (a restraint inspired, no doubt, by the knotted ends of the bosun's rope), and lounged about the deck, smoking thin cigars and shouting to each other in loud, indolent voices. The Royal Navy's Kraken no longer, she had undergone a marvelous sea change and was now a mere Calamari. Captain Zeal viewed the metamorphosis with satisfaction. Mr Morrow looked as though he might cry.

“Excellent,” said Captain Zeal, rocking back and forth on his heels in his excitement. “Perfect, in fact.” He clapped Lieutenant Morrow on the shoulder (something that Lieutenant Morrow despised with a hatred so pure, it was almost holy) and said, “Now when our friend sights us, we shall appear a ripe prize, easily plucked.” He grinned, seemed on the verge of whistling (Mr Morrow winced at the very thought—all they would need was a priest, a corpse and a woman on board to maximize their ill luck), but checked himself before he had blown the first note and said, “Now I shall go below to shift my jacket. Carry on, Mr Morrow.”
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CAPTAIN ZEAL WAS A young captain, an enthusiastic captain—a zealous captain, even, one might say—but in many ways he was not a satisfactory captain. He was entirely too voluble for Lieutenant Morrow's taste, showing an inclination to chat not at all in keeping with a sea captain's traditional dignity. And the way he squirreled about in the rigging, as though he were a mere lad! Perhaps age and the service would settle him, but Lieutenant Morrow did not hold out much hope for it. The captain longed for distinction and glory, in this age when all wars had already been fought, when all pirates had been exterminated, and all the world was at peace. His (doomed to be, Mr Morrow feared, unrequited) love of military prestige made him even unsteadier than he might otherwise have been. Mr Morrow frowned, sighed, and stared into the white froth of the ship's wake.

By the time the unsteady and ambitious captain returned to the deck, having exchanged his blue captain's uniform for a taupe-colored jacket, the distant sail was visible not only from the masthead, but from the deck—near enough to confirm that she was, in fact, the Eschaton. She was a slender sloop, with the strongly raked masts and narrow beam of a privateer, trim, manoueverable, built to take maximum advantage of even the slightest puff of breeze, and flying the distinctive black flag, the rose and skull that was her captain's emblem. Captain Zeal admired her out loud, and Mr Morrow raised his eyebrow (he had but one, a furry bar across his forehead) and said, “But—with all due respect, sir—she's a pirate!”

“But a damn fine sailor, all the same, Mr Morrow. Look there, she's spotted us at last—see the way she tacks!” He lowered his glass, smiling like a boy who's got exactly what he wanted for Christmas. “Time to run away,” he said.
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THE Eschaton, cruising between the rich harbors of the Chai Republic and a small, out-of-the-way island in the middle of the Shiraz Sea, spied the unwary “merchant” ship and tacked to intercept it. The merchant—keeping infamously poor lookout—all but squawked in surprise when the pirate was at last spotted, and at once set every sail she could hang on a spar or a mast. It was hopeless, of course; no fat merchant could hope to outrun the predatory Eschaton, even with a fresh breeze, a following sea, and a thousand sea-miles between them.

“And yet,” said the captain of the Eschaton, in a rich, amused sort of voice, “she might as well fly a huge banner with 'Bait' written on it in big, black letters.”

“Bait?” echoed the first mate.

“Oh, aye.” The captain appeared unconcerned. “There's a ship of the line lurking somewhere up ahead, I've no doubt, ready to batter us to splinters. Keep your eyes open, Chance.”

“Aye, Cap'n.”

Ah, the marvelous chase, both ships flying over the glinting sea under such a fine, white, beautiful press of canvas! The hands on the Kraken waited at their stations, ready at a moment's notice to tear off the camouflage and run out the guns—and, as the Eschaton's captain had said, pound the pirate into driftwood. On the deck was an air of tense expectation; Captain Zeal had, once again, to master the urge to whistle.

The gap between the two ships grew narrower, the captain (who was not as young as Lieutenant Morrow despaired, having made post four years ago and being fully entitled to the two gold epaulettes on the shoulders of his uniform jacket, and having besides been at sea since he was nine) employing every trick he knew to make it seem as though the Kraken were making all speed, when in fact she was ambling along as casually as a courtier on holiday, her hands in her pockets, whistling a jaunty tune (figuratively speaking). The crew were having a grand time, running back and forth, waving their arms and hooting at each other—putting on a marvelous show of confusion for the pursuing pirate.

A puff of white, the thunderous report of a gun, and a jet of water just off the starboard beam—the Eschaton was firing her first ranging shots. If Lieutenant Thomas Morrow had been a praying man, he would have fallen to his knees, and if he were a nail-biting man, his fingers would have been raw to the quick, but he was neither of these, and simply clenched his jaw until it ached while his captain capered about like a schoolboy.

“Remember your orders, men!” he shouted, still tapping his feet to a tune only he could hear. “Let her come in a bit closer ... now, Mr Morrow!”

“All hands!” bawled the first lieutenant, and gave the order to tack, sending the men scurrying, some aloft, some alow, a perfect cacophony of motion, completely confusing to an untrained eye.

##
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FROM THE Eschaton, the pirates watched as the merchant ship, the innocent Calamari, attempted to tack—that is, to change course by turning her head into the wind, a much swifter manoeuvre than wearing (turning the ship downwind), but less certain, and in this instance completely inexplicable.

“God's blood,” swore the first mate, “what in hell is she doing?”

“Missing stays, I believe,” said the captain.

Indeed she was. Her bow turned directly into the wind, the Calamari floundered for a moment, suspended between the old tack and the new, before flopping back into her previous course, her starboard gun-ports glaring blackly at the approaching Eschaton.

The pirate captain swore, and the first mate turned to raise one thick, black eyebrow.

Whatever the captain might have said, however, was lost in the first thundering crash of the Kraken's broadside as her guns were brought to bear.

##
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“HOIST COLORS, MR TALLIS!” Captain Zeal roared; “Aye-aye, sir!” the signal midshipman replied. As the golden eagle of Camembert ascended the flagstaff, Zeal cried: “Fire as she bears! Handsomely, handsomely—wait for the roll—FIRE!”
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