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      “Switch to chain shot!”

      The command had cut through the smoke and could be heard above the wails. The sound of clanking metal then completely replaced voices as the ever-loyal crew shoved the iron orbs into the breeches and lit the cannon’s fuses. There was a brief moment of quiet, which was followed by concussive bursts that shattered the silence. They echoed from underneath the deck and lurched the boat toward the port side. The men braced themselves for the wrath of inertia. The ship, a rugged looking merchantman named “The Ajax”, which had seen better days, buckled but maintained her composure.

      Declan Malcolm watched the payload arc across the sky, followed by the faint glow of phosphorous residue, and tear into the foresail of the enemy ship. Malcolm was as thin as a reed, but his muscles were defined. He turned the wheel and felt the boat cut through the water; the veins on his arms practically burst through his skin. It took almost all of this effort to fight against the water’s current, but he was successful.

      He smelled the sulfur from the cannons and barked out orders for the men to get ready to board the enemy ship once they had made contact. Saltwater sprayed his face and stung his cuts which never seemed to heal. Beneath him, the crew continued to feed the cannons for their assault. The men would have followed Malcolm into the depths of Hades. As he thought of the fires of Hell, Malcolm reflected on the chain of events that led him here.

      A famine had forced an exodus from their home in the countryside, and Malcolm’s young bride had grown deathly ill during the journey. They had weathered the epidemic for as long as it was possible and had subsisted on virtually nothing until they sought salvation elsewhere.

      He and his wife boarded a train and went to London. Though they had no connections, they finally found refuge, living in squalor amongst a collection of three other families. Each night Malcolm would hold his wife close to him, drag a washcloth over her forehead, and soothe her fever. It eventually got to the point where he could feel her bones protrude through her skin. She could barely speak; words would drip from her mouth in hushed tones. She was discolored, pale, and sapped of all strength. The priest had offered absolution for her, but Malcolm’s wife continued to live.

      Malcolm worked nearly twenty hours a day in the slaughterhouse, collapsing the skulls of cloven-hoofed animals. He spent his time praying to a God he had trouble believing in anymore. The repetition without reprieve eventually eroded Malcolm’s will. Rampant disease among the cattle brought the factory to a standstill. Unable to provide for his family without a job, he soon took loans which compounded in a short duration. One night, long after the moon had risen, he was visited by the associates of his usurer.

      Expertly, they worked him over and enrolled him into debtor’s prison. For six long months, he festered inside. He was able to fend off insanity along with most of the predatory advances of other inmates. Malcolm learned of his wife’s removal from their home, and her placement in a sanitarium. She still clung to life and would repeat Malcolm’s name over again while under the effects of her malaise. The priest gave Malcolm her most treasured belongings, including her locket, with the thought that they would bring Malcolm peace or at least revitalize his endurance. Bordering on the brink and ready to jump willingly into the abyss, ultimately, Malcolm had been rescued by a half Russian expatriate.

      The gruff philosopher, Tretiak, taught Malcolm how to handle himself when words alone could no longer work. Tretiak filled Malcolm’s mind with abstract philosophies and history. More importantly, he gave Malcolm focus and reminded him of his reasons to leave debtor’s prison. Malcolm’s release came in the form of the Jameson & Brixton company who, looking for cheap labor, bought his debt. The morning after he was released, he found himself aboard The Emerald as an indentured servant. They were going to head for the Orient in hopes of bringing glory to the company in the form of silks and spices.

      Malcolm’s wife’s fate remained unknown to him.
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      Ray Ridley made his way toward the saloon. Even though it was late in the evening, the sun hadn’t fully set since it was July. As he navigated through the throng of people on the sidewalk, he passed by a group of railway workers who had surrounded a brakeman who’d mentioned their wages were going to be cut yet again. Next to the brakeman was a thin fellow in spectacles who was quite the orator. The bespectacled speaker was standing on an apple box which had made him at least a foot taller than the next tallest person in the crowd.

      The man talked about class disparity, specifically, the imbalance between them. He clearly had their attention, but he’d obviously studied rhetoric and knew when to lean into a long pause or slam his fist into his hand to make a point. Labor disputes were nothing new, but it seemed like strikes were now distinct possibilities as opposed to idle threats. The financial panic of ’73 had triggered “The Long Depression,” which had wreaked havoc across the country.

      Ridley ducked inside the saloon just as the man had finished making a point that drew applause from the crowd. Ridley could tell the orator was just getting started. While Ridley had never heard this particular speech before, he was familiar with the cadence the man had used. The man had possibly been a fire and brimstone preacher or part of a congregation before he’d gotten involved with the workers.

      It was only a matter of time before the workers struck in Pittsburgh. A few weeks previously, workers for the B&O had gone on strike in West Virginia; it was still happening, and there were rumors and talk of strikes happening in New York and Baltimore. While some of these strikes would be peaceful demonstrations, many would not.
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      The Emerald’s captain, Charles Fitzgibbons, was a runt of a man who’d earned his commission through a family connection. He was incompetent in his position of authority and made mistakes at almost every turn. Collectively, the men loathed him. Months into their voyage, Fitzgibbons developed a case of cabin fever. Somewhere around Cape Horn, he emerged from his quarters, still in his nightgown, and in his delirium shot two of the crew. Fitzgibbons claimed they were minions of Lucifer before he was subdued. The men, already weary from the journey, and suffering painful cramping from various vitamin deficiencies, decided to send Fitzgibbons to Davy Jones Locker. They received temporary relief in the form of retribution when his manacled body broke the water’s plane.

      Afterward, a maelstrom erupted aboard the ship over the balance of power. Cutlasses were drawn and factions were nominated. The crew, now at the breaking point, were on the verge of complete chaos. Malcolm soon cooled them of their rage, and due to his prowess and proven capabilities in almost every regard, he was nominated for the position of the new captain, much to the chagrin of the first mate. Nearly twice in height and width as Malcolm, the first mate, a hard man named O’Hanlon, challenged Malcolm to a bare-knuckle match for the captaincy and the right to the ship. O’Hanlon’s hair was dark red, the color of cinnamon, and he had a braided beard. He took his shirt off and revealed a physique that looked like Raphael or Donatello might have carved it. He was a sight to behold.

      “He might be quick with the words, but let’s see how quick he is with these,” O’Hanlon had said.

      With that, he lifted his hands: misshapen and the size of Christmas hams.

      “We’re out of harm's way. No need to stir up trouble,” Malcolm said as he slowly backed from the giant.

      “Let’s go,” O’Hanlon said and put his hands up in the traditional Marquis-of-Queensbury style.

      Malcolm attempted to further reason with this behemoth, but to no avail. O’Hanlon had helped himself to a few servings of grog during the brief reign of chaos after the crew had dealt with Fitzgibbons, and this juggernaut would be soothed by no words. The first punch was telegraphed, and Malcolm avoided it, but even in his sorry state O’Hanlon possessed the skills of an excellent pugilist.

      It had been rumored O’Hanlon had gone sixty-five rounds with Jem Mace. Of course, there were also rumors he had been the scion of a cattle baron back in the Americas, and that he had previously been a Merchant Marine during the American Civil War. Regardless, Malcolm had misjudged O’Hanlon’s ability, and the second punch caught him on the shoulder. Malcolm was knocked to the ground from sheer force.

      “Where you going?” O’Hanlon said as Malcolm crab-walked away. “We’re only just getting started,” O’Hanlon added.

      O’Hanlon plodded forth and made a come-hither motion with his fists. Malcolm rose to his feet. He was numb from the blow. However, Malcolm was still agile and nimble. He ducked around the mast and kept enough space between himself and O’Hanlon.

      “Quit yer stalling and come take your medicine. This is a stand-down, not some square dance,” O’Hanlon said.

      The boat had tacked at that moment, and the mast swung directly toward Malcolm who rolled over the top of it and landed on his feet. The move surprised the crew, most of all O’Hanlon, who had let his guard down for a split second. The crew watched aghast as Malcolm cleared the distance between him and O’Hanlon. While Malcolm was undoubtedly a man of honor, this was not a proper match. There was no referee, no judges, and the winner would not get his hand raised at the end. Malcolm spotted a rawhide mallet lying on the deck from when the crew had needed to tend to some carpentry.

      Malcolm picked it up and landed a solid shot to O’Hanlon’s sternum. The sound resonated throughout the ship like a coconut being split open. O’Hanlon didn’t even have time to let out an exclamation. He was unconscious before he hit the ground. His body crumpled, and when he awoke, he would have quite the bruise. A cheer erupted from the crew who, like in the Arthurian legend, had just witnessed their king draw the sword from the stone. A minute or so later, Malcolm helped O’Hanlon onto his feet.

      “I’ll swear my allegiance to you,” O’Hanlon finally managed as the rest of the crew dispersed back to their stations. He repeatedly touched his chest where a knot was beginning to emerge.

      “But one day, I’m going to want my rematch.”
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      Ridley walked up to the bar and ordered a whiskey. He drank it quickly and ordered a beer. This one he would drink slowly. As the bartender placed the drink in front of him, Antony Dranoff strode into the saloon.

      Even though Dranoff was a few years past his prime, he still carried himself with the air of someone it would be best to avoid in a fight. Dranoff ordered a beer and sat down next to Ridley. While the temperance movement had been gaining traction throughout the country, it had not taken hold in Pittsburgh, and the saloon remained pretty crowded.

      “This Thursday, at the end of the workday.”

      Ridley nodded and sipped his beer. So, Pittsburgh would join in and strike.

      “They’re bringing in the National Guard,” Dranoff added and looked around the bar. He tried to make eye contact with someone. Each time he and Ridley went to a saloon, Dranoff would gauge the room and attempt to get into a skirmish with someone. Of course, Dranoff would have to vet them first. Sometimes, if it was lacking, Dranoff would settle. If it had been up to him, Dranoff would prefer for his opponent to be taller and heavier. It would be the only way to make it fair.

      Dranoff had commanded a partisan group for The North during the war which did it all: irregular warfare, reconnaissance, and protection. Their record was impressive, and Dranoff kept a walking stick which he notched to keep track of the lives he’d taken. When Ridley had asked about the number, Dranoff said he’d lost count. Truthfully, Dranoff didn’t know what the number had been, but it served as good psychological warfare since the walking stick and notches had become a rumor which festered among Dranoff’s enemies. Rather than think about tactics, they were more concerned with avoiding becoming another groove on the handle.

      Since Ridley had joined the company, he’d heard a new rumor about Dranoff almost every day. For example, the weapons the man favored. The most recent was he’d taken a rifle that had been blessed by a medicine man during the Apache Wars. The rumor went around the rifle would give Dranoff perfect aim. Ridley would always laugh when he thought of that one since Dranoff’s aim was terrible. However, Dranoff was one of the most effective close combat fighters Ridley had ever seen. The man favored a Krag Bowie Bayonet that he kept in his boot. He was lethal with the weapon.

      Dranoff was also equally good with his fists. Another rumor circulated he had taken on an entire regiment one at a time. Ridley wouldn’t be able to dispute this last one, as it had happened before Ridley had joined. At this point, though, Ridley wouldn’t have had trouble believing it after all of the feats he’d seen Dranoff perform.

      The last one, probably Ridley’s favorite, was Dranoff waged personal war with the Apaches and spent time living like a mountain man. Dranoff would consume the livers of his dead enemies. Of course, in this particular rumor, Dranoff had been confused for Liver-eating Johnson.
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      The enemy vessel had moved with the ocean current but hadn’t been able to go very far. Its sails were tattered and beyond any use. It wouldn’t be long before Malcolm’s crew would be able to board them. The enemy vessel was close enough that Malcolm could hear the cries of the wounded. He attached his fighting iron. Below him, his crew was going through pre-battle rituals: asking for a Deity's blessing, fulfilling a promise to deliver heathens to salvation, and more.

      O’Hanlon repeatedly swung his massive shillelagh which was capable of crushing bone. Grid remained stiff, and his mask prevented him from ever having to reveal genuine emotion. One of his leathery hands clutched a tomahawk and the other a serrated knife. Malcolm gave the command to ram the boat, and the crew erupted into a frenzy. The boats collided. Wood splintered, and the sound cracked like lightning. Grappling hooks were cast out like a spider designing a web, and once they had been secured on the edge of the enemy ship, Malcolm’s crew inched across. They bore their weapons in their teeth. They were missionaries of doom.

      The melee sprang out of the confusion. The men on both sides choked on thick smoke. Both crews intertwined with each other. Malcolm surveyed the commotion from the edge of The Ajax. O’Hanlon had been consumed in a blinding rage and bowled over six men. He struck blows with his shillelagh and resembled a golem from ancient lore — a mythical beast who had been conjured and unleashed on the unsuspecting enemy crew. Grid moved like undulating liquid. His hatchet and knife strikes were sometimes too quick for the human mind to process. Often, his opponents would continue to fight even after they had technically been killed. Strange looks appeared on their faces, as to why their bodies had not obeyed commands from their brains; slowly, recognition would replace ignorance as life would leave them.

      The tide of the battle turned quickly, and fear spread like a plague. Some took their chances in the water. Other men lost control of themselves. They spoke in tongues and wandered in search of possible sanctuary. When he sensed the enemy’s will had been broken, Malcolm called off the dogs. Collectively both crews heaved the bodies of the dead overboard. After he had descended onto the ship, Malcolm made his way toward the captain’s quarters. When he was about to turn the handle, the cabin’s door opened. From inside the darkness of the captain’s quarters, she walked out into the light.
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      Ridley had been a sharpshooter who’d joined Dranoff’s partisan group, and Ridley's reputation circulated among his enemies as well. Over time, Ridley learned never to debunk any of the rumors which circulated about either him or Dranoff. In fact, he would encourage them whenever he could. It had been rumored he’d once shot a man from one thousand yards with his Whitworth .451.

      It had been a shorter distance.

      Ridley finished his beer and debated ordering another one. The soldier was probably closer to eight hundred yards away, but Ridley never tried to correct it. Over time, the length continued to grow until it was over a thousand yards. Soon it would be fifteen hundred.

      After the war ended, Ridley tried to settle down and make an attempt at farming, but there had been an urge which could only be satiated one way. He knew Dranoff felt similarly, so Ridley sought Dranoff out. The man hadn’t been difficult to find. Ridley found him in jail awaiting trial. One of the people at the bar who’d been on the receiving end of one of Dranoff’s brawls had been the nephew of a state senator. They were going to make an example out of Dranoff.
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      “Three Finger” Tang was a wiry man, almost all sinew, with gray hair, broken teeth, and a left eyelid that drooped. A carved meerschaum dangled from his lips. The smoke from his pipe lingered around the crown of his head like a halo. Tang lived on a collection of sampan boats buried within the Hong Kong harbor along with a multitude of wives and children. He never left his makeshift island. Instead, he would send one of his brood as an emissary to negotiate dealings on his behalf. Though the port was under the protection of Her Majesty’s crown, it was Tang who truly controlled everything which entered or exited Hong Kong’s harbor.
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