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Prologue: Fishers of Men

	 

	William was nervous.

	“If we get caught, it’s a fine, maybe jail,” he said. “I don’t want to do jail time—they might send me to Trinidad, or even Jamaica. They are a lot of bad boys in those prisons, man!”

	Jerry liked William most of the time. The guy wasn’t too bright, but he was reliable. But on this particular night, he had to resist the temptation to thump his boyhood friend with a large, plastic float. Instead, he checked that the float was attached to the net, then threw them both overboard. It was the last. The net was cast. Job done. Then, he patted William on the shoulder.

	“Don’t be so afeard, boy! We’re well out of sight of Port Louis, right?” he said patiently. “No chance of anyone reporting us. No fishery protection people operating now, man. No police at all apart from that old English guy who can’t walk straight and a couple of old geezers and cadets. How they going to catch us? They psychic or something?”

	William made a fretful sound and gestured at the line of floats behind the boat. The Safira had made its way from Port Louis around the coast of Sainte Isabel and was now about a mile off the rocky west coast. There were no settlements on that coast, no need to fear being observed. And they had to eat, as Jerry had pointed out many times. So they were using illegal nets, so what? A few undersized fish more or less would make no difference.

	“Nature is getting a breathing space thanks to the virus, man,” he pointed out. “We’re just taking some cream off the top of a nice surplus. The Lord himself was a fisherman, right? We can’t go far wrong emulating Him. It’s almost an act of worship, William, taking a few little fishes! We’re like His disciples, only we got an outboard motor and cold beer and rum instead of wine.”

	William frowned, pointing out that, in fact, the Lord was a carpenter who hung around with fishermen. And tax collectors, which had always struck him as a sign of questionable judgment. Jerry, recognizing he was on shaky ground and not wanting a theological debate, quickly changed the subject to girls. Simply describing girls of all shapes and sizes would keep William’s mind off of their technical lawbreaking. Soon, they were deep in discussion of the barmaids back in port, and which of them would be most susceptible to flattery and gifts when the pandemic finally blew over and they were rich guys.

	They waited, talked, drank a little rum. Time passed quickly. The moon rose over the island, just clearing the jungle. It looked, Jerry thought, like a great diseased eye, red and mottled with black. The thought made him shiver. Then, he realized that he was a little cold, despite it being a summer night. William, too, seemed suddenly uncomfortable and started looking around.

	“Yeah, getting late, my friend,” said Jerry, keen to take the initiative again. “Let’s haul ’em in. I reckon we got a three hundred dollar catch, easy. Prices are high now there’s less food getting imported. Three hundred, for just a couple of hours work! You see, my friend, you gotta work smart, not hard…”

	Jerry’s little homily on productivity trailed off. It was getting colder. William stood up in the stern of the Safira and shivered.

	“It’s getting misty,” he said. “How does that work in June?”

	“Come on,” Jerry said shortly, not liking the way the chill was working in toward his bones. “Let’s get that catch up and go home.”

	They had just hauled in one catch when William pointed to the west. Jerry saw it a second later, a faint, colorless glow. It did not look like the sharp, electric radiance of a ship’s navigation light. But there was nothing else it could reasonably be.

	“We lie low,” he said immediately. “Could be Trinidad Coast Guard; they been sniffing around sometimes. But they don’t know these waters like us. We stay anchored, we show no light, they’ll never see us.”

	William did not reply, merely hunkered down as the light grew slowly brighter and the cold grew more intense. This was not right, Jerry knew. He tried to tell himself that the light and the cold were unrelated, pure coincidence. But he also found his left hand clutching at the small charm fastened around his right wrist.

	The hanged monkey.

	He could not see it, of course, but in his mind’s eye, he recalled it as clearly as his own face in the shaving mirror. The thing’s crooked neck, the face that seemed to be half-enraged but also grinning, the stunted limbs, the little red jacket. He felt the contours of the cheap alloy figure. That bent neck, in particular, was easy to detect. The charm was ludicrous in Jerry’s view, but every fisherman had one.

	“Devil Ship,” whispered William.

	Like the charm, William could not be seen, but Jerry imagined his friend’s eyes bulging with fear, face frozen in a rictus of terror. The Devil Ship had not been sighted in months, not since that much-talked-about helicopter crash at Pirate Cove. And even then, some claim it hadn’t really been there, just imagined. It wasn’t as if any of the so-called ghosts that night had shown up on people’s phone cameras.

	Jerry, like many islanders, both did and did not believe in the Devil Ship. It was good for the tourist trade—or had been when there had been tourists. And there were some stories that were hard to dismiss. But most men who considered themselves smart would never openly admit to believing in Lemaitre and his crew of murderous ghosts. Womenfolk and children, they believed unquestioningly, and some old men.

	Yes, Jerry was a skeptic in the barroom or sitting talking with his pals on the docks. It was only out on the water at night that Jerry, like William, made a point of wearing the charm that supposedly warded off Lemaitre’s familiar demon. The demon that was, they said, the pilot of the ghost ship, the entity that had steered it back to Sainte Isabel time and again, for more than three centuries.

	Jerry was a man of action. He could not just sit and wait and let the ghost stories from his childhood rise up inside him, swamp him with fear. He had to do something, affirm his control of the situation by deeds. Action would banish all those troublesome imaginings.

	“Okay, listen, man,” he whispered urgently. “I’ll haul up the rest of the nets while you start the motor. We know our way home. Even with the moonlight, they won’t dare come too far inshore. They won’t risk running aground. It’s just the Coast Guard from Trinidad. Okay?”

	Simply saying the practical, decisive words helped push the childhood terror of the Devil Ship out of mind, or very nearly. William needed a punch on the arm to get him moving, but in seconds, he was inside the wheelhouse while Jerry heaved the nets aboard. In the moonlight, he saw silver shapes thrashing on the deck and knew the catch was good. The smell of the fish was strong, though, as if he had caught some dead and rotting sea creatures as well.

	“What a stench!” Jerry exclaimed, forgetting to keep his voice low. “William, man, get that damn engine started!”

	He heard the Safira’s old diesel motor turn over once, twice, but fail to grumble into life. Cursing, Jerry hurried to the wheelhouse and paused at the door to glance over the waves at the approaching light. Then, he froze. A fog glowing with an unearthly light was rising from the sea around them. There was no way he could pretend this was some freak weather event, not in the middle of a Caribbean summer. The moon above was still visible, but the coast and the horizon were gone.

	And a ship was closing in. A ship from another time, another world. Its white sails billowed despite the lack of any earthy wind. Its rigging and hull were dotted with glowing lanterns that flickered with flames, not the steady radiance of electric light. Jerry could not make out any figures on deck. Nor did he want to.

	“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” he muttered and crossed himself.

	Jerry had been forced to go to Sunday school for many years, and fragments of what he had learned came flooding back in a chaos of half-remembered prayers. He hurled himself into the wheelhouse and slammed the door. He wished there was a lock on the door, looked for something to barricade it with. There was nothing substantial enough; the wheelhouse was far too small. William was still pushing the starter, but there was no response now.

	“The Devil Ship!” William wailed. “It’s come for us because we done wrong! You led me astray, it should take you, not me!”

	Jerry felt a surge of anger at that. It was not as if they were murderers—well, only of undersized fish. Lemaitre and his crew were supposed to gather up only true villains. Despite his growing terror, he also felt fury at the rules being changed on them. He shoved his friend aside and tried to bully the controls into working, punching at the starter button.

	“Oh God, that stench!”

	William was right. Jerry, bile rising in his throat, had been mistaken in thinking the stink of decay he had noticed earlier came from their catch. It was much too strong now. He looked out and saw the sailing ship had drawn alongside the little fishing boat. Figures lined the rail of the spectral vessel. Jerry felt a dozen pairs of dead eyes upon him, and the chill finally reached his bones.

	“Where’s the rifle?” he demanded, scrambling in the locker. “We won’t go down without a fight!”

	The old Enfield rifle was British military surplus, inherited from Jerry’s father. On a couple of occasions, it had been wielded as a threat if men from other islands tried to fish Sainte Isabel’s waters. Jerry had only ever fired it at empty beer cans floating in the harbor. He had no illusions about the Enfield’s effectiveness now. He just wanted to be armed, to feel the cold metal of a weapon in his hands. He grabbed the rifle and scrabbled to load it, spilling cartridges onto the floorboards of the wheelhouse.

	But before he could get a round into the breach, the door crashed open and men—or men-shaped things—were inside and reaching for them. The disgusting stench was overpowering now, a foul odor that did not just suggest rot but long-fermented urine and excrement. Despite his terror, Jerry reflexively dropped the rifle to cover his nose and mouth, gagging in disgust.

	Bony fingers grabbed him and dragged him out onto the aft deck of the Safira. He expected to die and his spirit be taken aboard the Devil Ship. He had heard tales of how Lemaitre’s cut-throats did just that. Jerry tried to be brave, straightening his back as he was half-dragged toward the rail of the boat. But then, to his surprise, he was lifted and half-thrown upward, to be caught by shadowy figures onboard the sailing ship.

	“Jerry!”

	William’s voice, high with panic, came from behind him somewhere.

	“Be brave, my friend!” Jerry shouted back. “We can die like men at least!”

	There was laughter, then, a grotesque ripple of amusement that ran around the crew of the nightmare ship. That, coupled with the ever-increasing stench, made Jerry rethink what was happening. Even in his terror, he knew that no story of the Devil Ship included such an all-pervading reek of foulness. What’s more, there was something about this vessel that did not seem quite right. He had not seen it clearly for long, but it lacked the high stern and up-curved prow of an old-time privateer.

	And then, as he was bundled into a hatchway by the foul-smelling entities, another random fact welled up in his mind. He recalled his great-grandma, a venerable white-haired lady, lying in bed talking to everybody and nobody about the old days. Her jumbled memories had been a cascade of anecdotes from far harder times, often delivered to people who were many decades dead. Once, she had said something about her grandmother, a story that Jerry had not taken much note of as a boy. Now, he recalled the words.

	“She said to me, she said the sailors told her they always knew when they were downwind of one of those evil ships, because of the terrible smell. It was like an open sewer, only in the middle of the ocean. Imagine that. What a terrible thing, to treat people so. And all for profit, only so a few could eat well and wear fine clothes.”

	It could not be. But it was.

	William, crying softly now, was half-thrown down the hatchway after Jerry, who was already being pinned on a narrow bench by his captors. Around him, in the darkness, Jerry could just make out people lying in rows. They were packed close together, like sardines. He fought madly then, his mind starting to give way at the horror of it all. But it was much too late to resist. He was manacled at wrist and ankle and laid between two bodies that were cold, cold as death. But the bodies still moved and whimpered in the stinking darkness.

	“Jerry, what are they doing?”

	Jerry knew but could not speak, could not find the right words for this impossible truth. Instead, he let loose a great howl of despair. There was a gurgling sound, and water began to pour in through long-rotten planks, the cold brine lifting tons of vile detritus up and over the long-dead human cargo, fetid waters covering the suffering dead, as well as two new items of human livestock.

	Jerry took a deep breath as the slave ship began to sink back into the waters that had claimed it so very long ago. He held that last breath for as long as he could.

	Which was not very long.


Chapter 1: Funeral for a Friend

	 

	There was no room for all of the mourners in the little Catholic church in Port Louis. The Pirate Cove team had to attend the service online. It’s better than nothing, Sara thought. And perhaps Theresa Mountjoy would have been wryly amused. A woman who had dedicated her life to books, to the power of literature to transform people, was now formally quitting the mortal world via the internet.

	“Fingers crossed the server doesn’t go down again,” said Ryan.

	“Don’t put a hex on it,” Sara warned. “Just don’t think about it.”

	“Don’t think about a boxful of wires in the backroom of a post office, right,” Ryan murmured. “Not thinking of it, no siree.”

	They had gathered in the resort office to watch the funeral on the best PC they had. Unfortunately, Father Laurent either couldn’t or wouldn’t put the camera at his end in a particularly good position. As a result, the funeral consisted of watching the priest deliver a stiff, boilerplate eulogy to the librarian. Laurent was so coldly formal that he might, Sara thought, have been spelling out his requirements for a new kitchen.

	Offscreen, people were weeping. Sara felt sure that Rudy and Hyacinth Mendoza, and their mother Marie, were among them. At least the priest had the decency to allow some people to step up to the lectern and say a few words. All were masked and observing the island’s distancing rule of six feet. The first speaker was the British governor, Sir Nigel Robinson. He fumbled with his notes and said nothing of consequence. Sara had been told by Rudy that Robinson had never bothered to meet Theresa, despite her near-legendary status on the island.

	“That idiot,” Ryan said, a catch in his throat. “If he’d locked down sooner, she might still be alive. What a hypocrite.”

	Keri laid a hand on his arm and sniffled. Ryan hugged her. Sara, moved as much by this gesture as the funeral, found herself crying, hot tears coursing down her cheeks. Death had cut a swathe through Sainte Isabel, killing over a hundred of its tiny population of under two thousand. Stopping cruise ships from calling a week earlier could have made a big difference. But so could have a lot of things. And the sad fact was, now that all the sensible measures were in place, the dying was almost over.

	The computer emitted an awfully familiar sound. Another person was joining the call. A face appeared, hard to make out due to the window behind it. But Sara felt a sinking sensation, as she could still recognize Inspector Frank Banks. She resisted the urge to step out of camera shot. She was grateful the glare meant that she could not see the side of his face that did not quite work properly. She had done that, or at least her body had.

	“Sorry I’m late,” said Banks. “Is the service nearly over?”

	“Yeah,” said Keri. “But she’d want us to celebrate her life, right? We’re having a wake.”

	They all fell silent then, as Marie Mendoza appeared and spoke for a couple of minutes in plain, simple language about “Miss Mountjoy”. Theresa had been a mother figure to the islanders. Every child had visited the library, all remembered her stories of Arthur and his knights, Alice in Wonderland, and the jungle adventures of Mowgli. More tears were shed at Pirate Cove. And then, the ceremony was over, and the wake could begin.

	As well as Banks, who raised a glass of bourbon, the Mendozas went home and joined in, opening a special bottle of rum as they shared their stories of Theresa. Sara and her friends toasted the departed with light beer, as they were still technically at work. The dive resort was empty of tourists, but some hotel rooms had been set aside for recovering patients and their caregivers. And Pirate Cove had to be kept functional, in the hope that it would be busy with tourists again before Christmas. Or the New Year. Maybe.

	The computer chimed at them again. Someone else was joining the call. A face appeared, the darkness of its fine features striking in contrast with its blind, white eyes. Mama Bondurant, or someone she knew, had an internet-capable device. Frank Banks muttered something about thefts from tourists, but the priestess of voudon did not rise to the bait. Instead, she spoke clearly and to the point.

	“It is never a good time to lose a wise woman,” she declared. “I did not know Miss Mountjoy well, but we spoke on occasion when I came into Port Louis to consult certain volumes she had in her special collection.”

	Sara did not ask how a blind woman had used the library. She remembered Mama Bondurant’s acolytes, two pretty but intensely serious pre-teen girls. They would, presumably, have read for her. Sara wondered if what they’d been asked to read had been age-appropriate but did not voice the thought.

	“At least the business with Lemaitre’s over now,” said Ryan, surprising Sara with his confidence. “That’s one mercy, isn’t it?”

	The white eyes seemed to turn toward Ryan, who was a little red-faced and on his third beer.

	“Nothing is ever truly over,” said the blind woman. “The past is always with us. Its sins live on to become our sins, its crimes are ones we may be punished for. And always, where there is a great wrong, there is a balance that must be restored. Unvanquished evil will rise again, renewed and stronger than before.”

	“Fun thought when you consider the Spanish Inquisition, for instance,” Ryan quipped. “They gonna turn up and indict us all?”

	Sara had noticed Ryan become more confident, almost arrogant, since his father’s violent death. While he had not inherited the family fortune as yet, the legal wrangle over the Gale business empire was apparently nearing its end.

	“Honey,” Keri said quietly. “Don’t. The world is out of balance, she’s talking sense. It’s like that movie—Koyaanisqatsi.”

	Keri smiled patiently at the looks she got.

	“It’s a Hopi nation word,” she explains. “It means something like world out of balance, a crazy world, a world gone wrong. There’s this movie, with music by Philip Glass, it’s cool—there are all these rockets exploding on the launchpad, overpopulation, pollution… Oh, it just means Koyaanisqatsi.”

	Keri smiled, hugged Ryan again.

	“Sorry, babe, that’s kind of a downer. Even at a funeral.”

	In the silence that followed, Mama Bondurant spoke again.

	“You are right, things are out of balance, and there is nothing and no one to set them aright. I sense confusion and dismay in the spirits of the Lost Ones. The old terror is returning, more powerful than ever. This time, no one is safe.”

	Her image vanished, leaving a small rectangle and the legend, “B has left the conversation.” Ryan tried to make a joke about a mic drop but it didn’t really work. Sara felt the urge to drink some more. At the back of the group, leaning on the door frame of the little office, she saw Joe peering at the screen, an untouched beer in his hand.

	“Everyone back to my place,” she said. “As manager, I declare we all get the afternoon off.”

	 

	***

	 

	Much later, Keri and Ryan left Sara and Joe sleeping and walked, a little unsteadily, back to their bungalow. The sunset had come swiftly and was almost gone, leaving what Keri felt was kind of a Renoir sunset. Ryan agreed with her artistic assessment. He always did.

	They took a long, indirect route along the surf line, pausing occasionally to kiss. They were still engaged, still waiting for the dream wedding. As Keri had said when Ryan had suggested a minimal service in Port Louis, they really needed to wait until the world got its act together. If it ever did.

	“So few lights on,” she said now, surveying the façade of the resort complex. It was not a big hotel, and their business projections had envisaged it fully occupied pretty much all year round. Pirate Cove would be ideal for young families in the summer, great for seniors who preferred less hot weather, ideal for parties celebrating Christmas and New Year somewhere exotic. That, at least, had been the plan.

	“It was all so clear,” Keri went on. “We had everything sorted out, Sara thought it was finally under control. But nothing’s ever really under control, is it?”

	Ryan grunted, looking at the handful of lit windows.

	“Rudy should take a day off with pay,” he said. “I feel guilty leaving him to do everything, even if it isn’t that much.”

	Rudy had left the party decently early and could be trusted to handle what little needed to be done. Not for the first time, the couple discussed how much they owed him and how he deserved a raise.

	“But we can’t afford it,” Keri said plaintively, kicking at a stray length of seaweed. “Lousy cash flow situation. I was looking over the books with Sara before Theresa passed. They’re kind of a car crash.”

	Ryan was silent for a few paces, then caught her by the hand, swung her ’round, and looked up into her face. Keri frowned, ruffled his hair.

	“You’ve got your serious face on, my man,” she said. “Don’t start on that again…”

	But Ryan had already started, laying out the financial situation, telling her how bad he felt about the way his dad had behaved, and underlining the need to help the locals. Once more, he started talking in numbers so big that Keri felt they might be the distances to the farthest planets.

	“Stop, stop now, it’s not practical,” she insisted. “Besides, I get a bad feeling about it, just talking about the idea.”

	“Why not?” he demanded. “Other rich guys do it. Let’s say I get six to eight hundred million. That’s in shares, property, land, other stuff—most of it not cash, I admit. But with all that collateral, I can easily leverage loans, tap into Dad’s old networks, raise another hundred million or more. And then, buy it all.”

	He gestured at the resort, the jungle, the dark hills behind which a coppery moon was rising. Keri shook her head, put her hands on his shoulders.

	“You need to listen. It’s a kind thought, but it’s a rich man’s thought, the sort of thing your dad might have ended up doing as a tax dodge or something. Sure, you want to help, and all that money will be great for investment. But buying Sainte Isabel? Even if the British government would sell, what right does anyone have to own a place and its people?”

	Ryan tried to break free, irritated, but she held him fast.

	“Okay,” he said, “first, I’m not going to be some evil landlord, I’d just own the land and coastal waters in a technical sense, and I could set up schemes to employ people—green energy, ecotourism, expand Pirate Cove to make it the biggest employer on Sainte Isabel. That would be good, yeah?”

	Keri shook her head again. The sense of wrongness increased. She felt almost sure they were being watched, but she could not pin down where the watcher or watchers might be. The sensation made it harder to think.

	“You can invest as much as you like to keep Pirate Cove going, expand it, whatever,” she said. “But I get the feeling this is about more than that, right? This is about proving you’re not Martin, not the ruthless tycoon. There are better ways to prove that, honey!”

	She bent slightly to kiss him on the tip of his nose, pressed herself against him. This had the predictable effect of making Ryan handsy, and she broke away and ran, giggling, up the beach. Keri could easily outpace her fiancé but she ran at an easy pace, making sure he remained just a yard or two outside groping distance. They raced past the hotel and swimming pool, into the deepening shadows. As they got to the door of their bungalow, Ryan gasping for breath, Keri let him catch her and lift her, swinging her ’round.

	It was as he set her down, almost falling over himself as he did it, that she saw the watcher. She had half-expected boucaniers spying on them from the jungle, given Mama Bondurant’s surprise appearance earlier. But instead, the briefest double gleam from close-set eyes came from the roof of the bungalow, as a small shape retreated out of sight. She did not get a clear look at it, but she felt the way it loped was familiar.

	“Could just be a cat,” she said, half to herself. “One beer too many.”

	“What?” Ryan mumbled, his face buried between her breasts.

	“Nothing,” she said, patting him on the butt. “Come on, young man, let’s put you to bed. If you’re very good, I’ll read you a story.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Why did they leave it so long?” Banks demanded.

	His sergeant shrugged, held out the receiver. “You wanna talk to them, boss?”

	Frank Banks was aware that he looked absurd when he lost his temper, but he was struggling to control his frustration. Acting Sergeant Mulgrew kept a straight face as Banks got up, unsteadily, and walked around his desk to take the phone from his subordinate. Banks tried not to drag his left foot, but he was afraid the semi-paralysis was getting worse. He had hoped exercises would help. But online advice from medics in England and the US could only do so much. He wished he could leave the island, but quarantine had to apply to everyone. If the acting police commissioner broke the rules, who could be expected to obey them?

	“Give it here,” he said tersely and took the receiver.

	A few minutes of conversation with a frantic mother told him that her son and a friend had gone moonlight fishing the previous night. No, she was not sure where. No, she did not know when they had planned to return. No, they didn’t have a radio. Yes, they were experienced. Yes, the boat was fine since William’s cousin Jimmy helped fix the diesel…

	Banks cut off her detailed account of the boat’s many repairs.

	“Did they have lifejackets?”

	“I don’t know!” said the distraught woman. “Why you asking all these questions? Why don’t you go and search for them? What do we pay our taxes for?”

	Banks almost expressed doubt that anyone in Saint Pierre had paid taxes in centuries but bit his tongue. Instead, he explained patiently that searching at night with the limited resources at his disposal would be pointless. He promised to set out first thing the following morning.

	“At the crack of dawn, madam, I give you my word.”

	He handed the phone back to the sergeant to let him take a few more details, assuming he could get a word in edgewise. Then, Banks perched on the edge of his desk, giving his bad leg a little respite, and pondered the main problem. The word would already be out in Port Louis that fishermen were missing. The two guys were, Banks knew, not the most reputable characters. One in particular. And everyone knew that this might have drawn the attention of a certain pirate, a gent long dead but surprisingly spry for his age.

	Where was Banks going to get a boat?

	 

	***

	 

	Sara woke up lying on the couch, fully clothed except for her flip-flops. She imagined Keri taking them off, lifting her legs, tiptoeing out with Ryan and the others. Sara had drunk far more than she had intended to and tried to remember how many there had been. After a few moments’ thought, she settled on “a few.”

	There was a note by her feet. It was from Keri, in large, rounded letters.

	THOSE NAILS, GIRL! YOU BEEN USING PLIERS? WE NEED TO TALK…

	Sara laughed then groaned at her stupidity. She felt sure a hangover was looming, like a storm behind her eyeballs, and she needed to head off the pain. She got up, went to the kitchen, drank a couple of glasses of water, then took two paracetamols as a pre-emptive measure.

	It was night now, the whole afternoon lost to the wake. The last traces of sunset were fading to the southwest. She walked to the wide window. The beach, which should have been full of vacationers, a place of barbecues and general bonhomie, was deserted except for Rudy, who was out for his usual evening stroll. She started to wave at him, but then realized she was in darkness, and he would never see her.

	Sara went into the bedroom, where Joe was lying on his back, naked and snoring. She stifled the urge to tickle him somewhere sensitive and realized she was still a little drunk. She crawled into bed beside him, avoiding actual contact. They had snuggled up for comfort during the crisis and had even made love. But there was no illusion on either side that, when they emerged from the crisis, things would go back to normal—whatever that was.

	It was a cliché, but nonetheless true—he was not the man she had married. Joe was not the dynamic, decisive construction boss he had been back in the States. That was obvious to all. The damage he had sustained during his abduction had left him listless, often slow in thought, confused. But that might have been something they could have overcome together. The real problem was the revelation that Joe, the regular straight-talking guy, had lied to her, had, in fact, lived in a lie. Joe, not Ryan, had supplied drugs to a girl who had died. Ryan, not Joe, had done jail time for it.

	That could never be forgotten. Or forgiven.

	To know all, she thought, is to forgive all. Whoever said that hadn’t really lived.

	She drew her knees up to her chest and tried to think of nothing to let sleep come. This didn’t work, so she started to count sheep leaping over a fence into a field. Theresa Mountjoy had told her once that it was the librarian’s infallible method of “drifting off,” as she put it. But the sheep in Sara’s mind had a way of leaping the fence and then bouncing right back out again.

	She sighed, stretched, got out of bed, moving carefully so as not to wake Joe. There was a small chance that if he did wake, he would want sex. There was a very real possibility that she would oblige. It was another complication, the needs of the body clashing with the finer feelings of the mind. She went to the window, which was closed against night-flying bugs. She wished she could hear the sea more clearly and toyed with simply going out to the beach and sleeping there. It would seem a little crazy to the staff, if they saw her, but she could hear the breakers on the beach and the more distant roar from the reef.

	Despite everything she had been through, Sara still loved the sea. She had, in theory, completed her dive instructor course, thanks to Keri. But all such qualifications were on hold until she could fly to Jamaica and take the actual exam.

	No, the sea was fine. It was ships that gave her problems. A specific type of ship. The sight of an innocent sailboat—and there were mercifully few around now—made her heart race a little in apprehension. The Devil Ship sailed the ocean of her mind, always just below the mental horizon. She wondered if, after all that had happened since the pandemic struck, mothers still warned their children about Lemaitre. Might it seem even more credible, perhaps, given that an insubstantial threat had slain many?

	The moon emerged from behind a cloud and suddenly, a ship was there, well below the horizon. She could not have failed to see it. The moonlight had conjured it up. The Vengeur, the Devil Ship, sails billowing in an unearthly breeze, was just beyond Wrecker’s Reef. She gasped, leaned against the window, peered out with bleary eyes.

	The Devil Ship was not alone.

	All around it, other dark shapes rose from the moonlit waves. Under the colorless light, masts and spars and hulls emerged from the sea. Ships of various shapes and sizes, most under sail, but a handful—by far the biggest—sported funnels. All the prows of the ghost-fleet were pointed at Sainte Isabel, straight for Pirate Cove. Flashes of red and orange fire spurted from one ship, then half a dozen. The boom of guns rolled inland, shaking the window frame.

	Sara stepped back. The ships had somehow moved into the cove, shifting without traversing the water, truly ghostly yet horrifyingly real. Now, in between the crashing thuds of heavy guns firing, she could hear cries of rage and fury. And the screams of panic, pain, the sounds of the dead and dying. The beach was thronged with men, weapons gleaming in the pale light, cutting down those who tried to fight them, slaughtering those who tried to flee…

	“No!” she cried.

	Joe was snoring so loudly that she felt the bed vibrating. She was lying in bed. She sat up and saw that the moonlight illuminated nothing but the sea and the barely discernible black line of the reef. She lay back, heart rate dropping back to normal, and wondered how much of this latest dream she would recall. It was a variation on a familiar theme, and she had recorded several similar ones on her phone already. No need to risk waking Joe and complicating matters still further.
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