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Prologue

	 

	The moon was high over the jungle by the time Charles and Sammy got to the outskirts of the village. Charles drove the last half mile or so with the headlights off. Sammy protested, but Charles slapped him down as usual.

	“You need to grow a pair, boy!” said the older youth. “We don’t want them to see us coming. See, that’s how you do crime—you don’t send a message to the people you’re about to do the crime to, boy.”

	Sammy resented the word ‘boy’ even more than Charles’ condescending tone. Just because Sammy was fifteen and small for his age. Just because Sammy needed money desperately. Just because his mother was sick and had to get treatment in Trinidad. Just because Charles was from Jamaica and had come to Sainte Isabel with a swagger, asking around for someone who needed cash quickly, no questions asked.

	I’m in too deep, Sammy thought. Why can’t I say no? Why can’t I just go home?

	But he knew that, by now, it was too late to back out. His eyesight was good, and by the light of the full moon he could just make out a sign leaning crazily on the side of the road. It told them the village of Saint Pierre was half a mile ahead. And the wad of dollars in Charles’ pocket counted for more than the knot of fear in Sammy’s gut. Money talks, people said. And this particular clump of money was saying that Sammy’s mother could get well.

	“Here we are, little feller,” Charles said. “Now the real fun starts.”

	They parked the battered pickup just out of sight of the little cove and Charles got out. He walked around to the back of the pickup, dropped the flap, and then rapped on the tinny side of the battered vehicle.

	“Come on, boy, I’m not going to carry all this crap down there myself.”

	Sammy got out and joined the older, taller youth. Though he was really just a violent punk of nineteen, Charles affected the manners of a major league gangster. He sometimes tried to talk like an American rapper, and woe betide anyone who snickered at him. He gave orders to Sammy like it was his right to boss people around. And it was common knowledge that Charles carried a gun—or a ‘piece’, as Charles insisted on calling it.

	One of Sammy’s friends had mocked Charles’ gun as a piece, indeed—a piece of crap from the old Eastern bloc. But he had not said it loudly, and definitely never when Charles was around.

	“Well, boy, pick up the goddamn gasoline, we ain’t got all night!”

	Sammy obeyed, resentful but silent. Sammy suspected that Charles was really small fry, even by the limited standards of Port Louis. But he still feared the hulking Jamaican. Whoever gave Charles his orders was far above them. Sammy thought of this boss as a rich man in a big house somewhere outside Port Louis, or maybe in Trinidad. Trinidad was as far as he had ever traveled and it seemed like a big, exciting, sophisticated place to him.

	The point was, however, that Charles, with his hard fists and quick temper, was right here and now. He might just be hired muscle, but Sammy was less than that—the hired muscle’s gofer. It was a pathetic, demeaning role. But it still meant that Sammy was involved in organized crime.

	“Don’t bang the containers together,” warned Charles. “We don’t want to let them know we’re here until we’re ready.”

	Without further talk, Charles led them down the moonlit road toward Saint Pierre. Sammy became painfully aware of the sloshing of the near-full gasoline cans. He wondered if it would give them away to a sharp-eared person out for a stroll. Then he heard a dog barking and realized that there was a much more immediate threat.

	“Dumb dog,” Charles muttered and produced a plastic baggie from his back pocket. He took something out of the baggie and threw it into the darkness ahead of them. The barking stopped, and there was growling, followed by sniffing and a wet, slobbery noise.

	“Took the bait, ya stupid mutt,” Charles gloated. “Come on.”

	They walked, and soon came to the dog, lying motionless in the middle of the road. Charles favored it with a kick to its skinny ribs as he passed it. The creature gave a faint yelp. Sammy liked animals. He wanted to stop and do something to help but knew he must not. He was only thankful Charles had sedated the animal instead of killing it.

	The village of Saint Pierre was now in view. A couple dozen dilapidated shacks in a narrow cove. Only a few of the homes showed any light. It was late, and in any case, half the population had already moved out, either to Port Louis or overseas to other places in the Caribbean. They had taken some easy money and a very strong hint. Only the die-hards were left.

	The shacks fringed a beach upon which small fishing boats were pulled up for the night. The boats were their target. They—or at least Charles—had been well-paid to encourage the remaining fishermen and their families to sell up and leave. Sammy knew that a rich American wanted to build an exclusive community here, a getaway for rich people like himself. He had heard gossip about Sainte Isabel becoming some sort of tropical paradise for people who wanted to live in a warm climate and did not want to pay taxes in America or England or wherever.

	Poor people were going to be swept aside, as usual. Most locals counted for nothing in island politics. The police, Sammy knew from experience, could be paid to look the other way, or even do the rich man’s dirty work.

	Sammy hated the idea of helping such a cruel, corrupt project. He thought of his mother, his aunts, and uncles, being driven out of their homes by ruthless landlords. He felt conflicted and wished he could earn a goodly amount of cash some other way. But cash in large amounts was not easy to come by in Port Louis, or anywhere else on Sainte Isabel.

	“Careful, you idiot!”

	Musing on the world’s unfairness, Sammy had bumped into Charles. The older youth was surveying the beach, apparently settling on which boat to burn. While he awaited further orders, Sammy looked up nervously at the tropical moon. It was setting now, almost touching the tree line to their left. But because it was low, it looked vast, bloated, like a great bloodshot eye staring down at them. Observing Sammy, in particular.

	“It is not a good night for this,” he muttered.

	“What?” hissed Charles, irritably. Then he laughed.

	“Oh, you dumb kid,” he said, faking what he probably imagined was an LA drawl. “You’re scared of the ghosts, man? The Devil Ship all the crazy old women talk about? You’re like one of those old women, Sammy. It’s not superstition that rules the world, man, even if it rules this dipshit little island of yours. It’s money that gives you the power to make things happen, son. Now, come on, I think we’ll burn the biggest boat. Make a nice bonfire, so big they’ll see it back in Port Louis. The guy who’s paying for this little show will see what a good job I’ve done.”

	“But why can’t we do it some other night?” Sammy pleaded, even as he followed obediently. “It won’t make much difference, will it, a few days?”

	“The boss wants this done now,” Charles growled. “Not tomorrow, not next week. Time is money, boy. You just ain’t got the right mentality for this line of work. You should be pleased I’m giving you this job and a cut of the cash. Be proud you’re a real gangster. Now man up and stop your goddamn whining.”

	Sammy said nothing more, and when they reached the largest fishing boat, he dutifully opened the first can of gasoline and started splashing it over the wooden hull, the deck, the furled sails, and rolled-up nets. He tried not to think about the men, women, and children who depended on fishing for their livelihoods. He told himself they had refused good money for their tumbledown homes. He would have sold up like a shot and gone to Trinidad. Or maybe even America.

	Money and power, he kept reminding himself, like a mantra. No room for sentimentality. Or superstition.

	Sammy tried to imagine being rich, having a fine car, fine clothes, and finer women. But still, when he had emptied the first can and was reaching for the second, he glanced up at the bloated moon again. It seemed even more like a vast, bloodshot eye, scrutinizing the wrongdoers, and he shuddered. Then he reeled as Charles smacked him hard upside his head.

	“Get on with it! Before one of these dumb fishermen smells the gas and maybe takes a shot at us.”

	Sammy did as he was told, splashing the fuel more carelessly this time, so that he got some on his shirt and pants. Charles, noticing this, lit a match and waved it dangerously close to his young henchman. Sammy jumped back, dropping the empty can and stumbling, falling over something in the darkness. As Sammy landed heavily on his butt, Charles threw the match onto the deck of the boat. The gasoline ignited with a loud, startling whoof. The flame dazzled Sammy for a moment, but he was almost sure he saw a tiny figure dancing along the burning deck. It seemed too small to be a child, but he cried out in alarm.

	“Shut up, idiot!” snarled Charles, kicking him in the ribs. “Get up!”

	“I saw a kid on the boat!” Sammy whimpered, getting up unaided. “We should—we should check or something.”

	He realized even as he spoke that nothing could be done for any living thing on the boat. The gasoline-soaked timbers had caught fire at once. The vessel was burning from stem to stern, now, casting a lurid orange light far up the beach. The wooden walls of the shacks were illuminated by the blaze, and surely anyone inside and awake must know what was happening. Charles clearly thought so and was already pounding back up the beach toward the turning place at the end of the dirt road.

	Sammy started to run, too, expecting to hear shouts from enraged villagers at any moment. But nobody shouted. It was as if the whole village had left or was in too deep a sleep to be awakened by mere arson. Which was absurd. Sammy wondered why nobody had emerged from the shacks to try and extinguish the blaze. Somebody must be at home and awake. He felt that he was being watched, and thought he glimpsed stealthy movement in one window.

	Why would they stay inside? Sammy wondered. Do they know about Charles’ gun, maybe?

	“Don’t want no trouble now!”

	Charles’ words drew Sammy’s attention back to the beach up ahead. The taller youth was standing still, his back lit up by the bonfire that had been a family’s livelihood. Beyond Charles, Sammy made out some figures standing in a semi-circle. There were three. No, four. And they were not moving.

	“Don’t want no trouble, man,” Charles said, holding up something that gleamed in the firelight. “You let us pass, I won’t cap your sorry ass. Step aside.”

	Sammy stopped, gasping with the unaccustomed exertion of his short run. He looked at the line of figures, who were standing just on the edge of the light cast by the blazing boat. Sammy wrinkled his nose as he peered into the darkness. The wind had changed, a gusty breeze now blowing toward the fire. And it brought with it a stink of what might have been rotting fish or the odor of some other kind of dead flesh. It mingled with the smell of gasoline on Sammy’s garments and the briny reek of the seaweed-laden beach.

	“Step aside, bloods!” shouted Charles. “I’m not fooling around!”

	Now, though, Sammy could hear the uncertainty in the older youth’s voice. Charles was as confused as Sammy, wondering who these strangers might be. The stench from them, their stillness, above all their silence. The silence unnerved him most because he had been in enough gang fights to know that a long period of shouting and posturing was at least half the battle. But their opponents tonight seemed unwilling to begin a war of words.

	“Okay, remember you asked for trouble!”

	The sound of the cheap pistol was startlingly loud. A flash of orange fire streaked from Charles’ hand, straight toward the nearest figure. It seemed to flinch, very slightly, then regained its balance. Once again, it stood perfectly still, blocking their path. Sammy, who had seen people shot in movies many times, wondered why the stranger had not been flung backward by the momentum of the shot. It occurred to him, belatedly, that Hollywood movies might not be an accurate guide to the effects of firearms. He began to back up away from the line of silent figures.

	“What—what the hell?” Charles stammered. “You wearing a vest?”

	He hurled profanities at them, raised the pistol, and fired at the figure’s face. Twice. The head jerked back with the impact of the bullets. Sammy waited for the stranger to topple slowly forward, like in the movies. Again, he was disappointed. And terrified.

	The row of figures moved forward, stepping into the flickering light from the burning boat. The one that Charles had attacked might have sustained some injury from the bullets, but it was hard to tell. There wasn’t much of a face left to damage. The body was just as... imperfect. A few strips of flesh hung from bones, half-covered by ragged clothing. A claw-like hand, more bone than sinew, wielded a huge, rusty blade.

	“Get back!”

	Now Charles’ voice was not that of a fake LA gangster. He sounded like a frightened boy, like Sammy himself, as the other strangers advanced to reveal themselves. Noseless, eyeless, ragged, and bony, they had once been fighting men and still carried the tools of their trade. Charles fired more shots, wildly, then Sammy heard the click of metal. A steel blade swept down with incredible speed and Charles stood, looking at the stump of his wrist, blood spurting black in the firelight. Then he screamed, and more blades flashed in the red light, and Charles’ scream ended in a gurgle.

	He had been very efficiently disarmed.

	Sammy wet himself as he turned to run. The feel of the warm urine soaking his shorts made him whimper in shame and terror. He pounded back up the beach toward the blaze. Hacking sounds that reminded him of his uncle’s butcher shop faded as he sped away. He felt sure that Charles was dead by now, taken by the raggedy swordsmen who could not die. Because they were already dead.

	“Can’t kill a man twice,” he muttered and giggled in his panic.

	With what remained of his sanity, he clung to the stories his grandma had told him, that the ghosts from the Devil Ship could only take one wrongdoer on a given full moon. ‘One at a time, that old Captain Lemaitre takes them!’ the old lady had said, wagging a stern finger in little Sammy’s face. ‘Make sure it is not you, Samuel! Do not give that dead captain an excuse to make you one of his Devil Ship crew!’

	Grandma had known the old stories and the old ways. She had been a boucanier, descended from the inlanders who had stood by Lemaitre in the old days. So, logically, she must have been right about this, that the Devil Ship captain could only take one wrongdoer per full moon.

	But Sammy was still terrified, not thinking straight, and needed to get as far away from the horrific entities as fast as he could. He was not quite sure about his grandmother’s folk wisdom. He glanced back, saw no sign of pursuit, and changed direction to swing around the burning fishing boat. Something appeared, a burning object flying through the air. Time seemed to slow down as Sammy looked up, open-mouthed, at the tiny, chittering figure, its eyes blazing almost as brightly as its furry body.

	“No!”

	It struck him between the shoulders as he tried to dodge and knocked him onto the sand. Winded, he instinctively tried to roll over and crush it, but the screeching little figure was too fast for him. It bounded away, leaving a trail of smoke and sparks, then flung itself at his face. Tiny claws penetrated his left eye, and he experienced a pain so intense he almost blacked out. Half of the world blinked out, but he managed to punch the tiny monster away.

	By now, though, the others had caught up. He saw metal, curved and shining, a hint of bare bones gleaming. A face devoid of eyes focused its raw sockets on him as it raised a curved blade.

	“No, no, you can only take one!” he yelled.

	His last thought as the sword descended toward his neck, was surprise; that his kindly old grandma could have told him such a terrible lie.


Chapter 1: ‘Ill-met by moonlight’

	 

	“I don’t know,” said Sara. “It’s been a good while since I did any real acting.”

	Theresa Mountjoy looked down from the stage at the American and shook her head sadly.

	“I’ve heard all the excuses, Sara,” said the librarian. “That’s rather feeble. You acted in college, you’re doing an excellent job as prompter, and you clearly not only know the text but understand how it should be performed. You would be a perfectly good Titania.”

	Sara pondered the compliment and had to smile. The Englishwoman had, like every amateur director in history, taken her job very seriously. Sara had volunteered to join the Shakespeare production to provide relief from her own job and some other issues. She should have remembered that nothing offers higher pressure than amateur theatricals. For the last three weeks it had been non-stop drama, most of it offstage.

	“I’ll think about it, Theresa,” she promised. “Hey, do you think Ryan’s finally getting it?”

	Theresa laughed, and Sara hoped it was at her clumsy change of subject. Her decision to join the Port Louis Players had prompted her business partners, Ryan and Keri, to follow suit. Keri, with her height and model looks, had been immediately cast as Hippolyta, queen of the Amazons. Ryan had seemed, according to Theresa, more suited to the role of one of the comical peasants, also known as the ‘vulgar mechanicals’.

	“I would say, all things considered,” Theresa said carefully, “that Ryan’s Bottom needs more work.”

	Sara couldn’t help laughing. ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ was Shakespeare’s most performed play, beating the likes of Hamlet or Macbeth by a mile. This was not because it was a work of towering genius, but because it was easy to perform and stage, had plenty of simple roles for amateur actors, and had lots of cheap, silly gags. Indeed, one problem they had encountered was just how rude the whole business of Nick Bottom turning into an ass could be. Shakespeare was, as Theresa had said during the first read-through, ‘no stranger to bawdiness in his work or, probably, in his personal life.’

	The fact that they were performing in the Catholic Church Hall was also a factor. Father Laurent, the young parish priest for the island, had been firm on the need for propriety. He might not have given permission to use church facilities at all had not Theresa Mountjoy been a Catholic and a very busy ‘church lady’. Even then, he insisted on dropping by at rehearsals, probably to ensure that Renaissance bawdiness was being kept in check.

	“Talk of the devil,” Theresa said. “Come on, Ryan, we’ll run through the scene again. I’ll have to take the Titania role, for your sins. Louise is absent again.”

	Ryan appeared at stage left, which was of course the right-hand side from Sara’s viewpoint. That had confused her for weeks when she had taken up drama at college. The technicalities of theater had always seemed more challenging than simply learning lines and not bumping into the scenery, skills she had perfected in fifth grade. Some had even claimed she was a natural actor. She wondered why she had stopped performing straight after graduating.

	I met Joe, she thought. And my life changed. We focused on our jobs. On making money. On chasing the American dream. And now here I am, and he’s…

	“Sara?”

	Theresa’s voice, sounding a little anxious, cut through her reverie. Ryan was on stage, holding the huge papier-mâché ass’ head in his hands. He was dressed in casual clothes, not a costume. Full dress rehearsals were looming, and apparently, nothing was quite ready yet. The production’s modest budget had not produced much as yet. Funding had been obtained from a body called the British Council, which Sara had researched. It seemed to be a relic of empire, dedicated to promoting British literature around the world. On a shoestring budget.

	“Costumes are not essential,” Theresa said, surveying Ryan’s stained old sweatpants and sneakers, topped by an oversized t-shirt bearing the words Brain Donor. “But they are nice to have. Like a full cast. But one does what one can. We are devoid of Titania and her fairy retinue, so we must make do.”

	They began the scene, in which Titania—enchanted by a fairy spell cast by Puck—falls in love with Nick Bottom the weaver, who has been magically given an ass’ head by the selfsame Puck. When he heard this, Ryan had said, inevitably, that he wouldn’t mind the head if he had other donkey-like characteristics. Keri had bought him the t-shirt the following day.

	Ryan, as before, stumbled over his lines. He also had trouble hearing Sara’s prompts thanks to the ass’ head, which Sara also found distracting. It had been constructed by schoolchildren, yet it had a somewhat evil look to her. Something about the combination of the ears, the blank eyes, the huge teeth. It was supposed to be absurd, comical, but instead, it seemed like a grotesque parody of nature. Sara only hoped that it wasn’t also the stuff of nightmares. She had more than enough of that particular brand of stuff already.

	Don’t overthink it, she told herself. Focus.

	“Prompt,” hissed Theresa.

	“Sorry,” Sara said. “Lost my place there. The line is ‘I think I am marvelous hairy about the face.’”

	“Marvelous hairy?” repeated Ryan. “I think I saw that show in Vegas.”

	Theresa clicked her tongue, and Ryan fell into line, albeit after giving her an impudent thumbs-up gesture. They went through the whole scene, and he didn’t stumble badly again. Keri’s repeated insistence over breakfast, lunch, and dinner that her boyfriend should ‘just learn the goddamn words, already’ had apparently worked its magic.

	“‘Sleep thou, and I will wind thee in my arms,’” intoned Theresa. ‘“Fairies be gone and be all ways away. So doth the woodbine the sweet honeysuckle gently entwist. The female ivy so enrings the barky fingers of the elm. Oh, how I love thee! How I dote on thee!’ And—scene! Well done, Ryan, you’re getting there. Now, who’s for tea and scones?”

	Sara, suddenly moved by the centuries-old poetry, wiped away a tear. For the first time since they had started rehearsing, she suddenly found Shakespeare’s words moving. They had a strange force that struck straight at the heart, she felt, and somehow bypassed the mind. Lines contrived by a hack writer who churned out six or seven plays a year still had the power to move her.

	“You okay?”

	Sara jumped. Keri had managed to walk up to her unnoticed in the empty hall. She looked down and saw that the tall redhead’s feet were bare. Keri followed her gaze and shrugged.

	“I’m getting the feel of being an Amazon—those Greek warriors went barefoot into battle,” she explained, then struck a serious pose, chin balanced on hand. “It’s the method, darling.”

	“Yeah, right,” Sara laughed.

	“You know it’s only guys who can get away with that method crap, right?” Keri went on. “It gives them an excuse to be the big assholes they already are and get awards for it. If we go around behaving like that, we’d just be another couple of Grade A bitches.”

	“Yeah, but you’re still not wearing any shoes,” Sara pointed out.

	“That’s different!”

	Sara joked about the Greeks getting some serious chafing in battle, while Keri pointed out that Persian arrows and spears were probably more of a concern. Then they joined Ryan and Theresa at the huge tea urn that the librarian insisted was a vital component of all British drama. Moist homemade scones with butter and ‘strawberry jam’ added to the sense of a social occasion. Theresa was very much the genteel lady offering hospitality to her American guests.

	“So, how’s my guy’s major league ass doing?” Keri asked, ruffling Ryan’s hair.

	There was a joking discussion of Ryan’s acting ability, with Keri insisting that, if he really buckled down, he could be ‘another William Shatner, no problem’. Sara did her best to join in, but there was something about Ryan and Keri’s joshing around that made her ache a little inside. Seeing any couple in love—real or fictional, true or enchanted—inevitably made her think of Joe.

	Six moons, she thought. Not quite six months, but six moons have passed.

	“Aha, do I spy another aspiring thespian?” said Theresa, looking toward the back of the hall.

	For a moment, Sara didn’t recognize the suntanned, heavily built white man standing in the doorway. He wore a rumpled dark blue suit, a sweat-stained white shirt, a red tie with the knot slightly askew. Then she realized that it was someone she knew fairly well, though not from choice.

	“Hey, it’s our very own Sherlock Holmes,” said Ryan, loudly enough for the newcomer to hear. “Or maybe Inspector Clueless.”

	Inspector Frank Banks smiled slightly at the jibe and plodded up to the side of the stage. Theresa was effusive in her welcome. She explained that the school caretaker who had been playing Peter Quince, the carpenter and Bottom’s best pal, had dropped out. Banks seemed hesitant and embarrassed to be there, but Theresa was effusive in welcoming him. The others decided to play nicely after Ryan received a discreet elbow in the ribs from Keri.

	“So, you’ve been harboring a secret desire to tread the boards, Frank?” Sara asked. “Who knew?”

	“Theresa talked me into it,” he said, balancing a lightly buttered scone on the edge of a saucer. “I did some am-dram stuff at school. Long time ago.”

	Ryan muttered something about ‘Police Academy’, but a warning look from Keri silenced him again. The silence became general, prolonged, and awkward. Sara was longing for an interruption of any kind when the big double doors burst open and a group of schoolchildren rushed in, followed by a young woman teacher shouting for quiet, as teachers do. These were the fairies, a group consisting of four giggling little girls and one very sulky little boy. A woman, whom Sara discovered was the boy’s mother, followed the group in. Sara realized why the lad was a mass of seething resentment.

	Theresa immediately set about taking the fairies through their scenes, producing a bag of candy to focus young minds on attainable prizes. Even the sulky kid perked up until his mother insisted that he not be given ‘anything that will rot his teeth’. Sara slipped the boy a scone. As well as the fairies, Ryan was needed on stage to undergo enchantment. Keri stood by Sara, and they had a fragmentary conversation as the crucial scene was run through.

	“It’s not quite six months,” Keri said. “But you’re running on that old lunar calendar, right? None of that Gregorian crap for you.”

	Sara looked up at the younger woman, and Keri laughed.

	“I notice how you get quiet whenever the moon’s full. It brings the whole thing back, right? But you don’t talk about it now. Not for a couple of regular months. Should I just shut up now, by the way?”

	Sara shook her head, then prompted the tiny but extremely energetic and loud fairy Pease blossom. Task accomplished, she struggled to find words for her friend. She reached up to the two pendants hanging from her throat. They were the two halves of a golden heart. Once, Joe had worn one of them. Now, she had both. And Joe, she feared, was gone forever.

	“But nothing else has happened since that night,” Keri pointed out, speaking softly. “Nothing good or bad. No sign of Lemaitre, right?”

	“Right,” Sara conceded. “But sometimes, I get the dreams. The ones where I’m Catherine, on that ship, sinking and drowning.”

	Keri touched her lightly on the arm. They had discussed this before but kept circling back to the night when Joe was taken aboard the Devil Ship. Its captain, Victor Lemaitre, was supposedly on a quest to find his long-lost love, Catherine Le Foix. And Sara apparently resembled Catherine to an extent that disturbed both her and the murderous ghost. After Joe vanished, Sara had spent hours online researching reincarnation, half-persuaded that Lemaitre may have been right. But all she had done was confuse herself as to his motivations, and hers.

	What was clear, though, was that the Devil Ship might return at any time. All it took, after all, was an act heinous enough to justify ‘recruitment’ of an islander to its crew. Every time the moon waxed full, Sara braced herself for news of a disappearance, or at least a sighting of white sails off the coast of Sainte Isabel. But so far, nothing had occurred. Which only made the waiting worse.

	People were looking at her. She had missed the prompt call again and apologized. They got through the scene, mostly because of Theresa’s willingness to promote tooth decay in smaller cast members and Sara’s buttering of a few more scones. As the children trooped off the stage, Father Laurent arrived to praise them, rather coolly, for their good behavior and ask if Theresa had everything she needed.

	The priest was not a simpatico figure to Sara. But he was young, intelligent, with an air of self-assurance. Sara felt the need for some kind of independent assessment of her problem. Even though the problem sounded crazy, even to her. She caught Theresa’s eye, and the librarian made a point of introducing her.

	“Ah yes,” said Laurent. “The famous Pirate Cove dive resort. I understand the resort is doing rather well, considering the teething troubles you encountered.”

	The priest spoke English with a slight French accent. Theresa had told Sara that Laurent had studied theology at Cambridge, and was very cosmopolitan in outlook. The way she said it suggested that the older woman did not approve of clergymen with modern notions but was willing to give Laurent the benefit of the doubt.

	“We’re doing okay, Father,” Sara replied. “Business is thriving at last. Despite some bumps along the road.”

	“I heard of your ordeal,” the priest said. “I understand your husband is still officially missing?”

	“Yes,” she replied. “Officially.”

	Laurent looked around the room, seemed to reach a decision.

	“I have heard a great deal, by various means, about this matter. Perhaps you would like to speak of it in private?”

	Sara looked over at Theresa, who made a ‘run along’ gesture.

	“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, why not?”

	 

	***

	 

	“I was raised an Episcopalian, kind of,” she said, looking around the church. “So, not one of your flock.”

	“I knew I had not seen you at Mass,” Laurent replied, as they walked up the aisle. “This is a small island. I had wondered if your friend Miss Pedon was a Catholic? The name is French or perhaps Italian?”

	Sara admitted she had no idea what faith, if any, Keri had been raised in.

	“But she’s kind of, well, she’s into all sorts of New Age ideas?”

	“Ah yes, the occult,” said the priest, opening an inconspicuous door that led into a room full of religious vestments. “That is at the root of your problem, too, is it not? Now, through here is where I keep the communion wine locked up.”

	He led the way through another door into a compact, modern kitchen. She turned down the offer of coffee or a soda, then took a chair, feeling awkward, opposite the priest at a small table. Laurent gazed levelly at her, unsmiling, a serious man assessing an unusual situation.

	“I understand you have already consulted my… counterpart, who lives inland on Sainte Isabel?”

	It took her a moment to grasp that he meant Mama Bondurant, the priestess of the inland people’s voudon cult. She laughed nervously, wondering just how much the priest might disapprove of her involvement with the blind woman.

	“It wasn’t exactly voluntary,” she explained. “Joe and I, we went to ask her to call off the boucaniers, because they were disrupting our business. Then when we met, she seemed to get fixated on me and claimed… Well, she said all sorts of crazy stuff.”

	Sara trailed off, embarrassed. Laurent sat silently for a few seconds, then reached down and lifted the crucifix that he wore.

	“If you are a person of faith, you have some protection against evil,” he said. “But we all know that there are no guarantees in this life. The next world is another matter, of course. Now, from what Miss Mountjoy has said, I understand that you believe yourself to be the reincarnation of a French lady who drowned in the 17th century?”

	Sara gawped, then laughed again, even more nervously.

	“You must hear a lot from your congregation, I guess, but okay, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. I don’t know what to make of the dreams I have. Am I remembering a past life? Is Lemaitre’s behavior really because of me? I guess reincarnation is not something you agree with, right?”

	The priest shook his head and seemed to ponder his crucifix before looking her squarely in the eye.

	“Sara, it is mere primitive superstition, of that I can be sure. You are not the reincarnation of anyone. You are a unique, individual soul. Look into your heart, ask yourself—isn’t that what you truly believe?”

	Despite Laurent’s cold, clinical delivery, Sara could not reject his words. She still had a little of the Christian faith she had held dear in childhood when her family had gone to church regularly. As a teenager, she had rebelled against her folks’ religion, in a very predictable and even conventional way. After college, she had focused on her career and slipped into a casual agnosticism.

	“I guess I do, up to a point,” she said, hating herself for sounding so feeble and indecisive.

	Sara was still convinced that Lemaitre was real, that the supernatural existed as a major power on and around Sainte Isabel. But Laurent had a good point about Catherine Le Foix. Deep down, Sara could not believe that she was, essentially, an old soul in a new body. She was a unique individual. And she did not belong to Lemaitre, or anyone else.

	“I see you agree with me, on that matter at least,” Laurent said, and this time his smile was a little warmer. “You remain troubled. I’m not surprised. You have experienced a considerable ordeal. But how much of it was real? What really happened and what was an artifact of a troubled imagination?”

	Sara stared, wondering if he was serious. The priest continued.

	“No doubt there are evil entities—demons, if you like—but they are things that prey upon the mind of the unfortunate. They do not materially exist and certainly do not sail around in pirate ships abducting criminals from this or any other island.”

	“But what about Joe, and Charity Lomax, and all the other people?” she protested. “So many people have disappeared!”

	“People disappear for many reasons, and sometimes they reappear,” the priest said. “Sainte Isabel is not unusual in that. A corrupt police officer, a businessman in difficulties, a petty criminal or two—many of us have reasons to disappear. And a legend like that of the Devil Ship could well plant the seed that leads to perfectly mundane vanishings. It is, in a way, the ultimate false trail.”

	Laurent now seemed like a grown-up lecturing a troublesome and not very bright child. Sara was sure that his attitude was nonsense, but infuriatingly, she also knew she could not prove him wrong. She stood up, thanked him for his time, and left. As she exited the church, she saw that the tropical sunset was well underway. The sky inland was blazing with beautiful reds and golds, great layers of cloud lined by fire. It was a heavenly spectacle.
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