
		
			[image: 9781787552463_1600px.jpg]
		

	
		
			This is a FLAME TREE Book

			Publisher & Creative Director: Nick Wells

			 Project Editor: Laura Bulbeck

			 Editorial Board: Catherine Taylor, Josie Mitchell, Gillian Whitaker

			Thanks to Will Rough

			Publisher’s Note: Due to the historical nature of the text, we’re aware that there may be some language used which has the potential to cause offence to the modern reader. However, wishing overall to preserve the integrity of the text, rather than imposing contemporary sensibilities, we have left it unaltered.

			FLAME TREE PUBLISHING

			6 Melbray Mews, Fulham, London SW6 3NS, United Kingdom

			www.flametreepublishing.com

			First published 2017

			Copyright © 2017 Flame Tree Publishing Ltd

			Stories by modern authors are subject to international copyright law, and are licensed for publication in this volume.

			PRINT ISBN: 978-1-78664-556-2

			EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-78755-246-3

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written  permission of the publisher. 

			The cover image is created by Flame Tree Studio, based on artwork by Slava Gerj and Gabor Ruszkai.

			A copy of the CIP data for this book is available from the British Library.

			Introducing our new fiction list:

			FLAME TREE PRESS | FICTION WITHOUT FRONTIERS

			Award-Winning Authors & Original Voices 

			Horror, Crime, Science Fiction & Fantasy

			www.flametreepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			[image: ]

			Foreword by Sam Gafford

			Publisher’s Note

			Blow the Man Down

			Christine van Antwerp

			Forsaken

			Erica Barnes

			Here There Be Monsters

			Brad Carson

			Requiem for a New World

			Adrian Chamberlin

			Ocypete

			Margaret Collins

			The Secret Sharer

			Joseph Conrad

			Huitzilopochtli, God of Human Sacrifice

			Denzell Cooper

			The Red Rover (chapters I–IV)

			James Fenimore Cooper

			The Open Boat

			Stephen Crane

			Man Overboard!

			F. Marion Crawford

			The Screaming Skull

			F. Marion Crawford

			J. Habakuk Jephson’s Statement

			Arthur Conan Doyle

			Stuck Velvet

			Sophie Elisabeth Francois

			Heavy Weather

			Philip Brian Hall

			The Ghost Pirates

			William Hope Hodgson

			The Derelict

			William Hope Hodgson

			The Odyssey (book XII)

			Homer

			Over the Side

			W.W. Jacobs

			Captain Rogers

			W.W. Jacobs

			Curse of the Paisley Witch

			John A. Karr

			A Matter of Fact

			Rudyard Kipling

			Singers

			John Leahy

			Dionea

			Vernon Lee

			Dagon

			H.P. Lovecraft

			Shine like the Sea’s Deepest Secrets

			Kathryn McMahon

			The Ghost Ship

			Richard Middleton

			Four Years

			Jacob Moger

			The Gold-Bug

			Edgar Allan Poe

			Salvage

			Jennifer R. Povey

			Umibozu

			M. Regan

			Treasure Island (part I)

			Robert Louis Stevenson

			The Game of Games

			Jeremy A. TeGrotenhuis

			The Buried Boat

			Russ Thorne

			The Sea Raiders

			H.G. Wells

			Past the Shallows

			A.R. Wise

			Echo the Damned

			Nemma Wollenfang

			Biographies & Sources

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Foreword:

			Pirates & Ghosts Short Stories

			[image: ]

			Since the first Man gazed upon the ocean, he has feared it.

			That vast, unchartered realm has haunted his dreams and inhabited his nightmares. Ancient maps warned of places with strange animals and unknown dangers. To the first sailors, creatures such as whales and octopi must surely have been considered monsters. Nor were all the dangers caused by those leviathan dwellers of the deep. With the rise of sea-travel, Man quickly became one of the deadliest marauders on the waves.

			Small wonder, then, that the sea should become such a potent part of world literature. Beginning as early as Homer’s Odyssey, the sea was a place where death could come swiftly from any number of causes including capricious gods prone to easy insult. Surely, Homer’s Scylla and Charybdis are among the earliest (if not the earliest) depictions of sea monsters in literature.

			When Man began to take to the oceans in large wooden ships, the true literature of the sea was born. Although some tales would seek to romanticize this adventure, the most powerful versions were combined with the terror brought by storms of unceasing ferocity, pirates crazed with blood lust and treasure greed, and the confrontations with creatures.

			In ‘The Secret Sharer’, Joseph Conrad tells of a young captain faced with an ethical dilemma which could result in the life or death of another. Eventually, his solution places his own ship in danger of sinking and killing all aboard. Using his years on the sea as inspiration, James Fenimore Cooper is credited as being one of the writers to create the genre of ‘sea novels’. His novel, The Red Rover, is an adventure tale about the eponymous pirate as seen through three characters including a freed black sailor. Cooper’s unstereotypical depiction of black characters was revolutionary when published but it is his passages depicting life at sea that bring the novel to life.

			Personal experiences like Cooper’s (who served for years in the U.S. Navy) lend the fiction an overwhelming amount of verisimilitude as also seen in the ‘The Open Boat’ by Stephen Crane and the sea fiction of William Hope Hodgson. Crane, the survivor of a shipwreck, turned it into a short story of dread and helplessness as four men try to stay alive while fighting the sea and their feelings of being abandoned by God. Hodgson, who went to sea at the age of thirteen and rose to the position of Second Mate, was left with a hatred of the ocean and that life which resounds through the bulk of his greatest fiction. In his short story, ‘The Derelict’, and his novel, The Ghost Pirates, Hodgson portrays the terror of being isolated in the ocean and faced by unnamable horrors. 

			From H.P. Lovecraft to Edgar Allan Poe, H.G. Wells, Arthur Conan Doyle and the many other authors represented here, the sea has not lost its power to inspire and terrify. At night, Man’s thoughts still return to the ocean and the horrors that still wait above and below its waters.

			Sam Gafford

			Fiction author, writer, and biographer of William Hope Hodgson 

			Publisher’s Note 

			Fear, greed, envy – powerful forces in the minds of many, but at sea the consequences can be truly terrifying and deadly. In this special collection of nautical tales, you’ll navigate through treacherous waters to discover bloodthirsty pirates, buried treasure, deathly fogs, perilous rocks, ghostly ships and eerie monsters lurking beneath the waves. In the hopes of showcasing a really great variety of stories, we’ve included such classic authors as William Hope Hodgson, master of the supernatural sea tale; Joseph Conrad, a writer of many maritime escapades; and H.P. Lovecraft, some of whose terrifying ancient deities dwelt in the ocean. It’s also our aim to bring to light some lesser known but very enjoyable tales, as well as including authors who you might not have associated with these themes. 

			We are always thrilled by the response to our calls for submissions, and once again we’ve had a wonderful range of stories to explore. From exciting adventures to mysterious hauntings and the dark places man will go when pitted against nature, there’s a great mix of contemporary fiction to be found within these pages. It’s always incredibly tough to narrow down the final selection, but ultimately we chose a collection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic fiction, to provide a fantastic Pirates & Ghosts book for all to enjoy. 
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			Blow the Man Down

			Christine van Antwerp

			[image: ]

			Will got up from his hands and knees, stretching as he chucked the holystone back into the bucket of filthy water. He looked around him grimly. They had been out on the open waters for more than three months and nearly half the crew had either succumbed to scurvy or were well on their way. Was this it for him? Was he the next to die? 

			Unbeknownst to Will, Captain Grayson had been watching him closely that morning back in London as he delivered Mrs. Hudson’s groceries. He had helped himself to two loaves of bread and three biscuits from her shopping parcel, wrapping it in a napkin before stashing it safely underneath the steps of her front porch. After the elderly woman had said goodbye and closed her door, Will kneeled down and retrieved his loot, rather pleased with himself as he hungrily shoved a biscuit into his mouth. Crossing the street, Captain Grayson had closed in on him, grabbing hold of the back of Will’s collar before forcing him into an abandoned alleyway. Will was informed that he could either accompany Grayson to the nearest Constable, who would’ve ensured he be hanged for his petty crime, or Will could join the Captain’s crew of bandits at sea. Will had, regrettably, chosen the latter. 

			At first, he was excited. Going on adventures, wreaking havoc and searching for long forgotten treasures seemed to be what he was born for, not the dreary life he found himself living in gloomy London where he barely survived on the morsels he could manage to set his hands on. Besides, he had become quite good at nicking things and Will figured that his talents were the main reason that Captain Grayson had recruited him in the first place. 

			The real life of a pirate, however, proved to be much darker than the light-hearted fables they were told as children. These were vile, malnourished and violent men, having no respect for anything or anyone except their Captain. Will was bullied, spat on and ridiculed on a daily basis, being nothing more than the ship scrubber and so-called Scallywag. In the entire time that he had been at sea, they had not encountered a single ship and the chance of their survival grew slimmer with each passing day as their food supply became critically low. Life at sea had proven to be treacherous and their demise, imminent. Had he known that a while back, he would have gladly chosen a quick death at the gallows.

			Will sighed deeply as he looked up at the sky. The night was bleaker than most; almost foreboding as the air seemingly grew more thick and sombre by the second. He grabbed his bucket off the deck and emptied its contents into the ocean, wiping the sweat from his brow as he listened to the black waters, breaking against the ship.

			“Scrubbed the whole deck, have ye?” Captain Grayson’s rough voice asked from behind him. Will swung around, coming face to face with the large, beefy man.

			“Yes, Captain.” Will answered.

			“What’s this, then?” Captain Grayson asked, lightly grabbing hold of Will’s jaw, turning the boy’s face sideways as he inspected his bulging, bruised eye. 

			“And whose handiwork be it?” The Captain asked, dropping his hand from Will’s face.

			“Becker, Captain.” Will answered, looking down at his feet as his cheeks flushed red.

			“Ah.” Captain Grayson answered. “No matter, then. He’ll be dead in a week or two anyway, with the whole lot of us following if we don’t find food soon.” 

			“Yes, Captain.” Will answered dully.

			“Well, go on then.” The Captain said. “Ye done ye job for today. Off to bed or whatever ye do when ye ain’t moppin’ vomit off me deck.”

			“The skies look dark, Captain.” Will said, ignoring the Captain’s orders.

			“Aye.” Grayson agreed grimly, turning his head up to the skyline. He turned back to Will, nodded his head and walked off to his cabin.

			Will laid on his back in the cabin he shared with three other crew mates, listening to the creaking of the wood against the current as the water rocked the ship. He had never before felt so completely abandoned. Being born into an orphanage, he was used to loneliness and had grown accustomed to it, but it was nothing compared to the dread that had been accompanying him the last few months. This was different. This was complete desertion.

			“Land ho!” 

			Will sat up in his bed, wondering if his mind was playing tricks on him.

			“Land ho!” the faint voice called again.

			“Did ye hear that?” Nelson’s voice asked within the darkened cabin. 

			“Land ho!”

			“It be only Rogers, drunk off his arse,” Tully answered, agitation clear in his voice. “Be quiet, I’m tryina’ sleep.”

			“Land ho!” Rogers called again.

			What if Rogers wasn’t merely drunk? What if they had indeed neared land?

			Will got out of bed, rushing out of the cabin as he made his way to the upper deck. 

			“All crew on deck!” Captain Grayson ordered as a few dozen men rushed to their posts. 

			It was true! They were heading for land!

			Grayson rushed towards him, grabbing Will by his shoulders. “Where be the rest of ye cabin? Get ’em! Get ’em now!”

			By morning, the ship had docked at the small island. The crew were celebrating, drinking and digging their fingers into the sand, grateful to at last be able to walk on solid earth. 

			Will, on the other hand, had no idea why the men were as ecstatic as they were. It was an island in the middle of nowhere. They still weren’t in civilization. There were no other people around. There were no shops they could visit or brothels they could frequent, the latter being something that Will, an inexperienced eighteen year old, had been very much looking forward to.

			“Gather ’round.” Grayson commanded and the men lined up in front of him. “Now, listen up. No man goes off on his own. Rogers and Will, the two of ye are comin’ with me to search for food and fresh water. The rest of ye, stand and guard the ship. We set sail in three days.”

			“Why doth the baby get tho do all the explorin’, Capthain?” Becker, a short, bony man with sagging skin and thinning hair, protested. By his slurred words, Will reckoned that he had either lost more teeth since he had last seen him, or he was drunk again. This being Becker, it was probably both.

			“So the likes of ye can’t go knocking the boy down again.” The Captain answered and the crew laughed, Becker soon joining in.

			“QUIET!” Grayson shouted and a deathly silence befell the group. The Captain stared at Becker for a few seconds, then hovered over him. 

			“Ye think it be funny, do ye?” Grayson asked. “Hurtin’ what little remains of ye crew?” He pointed to Will. “Ye think for one moment that that boy couldn’t beat ye arse to a pulp? ’Cause he can. He can, but, unlike ye, the boy has sense.” He flicked Becker’s forehead with his finger. “Who do ye think’s gon’ man the ship if we carry on turning on each other? Ye gon’ man her on ye own, Becker, are ye?”

			Becker remained silent, gulping audibly as his face flushed of colour.

			“ANSWER ME!” Grayson yelled and little droplets of spit hit Becker’s face.

			“N-no, Capthain.” He stuttered. 

			“We can’t afford LOSING A SINGLE MAN!” Grayson screamed into Becker’s face once again, lowering his voice when he continued: “I’ll tell ye one thing, though. I can afford to lose a dead man walkin’ such as yeself. Scurvy’s already had most of ye. What’s remainin’ ain’t that much to work with. I’m only wastin’ food on ye. Be best that ye remember it.”

			The Captain turned around, flinging three large sacks of cloth at Will. 

			“For the supplies.” Grayson explained as he made his way towards the trees. “Come on then, ye two.”

			Rogers looked at Will before following their Captain into the unfamiliar territory.

			The island consisted of thick, nearly impenetrable jungle, with thousands of insects that zoomed around their heads endlessly. The two older men took the lead, cutting a path through the shrubs and leaves as Will followed with their bags of fruit and berries, occasionally having to climb up a tree to retrieve it.

			By nightfall, a burning sensation, courtesy of the heavy sacks he was balancing, had started up between Will’s shoulder blades. As they neared a small clearing, he was grateful when Grayson said that they were going to be setting up camp. 

			After making a fire, the three men went in search of leaves and twigs to make themselves a bed for the night. They all shared a pineapple for dinner and headed off to bed. 

			Despite the fact that he was utterly exhausted, Will could not drift off to sleep. His body was bruised and sore; his skin itchy from the dozens of insect bites on his arms, legs and neck. If only he could get back to London. If only he had not taken the loaves of bread. If he could only go back. He would stop stealing. He would clean up his act. He would make something of himself, the honest way.

			Will sighed in frustration, rolling onto his back as he watched the twinkling stars in the dark sky. He thought back to Mrs. Stewart, the frail, old woman at the head of the orphanage. She used to tell them stories of the world; about how nothing was impossible and that, if they ever felt hopeless, all they had to do was to wish upon a star and all their dreams would come true. He used to believe that. He used to search the skies each night before falling asleep, but, as the air grew colder and the leaves dampened his clothes beneath him, Will was afraid that there would never fall a single star ever again. At least, not in his lifetime. 

			The next day, the men packed up what little they had brought with them and made their way further into the jungle, occasionally stopping to gather more fruit. Will knew that they needed it, but he wondered how much more of it he would be able to carry before his body split in half.

			“Shhh.” Grayson said, stopping in his tracks. The men looked at him in confusion. “Do ye hear that?”

			Will remained silent, listening for whatever sound he was supposed to be hearing.

			“Water!” Rogers called out, his eyes widening. “It’s water!”

			Will was just about to say that he wasn’t hearing anything except for the chirping of birds and the zooming of insects, when the men took off running.

			“Wait!” He called out, following their lead, struggling to keep up with the weight of the heavy bags at his sides. “Wait for me!”

			Rushing forward, Will looked away for a split second and the men were gone. He stopped in his tracks, breathing heavily as his heart pounded against his ribcage. Panic-stricken, he looked around him for a trace of his comrades, but found none. Dropping the bags on the ground, Will set off running, now nearly hysterical as he blindly made his way deeper into the unknown. The further he ran, the more afraid he became. What if they left him there?

			He ran and ran for what felt like an eternity, calling out to the men, stopping to listen for any sign of human life, but found none. 

			He was just about to abandon all hope when, suddenly, Will spotted what seemed to be a house in the distance. That was impossible! Who would build a house in the middle of nowhere?

			Will’s fear was soon replaced by curiosity as he ran towards the small structure, half expecting it to disappear in front of his eyes as mysteriously as it had appeared.

			When he found himself in front of it, Will cautiously reached his hand out to the wooden door, chipping off a piece of white paint before inspecting it between his fingers. 

			The house was real. It wasn’t a trick his exhausted mind was playing on him. Will was actually standing in front of an abandoned house on a seemingly deserted island. 

			He tried turning the door knob, but the door refused to open. Something was jamming it from the inside. Pressing his hands up against a small, dirty window, Will peered inside. The house seemed to consist of a singular room. The roof had caved in, blocking the door and destroying whatever was left of its interior. Will could see something shining through the window at the back of the house and his heart started beating with excitement. He scurried around the brick house, nearly tripping over the rubble as he hastily made his way to the back. Turning the corner, he was stunned to find that the shiny object was a necklace, hanging around a cross made out of sticks and placed in the ground. Fascinated, Will got down on his knees to inspect the piece of jewellery more closely. It was gold, with a big, heart-shaped ruby set in the middle. 

			He was no goldsmith, but he would bet his life that the necklace was valuable. Whoever lived in the house must have died and been buried right there, beneath his feet; their most prized possession marking their final resting place. Reaching out, he brushed his fingers against the red stone.

			“Will?” Grayson’s voice bellowed from the distance. “WILL?”

			“OVER HERE!” Will called out excitedly, making his way back to the front of the house. “I’M HERE!” 

			If the Captain saw that he had found treasure, he would surely be promoted to a higher rank than just the deck scrubber. “CAPTAIN! I FOUND SOMETHING! THERE’S A HOUSE!” 

			As Will neared the front of the house, Grayson came into view.

			The Captain frowned at him. “Where are the sacks of supplies?”

			“I dropped them when I thought I lost you.” Will answered, trying to catch his breath as he pointed back to the house. “Captain, it’s a house! You should see what I –”

			“Ye dropped ’em?” Grayson asked angrily. 

			“Captain, the house!” Will tried to explain. “There’s something at the back. I think it’s a grave! There’s this necklace and –”

			“Well, ye better find those sacks soon!” Grayson warned as he turned around and headed back the way he came. “And keep up! I ain’t gon’ come lookin’ for ye again, boy.”

			“Captain, there’s a necklace! A treasure!” Will called out in confusion.

			“That be dead man’s property.” The Captain called out somberly from over his shoulder. “That necklace be many things, but treasure ain’t one of ’em. I don’t wanna hear another word ’bout it. Now, hurry up and get those sacks. Rogers and me found water.” 

			* * *

			That night, the three men sat by the fire, listening to its crackling as Roger sang a song about some sort of folk tale.

			“Ye be very quiet.” Grayson noted as Will watched the flames licking the air. “Ye mad, boy?”

			“You didn’t even come and look.” Will answered morbidly.

			“Look at what?” Grayson asked.

			“The necklace!” Will nearly shouted in frustration. “I found something valuable and you completely ignored me!”

			Grayson shot him a look of warning and Will softly added the word ‘sir’ to his sentence.

			The Captain stared at the fire. “I know all ’bout ye so-called treasure.”

			“What do you mean, Captain?” Will asked. 

			Grayson looked up at him as Will tried to study his face. “These men be my responsibility. I’ve been at sea for longer than ye be alive, boy. I’m Captain of that vessel. Ye think I don’t know where I be steerin’ her?”

			Will remained silent, not understanding what the Captain was trying to say.

			“We be on Gillette’s Island.” Grayson continued. “That be his house ye found. That be his wife’s grave. That be his wife’s necklace around that cross. There be a reason no man ’ave ever been foolish enough to take it.”

			“Who was Gillette?” Will asked and Roger stopped singing, now listening in on their conversation. “Why would he build a house in the middle of nowhere?”

			“I hear he was a good man.” The Captain answered, turning his attention back towards the fire as its shadows danced against his facial features. “A naval man. That wife of his was the love of his life. He was lucky ’nough to ’ave found something like that. I can’t say the same, so I don’t understand why he did what he did, but the wife got sick. Real sick. And people don’t like that kind of sickness ’round ’em. So, refusing his wife’s exile, Gillette set sail and built the two of ’em a new home on this very island. But matters back home called for his attention and, soon, Gillette had to rush back. He promised the wife that he would return in a few days. He even went to a goldsmith. Made her that necklace ye be so fond of, but when Gillette got back here, the sickness had taken the wife. She died, thinkin’ he had abandoned her. So, he buried her right here, with the gift that she never got. People say his liver was no good, that’s why he died. Me? I reckoned it’s his heart that killed him. Man mourned himself to death. It was the guilt that took him.”

			“Where did you hear the story, Captain?” Will asked bleakly.

			“The sea.” Grayson answered. “She has her tales and ways of tellin’ ’em.” He got up and stretched his long body. “Well, lads. Best get to bed. Big day ahead of us t’morrow.”

			Rogers put out the fire and Will made his way over to his bed, tossing and turning something fierce. The necklace he had stashed beneath him seemed to burn a hole through the leaves.

			* * *

			Grayson shook Will awake. 

			“What did ye do?” He whispered urgently into the darkness, the moonlight barely illuminating his features. “Where did ye put it? She got Rogers!”

			“What?” Will asked, starting to panic as he noted something in the Captain’s voice that he had never heard before: fear. “Where’s Rogers?”

			“YE TOOK IT, DIDN’T YE? YE STOLE FROM THE DEAD!” Grayson screamed before slapping Will across his face. “Ye’ve done it! Ye’ve doomed us all!”

			Will jumped to his feet as the Captain grabbed him by his shoulders. The man was going to kill him. 

			“Captain, I –”

			The blood-curdling, shrill scream of a woman interrupted Will’s sentence, echoing through the air as it seemingly came from every direction around them. Grayson slowly let his arms fall to his sides as he backed away from the boy.

			Will was unsure if his heart was still beating. “Wh-what was that? Where is Rogers?”

			The Captain wasn’t listening to him anymore. Even in the dim moonlight, it was clear that all the blood had drained from his face. His eyes, as big as saucers, where staring at something else. Something behind Will.

			Scared out of his mind, the boy swung around, horrified as he looked up at the face of what used to be a woman. Her unblinking eyes were partially eaten away by whatever affliction she had been struck with. Large, swollen boils covered almost every inch of her scaled skin. Her black hair was clotted and dirty, sticking against her head in disgusting, oily strands. The white dress she was wearing was covered in yellow stains of pus. The smell of death and decay polluted the air with invisible, thick clouds. 

			Stumbling backwards, Will fell down as he scurried on his hands towards Grayson, who remained where he was as if planted. The woman’s legs were missing as she passed Will, making her way towards Grayson, causing him to back away until he was pinned against the trunk of a tree. She pressed her body up against the Captain, who could do nothing more but shut his eyes. A hand with three, stumpy fingers began caressing his cheek as the woman inspected his face. She slowly pressed her lips against Grayson’s, kissing him passionately as the Captain’s eyes shot open in horror. Will wanted to help him. He wanted to do something, anything, but the fear had rendered him paralyzed.

			Eyes still open, Grayson’s body slumped to the ground with a sickening thud. The woman backed away from him and floated down towards Will, who could do nothing but watch helplessly as she slowly neared him. This was it. This was his end.

			The woman studied him, her face nearly pressed against his before contorting in pain as she opened her mouth in a silent scream. Will braced himself, shutting his eyes as he waited for her cold, rotten lips to kiss his. They never did and, as he slowly opened his eyes, she was gone.

			Will gathered himself, breathing heavily as he hurried over to Grayson, who was now deathly white and cold to the touch, his face covered in hundreds of blue, swollen veins.

			Their captain was dead.

			Mad with fear, Will ran into the jungle, tripping over the lifeless body of Rogers. 

			He made his way back to the ship, soon discovering that every single member of the ship had died that night, each face covered in swollen veins, all eyes frozen open; taken by the woman’s kiss. 

			Will went back to the grave the following morning and placed the necklace back around the cross, but he soon found it back in his pocket. He tried burning it; throwing it into the ocean; burying it in the sand, but nothing he did could rid him of the cursed object.

			* * *

			“Did he die on the island, grandpa?” My grandson asked curiously as I tucked the blanket tighter around his small body.

			“No, he survived.” I answered, rubbing my temples as I wondered how many stories it would take to make the eight-year-old fall asleep. “A passing ship found him a few weeks later.”

			“How did he explain all of the dead men?”

			“He didn’t have to, Jacob.” I answered. “No one sheds tears for a dead pirate.”

			“But he was a pirate as well.” The boy said with a frown.

			“They didn’t know that. He told them that he had been kidnapped by them.”

			“So, he lied?”

			I chuckled at the boy’s outrage. “Pirates lie.”

			“What happened to the necklace?”

			“It went with him wherever he went. No matter what he did, he was never able to rid himself of it for more than a few hours at a time.” 

			“Did he ever try giving it to someone else?”

			“I don’t know, Jacob.” I answered, wanting nothing more than to blow out his candle and make my way back to the warmth of my bed.

			“How can you not know?” The eight-year-old asked impatiently and I chuckled.

			“I guess I haven’t thought the story through then, now have I?” I answered. “You wanted a story, I gave you one. You need to go to sleep now, or your parents are going to be very cross with me tomorrow morning.”

			“So, it’s not true then?” Jacob asked, seemingly disappointed.

			“Of course it’s not true!” I smirked. “Ghosts don’t exist, now do they?”

			“But how did the necklace keep coming back?”

			“It was cursed.” I answered as I yawned.

			“What happened to the woman?”

			“She stayed close to him until the day that he died.”

			“Why didn’t she just kill him?”

			“Because that would’ve been too simple.” I answered. “Haunting him was a punishment worse than death.”

			“But if –”

			“Not another peep.” I interrupted. “It’s past your bedtime and, more importantly, mine. Now, you don’t breathe a word of this to your mother, you hear? If she catches me telling you one more ghost story, she’ll have me walk the plank. Promise?”

			Jacob’s rosy lips curled into a smile. “Promise, grandpa.”

			I ruffled the little boy’s hair. “Goodnight.”

			* * *

			Sighing, I shut the door behind me. The moonlight shone into my otherwise darkened bedroom, the light illuminating the red stone that once again found its way to my bed like it had for the last fifty seven years.

			I didn’t have to turn around to know that she was behind me. I didn’t have to look to know that she was there. 

			I shut my eyes as I whispered to myself the same words that I had whispered for longer than I cared to remember.

			“Don’t look.” I said into the darkened bedroom. “You don’t have to look.”

			But each night, I disregarded my own warning, looking over my shoulder at the contorted face as I wished over and over again that I had never taken that loaf of bread.

			If only I had never taken that loaf of bread.
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			Forsaken

			Erica Barnes
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			“They abandoned us.”

			A chilling wind swept across Bo’s face as she looked out at the sea, shimmering under the starry night sky. Off in the distance, a ship – her damned ship – sailed toward the dark horizon, growing smaller and smaller by the minute. The slow thud of footsteps could be heard as Kavya approached, stopping just beside where Bo stood, arms crossed. Together they watched Bo’s gutless crew make off with what they thought was the treasure they came here for.

			Fools.

			“Their teeth were chattering since before we docked,” Bo said, scoffing at the idea that she’d actually approved of them to sail with her. If she hadn’t already switched out the real treasure for a decoy, she would’ve thought she was as big a fool as them. Lucky for the two now stuck without a vessel, she didn’t like her things to leave her sight. Ironic, she realized, considering what now sped far, far away from them. “They let the stories get to ’em.”

			“Do we?” Kavya stared out at all the old, wrecked ships that lined the island’s coast. All of them had splintered wood, holes from enemy cannons dotting their sides, shredded flags, broken planks and greenery growing up and over them so much that they almost blended with the rest of the island. For the case of one that’d found a home in the sand, half of the ship itself was gone. With the glow of the moon casting an eerie light on each one, they looked more menacing now than they did when she first saw them in daylight.

			It changed nothing, though. The stories of pirates long ago vying for Osiris’ treasure were nothing but scary tales to keep curious folks away. There could’ve been a number of reasons for those ships to be there, and Bo wouldn’t dare let a single wondering get into her head. The stories wouldn’t win.

			“No.” Bo turned to head back down the rocky slope. “We make camp and figure out a way off this patch of land.”

			“Ma’am…”

			“Food shouldn’t be too hard to find. I think I saw some fruit when we first arrived. The cave where we found the chest should have something, too.”

			“Ma’am –”

			“Those cursed little potbellies are gonna faint when they see us strollin’ back with –”

			“BO!”

			She stopped, turned on her heel to face Kavya. The other woman’s chestnut colored eyes were big, a fright finding home in her gaze that Bo hadn’t seen before. They stared at one another until Kavya’s breathing evened and she’d found her voice again. “The ships…we can’t ignore the ships.”

			For a moment, Bo only studied Kavya. Curls as black as the night sky blew in the wind, strands sticking to Kavya’s forehead and the back of her neck. Her fists were clenched, and her lips were parted, a tongue poking out to wet them. Her spine was no longer as straight and steely as it was every other day and night. Doubt was trying to wiggle its way into her head. They couldn’t afford to let that happen.

			“We won’t.” She walked slowly back to Kavya, placing a hand on the woman’s shoulder in an attempt to bring comfort. “We’re going to use that ship there for shelter,” she said, pointing to the half of one stuck in the sand, “and then we’re going to get away from all this and enjoy our riches. Understand? Now help me carry the chest down there.”

			Once Kavya nodded, Bo lifted her hand and got back to what they sailed here for. The two women carefully traversed the land, the chest swinging between them as they stepped with care through the rock and shrubbery. Bo would be damned if anything stopped them from leaving the island.

			* * *

			Surviving wasn’t too difficult, for a while. The first week they’d set up shelter, nestled in their carved out ship – The Pharaoh, if she read the worn out lettering on the ship right – with an old black flag hung over the wide opening as a makeshift door. A small hole above them made for a perfect opening to let the smoke from their fire drift up and up. Food wasn’t substantial, but it kept them fed, kept them alive. They’d scavenged for any ship parts that might be useable, but when half were covered in moss, and half broken as they tried to lift them, it became apparent that they would have to use other means to set sail. What those means were, they hadn’t figured out yet.

			On the sixth night, Kavya woke Bo with a shaky hand. Something about rattling chains and a high-pitched wailing that wouldn’t let her sleep. Bo sat up to see Kavya’s other hand was occupied holding the hilt of her cutlass. Bo surveyed their camp. Nothing.

			“It came from the caves,” Kavya said, her voice faltering. “It sounded like there was an echo.”

			“Nightmares. That’s all it is,” Bo said with a gentle tone. The palm of her hand came up to cradle Kavya’s cheek. She flinched before relaxing into the touch, eyes closed as she heaved out a sigh. “Go back to sleep.”

			Kavya nodded. Neither one moved for a moment, Bo’s hand taking its time to separate from Kavya’s tanned skin. After a minute of silence, Kavya maneuvered herself so that she lay beside Bo, quite a distance from where she’d originally made her bed for the night. The cutlass was forgotten beside her, and Kavya’s arm rested across Bo’s waist.

			It was how they slept for the next few nights, but the nightmares got worse for Kavya. She hardly ate during the day, despite Bo’s protests, and at night she shivered like they were in the dead of winter. Her normally plump form began to thin, and her nerves were more shot with every whistling wind and crash of waves. It scared Bo to think of what might happen to Kavya if this continued.

			That was why, on the twentieth night – their carvings on the ship’s side tallying each unfortunate day that passed – Bo decided to delve deeper into the nearby cave than they had twice before. If Katya was to find any peace of mind, they had to explore every crack and crevice until they could say, without hesitation, that there was nothing to fear.

			“Will you be okay?” Bo asked, knelt down in front of Kavya as she picked away at her berries. 

			“Yeah…yeah, I’m fine. It’s okay. We’ll be back.” The dark circles under Kavya’s eyes seemed deeper. Bo wanted to cringe at the sight.

			“We will be.” She leaned forward to place a lingering kiss on Kavya’s forehead. “You’ll see.”

			Bo offered her hands to help Kavya up. Her legs were weak, but she wobbled to an upright position, her cutlass secure at her side. They walked toward the entrance of the cave, put together a couple of torches to light the way, and then headed in.

			It was silent save for the crackling fire and the soft clacking of their boots against rock. So far they heard no voices, no chains rattling, no anything. Bo looked over at Kavya every so often, checking to see how she was, how she reacted. The gleam of metal reflected in the light, but otherwise Kavya was too busy looking around to notice Bo’s curious gaze. She was doing better than expected.

			Until they reached where they normally ended their investigation. Kavya stopped; eyes wide as she frantically spun in a circle, torch moving wildly to shine light on every darkened corner. Bo was at her side in seconds, careful of where she stood so as not to meet the nasty end of Kavya’s torch or cutlass.

			“What is it? What’s wrong?”

			“Don’t you hear her?” Kavya stepped forward once, and then twice, until eventually she broke off into a sprint. “This way!”

			With no other choice but to follow, Bo ran to keep up, guarding her torch so the flame didn’t snuff out. The tunnels were narrow, and at least a couple times Bo caught her shoulder on sharp bits of rock that she couldn’t see. Still, she pushed on, afraid to lose sight of Kavya. She’s going to get us killed, Bo thought, grunting as she leapt from one ledge to another. If we make it out of this, I’m going to gut that godforsaken crew.

			After running until her muscles burned, Bo finally saw Kavya up ahead, her torch pointing out and away to get a better view. When Bo reached her, she couldn’t help but gape at the large body of water in front of them. The inky black depths went as far as the eye could see, their torchlight reflecting on the surface. To the left and right of them were more rocks to stand on, though Bo wasn’t about to explore. Not after her flame exposed what clearly looked like bones poking out of the ground. Those didn’t belong to an animal.

			“Over there,” Kavya’s faint voice said, staring out at the water. Bo followed the direction of her gaze, but there was nothing there. “She’s looking at us. She’s real.”

			Bo turned to Kavya. “Who is she?”

			Kavya’s stare was determined as she brought her cutlass into the air, a clear threat to the invisible enemy. “Stay back! I’ve heard about you! I won’t let you hurt us!”

			“Kavya, who is it?”

			Clink.

			Clink.

			Clink.

			Bo turned at the chilling sound, staring out where Kavya did. Standing just above the water was a ghastly woman dressed in a wet and frilly dress, her damp, dark hair partially covering her scarred face. Clamped on her wrists was a pair of shackles, the chains pooling around her feet above the water. She couldn’t have been much older than her or Kavya, and that stare…it sent shivers down Bo’s spine.

			“It’s her. Its Ara,” Kavya said, her voice barely a whisper. As if speaking louder would let Ara hear them. “Can’t you see her now?”

			The question seemed to hang in the air between them for ages. Bo continued to gawk, the appearance of the lost pirate queen surely a hallucination her mind had conjured up due to lack of food, or sleep, or something. Chained and left for dead by her beloved so he could rule in Ara’s place, so the story went. But it was a tale. It wasn’t supposed to be real. Bo turned to Kavya who was still staring intently at Ara. There was only one thing to do, one thing that would help keep them alive until they found a way off this land. Hopefully Kavya would see that when this was all over.

			“There’s no one there.” Bo’s hand gently touched Kavya’s arm, urging her to lower the cutlass. “I promise you we’re safe. Can we please go back outside now?”

			It was silent as Kavya contemplated what to do. There was the sound of water dripping from somewhere Bo couldn’t see, and there was still the crackle of fire from their torches. But for now, the rattling chains had ceased. Slowly, too slowly, Kavya lowered her weapon and took a deep, unsteady breath, pulling her arm out of Bo’s grasp. “Let’s go.”

			She went off, leaving Bo to stand alone. There was a slight chill in the air, and Bo didn’t know if it had anything to do with Kavya’s cold shoulder, or the fact that when Bo looked back, Ara’s figure still floated above the water. Even as she finally trailed behind Kavya, neither saying a word to each other, the image of Ara’s glowing eyes stayed with Bo. They followed her everywhere she looked, watching. Waiting.

			* * *

			As the days ticked by, Bo noticed Kavya’s condition only worsened. They slept on opposite sides of the campfire each night, and each night Kavya gripped that cursed cutlass like it was her only lifeline. There were nights when it kept Bo awake, unable to close her eyes for fear that Kavya would think it was the perfect time to stick it in Bo’s back. It was hard not to consider the possibility when Kavya only ever eyed her with suspicion these days. Like it was only a matter of time before Bo thought to tie her to a tree, or let her wander into the caves and never come back. She’d never do that, though. She’d never, ever do that. 

			And she reminded herself of that ten times a day.

			It was somewhere around the fortieth night – their tally hadn’t been touched since night thirty – that Bo awoke with a start, breathing heavy as she surveyed the camp. Her heart stopped when she saw that Kavya was missing. And so was the wooden chest that held their treasure.

			Bo stumbled out of The Pharaoh as quick as her tired body would let her, sword hanging loosely at her side. Long black hair clung to her olive skin, her breaths coming in short spurts as she looked for where Kavya might have gone. It wasn’t until her eyes came to the very spot where they watched her ship sail off that she saw Kavya lugging the chest up that rocky slope. Bo took off in a flash, brushing past tree limbs and boulders as adrenaline helped hurry her up along, jamming her hands into the stony cracks when she reached the base and pulling herself up with a determined effort.

			As soon as her feet hit the top, she staggered to Kavya, words running through her mind as she thought of what to say, what to do. Was there anything she could say? Was there anything that would change?

			“Kavya! Kavya, what are you doing?”

			Both Bo and Kavya stopped. Bo stood a few feet from Kavya. Kavya stood a few feet from a very long fall. They stared at each other, something in Kavya’s eyes setting Bo on edge. Her hair was shorter, Bo noticed, the chops messy and uneven. She looked wet, too, like she’d gone for a late night swim. What had she done?

			“I’m getting rid of our problem.” With a kick, Kavya knocked the chest over between them, the contents covering the ground. A variety of gold coins, bars, jewels, and tablets covered with hieroglyphics spilled out, each one more valuable than the next. Bo’s gaze darted from the treasure to Kavya’s fierce expression.

			“You wouldn’t.”

			“I would. This has caused us nothing but trouble.” She grabbed two bars and hurled them over. Bo ran to the edge and looked down, watching as the glittering gold fell further and further. The splash seemed so small, so insignificant for something that made Bo’s insides squirm at the thought of losing.

			Bo turned back to Kavya, teeth gritted. “Explain to me how this solves anything.”

			“It’s what brought us here. It’s what’s tying us to this island. None of our smoke signals have worked, and the food’s been little more than scraps for days. But now, we can be free, with nothing to hold us back.” Kavya looked Bo up and down. “They have nothing over you anymore.”

			“They? Who in the hell are they? You’re not making any sense!”

			“You know who, Bo. I know you’ve seen them!” Kavya wound her arm back and launched a large tablet over the cliff.

			“What, there’s more than one now? Kavya, there’s no one on this island but us. Just you and me.”

			“You’re lying.” She frantically threw handfuls after handfuls of coins into the water. “I’ve seen him come to you when you sleep. Whispering in your ear about all the ways you could be rid of me. He told me you saw Ara!”

			“And what new friend told you this?”

			“Aseem.”

			Bo stopped before she could say something else, the name bouncing around her head for a moment as the weight of it sunk in. Shit. “Kavya…Aseem is dead. He’s dead, and he isn’t here. He’s never been here.”

			“I know! But I see him, huddled around you in the dark, saying it was you who killed him, and telling you all the nasty ways to kill me, too.” She let out a manic chuckle. “Ever thought of tossing me to the ocean with my limbs tied together? How about chaining me up in the cave like Ara? Or maybe roping me round a tree would do the trick!”

			Bo felt her mouth fall open, searching for what to say. She didn’t know what was worse. All her worst thoughts come to light, or not knowing if they were her thoughts to begin with. “I don’t…Kavya, you know I never killed Aseem. We were both there when he died. I wouldn’t have done something so horrible to your…you loved him, Kavya. I would never hurt him, and I would never hurt you.”

			Kavya was momentarily distracted from tossing treasure pieces into the roaring waves below. Instead, her cutlass was trained on Bo, the tip just underneath Bo’s chin. Bo held her hands up in surrender. “But you’ve thought of it. Haven’t you?” Kavya’s voice was raspy, her eyes glistening. “It’d be a lot easier to save just one person. It’d be easier not to split this treasure.”

			“Kavya…please…you’re scaring me.”

			“I would’ve followed you anywhere. Even when Aseem wanted us to leave…I stayed with you.”

			“As your friend, Kavya, I’m asking you to put down the blade. Please.” Her voice shook with desperation. She didn’t want to do this. Not with Kavya.

			“They say you’re just waiting for me to fall asleep so you can end it. So you can be done with all my talk of seeing things that shouldn’t be. I know they shouldn’t be. I know that!”

			Bo steeled her expression for one last try at getting through. “As your captain, I am commanding you to put down your weapon.”

			Quick as a whip, Kavya lifted her arm and made to strike. Bo was just as fast though, unsheathing her sword and meeting Kavya’s cutlass with a clang of steel on steel. Kavya bared her teeth. “You’re not my captain anymore.”

			Down the slope they went, blocking and striking, blocking and striking. Kavya’s furious thrusts had Bo on the defense, but she gripped her hilt tight and didn’t give an inch where she didn’t have to. Every swing Kavya took showed the years of her training, precise footwork and strength that had made some of Bo’s best men green with envy. She’d always loved to watch Kavya take out armies, but she never thought in her wildest nightmares that those effective moves would be turned on her.

			The women used every bit of the environment they could. Kavya threw handfuls of rock and sand she found, while Bo swung behind a tree trunk to barely dodge the slice of Kavya’s cutlass. With the blade lodged into the dark wood, Bo made a dash for one of the abandoned ships near The Pharaoh. Climbing up the ship was, unfortunately, as far as her weakened body would take her. Especially after her foot slipped and her skin met a rusty nail, leaving a cut from her ankle to her knee. Keep moving.

			Bo limped to the far end of the ship; heavy thumps echoing in the night each time her good foot hit the deck. She thought she’d made it, thought she’d given herself enough space to catch a breath, until she turned in time to see Kavya barrel into her. Bo landed with a hard crash on her back, her head dangling over the ship’s edge, Kavya straddling her as she tried to push her cutlass against Bo’s sword. They stayed like that, blades locked and energy wearing thin.

			“Kavya, please…think about what you’re doing.” Bo grunted as she tried to push Kavya off. It failed. “Don’t let them win.”

			Through the exertion, Bo saw Kavya’s bottom lip quiver. “I’m tired, Bo. I’m so tired.”

			“Then stop fighting. Let me help you.”

			“They say you’re going to hurt me.”

			Bo looked into the eyes of the woman she once thought she knew inside and out. How unnerving it was to see a stranger looking back. “Who do you trust more? Them or me?”

			Kavya blinked once, twice, the two of them breathing heavy as she thought of an answer. With an air of reluctance, of uncertainty, Kavya quit pushing until she’d lowered her blade by her side. Bo watched with wary eyes, unable to let her guard down.

			“Will it ever end?” Kavya asked. “Will they ever stop?”

			No. Bo knew it from the moment they entered the cave. She knew it ever since Kavya stopped sleeping, and she knew it when she saw her moonlit figure climbing toward the cliff. This wouldn’t end.

			A sigh. A nod.

			“It will.”

			A thrust. A gasp.

			“I promise.”

			Kavya’s wide eyes stared at Bo in disbelief, hands clutching the sword that protruded from her stomach. Bo felt like a vice had clamped down upon her heart, its beating labored, ragged. It was the only way. It was the only way to keep them both from dying.

			“They were right,” Kavya whispered.

			Gathering her last bit of strength, Bo pushed Kavya off the ship with all her might, watching as she fell down, down, down into the ocean, down onto the rocks. Bo winced at the impact, tears welling in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

			* * *

			Days later and there was still no sign of rescue. Bo was too weak to even consider escape, so far past hungry that she hardly felt the starvation anymore, and the scar on her leg refusing to properly heal. She laid in The Pharaoh most days and nights, curled up into a ball as she listened to the voices. The wailing. The rattling.

			Ara came to her once, looping a chain tight around her neck until the air was gone. You betrayed her like he betrayed me. How does it feel to be a true pirate?

			Aseem came to her another night. His black eyes had no end, and still she saw the rage in them, the glee. I always knew you’d be her undoing. I always knew.

			Kavya was the worst. She would sob, and laugh, and make the hair on the back of Bo’s neck stand at attention. I trusted you. They were right. How could you?

			The fearsome Captain Bo was no longer even a shell of what she used to be. A gaunt face and a body that housed an empty soul was all that remained. She’d given up hope of ever leaving, even left the bits of gold where they were, still scattered across the cliff’s edge. It was why, when a ship appeared in the distance one night as if from nowhere, Bo didn’t want to dare believe it.

			She wobbled to a stand like a baby, putting one foot in front of her, and then another. The water was warm against her skin, rejuvenating, calming. A smile began to form, a hysterical laugh spilling from her lips. Bo swam until it felt like her arms might give way, and then she swam some more, the same thoughts looping through her head, unaware that she was no closer to the ship than when she started.

			Get me out of here.

			Take me away from them.

			Make it stop.
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			Here There Be Monsters

			Brad Carson
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			We are Afhasi. The Waterwise. 

			Humans call us the Fin, the Meara or simply, Mer. My father is a Mer Man. My mother Mea, before succumbing to the lure of the Forbidden was a Mer Wife. 

			I am Kya, a Mer Maid. 

			We are Afhasi. 

			Of the Sea.

			The watersky that shrouds our hidden refuge grows warm again; another ship burns above us. The sea writhes with lost souls seeking guidance to the calm. I feel their pain, their fear, and their sin.

			Our Eld Ones tell us air is comprised of two parts obsession and one part disorder, while water is magic and calm. They say a storm is born when water meets air. They warn against contamination and order isolation. 

			But a heart has no ears.

			My mother stole a man from the embrace of the sea and left us to follow her heart’s command. Her rebellious spirit became a lesson of the Forbidden. My father retreated to the deep caves to overcome his anger and renew his calm. He abides there still.

			Wreck falls on our white coral towers like droppings from a hungry fish. We gather our school of children, not to take them away from the horror, but to instruct them in the folly. The drifting dead are lessons to be learned. 

			Having no inner light of their own, Humans banish fear of the dark by burning the rendered flesh of the Wise Watchers. They think they own the sea. We left them the earth. Wasn’t that enough? 

			They live to own things. Surface dwellers have fought for hundreds of years for the right to own other surface dwellers. They call them slaves. Even when we were air breathers, the word sounded soiled to our ears; now we are battered by great waves of sorrow, torment and torture of each passing ship crammed to the breaking with sickness and misery. Our sand pillars tremble and shift with the cries of the forsaken. 

			We do not understand. How can you own another person’s soul, when you don’t even own your own?

			But a heart is different. A heart can be owned. 

			It is Forbidden to seek the surface, Forbidden to know air breathers, Forbidden to interfere. 

			Too much is Forbidden. 

			I am my mother’s heir. The tide tugs at my heart from the watersky of our world as surely as it tugged at hers. 

			Tonight, I will follow.

			* * *

			Jonathon Diggs, bosun of the interceptor ship Fortitude, clung desperately to a narrow piece of powder-blasted deck. Blood still dripped from a gash in his forehead taken when a cannon shot had raked their barque from stem to stern, sending him and most of the forecastle into the water. His right leg throbbed but he didn’t think it was broken. 

			He had watched impotently as the renegades boarded the Fortitude, the clash of swords washing over him like the cold waves that lapped at his spine. For a long time screams had sounded but as night descended and he had drifted further from the sinking ship, the silence seemed eternal.  

			They had been lying off the coast of Africa waiting to intercept the Blackbird on her return from the Americas laden with rum, firearms and other trade goods preferred by tribal leaders who provided human cargo for the sugar plantations. They were well hidden, yet somehow, Captain Edward Bane had slid out of a fogbank right across their bow in a classic maneuver called ‘crossing the T’. The sudden appearance of the bare-breasted, blue-haired mermaid that served as figurehead for the infamous slaver had preceded a heavy broadside that toppled their main mast and left them crippled, like an old man waiting to die. The same volley blasted Jonathon into the sea. 

			He hated to see the end of the Fortitude, but even more, he hated to see the slaver win. Again. Maybe the scuttle that Bane had sold his soul was true after all. It wasn’t the first time the ‘bird’ had avoided them, almost as if Bane knew where the navy ships lay. Maybe, as some of the old salts swore, the notorious master’s good fortune was bound into the ship’s figurehead. Word was Bane used to be a simple merchant trader before adopting the mermaid icon. 

			Jonathon well knew from his fifteen years before the mast, that either tale could be true. The ocean is wide and full of mystery.  

			The wet cold dug deep into his bones, numbing him, luring him. He had heard that drowning was like falling into a lover’s arms. Would that be so bad? The sea was his only love; it was only right she should claim him. Stars began to appear through gaps in the slowly spinning fog and he imagined a nice cup of hot grog in his warm hammock. He could almost hear the cabin boy’s hushed soprano, drifting on the steady rhythm of the waves, lulling him. 

			His fingers slipped off the oakum-smeared planks. He spit salt and frantically kicked to regain purchase, but his wounded leg screamed and he sank. He stroked upward with arms made powerful by years of hauling lines, but to little avail. The stars retreated. He dropped lower and lower. 

			A large fish brushed by him and an underwater swell like an errant current bobbed him to the surface. His buoyed spirits fell when he realized his planks had drifted away, but to his surprise they reversed direction and returned to his grasping hands as sure as if he’d hauled them in. Sputtering and gasping, he clutched them like a long-lost lover, and barely noticed that the sea around him had calmed.

			* * *

			A burning ship as big as a Wise Watcher dangles halfway through our roof.

			Debris and charred broken bodies block the sparkle of stars. Fire stings my nose and makes me gag as if air went down the wrong way. Sharks roam, tidying.

			Something snags me like the hooks that tear at my little brothers’ mouths whenever they get too curious. 

			But this hook pulls at my heart. 

			I follow it downwind in time to see a dark-haired man slip into the sea. The barbs of the hook dig deeper and, against all reason, I flick him to the surface and retrieve his floating refuge. 

			Is this how my mother felt?

			Later in the night, his strength fails again. I cannot let him die. I grasp his hands across the wooden boards and use my tail to support his body. I sing a Healing to close the cut in his forehead and mend the bone in his leg.

			His bleary eyes find me. “Who are you?” he mumbles.

			“I am Kya. I am Afhasi.” 

			“Afa…Of the sea?” His head lolls, he drops further into the water, pulling me further out. “A vision,” he murmurs. “A dream. The ocean is wide and full of mystery.” 

			He drifts. Words begin to seep from his mouth. He tells me of his home, of his childhood. 

			I listen, I learn. 

			He rails against slavery. Justice fires his soul; he speaks revenge and regret with the same breath. He expresses his love of the sea. He gives me his name.

			Jonathon.

			I hold him. He holds me. 

			The night moves forward, the stars spin. 

			* * *

			Wellness ebbs. I am too far out of the water. My mind tells me to let the Human go. It is Forbidden. 

			But a heart has no ears. 

			Our faces are near enough that I can smell the salt on his cheeks. He leans in and touches lips to my hair. “You’re real,” he says in surprise. “A real Mermaid.” 

			I tickle him with my tail and say, “The ocean is wide and full of mystery.” 

			He laughs and grasps my hands more firmly, but oh so gently. My heart thrums like a deep ocean current.

			“My leg? It’s better.”

			“I sang a Healing.”

			“A mermaid.” He speaks the term with grace. “I always hoped the stories were true. Tell me of your people.”

			“My ancestors long wandered the water, seeking a perfect harmonious home until they found Atland Dius. Shore of the Gods. Beautiful, bountiful, calm, our island nurtured us for hundreds of years. Then your race appeared.”

			“My race?”

			“Humans. I suppose you had been appearing for millennium, but we were so busy celebrating convergence that we missed the unquenchable curiosity that changed Apes into Humans. Lost in accord, we fell to discord. Your race grew hungrier and tried to learn the secret of peace through acts of war.” 

			“Great cost for a greater good,” he says with disdain.

			“Our Eld Ones went into the deep caves seeking enlightenment and returned with the Sundering song. My own fore-family sang it. Atland Dius, our island paradise, sank. A great cost, for a greater good. We became of the sea. Afhasi.

			“Sad,” he mumbles. “But beautiful. Like you.”

			He is what is missing from my ordered existence. 

			“You saved my life,” he says.  

			“You gave me mine,” I reply.

			We hold each other. 

			The Eld Ones say the song of Sundering is still in our blood. So is the lure of the Forbidden. I sing him a Soothing.

			He sleeps, restfully, deeply. A tide of weakness and fatigue pull at me. I too must sleep.

			But I know I will never let go.

			* * *

			Morning sun parches my skin through the thick fog. I am stretched out. My upper body bathed by the madness of air, thirsts for the calm of water. 

			Jonathon stares at me. “Kya. My mermaiden,” he whispers. 

			My heart crests, but the waves lap warning. “Someone comes!” I say.

			I hear the synchronized dip of oars, before he does. A low shadow bears down on us unerringly through the haze. Jonathon tries to shake me loose. “Swim away,” he urges.

			I cannot. 

			“Well isn’t this a pretty sight.” A tall man wearing a long coat stands in the boat, aiming a weapon at me. “Avast, navy man,” he said, “or your little friend will suffer for it. And you bilge rats,” he turns on his oarsmen, “avert your eyes, or lose them.” He leans over, clothing in his hands. “If you would be so kind my dear, to remove your lower body from the water, you will find that onboard, legs are more the fashion than fins.”

			* * *

			“You want to go through there?” Jonathon asked, incredulously.

			He stood in Captain Bane’s well-appointed quarters in the stern of the slaveship. A large ornate case was filled with books and charts. Odd but interesting seashells ornamented shelves and drawers. A chess set carved from coral was laid out below a wide window that ran the full beam of the ship, where Kya sat listening to dolphins chatter while rubbing at her new legs. 

			The spacious quarters far outmatched the utilitarian cabins of a navy ship and contrasted even more fiercely with the pens in the ‘tweendecks’ of the Blackbird where slaves shut out from light or air were wedged together in cells three feet high. Barely big enough for twenty to sit with heads bowed to their knees, Jonathon knew they could hold as many as two hundred pressed shoulder to shoulder, giving each an average of twenty inches, breathing in each other’s stink and vomit for months on end.

			Captain Bane pointed at a chart lying on a polished rosewood table, touching a section to the southeast of their current position. “Your navy gives me little choice. They nip at my heels like hounds at a stag.”

			“A stag is a noble beast,” Jonathon said. “You are not.”

			Bane grunted, “Ah, bosun, a man of high morals. I once spoke as you do, but found that words did not fill my stomach.”

			“True, but they do not turn it, either.”

			Bane tapped the map. “My navigator says we can make it through.”

			“Then he is a fool.” 

			The captain’s light mood vanished like a squall rising on a calm sea. “Be careful what you call my navigator.”

			“To go where you propose is death for all. Here,” Jonathon recited words on the map, “there be Monsters. No one goes there. The Kraken makes sure of that.”

			“Kraa’kken?” Kya asked, abandoning her view of the sea. Jonathon nodded and she shook her head slowly. “You must not disturb Kraa’kken.” 

			A smug smile formed on his lips. “There. You see. Who would know more about the Kraken than Kya.”

			“Indeed.” Bane’s own grin widened to show his teeth. “Kya is the reason I am going to succeed. She will calm the monster. After all, who would know more?”

			Kya stumbled to an open porthole and put her face to the spray of the sea, breathing deeply. “Do you even know what you contain with the word monster?” 

			“It’s some kind of giant octopus or squid,” Jonathon explained, watching her carefully. 

			“No,” she said, “Kraa’kken is the last dragon. He fell into the sea and his wrath tore the ocean floor and shifted continents until – until he finally fell asleep.” 

			Bane moved to her, wagging a headmaster’s finger. “But you omitted something, my dear. He didn’t just fall asleep, did he? The Afhasi calmed him, just like you will again, so we may pass in safety.” He offered a slight bob of his head to Jonathon, “But, sadly, not your navy ships.”

			“You would wake this pitiful creature to use as a weapon?” Kya tottered away and almost fell, until Jonathon steadied her elbow. Her skin was cold and clammy. “You are disordered,” she said to Bane. “I will not help you.”

			Bane drew his sword. “I think you will.”

			Jonathon charged, but the point of the sword forced him to stop.

			Kya shivered, but replied. “Death is calm.”

			“Dear girl,” Bane said, “You mistake my intent. I know Afhasi do not fear death. But I will kill the holder of your heart, carving him slowly like a fat whale, slice by slice, until he is barely alive. And if he manages to heal,” Bane shrugged and smiled, “then I will begin anew.”

			Kya began to tremble, her mouth opened and closed, repeatedly.

			Jonathon tried to ease her anxiety; he reached out overtop the sword. “He’s bluffing,” he said. The blade flicked a hot sting below his arm.

			“There’s the first one,” Bain said as a sliver of flesh fell to the floor.

			Jonathon reeled in shock and pain; Kya placed her hand on the bloody wound and began to sing. 

			“Ah, a Healing.” Bane moved in close as if basking in the sound.

			Jonathon’s arm felt washed in cold water, the wound began to close, but then the song stopped abruptly. 

			“You didn’t finish,” Bane said regretfully.

			Pain distorted Kya’s face, her pale skin turned translucent and she fell.

			Bane caught her, but after a glance, dropped her to the carpet. 

			Jonathon scooped her in his arms where she gasped like a fish out of water, her legs jerking and fluttering. “Kya! Kya!” His heart pounded in fear.

			“Jonathon.” Her hand trailed across his brow, then dropped and she lay still.

			“No!” He pressed his face against hers, trying to warm her flesh with his breath. “Don’t leave me!” 

			“How touching,” Bane said. 

			“You bastard!” Jonathon shouted, then sputtered and spit as a jug of water splashed down on them. 

			Kya gasped, breathing again, but shallow. 

			“That will hold her for now,” Bane said, “but you need to get her in the deep. It’s the Afhasi source and they sicken when deprived of it. Fear not, they get over it, eventually.” 

			* * *

			The sea speaks.

			Awake, daughter.

			Mother? 

			Hush my Kyamarantha. Let the water replenish.

			Mother. 

			You must go back where you belong. You are Afhasi.

			As are you.

			Once. No longer. I have drifted away from the sea. 

			Where are you?

			Near, but…far away. So far. Go home, child. Leave air to others.

			And what of you?

			I am other. I cannot go back. 

			Nor can I. My heart is my home. His name fills my soul.

			Then I grieve for us both. I think you and I are the returning tide of the Eld One’s decree of isolation. Prepare for pain and joy. 

			But that makes no sense. Joy is uplifting. 

			When heart rules over all, the price of joy is pain. I urge you to shut his name from your soul. He has too much power over you. 

			We have power over each other. The power of giving, of sharing. Of loving.

			He will only hurt you. Go now, while the sea cradles you. 

			The water caresses my scales, calm, peaceful.  

			“Kya!” Jonathon’s voice floods me. I pull away from the deep. 

			My daughter, you are lost. 

			She is gone; Jonathon is here. 

			I swim to him.

			* * *

			Jonathon stared over the side of the shallop, both hoping and fearing that Kya would swim away. It would mean his death, but should his love be the shackle that enslaves her to Bane’s bidding? Is that love? Or is love setting free? 

			“Hail her again, bosun,” Danby said from the seat behind. “The signal is hoisted.”

			“She needs more time.” He glanced over at the mizzenmast where a green banner flapped in the lee breeze. “Bane will have to wait until she’s healed.”

			The point of a dagger pricked his skin. “If the Cap’n has to wait, we’ll all need healing.” 

			Jonathon instinctively pulled away, but then wondered if he had the courage to throw himself backwards. Before he could decide, long, pale fingers grasped the gunnel of the boat. He wanted to grab them and kiss them, or smash them and drive her away. Her blue-black hair appeared, shiny and lustrous again, followed by her aqua eyes, sparkling like light on the water. He reached to help her aboard but a flick of her powerful tail propelled her into his arms. He kissed her and then averted his eyes as her scales turned to flesh and her tail split into legs.  

			Bane’s voice cut across the water. “I hate to interrupt your fun, but we needs be underway and smartly, too. Your navy is six leagues aft and coming on strong. You men,” he pointed at the rigging “into the ratlines with you. The rest of you, hand over hand and give us a tune.”

			Kya quickly dressed as the crew struck up a lively shanty, hauling the shallop toward the ship.

			Jonathon stared up at the empty crows nest. “Even with the best glass a man cannot see six leagues away.” 

			Kya tipped her head toward the northeast. “He’s right. The waves whisper of three ships.”

			Jonathon nodded. “But how does he know?”

			* * *

			I am refreshed. 

			The slave captain stands on the forecastle waiting for us. 

			Jonathon immediately asks. “How do you know the interceptors approach? Do the waves whisper to you, too?”

			“My navigator told me.” Bane smiles, but not from happiness. “Helmsman!” he shouts, “south by southwest. Mr. Danby if you would.” A noose drops over Jonathon’s head and pulls tight, the other end tied to a rail above the deck. “Mr. Danby, the ship is yours. Keep a steady course, and make sure we’re not disturbed.” 

			“Aye, Cap’n. Steady as she goes.” Danby starts shouting orders as soon as he leaves. 

			“The rope is just a precaution, my dear,” Bane says. “I wouldn’t want bosun getting heroic when he sees his colors flying. And sinking.”

			My Jonathon lunges at him but the tether drags him to his knees. Distress floods me and I charge at Bane with fists and nails. He tries to avoid me, tries to contain me, but I am fin-slippery and draw blood on his cheek. He curses and his pistol lashes out, catching me hard on side of the head.  

			Jonathon shouts, but his angry protest is overwhelmed by a wail that pours up from below deck. A cloaked figure bursts among us, shrieking, “You said she wouldn’t be hurt.” Short-bitten fingernails run through shorn blue-grey hair. 

			I jerk as if gaffed. “Mother?” 

			“Don’t interfere, Mea,” Bane commands.

			She places gnarled fingers against my cut and begins to sing a Healing, but the notes are malformed and uttering a despondent cry, she pulls back. “I told you to swim away,” she says, “I told you.” Her aqua eyes are cloudy; her face lined and sallow, bears the ravages of soul sickness. She turns back to Bane; her hands tremble. “Please Edward, let her go, for the sake of the love we once had.”

			I am stunned, rudderless.

			His face changes from cold and hard, to a soft warm smile. “Mea,” he whispers, touching her hollow cheeks. “It’s too late for that.”

			I spin her around. “Him? You left us to go with him?”

			She sobs, “He holds my heart!”

			“How can your heart be so blind?”

			“And yours isn’t?” She points at my Jonathon. “What won’t you do for him?”

			Bane enwraps her. “I’m sorry I struck her, love. It was a craven act, done in haste. Once we lay on the other side of the monster, I will put about and she can stay with him or return to her home. The same decision you made ten years ago. Remember?”

			“Oh mother,” I plead. “Leave this evil man.” 

			Bane laughs. “And who do you think has aided me? Who warns me of your ships when my hold is crammed full of slaves?”

			Horror fills me. “You are his navigator? How could you? Cannot you feel those souls crying in agony?” 

			Bane grunts, “Slaves have no souls. They are little better than animals.”

			“At least they are better than animals,” Jonathon says. 

			Mother pushes away from them. Tears streak her face. “Kya…my Kya. I feel them all the time. They diminish me. I hear their cries, their horrible, endless cries. But he has my heart,” she wails, “and a heart has no ears!”

			“Oh mother, the sea is so far from you.”

			“As it will be from you. Beware child. Your magic will be your heart’s undoing. It will change him.”

			I shake my head in denial as she speaks.

			“One day, you calm the sea for favorable passage then before you know it you are reading it for ships in pursuit. You stir fog, raise waves, heal his wounds, anything to keep him safe.” Tears roll down her hollow cheeks, her voice falters. “Anything.”

			Bane pats her shoulder. “Hush love, hush. My poor sick Mea. You should go below and have another tot of grog. Let me run my ship.”

			“Edward, let me try to control Kraa’kken. I know the old songs. I might –”

			“No, love, your power has almost faded. Kya is young, still of the sea. She will do it or her heart will die.” 

			Jonathon pulls toward her. “More than I will die! You cannot –” He falls, his words cut off by a blow from Bane’s pistol.  

			I drop to my knees and cradle his head. “Mother. Please! Help us!”

			She shakes her head. “I can’t. Don’t ask. It’s too late. Kya please!” she howls, “Please, my child if you have any love left for me, just calm the beast!” She turns away from us, moving slowly along the deck, her hand outstretched to the spray.

			I watch and whisper, “May you find calm, mother.” 

			She touches her wet hand to her lips then wipes it on her cloak. “I no longer know how. You and I, we are alike. Afhasi no more.” She staggers away without once looking back. 

			Bane’s shoulders slump with her every stumble, but once she is gone, he takes a deep breath, turns and lays his sword against the fleshy part of Jonathon’s thigh. “Well?”

			I hear cries of despair cresting on the surface of the sea. Those voices will be with me always, as they are with my mother, but even their constant torment cannot compare to the agony of losing my heart. Piece by piece. 

			Jonathon will live, the rest I will learn to live with. 

			Mother’s accusation echoes in my mind, like the rumble of undersea quakes in the caverns of my distant home. 

			Afhasi no more.

			* * *

			Jonathon awoke to singing. Spray flew like white fire over the bulward rail, the fore-sails billowed and sheets snapped in the favouring wind. To the stern, the interceptors were coming on strong, Bane leading them to their doom.

			A high-pitched tune came from the direction of the bowsprit, one note flowing into another in endless waves, cresting and dropping, soothing…like a lullaby. He noticed a chain that wasn’t a bobstay wrapping the capstan and peered toward the cutwater.

			He recoiled at the sight of Kya bound face-forward to the ship’s blue-haired figurehead, as if mother was whispering in daughter’s ear. With each plunge of the hull, waves slammed her with a sound as dead as a falling sledge-hammer. Her lower body had transformed, seawater sluiced off golden scales. He shouted above the thunder. “Kya! Nothing is worth the cost.”

			The high song stopped, her eyes found his. “Love is.” 

			“What kind of love is paid with the lives of others?” He leaned over as far as he safely could, trying to touch her, trying to bring her back. Or was he trying to free her? A large wave pushed him away. He made to return but a sharp tug on the rope around his neck jerked him to his knees. 

			“The monster rises,” Bane said, his sword pointing at Jonathon’s chest. 

			* * *

			Ancient power swells the sea.

			Kraa’kken stirs. Rage flows. He burns.

			I sing what little I know of the old song and merge it with a Soothing for children who awake in the night. 

			I feel his pain. I see into his soul, his memories. He burns with shame. 

			Born deformed. His wings are too small and though he tries mightily, he cannot fly. Cast out. His brothers and sisters beat him with their wings. Burned. His father’s fire drives him from the nest. Abandoned. His mother turns her face away. 

			He cannot fly; he can only tumble into the sea where he cries his shame. 

			The last of his kind, he does not belong in this world. But do I? 

			He is only a tiny baby, lost, alone, searching for the mother who betrayed him. As am I.

			Mother? Kraa’kken echoes the image. Curiosity peeks from under the rage. He sees me, I see him. 

			Poor wretched creature, his long undulating body, pale and transparent, burns from the inside. His dragon fire developed underwater could only rage inward. He consumes himself.

			I gather all my strength, my power, and start to sing a Healing to his fiery pain. I sing to his strength, to the beauty of his marred soul, even as my own sinks in the suffering my love will unleash. 

			Shame swamps against me, pressing with a force greater than the weight of the sea. Kraa’kken’s shame. Mine. 

			Jonathon’s. 

			I feel him above me. Our fragile, forbidden love will not survive his honor. I see him. I hear him talking to the captain. I fear his words.

			“You won’t ever let Kya go,” he says. “You’re going keep the Kraken awake so you have a place to run from the hounds. She will never be free.” 

			Bane shrugs. “Who of us is bosun?”

			He stares at the blade inches from his chest. “My Kya will be,” he whispers and lunges, impaling his heart on the steel point. 

			I scream. My heart is Sundered.

			Healing re-directs and wraps him in its embrace, holding, refusing to let him go. Love, dragon pain, power all flow through me. Sundering. I scream again. Stays snap, sails shred, masts topple as soul magic powerful enough to sink an island is unleashed in fear and retribution. My chains shatter and I rise to the deck in a fist of water. 

			My mother charges through the quailing crew, distraught and fearful, shouting my name.

			Jonathon’s wound glows, blurs and disappears. He gags on a breath he had never expected to feel again. 

			Relief pushes aside power. 

			Kraa’kken rises, wailing piteously and tips the disabled ship beams-up. Bane wind-mills to keep his balance, but Jonathon jerks the tethering rope against his feet, toppling him into the angry sea where the dragon waits. 

			“Mea!” Bane shouts. “Calm the monster!” 

			She stares down at him, and then over at the baby burning with neglect. “We are all monsters,” she murmurs. She looks at me, and smiles. “Use your power to heal this world,” she says. “The Eld Ones are wrong. We should have always belonged.” She dives over the side and surfaces singing, her scales gleam like diamonds.

			I join her song, our voices pitched in a perfect, harmonious note of empathy and promise that sails the sea. The dragon’s fire dims and he draws toward her. Our shared song ends and turns to tears in my mouth. “Mother is taking Kraa’kken far away,” I say, “where they will die.” 

			Bane paddles toward my shining mother. “My love,” he cries, “save me from the monster.”

			“I will Edward,” she says. She wraps him in her arms, presses her lips to his then drags him under.

			I watch until the bubbles swirl and wonder if I will some day have to do the same with my love.

			Jonathon puts his arm around my shoulders. “We will rename this ship the Afhasi and will honour your mother’s memory through her figurehead. Let every slaver know, when they see her coming, that men will be free.”

			I return the embrace. It is enough. 

			We are Afhasi. Of the sea. 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Requiem for a New World

			Adrian Chamberlin
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			Death by the teeth of sharks or the fires of men – it was a poor choice, but the only one Edward Bowden had. For he had started the fire, and no one on either vessel would grant him mercy now.

			Another explosion rocked the larboard quarter and the decking behind him erupted into a swarm of angry hornets, their wooden stings shredding his shirt and lacerating his back. He felt hot splashes of liquid on his bared shoulders, saw pieces of torn flesh splatter on the mizzenmast; some had fingers that grasped the pine as if the wood could sooth the owner’s death agony. He recognised the faded tattoo, the crude image of a burning Bible and violated Christ that all the crew of the Wolfsbane bore when they went on the Account and signed the Articles, and knew one of his shipmates had fallen. 

			Fresh bursts of fire punctured the black smoke ahead but the gun crew of the Wolfsbane had fired too late, misjudging the yaw of the captured Imboca so that the thirty-two pound round shot broadside blasted above the galleon’s hull. The gunners’ hastiness didn’t matter; the raking was just as devastating. The foremast gave way under the onslaught, its descent momentarily halted by the backstays and shrouds until they snapped, shrieking with freedom and allowing their gaoler to fall. Edward turned quickly, nimbly hopping over ropes given a lethal, serpentine life while the foremast with its furled and reefed topsails crashed through the railings and strakes; its fore royal and topgallants, blackened by smoke, fell leisurely over the masthead of Wolfsbane, hiding the hideous figurehead from view that had so terrified him when his own vessel fell to the pirates.

			A bridge had been formed between the warring vessels, a gangway that the jubilant defenders of the Spanish galleon now took to with impossible agility and speed. Shaven black scalps glistened ebony in the brief flashes of Caribbean sunlight that made its way through the fog of war; unnaturally-white teeth filed to needle-points, as sharp as a Moray eel’s, gleamed with vicious promise. Thin but muscular arms gripped cutlass and pistol with an ease that spoke of familiarity while nimble bare feet made easy work of the rolling, treacherous pinewood; not once did any of the six Haitian Maroons lose their balance. They had no need of the grappling hooks that the Wolfsbane crew used on its prey.

			More of the former slaves spilled from the hold, and these caught sight of the fleeing Edward. A fierce cry echoed alongside the roar of cannon and the cracking of muskets and pistols, a war cry that chilled the bones and enervated the body.

			Edward’s heart pounded, but the sweat that mingled with his dripping blood chilled on his forehead. He shook himself, forced his eyes away from the approaching death and pushed on along the ravaged forecastle. The bowsprit still stood proud, pointing beneath the burning staysails to the heavens like an accusing finger, as if God Himself were to blame for this savage reversal of fortune.

			Not God, Edward told himself. This was the work of Satan. Did the Devil no longer look after his own?

			As if in mocking answer, the burning sheets suddenly parted from their stays, falling to the azure waters below and meeting the sea with angry hissing and boiling. The way ahead was clear; save for small flames on the spritsail below, the demonic figurehead untouched, fire no longer awaited him.

			Not in this life, at least…but Hell awaits, as it does all who go on the Account. Even for me, who had no choice.

			He was not as nimble on the wooden mast as the rapidly advancing Haitian Maroons who screamed at him from the forecastle; his boots slipped and he crashed onto the pole, the air punched from his lungs. His head spun and the sea turned into the sky, the tropical sun beaming a mocking farewell to him. The jaws of the monstrous carved figurehead gaped wider, the ebony teeth a serrated gateway to Hell.

			Then the sea opened its own mouth to take him.

			* * *

			The sea also had teeth. Jagged fangs that scraped his legs and scored his back, opened his veins to let his blood mingle with the life fluid of the sea. Water filled his lungs and his head exploded with agony. His eyes opened and bulged, and the only thing the scarlet and cerulean curtain allowed to pass through was agony from the salt water.

			This was Hell. Not fire and brimstone, not pools of fire and scarlet devils. Water that suffocated, blinded, and demons that welcomed him to their realm with whipping fins and tails and cold, dead, black eyes above razor-sharp teeth.

			The blacktip reef sharks had kept a respectable distance between Imboca and Wolfsbane when the vessels first engaged, biding their time with only the occasional burst of dorsal fin through the water’s surface signifying hunger and impatience.

			The constant companions of Wolfsbane and its hellbound crew. How many captives taken by Wolfsbane had its captain thrown to them? And now, with hideous irony, the sharks would feed upon those who had fed them.

			Consciousness ebbed, and the hammering pain in his skull lessened, replaced by a dull thudding. Panic and the fight to live receded, replaced with a dulling acceptance of his fate. The injustice of it – that he had only agreed to sign the articles and join the pirate crew to bide time for survival, that he had not taken part in any of the crimes the sea wolves of Wolfsbane indulged in with such savage glee – mattered not.

			He had taken the brand, allowed the blasphemous image of the burning Bible to mark him for the rest of his earthly days. A symbol: proof that each member of the crew had denied God willingly, pledged his allegiance to the Dark One, in exchange for the brief riches and sensual delights of this life, and to hell and damnation with what came afterwards.

			How many had taken the brand merely for survival? He had pondered this the morning after, when dawn’s rosy fingers slipped over the railings and woke him from his grog-induced slumber. There was no pain, and the mark had healed too quickly overnight for him to believe there was nothing supernatural about the branding – and the pink sunlight had bathed every inch of his exhausted body save the black spot on his hand.

			Even sunlight shuns the mark, he had realised with despair, and wished fervently he had the opportunity again to spit in the face of the pirate leader as Captain Grove had done. The others of the brig’s crew taken by Wolfsbane had been right to choose execution after all. Some had gone overboard to the maelstrom of pink foam and thrashing blue tails and fins willingly, knowing death by the savage rendering of sharks’ teeth was preferable to life on Wolfsbane under the Devil’s Mark….

			He had cried then. For their bravery and his cowardice, and found himself attempting to say prayers for their souls, but the words his father had beat into him from such a young age, that he knew second-nature, would not come. He could not sing a requiem for the dead: the Devil’s Brand ensured that.

			The blue and red watery veil before Edward’s eyes darkened. He was ready to make his home in the abyss; even the alien caress of the swimming demons’ tails and the hungry stare of cold, dead eyes – blacker than the abyss – felt welcome.

			A flame appeared, shattering the illusion. From the seared palm of his left hand, the branded picture of the violated Christ and burning Bible ignited, and fresh fire sent the darkness fleeing, along with the piscine demons.

			The abyss went with them. Sunlight burst above him and air fought seawater for possession of his lungs.

			* * *

			The smell of saltwater and vomit gave way to something else. Pinewood, drying in the sun. Then the pain hit him.

			His back was on fire; the gashes and slices in his flesh from serrated edges still bled, but now the sun had dried them, and only salt remained in the open wounds. He tried to scream but his vocal cords refused; nothing but a hoarse croak came from his burning throat.

			He opened his eyes, saw trails of dried vomit and blood on fresh, unvarnished pine, and frowned, wondering where he had seen this wood before. A chill descended, banishing the Caribbean sun’s warmth, and he pushed trembling palms against the wood to force it away.

			His arms found hidden reserves of strength and he half rose. His head lifted and he saw blue water lapping gently at the platform he lay upon.

			“You awake, mon ami?” A dry chuckle followed the words from the familiar voice, Caribbean and French-accented, and dread rose within Edward. The fresh pinewood, the voice of the Haitian Maroon – these had been the last things he’d experienced in the hold of Imboca. Just before the true purpose of the Spanish galleon and its sullen crew was revealed, and the boarding pirates from Wolfsbane fled to the false sanctuary of their own vessel.

			The platform eddied gently, with the sound of waves lapping and ropes tightening. Edward dared not look behind him. From the corner of his eye he saw more of the pinewood coffins from Imboca’s hold, lashed together to form a raft.

			A life-saving vessel, formed from containers of the dead. Edward twisted, turned to face his fellow voyager. 

			The Maroon sat, cross-legged opposite Edward. He was nothing like the fearsome warriors who had chased him across Imboca’s forecastle. He wore the same rags that was the uniform of self-liberated slaves, had the scars on his neck that bespoke of a past where an iron collar once chafed the flesh and burned the soul. But he was old, the stubble on his shaven scalp white like crusted sea salt. Milk-white eyes stared at him; Edward saw neither pupil nor iris, but knew this old man could see perfectly. 

			The Maroon paused in his rope work, cocked his head and gave a grim smile. Grey bearded lips parted like a shark’s maw, and the same needle-point teeth Edward had seen on the boarders gleamed in the afternoon sun.  

			“Be easy, blanc. I’ll not kill you. We the only two here,” the Maroon continued, the levity now absent from his voice. “No one else: just me, you, and the dead.”

			Edward followed the old man’s gesturing hand across the featureless, smooth sea. No trace of the sea battle, no sign of either treasure galleon or pirated man-o-war. No bodies floated amongst flotsam, and the only sign that he had not dreamt the morning’s encounter with Imboca was the presence of the coffins from the galleon’s hold.

			“Powder magazine went.” The Haitian held clenched fists to his ears and opened them suddenly, gnarled fingers splayed. “Boom! All gone, everyone dead, ’cept us, blanc. We all that’s left. Even les requins have gone.”

			Edward shook his head. He tried his vocal cords again. “Wreckings?” he began, grimacing with pain and the unfamiliarity of his own voice.

			“Les requins. Sharks, mon ami. They feasted well enough, left us alone.”

			He said that too quickly, and Edward saw something flash across the old Haitian’s face.

			“No,” Edward said, reminded of his wounds and the things that had inflicted them. “I felt them, biting me. Felt their teeth –”

			“Not teeth, blanc. Pieces of the ships when they exploded.” His brow furrowed. “You are new to life under the black flag? You have never seen a ship die?”

			Edward stared at the horizon. Cloudless, azure, with no hint of land, nor ocean-going vessel on the glass-still sea. “I am no pirate.”

			The elderly Maroon chuckled. “Oui, you do not strike me as such. Yet, you bear the mark of Wolfsbane.” He pointed to the mark on Edward’s hand, but shied from touching it. “Even in Saint Domingue, in the hideouts of the marron as well as Port au Prince, the reputation of the Devil’s Mark and the captain who sails under it is well known. One of the few pirates who would sink slaver vessels rather than liberate them, feed their captives to the sharks. Why? We are marron, we escaped our oppressors as Wolfsbane’s crew had.”

			Edward turned back to his companion. “That I didn’t know. I’ve spent little time in the Caribbean; my ship was bound for Florida from Bristol when we were attacked and taken.” A shudder ran through him. “I’d heard of the exploits of Blackbeard and Bartholomew Roberts, but the crimes of Wolfsbane’s captain overshadow them all. I should thank God I have escaped his clutches.”

			The Maroon kept his eyes on Edward’s brand. “Indeed.”

			Edward noticed, and his face burned, but with shame rather than tropical sunburn. “I weakened, I admit. I ran away from home to avoid taking the holy orders my father insisted upon. I thought accepting the Devil’s Mark would buy me time, I did not truly believe it was a mark of denying God, accepting Satan….”

			“And now, do you believe?”

			Edward stared at his hand. The burning Bible, the inverted crucifix with the blasphemously violated Christ. He couldn’t deny that he had been thrilled when he saw the image, despite his terror of the pirates, another rebellion against his Calvinist father.

			And yet…he looked up.

			“And what of you, sir…monsieur? You’re from Hispaniola, aren’t you? Do you practice the vodoun religion?”

			The old man’s eyes widened and he gave an approving nod. “You know of us?”

			“I read much in my father’s library. He scorned such things, as did I – the only thing we agreed on. But now….”

			“You fled your homeland, defied your father, to begin anew in the New World. You have been reborn, in a way. A new world, a new life…new beliefs.” The elderly hand clapped his shoulder. “I will tell you more in time. For now…rest, mon ami.”

			Edward looked behind him, shielded his eyes from the glare of the sun, and took in the raft. It rode low in the water – perhaps the Maroon had allowed water into the coffins as ballast – and the occasional wave crept over the surface and caressed his burning arms. 

			Save for a small leather pouch around the old man’s neck there was no sign of supplies: no victuals, no water. He didn’t even know where they were. Wolfsbane had been over thirty miles northeast of Hispaniola when they encountered the galleon, but now…

			How could he rest, with no idea of their position or destination? With no means to preserve life? 

			And yet…did it really matter?

			The sun beat heavily, but his sunburned skin no longer smarted. His eyelids grew heavy. Despite the harsh wood, the carriages of the dead made a welcome bed, and he turned on his belly and sank into their embrace.

			* * *

			Dreams did not haunt him, but memories did. The raised voices in the mansion house in Somerset, the tears of his mother as he turned his back on his father to not show his own tears as he made for Bristol. The culture-shock of a port city far removed from his cosy life in Taunton, the fear of the scarred and surly men who drank in the taverns and growled contempt with rum-sodden breaths at his questions of a vessel bound for the New World.

			Milksop…mere boy…if the sharks don’t devour you, the life of a seafarer amongst real men will….

			The voyage aboard the brig Suzanna, a merchantman headed to Florida, a veritable pleasure cruise with nary a whisper of storm or sight of black cloud. The crew and captain jovial and without cynicism. Without experience. Little wonder they were easy prey to Wolfsbane.

			He cried in his sleep, felt splinters gouge his cheek and awoke. The velvet blackness of Caribbean night soothed him, made his eyes close once more. The singing of his strange companion, who sat cross-legged with his back to him and his face to the moon, making no attempt to steer the raft, comforted and disturbed Edward in equal measures, but exhaustion overrode his trepidation, and he sank into the uneasy sleep once more.

			His mind mercifully overrode the horrors of the boarding pirates and the slaughter of the crew and passengers that followed. He was spared the moment of his cowardice, the captain and bosun who regarded him with suspicion and then gleeful triumph when they knew him to be the son of a clergyman, who willingly took the Devil’s Mark.

			What replayed was the moment in the hold of Imboca, just before the pirates realised the betrayal of their new recruit.

			* * *

			“What’s happening there, Edward? What’ve you found?” Captain Wilson’s fingers dug into Edward’s shoulder, halting the young recruit in his hasty ascent of the steps leading to the quarterdeck.

			Edward froze at the sight of the captain, illuminated by the setting sun like a tall demon bathed in fiery blood. The gold embroidery of his purloined Royal Navy jacket glowed as brightly as the six bronze-handled pistols tucked into his crossbelt. As another scream rose from the dying bosun in the hold behind him, Wilson’s meaty palm withdrew a pistol and held it to Edward’s head. The click of a retracted trigger echoed in the stairway.

			And yet, the hand trembled. Edward took comfort in that, knew the pirate captain had shown fear for the first time. The other pirates were busy securing the captured vessel and investigating its decks, puzzled by the fresh paintwork on its strakes, the gleaming cannon and swivel guns, the freshness of its sheets, the tautness of the new rope that made its rigging. This was no refitted vessel.

			A galleon such as this had not been made in over fifty years.

			Only Captain Wilson had entered the captain’s cabin, as was his right, but his bemusement upon discovering its emptiness had turned to rage which sent his crew scurrying.

			No longer anger at discovering a crewless ship, his demeanour was one of fear. It was only a matter of time before his crew shared it.

			What’ve you found? Edward knew his chance had come; he had to play on the pirates’ misconception of him as the son of a man of God.

			“Captain, if ever I doubted the existence of evil, that time has passed.” He swallowed and forced himself to tremble. It came easily. Wilson’s fingers tightened, the knuckles white. “This vessel has been abandoned by God and man. Its cargo proves that.”

			This was no lie. The Wolfsbane crew and captain suspected the crew of the galleon Imboca was hiding and waiting to spring a trap, and Edward himself had believed that until he heard the mocking Caribbean voice whisper in his ear when the gunpowder keg crashed into Gant’s shaven head, knocking the Wolfsbane’s bosun unconscious while he inspected the coffins.

			I see you, blanc. I see who you serve.

			He had halted in his laying of the gunpowder, lowered the keg with trembling hands, and turned to seek the source of the voice. The gunpowder trail he laid led to the next room beyond the opened door, and further into the darkness of the powder magazine.

			But no man came forth from the shadows. The next whisper came behind his turned head, as close to his ear as his cropped pigtail.

			I see what awaits you, mon ami. 

			“Where’s Gant?” Wilson sniffed. His nostrils widened and a frown at the scent of fresh gunpowder followed. Edward froze.

			Wilson’s face broke into a grin. “You’re a ruthless one, lad, and no mistake.” He replaced his pistol, leant forward and took Edward’s chin in his free hand. He laughed, exhaled the stench of sour rum and rotten teeth into Edward’s face. “Ye ain’t the first to try to escape with treachery. But see the mark on your hand – there be no escape from this crew, not in this world or the next. Now, show me what you found.”

			Edward descended the steps like a man on his way to the gallows. His shoulders, free from the captain’s talons, slumped. Into the hold, where the candles in the lanthorns lit by a vanished crew continued to burn brightly and illuminate the obscenity below.

			Twelve pinewood caskets, stacked three high by four across, their shape unmistakeably those of coffins. Iron bands secured the top and middle of each casket, where the corpse’s shoulders and torso would be. Except one.

			Wilson halted, his eyes widening at the sight of the fallen bosun, collapsed on the lid of the casket, cracked open as widely as the bosun’s skull. The cutlass used to force entry lay in a pool of steaming blood and viscous grey porridge which dripped from the bosun’s broad, naked shoulders. 

			Edward retreated to the corner of the hold. His boot knocked over the gunpowder keg and he was thankful the shadows hid it.

			Wilson glared at him. “Almighty egg-crack, that one. You’ll live to regret it, vicar’s son.” He pulled the corpse from the coffin and stared into the hole Gant had made.

			Edward sank to his knees, pressed his hands over his ankles as Captain Wilson’s scream of horror filled the hold.

			It can’t harm us, Edward told himself as he retrieved the powder keg and began to renew the gunpowder trail. Whatever diabolic force powers it, it is trapped within the coffin…

			Just waiting for freedom, mon ami, just waiting for freedom, the voice whispered again. Edward ignored it, focussed on the task at hand while the pirate captain slashed and hacked at the rotted, clutching fingers that sprouted from bloated, milk-white arms. Appendages fell to the floor, black fluid oozing into the sawdust like molasses.

			The pirate captain was a whirlwind of spinning steel and copper hair, striking and striking at the coffin and releasing the rest of the casket’s contents. They spilled from the smashed pine like the contents of a landed shark’s stomach, vomited onto a harbour quay.

			Edward turned his back on the horror and reached for the lanthorn nearest the steps. He unhooked it and lowered the powder keg. Its contents hissed like sands in an hourglass.

			Time is running out. Perhaps it already has. He reached the top step and looked behind him.

			The captain had tried to scream when the body parts finally overwhelmed him and dragged him to the floor, with what looked like a snake – purple, segmented, an intestine – wrapped around his neck, but broken-nailed fingers of a severed hand forced their way into his mouth, tearing into his tongue. Blood streamed, coating the grey bones that jutted through the wrist’s green flesh.

			The powder trail was broken by Wilson’s scrabbling seaboots. But perhaps…

			Edward held his breath, lifted the lanthorn, and threw it at the gunpowder keg and its remaining powder. It flashed, the flare illuminating the incredible tableau like a lightning strike on the Somerset Levels, and flames birthed to complete the vision of Hell.

			* * *

			I see what awaits you, mon ami. 

			Edward started. It was not the words of the Haitian that disturbed him, but the banging on the coffin-raft. An arrhythmic striking, as of a blunt-nosed instrument thrusting into the pinewood from beneath the water. He got to his knees, ground his fingernails into the pine when the wood shifted in the water. Jagged clouds made a patchwork of the night sky, but the stars and moon shone brightly and the Haitian’s eyes and shark-teeth glowed with cold, white fire. 

			“If these were in the hold, they should have exploded when the powder magazine went up.” 

			“Perhaps, blanc, perhaps. We took the ship six months ago, as empty as you believed it to be…we were still learning its secrets when your crew boarded us.”

			Secrets…

			“It is not only we bocors who know of resurrection magic. Whichever tribe from the Americas took this ship from the Spaniards knew of rituals to bring the dead back, to make them nzambi. That it must take place on sea, not land. Blood and seawater, mon ami, blood and seawater.

			“Imboca was a ship of souls, blanc. Why else was she as pristine, sparkle-new as the day she was launched? You blew her to pieces to save your own skin, banished the loa from their rightful possession of the dead…or would’ve done, had I not been there to secure them, to give them newly vacated bodies.” He rapped knuckles on the coffin boards. As if in answer, another thudding came from below the waves and the entire raft shook. The iron bands on the coffin to Edward’s right shuddered, a metallic groan filling the night air.

			Edward cried out, shuffled to his left as the coffin lid cracked along the grain. Spear-thin fragments of pine stood erect, and cracked, bloodied fingernails scrabbled for freedom in the Caribbean night.

			Moonbeams gleamed on the hand that followed, briefly illuminating the Devil’s Mark before the hand disappeared, pulled violently back to its grave. The raft was still.

			“Another accepted,” the bocor whispered, awe and delight in his voice. Edward didn’t look at him. His eyes were focussed on the sight of the sinuous piscine body easing from the raft, its dorsal fin riding high in the water. The ghost-white body of Captain Wilson in its jaws slipped below the waves, followed by a triumphant flick of the shark’s tail which splashed water and black blood in Edward’s face.

			And before he went underwater, Wilson’s undead eyes saw Edward, and imparted such loss, such desolation and awareness of his fate, that the vicar’s son knew he was witnessing the damnation of a soul.

			Twice-damned. Resurrected from the deep by the Haitian sorcerer’s magic, reinforced by the strange power that possessed the mysterious Spanish treasure galleon – only to be consumed by one of the sharks he had fed his captives to. To live again alongside the spirit of a marine demon that existed only to hunt and kill.

			And the infernal force that kept the captain from the grave – what would that do to the shark? Edward closed his eyes, shook violently.

			“Your captain and his men fed their prisoners to les requins. Now they have become nzambi, their bodies and their souls have fed the new weapon against the colonial powers. Les requins des morts-vivant.. You understand, blanc?” There was undisguised jubilation in the bocor’s voice. “Sharks of the undead!”

			And Edward remembered the day Suzanna had fallen, and the feeding of her crew to the sharks. How he had struggled to sing a requiem for their souls, been prevented by the Devil’s Brand, newly burned on his left hand…and now found once again the desire to sing a prayer for the dying –

			– no, the undying…

			And even now he was unable to. The Devil’s Brand was dark, it did not glow, but it bound him as surely as a slave’s iron collar to his master.

			Did the bocor expect the sharks to be his salves, to follow his thirst for vengeance against the countries that had enslaved his people? Or was he a slave to his own dark masters? Bocor…a vodoun priest who serves the Left Hand.

			Who willingly serves. 

			But I was unwilling, Edward’s soul screamed as he stared at the brand in his flesh. 

			The raft of coffins, empty of their nzambi occupants, rode high in the water. Sobbing, plunged his left hand into the water, hoping – still unable to pray – that one of the sharks would take the offering, tear it from his body and free his soul. His tears fell into the seawater, invisible in the night.

			The bocor chuckled at Edward’s action, and repeated the words the unwilling pirate had heard in the hold of Imboca.

			“I see what awaits you, mon ami. But it is not that.” And he took up his song once more as the night died and a new, terrible dawn rose on the Caribbean. For Edward, for all his hopes and dreams of the New World, it was a requiem.
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			Ocypete

			Margaret Collins
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			2 June, 1828

			Dear Morris,

			My circumstances have changed mightily since our cheerful meeting at Michaelmas. Would you be shocked to learn that I was ‘encouraged’ to board an Indiaman set for London rather than my Cape-bound frigate? I ought to have heeded your advice and introduced myself at the harbor as a merchant, not a physician. I find myself on board the Abigail under one Capt. Chandler. He seems fair enough to the hands and we have had some excellent sailing, but I have heard more than one mate whisper to another that “he ought not to have come back to the sea so soon”. So soon after what, I have been unable to ascertain. Unraveling this mystery may serve to fill some dreary watches over the weeks to come.

			I am not certain how long I shall be a valued ‘guest’ of the Abigail; you may need to find another partner for the Oxford lecture. Frustrated though I am, I do not have the heart to blame my captors. Fear of a cholera outbreak led them to seize me. While there is precious little I could have done for them in the event, the hands treat me like royalty. Lest you fear for my comfort, let me assure you that my tiny cabin on this ship still boasts more pleasantries than my observation hut near the Ganges. We carry tea from Assam, so I have been breaking my fast in luxury. I find tea much gentler on the organism than coffee – do, as I have urged you in the past, switch to it despite the expense.

			I have been indulging my ornithological studies: the men snare curious petrels, shearwaters, etc. that venture too close to the ship. My favorite is a beauty of a large grey from the African continent. She has come aboard as I have – that is, involuntarily. She appears used to people but does not suffer herself to be touched. She will swoop down and pluck a grape or a cashew nut out of your hand quick as anything. For this trivial offense I named her Ocypete, after the Harpy. The men call her Petey. She is fiendishly clever at repeating stray phrases and the calls of other birds.

			The motion of the ship has been steadily increasing over the last quarter hour – forgive my hand. I will take this up again in calmer seas.

			* * *

			10 June

			A week has passed since I last put pen to this paper. I thought to have made several more instalments since then but I have been kept busier than I could ever have anticipated. The hands have admirable constitutions and yet have admirable imaginations, and a limitless enthusiasm for talking about maladies past, present, and theoretical.

			I am stalling, I find. Morris, I have a queer story to relate. It unsettles me more than the plain events may seem to warrant, and it may simply be that I am feeling the effects of too little sleep and too much change.

			In this windless, hot weather, I have been leaving my stifling closet at night to enjoy what relief I might find in the breezes on deck. Chandler – who never seems to sleep – was obliging me with an astronomy lesson one such evening when a pale shape tugged at the edge of my vision. A horrid chill ran down my spine. Chandler and I both turned, but there was nothing there. And then, but a few feet above our heads, came a creaking voice: “Lady love, lady love, welcome me home.” In the midst of that still night the voice was a terrible, unearthly thing. Though I knew it must be Petey, and she was but repeating the words of a common song, the moment had all the tenor of a nightmare. Upon reflection, too, I realize I have never heard so many words from her at once.

			Chandler seemed to have taken the fright mortally. His breathing had the stertorous sound of one with water in his lungs. I called a seaman to help me manoeuvre him into his cabin. With the liberty of our profession, I loosened his clothes and chafed his cold hands. I passed a bottle of spirits under his nose in lieu of salts. This had the beneficial effect of reviving him; but he pushed my arm violently and stumbled away from his chair. “These d—ned walls!” he cried.

			“Have you a fear of enclosed spaces?” I asked, surprised. He quoted roughly, “I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.” I asked him to tell me about these dreams but he demurred, saying, “They are a plague upon me, and like a plague, I am afraid they would infect you if I spoke of them. Sufficient to say, this ship was once my kingdom; now it is my prison.” I told him I was quite satisfied that dreams must be unique to the dreamer and had no fear of contamination. Not afraid to use my sternest lecturer tone, I pressed him to continue; he at last looked ready to answer; but the Abigail then thrummed as though she were a cello, inexpertly played, and the moment was lost. Chandler uttered an imprecation against the mate at the wheel and left me – baffled. Here was a stout, world-seasoned fellow who has faced down pirates and privateers and harbormasters around the world, nigh to fainting from shock and clearly ‘struck to the soul’ by some deeper import.

			What would you make of it? Would that I could benefit from your observations and not merely unburden my own to you.

			* * *

			13 June

			You will think I exaggerate the events I will now relate in order to amuse myself, Morris, or tease you. I assure you I do not. They hint at mysteries which our philosophies are unable to explain. I have always taken this shadowy realm of man’s knowledge most seriously. Too seriously, you no doubt would remind me! It is your skeptic’s eye I want now. Perhaps it can pierce the gloom which has so confounded me.

			On the Sunday following the above-related conversation, Chandler led service as is customary. I took careful note as he read from the good book: an unhealthy pallor, a feverish gleam in the bloodshot eye, a trembling hand. Petey was listening to the service from one of her favorite perches and squawked an “Amen” at the end a heartbeat after the rest of us. The men were torn between laughing and making signs against evil. I kept my eye on the captain, who blanched whiter than his neckcloth. Later, in the relaxed atmosphere of the afternoon, I took the liberty of approaching him on the quarterdeck. I told him in low tones I thought he looked quite ill and I would be honored to wait on him below. With an air of humoring me, he said it was cursed hot and he would be glad of a respite. As we went below he called the steward for a pot of coffee. In the filtered light of his cabin he looked less pallid but no less feverish.

			“Your attention to my health is admirable, doctor, but I am perfectly well.” Once the steward had served the coffee, I asked Chandler how he had slept the previous night. With a wry twist of his mouth, he said, “As I mentioned, I am troubled by dreams.” As he refilled his cup, I commented, “On board a ship carrying some of the finest tea in the world, you drink coffee.”

			What change came over his features I can hardly describe: a look of suffering as I have seen on the faces of dying men, of the battle-wounded, but never on such a most-ways hale specimen. At that moment we both heard Petey, distant but unmistakeable, cry “Amen” once again. A vein throbbed in the captain’s temple. “By the bye,” I said, wishing to provoke him according to some instinct I learned long ago to trust, “that song Petey echoed last night; does it have some unique meaning to you?” A softer look than I had yet seen came into his eye for a moment, and he answered, “It used to be a favourite of my wife’s.” Then he thanked me for my solicitude and ushered me firmly out.

			That evening, the seas were rougher and there was more activity than usual after sundown as hands adjusted the rigging. I was standing out of the way when Petey, dislodged by the commotion, for the first time alighted on my shoulder. The captain happened to pass near me and she said, quite clearly, “Josiah!” Chandler took a step closer and Petey darted back into the rigging. “How the devil did she know my Christian name?” he asked me, open fear in his voice. He was away before I could give voice to one of the common-sense answers on my tongue. Thinking about it now, I am not sure of their so-called sense. No one calls a captain by his first name aboard a ship like this. 

			I had long since retired to my cabin; the seas were calming; and the night was well advanced when there was a knock at my door. It was the captain, staggering with exhaustion. He said he had a great favour to ask of me – would I watch by him as he slept? He said having a man of medicine nearby would ease him, as he awoke sometimes in a fit. I obliged, bringing with me a paper I had been meaning to study, and took a chair just outside his door. I called for tea. Hardly had I finished the pot when I heard a cry from inside the cabin, followed by a crash. I opened the door to find Chandler on his knees, looking wild as any pirate.

			“She was here,” he was mumbling, “just here.” I helped him to the bed again, fetched a glass of wine, and urged him to drink. He took the glass but would not taste it. “Joanna…oh, Joanna, forgive me.” I tried in vain to get him to sleep again, urging him back to his bunk, but he kept calling for coffee. When it came he drank his way through the pot. Some energy returned to his enervated limbs. His heavy-lidded eyes brightened. “Doctor, forgive me. Perhaps you have some cure, some rare restorative herb, which might lend me strength?” I said it was my opinion that a solid night’s rest would do him more good than all the medicine in the world. “You see what happens when I fall asleep. I have tried opiates, but I cannot captain a ship when drugged into sleep. I take my rest in snatches, and depend on this elixir” – gesturing to the silver pot before him – “to keep me alert.” I enquired how long he had not been able to sleep and he put his head in his hands. “Since the day she died.”

			I determined to get the full story from him. I fetched coffee for him and more tea for myself. The ship was caught in that stillness that seems always to come in the darkest hours. I pressed and he answered, hardly above a whisper, “I should say, since the day I killed her. Killed them both. O, Joanna! My Horatio!” He buried his head in his hands. When he could bring himself to continue, he said, “I brought home the poisoned stuff, unknowing.”

			O, the abject, the low misery in his voice! The thrill of sorrow I felt for him, you can imagine. He then told me a story I am loath to fully relate, wishing to protect some of his confidence. In sum: he left the Navy after an injury, and suffered loss after loss as a new merchant. He fell upon sorely hard times. Having a wife and child to support, he resorted at last to crime. He began smuggling tea. Troubled by his conscience, he turned to drinking in his shame at what he had become. Unbeknownst to him, one of his partners began adulterating their cargo, replacing some portion of the wholesome leaf with inferior herbs so that he could resell the pure stuff and line his own pockets more richly. Some fatally ignorant hand tainted a shipment with hemlock – seized, perhaps, from some apothecary’s stores, or harvested wild by one wholly unacquainted with botany.

			It was from this shipment that the captain took a parcel home, thinking to delight his family with Eastern luxury. Perhaps a cup or two would not have killed them; but they fell on it gratefully, unused to such largesse. Chandler took little of it himself. He was in the grasp of strong drink, that which now so repulses him. He was not even home when they died, he said. He was at sea when a mail ship delivered the tidings. His boy Horatio had been a promising lad of ten years – he was to take to the sea the following year with his father. And now – nevermore! When I think of my own at home, of Robert and the others, and what it would do to my soul to be the means of their doom; e.g., if I carried home a tropical disease and it laid waste to them and yet spared my own life; God save me! – I was overcome as I wrote that dark line, Morris. But there, I am composed enough now to continue. 

			“Their deaths saved others,” I said, looking for grace in his sorrow; “the shipment was recalled and burned, thanks to them.” Meager line to offer a drowning man; he grasped it well as he could. And at the very least, sharing the burden of the truth with another soul had enabled him to meet my eyes. We could both feel the day beginning to lighten around us. I suggested we go on deck to watch the sunrise. My head was spinning from his tale and from the long, sleepless night. The taste of Assam in my mouth was bitter.

			We sought the quarterdeck for privacy. The stars still shone on us, but dimly. I saw Petey, head tucked under her wing, not far from us. The captain followed my gaze and said, “Can you tell me why that bird should strike such fear into my heart? I am a Christian, or I have tried to be. But the words she has spoken – they seem to be calling to me from beyond the grave.” I little liked his thought, and said, “Coincidence is all. Be firm in your mind, Captain. She is an ordinary parrot.” He asked simply, “But parroting whom?” 

			My rational mind wished to assure him that a parrot in a port town must pick up all sorts of tid-bits, that we are bound to interpret coincidences as meaningful when they are patently not, that the souls of his innocent family were safely, quietly, in the bosom of God; but my own mind was seduced by the mystery of that pearly hour and by the strangeness of the night.

			As though she sensed us talking about her, Ocypete woke and stretched her dove-grey wings. She looked like an angel, pinioned there against the darker sky, and I believe Chandler had the same impression.

			The bird flapped down to a yardarm nearer to us, cocking her head. “Ratio,” she said. Chandler stumbled and grabbed the rail. The bird tilted her head and continued, “Ratio, Ratio, Ratio.” Chandler’s arm around my shoulder tightened and the man heaved a sob. “Come, Captain! Your men are watching!” The captain lurched forward and his motion caused Petey to flutter backwards. She resettled on a yard swung out over the blue.

			“Welcome me home,” she offered, repeating his poor wife’s favourite song again. “Joanna?” Chandler asked, and the hope and despair in that one word caused the tears to stand in my eyes. He freed himself of me and stepped on a coil of rope to reach closer to the bird. “From Palestine hither I come,” he said to the bird, another line in that simple song which is now writ in flames in my mind. The bird answered in perfect time, “Lady love, lady love, welcome me home!” Petey launched into the dawn air, repeating the lyric.

			Chandler cried out as if the soul of his Joanna truly was flying away from him once more. I lunged for him before I quite knew what I was doing, trying to grasp him even as my mind refused to acknowledge what the look on that man’s face portended. My hands closed on his jacket; Petey shrieked from above us; the captain tore at his jacket and beat me away; I stumbled up from the deck with my arms full of broadcloth in time to see Chandler fling himself headlong into the great deep.

			Men swarmed the quarterdeck. A line was uncoiled and tossed into the blue. No head surfaced. No flailing limbs disturbed that dawn-still, that rosy, perfect mirror of the heavens. A ripple of foam was the only sign of his passing. The sun crested the edge of the world. If I should live a thousand years I could not forget that sunrise, the boundless horizon clear as glass below a watchful, fiery eye.

			Ocypete had been unsettled by the great activity and for the second time, she came to rest on my shoulder. What she said next, I relate to you here, Morris; and while aware that I was delirious from sleeplessness, from the tragedies I had learned and the one I had just witnessed, in my darkest dreams I could not have dreamt it. She said: “Bounded in a nutshell, doctor, bounded in a nutshell.”

			The crew now believe this ship to be cursed. The first mate is putting in soon on the African coast and has said he will let me seek passage elsewhere should I desire it. I will post this and devote myself to my work until I am called back to England. When I find the heart for it I shall write again. In the mean time, may God bless you and keep you, and may you think fondly of – 

			Your affectionate brother,

			Stewart
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			The Secret Sharer 

			Joseph Conrad
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			Chapter I 

			On my right hand there were lines of fishing stakes resembling a mysterious system of half-submerged bamboo fences, incomprehensible in its division of the domain of tropical fishes, and crazy of aspect as if abandoned forever by some nomad tribe of fishermen now gone to the other end of the ocean; for there was no sign of human habitation as far as the eye could reach. To the left a group of barren islets, suggesting ruins of stone walls, towers, and blockhouses, had its foundations set in a blue sea that itself looked solid, so still and stable did it lie below my feet; even the track of light from the westering sun shone smoothly, without that animated glitter which tells of an imperceptible ripple. And when I turned my head to take a parting glance at the tug which had just left us anchored outside the bar, I saw the straight line of the flat shore joined to the stable sea, edge to edge, with a perfect and unmarked closeness, in one leveled floor half brown, half blue under the enormous dome of the sky. Corresponding in their insignificance to the islets of the sea, two small clumps of trees, one on each side of the only fault in the impeccable joint, marked the mouth of the river Meinam we had just left on the first preparatory stage of our homeward journey; and, far back on the inland level, a larger and loftier mass, the grove surrounding the great Paknam pagoda, was the only thing on which the eye could rest from the vain task of exploring the monotonous sweep of the horizon. Here and there gleams as of a few scattered pieces of silver marked the windings of the great river; and on the nearest of them, just within the bar, the tug steaming right into the land became lost to my sight, hull and funnel and masts, as though the impassive earth had swallowed her up without an effort, without a tremor. My eye followed the light cloud of her smoke, now here, now there, above the plain, according to the devious curves of the stream, but always fainter and farther away, till I lost it at last behind the miter-shaped hill of the great pagoda. And then I was left alone with my ship, anchored at the head of the Gulf of Siam. 

			She floated at the starting point of a long journey, very still in an immense stillness, the shadows of her spars flung far to the eastward by the setting sun. At that moment I was alone on her decks. There was not a sound in her – and around us nothing moved, nothing lived, not a canoe on the water, not a bird in the air, not a cloud in the sky. In this breathless pause at the threshold of a long passage we seemed to be measuring our fitness for a long and arduous enterprise, the appointed task of both our existences to be carried out, far from all human eyes, with only sky and sea for spectators and for judges.

			There must have been some glare in the air to interfere with one’s sight, because it was only just before the sun left us that my roaming eyes made out beyond the highest ridges of the principal islet of the group something which did away with the solemnity of perfect solitude. The tide of darkness flowed on swiftly; and with tropical suddenness a swarm of stars came out above the shadowy earth, while I lingered yet, my hand resting lightly on my ship’s rail as if on the shoulder of a trusted friend. But, with all that multitude of celestial bodies staring down at one, the comfort of quiet communion with her was gone for good. And there were also disturbing sounds by this time – voices, footsteps forward; the steward flitted along the main-deck, a busily ministering spirit; a hand bell tinkled urgently under the poop deck…. 

			I found my two officers waiting for me near the supper table, in the lighted cuddy. We sat down at once, and as I helped the chief mate, I said: 

			“Are you aware that there is a ship anchored inside the islands? I saw her mastheads above the ridge as the sun went down.” 

			He raised sharply his simple face, overcharged by a terrible growth of whisker, and emitted his usual ejaculations: “Bless my soul, sir! You don’t say so!” 

			My second mate was a round-cheeked, silent young man, grave beyond his years, I thought; but as our eyes happened to meet I detected a slight quiver on his lips. I looked down at once. It was not my part to encourage sneering on board my ship. It must be said, too, that I knew very little of my officers. In consequence of certain events of no particular significance, except to myself, I had been appointed to the command only a fortnight before. Neither did I know much of the hands forward. All these people had been together for eighteen months or so, and my position was that of the only stranger on board. I mention this because it has some bearing on what is to follow. But what I felt most was my being a stranger to the ship; and if all the truth must be told, I was somewhat of a stranger to myself. The youngest man on board (barring the second mate), and untried as yet by a position of the fullest responsibility, I was willing to take the adequacy of the others for granted. They had simply to be equal to their tasks; but I wondered how far I should turn out faithful to that ideal conception of one’s own personality every man sets up for himself secretly. 

			Meantime the chief mate, with an almost visible effect of collaboration on the part of his round eyes and frightful whiskers, was trying to evolve a theory of the anchored ship. His dominant trait was to take all things into earnest consideration. He was of a painstaking turn of mind. As he used to say, he ‘liked to account to himself’ for practically everything that came in his way, down to a miserable scorpion he had found in his cabin a week before. The why and the wherefore of that scorpion – how it got on board and came to select his room rather than the pantry (which was a dark place and more what a scorpion would be partial to), and how on earth it managed to drown itself in the inkwell of his writing desk – had exercised him infinitely. The ship within the islands was much more easily accounted for; and just as we were about to rise from table he made his pronouncement. She was, he doubted not, a ship from home lately arrived. Probably she drew too much water to cross the bar except at the top of spring tides. Therefore she went into that natural harbor to wait for a few days in preference to remaining in an open roadstead. 

			“That’s so,” confirmed the second mate, suddenly, in his slightly hoarse voice. “She draws over twenty feet. She’s the Liverpool ship Sephora with a cargo of coal. Hundred and twenty-three days from Cardiff.” 

			We looked at him in surprise. 

			“The tugboat skipper told me when he came on board for your letters, sir,” explained the young man. “He expects to take her up the river the day after tomorrow.” 

			After thus overwhelming us with the extent of his information he slipped out of the cabin. The mate observed regretfully that he “could not account for that young fellow’s whims.” What prevented him telling us all about it at once, he wanted to know. 

			I detained him as he was making a move. For the last two days the crew had had plenty of hard work, and the night before they had very little sleep. I felt painfully that I – a stranger – was doing something unusual when I directed him to let all hands turn in without setting an anchor watch. I proposed to keep on deck myself till one o’clock or thereabouts. I would get the second mate to relieve me at that hour. 

			“He will turn out the cook and the steward at four,” I concluded, “and then give you a call. Of course at the slightest sign of any sort of wind we’ll have the hands up and make a start at once.” 

			He concealed his astonishment. “Very well, sir.” Outside the cuddy he put his head in the second mate’s door to inform him of my unheard-of caprice to take a five hours’ anchor watch on myself. I heard the other raise his voice incredulously – “What? The Captain himself?” Then a few more murmurs, a door closed, then another. A few moments later I went on deck. 

			My strangeness, which had made me sleepless, had prompted that unconventional arrangement, as if I had expected in those solitary hours of the night to get on terms with the ship of which I knew nothing, manned by men of whom I knew very little more. Fast alongside a wharf, littered like any ship in port with a tangle of unrelated things, invaded by unrelated shore people, I had hardly seen her yet properly. Now, as she lay cleared for sea, the stretch of her main-deck seemed to me very fine under the stars. Very fine, very roomy for her size, and very inviting. I descended the poop and paced the waist, my mind picturing to myself the coming passage through the Malay Archipelago, down the Indian Ocean, and up the Atlantic. All its phases were familiar enough to me, every characteristic, all the alternatives which were likely to face me on the high seas – everything!…except the novel responsibility of command. But I took heart from the reasonable thought that the ship was like other ships, the men like other men, and that the sea was not likely to keep any special surprises expressly for my discomfiture. 

			Arrived at that comforting conclusion, I bethought myself of a cigar and went below to get it. All was still down there. Everybody at the after end of the ship was sleeping profoundly. I came out again on the quarter-deck, agreeably at ease in my sleeping suit on that warm breathless night, barefooted, a glowing cigar in my teeth, and, going forward, I was met by the profound silence of the fore end of the ship. Only as I passed the door of the forecastle, I heard a deep, quiet, trustful sigh of some sleeper inside. And suddenly I rejoiced in the great security of the sea as compared with the unrest of the land, in my choice of that untempted life presenting no disquieting problems, invested with an elementary moral beauty by the absolute straightforwardness of its appeal and by the singleness of its purpose. 

			The riding light in the forerigging burned with a clear, untroubled, as if symbolic, flame, confident and bright in the mysterious shades of the night. Passing on my way aft along the other side of the ship, I observed that the rope side ladder, put over, no doubt, for the master of the tug when he came to fetch away our letters, had not been hauled in as it should have been. I became annoyed at this, for exactitude in some small matters is the very soul of discipline. Then I reflected that I had myself peremptorily dismissed my officers from duty, and by my own act had prevented the anchor watch being formally set and things properly attended to. I asked myself whether it was wise ever to interfere with the established routine of duties even from the kindest of motives. My action might have made me appear eccentric. Goodness only knew how that absurdly whiskered mate would ‘account’ for my conduct, and what the whole ship thought of that informality of their new captain. I was vexed with myself. 

			Not from compunction certainly, but, as it were mechanically, I proceeded to get the ladder in myself. Now a side ladder of that sort is a light affair and comes in easily, yet my vigorous tug, which should have brought it flying on board, merely recoiled upon my body in a totally unexpected jerk. What the devil!… I was so astounded by the immovableness of that ladder that I remained stock-still, trying to account for it to myself like that imbecile mate of mine. In the end, of course, I put my head over the rail. 

			The side of the ship made an opaque belt of shadow on the darkling glassy shimmer of the sea. But I saw at once something elongated and pale floating very close to the ladder. Before I could form a guess a faint flash of phosphorescent light, which seemed to issue suddenly from the naked body of a man, flickered in the sleeping water with the elusive, silent play of summer lightning in a night sky. With a gasp I saw revealed to my stare a pair of feet, the long legs, a broad livid back immersed right up to the neck in a greenish cadaverous glow. One hand, awash, clutched the bottom rung of the ladder. He was complete but for the head. A headless corpse! The cigar dropped out of my gaping mouth with a tiny plop and a short hiss quite audible in the absolute stillness of all things under heaven. At that I suppose he raised up his face, a dimly pale oval in the shadow of the ship’s side. But even then I could only barely make out down there the shape of his black-haired head. However, it was enough for the horrid, frost-bound sensation which had gripped me about the chest to pass off. The moment of vain exclamations was past, too. I only climbed on the spare spar and leaned over the rail as far as I could, to bring my eyes nearer to that mystery floating alongside. 

			As he hung by the ladder, like a resting swimmer, the sea lightning played about his limbs at every stir; and he appeared in it ghastly, silvery, fishlike. He remained as mute as a fish, too. He made no motion to get out of the water, either. It was inconceivable that he should not attempt to come on board, and strangely troubling to suspect that perhaps he did not want to. And my first words were prompted by just that troubled incertitude. 

			“What’s the matter?” I asked in my ordinary tone, speaking down to the face upturned exactly under mine. 

			“Cramp,” it answered, no louder. Then slightly anxious, “I say, no need to call anyone.” 

			“I was not going to,” I said. 

			“Are you alone on deck?” 

			“Yes.” 

			I had somehow the impression that he was on the point of letting go the ladder to swim away beyond my ken – mysterious as he came. But, for the moment, this being appearing as if he had risen from the bottom of the sea (it was certainly the nearest land to the ship) wanted only to know the time. I told him. And he, down there, tentatively: 

			“I suppose your captain’s turned in?” 

			“I am sure he isn’t,” I said. 

			He seemed to struggle with himself, for I heard something like the low, bitter murmur of doubt. “What’s the good?” His next words came out with a hesitating effort. 

			“Look here, my man. Could you call him out quietly?” 

			I thought the time had come to declare myself. 

			“I am the captain.” 

			I heard a “By Jove!” whispered at the level of the water. The phosphorescence flashed in the swirl of the water all about his limbs, his other hand seized the ladder. 

			“My name’s Leggatt.” 

			The voice was calm and resolute. A good voice. The self-possession of that man had somehow induced a corresponding state in myself. It was very quietly that I remarked: 

			“You must be a good swimmer.” 

			“Yes. I’ve been in the water practically since nine o’clock. The question for me now is whether I am to let go this ladder and go on swimming till I sink from exhaustion, or – to come on board here.” 

			I felt this was no mere formula of desperate speech, but a real alternative in the view of a strong soul. I should have gathered from this that he was young; indeed, it is only the young who are ever confronted by such clear issues. But at the time it was pure intuition on my part. A mysterious communication was established already between us two – in the face of that silent, darkened tropical sea. I was young, too; young enough to make no comment. The man in the water began suddenly to climb up the ladder, and I hastened away from the rail to fetch some clothes. 

			Before entering the cabin I stood still, listening in the lobby at the foot of the stairs. A faint snore came through the closed door of the chief mate’s room. The second mate’s door was on the hook, but the darkness in there was absolutely soundless. He, too, was young and could sleep like a stone. Remained the steward, but he was not likely to wake up before he was called. I got a sleeping suit out of my room and, coming back on deck, saw the naked man from the sea sitting on the main hatch, glimmering white in the darkness, his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. In a moment he had concealed his damp body in a sleeping suit of the same gray-stripe pattern as the one I was wearing and followed me like my double on the poop. Together we moved right aft, barefooted, silent. 

			“What is it?” I asked in a deadened voice, taking the lighted lamp out of the binnacle, and raising it to his face. 

			“An ugly business.” 

			He had rather regular features; a good mouth; light eyes under somewhat heavy, dark eyebrows; a smooth, square forehead; no growth on his cheeks; a small, brown moustache, and a well-shaped, round chin. His expression was concentrated, meditative, under the inspecting light of the lamp I held up to his face; such as a man thinking hard in solitude might wear. My sleeping suit was just right for his size. A well-knit young fellow of twenty-five at most. He caught his lower lip with the edge of white, even teeth. 

			“Yes,” I said, replacing the lamp in the binnacle. The warm, heavy tropical night closed upon his head again. 

			“There’s a ship over there,” he murmured. 

			“Yes, I know. The Sephora. Did you know of us?” 

			“Hadn’t the slightest idea. I am the mate of her –” He paused and corrected himself. “I should say I was.” 

			“Aha! Something wrong?” 

			“Yes. Very wrong indeed. I’ve killed a man.” 

			“What do you mean? Just now?” 

			“No, on the passage. Weeks ago. Thirty-nine south. When I say a man –” 

			“Fit of temper,” I suggested, confidently. 

			The shadowy, dark head, like mine, seemed to nod imperceptibly above the ghostly gray of my sleeping suit. It was, in the night, as though I had been faced by my own reflection in the depths of a somber and immense mirror. 

			“A pretty thing to have to own up to for a Conway boy,” murmured my double, distinctly. 

			“You’re a Conway boy?” 

			“I am,” he said, as if startled. Then, slowly…“Perhaps you too –” 

			It was so; but being a couple of years older I had left before he joined. After a quick interchange of dates a silence fell; and I thought suddenly of my absurd mate with his terrific whiskers and the ‘Bless my soul – you don’t say so’ type of intellect. My double gave me an inkling of his thoughts by saying: “My father’s a parson in Norfolk. Do you see me before a judge and jury on that charge? For myself I can’t see the necessity. There are fellows that an angel from heaven – and I am not that. He was one of those creatures that are just simmering all the time with a silly sort of wickedness. Miserable devils that have no business to live at all. He wouldn’t do his duty and wouldn’t let anybody else do theirs. But what’s the good of talking! You know well enough the sort of ill-conditioned snarling cur –” 

			He appealed to me as if our experiences had been as identical as our clothes. And I knew well enough the pestiferous danger of such a character where there are no means of legal repression. And I knew well enough also that my double there was no homicidal ruffian. I did not think of asking him for details, and he told me the story roughly in brusque, disconnected sentences. I needed no more. I saw it all going on as though I were myself inside that other sleeping suit. 

			“It happened while we were setting a reefed foresail, at dusk. Reefed foresail! You understand the sort of weather. The only sail we had left to keep the ship running; so you may guess what it had been like for days. Anxious sort of job, that. He gave me some of his cursed insolence at the sheet. I tell you I was overdone with this terrific weather that seemed to have no end to it. Terrific, I tell you – and a deep ship. I believe the fellow himself was half crazed with funk. It was no time for gentlemanly reproof, so I turned round and felled him like an ox. He up and at me. We closed just as an awful sea made for the ship. All hands saw it coming and took to the rigging, but I had him by the throat, and went on shaking him like a rat, the men above us yelling, ‘Look out! Look out!’ Then a crash as if the sky had fallen on my head. They say that for over ten minutes hardly anything was to be seen of the ship – just the three masts and a bit of the forecastle head and of the poop all awash driving along in a smother of foam. It was a miracle that they found us, jammed together behind the forebitts. It’s clear that I meant business, because I was holding him by the throat still when they picked us up. He was black in the face. It was too much for them. It seems they rushed us aft together, gripped as we were, screaming ‘Murder!’ like a lot of lunatics, and broke into the cuddy. And the ship running for her life, touch and go all the time, any minute her last in a sea fit to turn your hair gray only a-looking at it. I understand that the skipper, too, started raving like the rest of them. The man had been deprived of sleep for more than a week, and to have this sprung on him at the height of a furious gale nearly drove him out of his mind. I wonder they didn’t fling me overboard after getting the carcass of their precious shipmate out of my fingers. They had rather a job to separate us, I’ve been told. A sufficiently fierce story to make an old judge and a respectable jury sit up a bit. The first thing I heard when I came to myself was the maddening howling of that endless gale, and on that the voice of the old man. He was hanging on to my bunk, staring into my face out of his sou’wester. 

			“‘Mr. Leggatt, you have killed a man. You can act no longer as chief mate of this ship.’” 

			His care to subdue his voice made it sound monotonous. He rested a hand on the end of the skylight to steady himself with, and all that time did not stir a limb, so far as I could see. “Nice little tale for a quiet tea party,” he concluded in the same tone. 

			One of my hands, too, rested on the end of the skylight; neither did I stir a limb, so far as I knew. We stood less than a foot from each other. It occurred to me that if old “Bless my soul – you don’t say so” were to put his head up the companion and catch sight of us, he would think he was seeing double, or imagine himself come upon a scene of weird witchcraft; the strange captain having a quiet confabulation by the wheel with his own gray ghost. I became very much concerned to prevent anything of the sort. I heard the other’s soothing undertone. 

			“My father’s a parson in Norfolk,” it said. Evidently he had forgotten he had told me this important fact before. Truly a nice little tale. 

			“You had better slip down into my stateroom now,” I said, moving off stealthily. My double followed my movements; our bare feet made no sound; I let him in, closed the door with care, and, after giving a call to the second mate, returned on deck for my relief. 

			“Not much sign of any wind yet,” I remarked when he approached. 

			“No, sir. Not much,” he assented, sleepily, in his hoarse voice, with just enough deference, no more, and barely suppressing a yawn. 

			“Well, that’s all you have to look out for. You have got your orders.” 

			“Yes, sir.” 

			I paced a turn or two on the poop and saw him take up his position face forward with his elbow in the ratlines of the mizzen rigging before I went below. The mate’s faint snoring was still going on peacefully. The cuddy lamp was burning over the table on which stood a vase with flowers, a polite attention from the ship’s provision merchant – the last flowers we should see for the next three months at the very least. Two bunches of bananas hung from the beam symmetrically, one on each side of the rudder casing. Everything was as before in the ship – except that two of her captain’s sleeping suits were simultaneously in use, one motionless in the cuddy, the other keeping very still in the captain’s stateroom. 

			It must be explained here that my cabin had the form of the capital letter L, the door being within the angle and opening into the short part of the letter. A couch was to the left, the bed place to the right; my writing desk and the chronometers’ table faced the door. But anyone opening it, unless he stepped right inside, had no view of what I call the long (or vertical) part of the letter. It contained some lockers surmounted by a bookcase; and a few clothes, a thick jacket or two, caps, oilskin coat, and such like, hung on hooks. There was at the bottom of that part a door opening into my bathroom, which could be entered also directly from the saloon. But that way was never used. 

			The mysterious arrival had discovered the advantage of this particular shape. Entering my room, lighted strongly by a big bulkhead lamp swung on gimbals above my writing desk, I did not see him anywhere till he stepped out quietly from behind the coats hung in the recessed part. 

			“I heard somebody moving about, and went in there at once,” he whispered. 

			I, too, spoke under my breath. 

			“Nobody is likely to come in here without knocking and getting permission.” 

			He nodded. His face was thin and the sunburn faded, as though he had been ill. And no wonder. He had been, I heard presently, kept under arrest in his cabin for nearly seven weeks. But there was nothing sickly in his eyes or in his expression. He was not a bit like me, really; yet, as we stood leaning over my bed place, whispering side by side, with our dark heads together and our backs to the door, anybody bold enough to open it stealthily would have been treated to the uncanny sight of a double captain busy talking in whispers with his other self. 

			“But all this doesn’t tell me how you came to hang on to our side ladder,” I inquired, in the hardly audible murmurs we used, after he had told me something more of the proceedings on board the Sephora once the bad weather was over. 

			“When we sighted Java Head I had had time to think all those matters out several times over. I had six weeks of doing nothing else, and with only an hour or so every evening for a tramp on the quarter-deck.” 

			He whispered, his arms folded on the side of my bed place, staring through the open port. And I could imagine perfectly the manner of this thinking out – a stubborn if not a steadfast operation; something of which I should have been perfectly incapable. 

			“I reckoned it would be dark before we closed with the land,” he continued, so low that I had to strain my hearing near as we were to each other, shoulder touching shoulder almost. “So I asked to speak to the old man. He always seemed very sick when he came to see me – as if he could not look me in the face. You know, that foresail saved the ship. She was too deep to have run long under bare poles. And it was I that managed to set it for him. Anyway, he came. When I had him in my cabin – he stood by the door looking at me as if I had the halter round my neck already – I asked him right away to leave my cabin door unlocked at night while the ship was going through Sunda Straits. There would be the Java coast within two or three miles, off Angier Point. I wanted nothing more. I’ve had a prize for swimming my second year in the Conway.” 

			“I can believe it,” I breathed out. 

			“God only knows why they locked me in every night. To see some of their faces you’d have thought they were afraid I’d go about at night strangling people. Am I a murdering brute? Do I look it? By Jove! If I had been he wouldn’t have trusted himself like that into my room. You’ll say I might have chucked him aside and bolted out, there and then – it was dark already. Well, no. And for the same reason I wouldn’t think of trying to smash the door. There would have been a rush to stop me at the noise, and I did not mean to get into a confounded scrimmage. Somebody else might have got killed – for I would not have broken out only to get chucked back, and I did not want any more of that work. He refused, looking more sick than ever. He was afraid of the men, and also of that old second mate of his who had been sailing with him for years – a gray-headed old humbug; and his steward, too, had been with him devil knows how long – seventeen years or more – a dogmatic sort of loafer who hated me like poison, just because I was the chief mate. No chief mate ever made more than one voyage in the Sephora, you know. Those two old chaps ran the ship. Devil only knows what the skipper wasn’t afraid of (all his nerve went to pieces altogether in that hellish spell of bad weather we had) – of what the law would do to him – of his wife, perhaps. Oh, yes! She’s on board. Though I don’t think she would have meddled. She would have been only too glad to have me out of the ship in any way. The ‘brand of Cain’ business, don’t you see. That’s all right. I was ready enough to go off wandering on the face of the earth – and that was price enough to pay for an Abel of that sort. Anyhow, he wouldn’t listen to me. ‘This thing must take its course. I represent the law here.’ He was shaking like a leaf. ‘So you won’t?’ ‘No!’ ‘Then I hope you will be able to sleep on that,’ I said, and turned my back on him. ‘I wonder that you can,’ cries he, and locks the door. 

			“Well after that, I couldn’t. Not very well. That was three weeks ago. We have had a slow passage through the Java Sea; drifted about Carimata for ten days. When we anchored here they thought, I suppose, it was all right. The nearest land (and that’s five miles) is the ship’s destination; the consul would soon set about catching me; and there would have been no object in holding to these islets there. I don’t suppose there’s a drop of water on them. I don’t know how it was, but tonight that steward, after bringing me my supper, went out to let me eat it, and left the door unlocked. And I ate it – all there was, too. After I had finished I strolled out on the quarter-deck. I don’t know that I meant to do anything. A breath of fresh air was all I wanted, I believe. Then a sudden temptation came over me. I kicked off my slippers and was in the water before I had made up my mind fairly. Somebody heard the splash and they raised an awful hullabaloo. ‘He’s gone! Lower the boats! He’s committed suicide! No, he’s swimming.’ Certainly I was swimming. It’s not so easy for a swimmer like me to commit suicide by drowning. I landed on the nearest islet before the boat left the ship’s side. I heard them pulling about in the dark, hailing, and so on, but after a bit they gave up. Everything quieted down and the anchorage became still as death. I sat down on a stone and began to think. I felt certain they would start searching for me at daylight. There was no place to hide on those stony things – and if there had been, what would have been the good? But now I was clear of that ship, I was not going back. So after a while I took off all my clothes, tied them up in a bundle with a stone inside, and dropped them in the deep water on the outer side of that islet. That was suicide enough for me. Let them think what they liked, but I didn’t mean to drown myself. I meant to swim till I sank – but that’s not the same thing. I struck out for another of these little islands, and it was from that one that I first saw your riding light. Something to swim for. I went on easily, and on the way I came upon a flat rock a foot or two above water. In the daytime, I dare say, you might make it out with a glass from your poop. I scrambled up on it and rested myself for a bit. Then I made another start. That last spell must have been over a mile.” 

			His whisper was getting fainter and fainter, and all the time he stared straight out through the porthole, in which there was not even a star to be seen. I had not interrupted him. There was something that made comment impossible in his narrative, or perhaps in himself; a sort of feeling, a quality, which I can’t find a name for. And when he ceased, all I found was a futile whisper: “So you swam for our light?” 

			“Yes – straight for it. It was something to swim for. I couldn’t see any stars low down because the coast was in the way, and I couldn’t see the land, either. The water was like glass. One might have been swimming in a confounded thousand-feet deep cistern with no place for scrambling out anywhere; but what I didn’t like was the notion of swimming round and round like a crazed bullock before I gave out; and as I didn’t mean to go back…No. Do you see me being hauled back, stark naked, off one of these little islands by the scruff of the neck and fighting like a wild beast? Somebody would have got killed for certain, and I did not want any of that. So I went on. Then your ladder –” 

			“Why didn’t you hail the ship?” I asked, a little louder. 

			He touched my shoulder lightly. Lazy footsteps came right over our heads and stopped. The second mate had crossed from the other side of the poop and might have been hanging over the rail for all we knew. 

			“He couldn’t hear us talking – could he?” My double breathed into my very ear, anxiously. 

			His anxiety was in answer, a sufficient answer, to the question I had put to him. An answer containing all the difficulty of that situation. I closed the porthole quietly, to make sure. A louder word might have been overheard. 

			“Who’s that?” he whispered then. 

			“My second mate. But I don’t know much more of the fellow than you do.” 

			And I told him a little about myself. I had been appointed to take charge while I least expected anything of the sort, not quite a fortnight ago. I didn’t know either the ship or the people. Hadn’t had the time in port to look about me or size anybody up. And as to the crew, all they knew was that I was appointed to take the ship home. For the rest, I was almost as much of a stranger on board as himself, I said. And at the moment I felt it most acutely. I felt that it would take very little to make me a suspect person in the eyes of the ship’s company. 

			He had turned about meantime; and we, the two strangers in the ship, faced each other in identical attitudes. 

			“Your ladder –” he murmured, after a silence. “Who’d have thought of finding a ladder hanging over at night in a ship anchored out here! I felt just then a very unpleasant faintness. After the life I’ve been leading for nine weeks, anybody would have got out of condition. I wasn’t capable of swimming round as far as your rudder chains. And, lo and behold! There was a ladder to get hold of. After I gripped it I said to myself, ‘What’s the good?’ When I saw a man’s head looking over I thought I would swim away presently and leave him shouting – in whatever language it was. I didn’t mind being looked at. I – I liked it. And then you speaking to me so quietly – as if you had expected me – made me hold on a little longer. It had been a confounded lonely time – I don’t mean while swimming. I was glad to talk a little to somebody that didn’t belong to the Sephora. As to asking for the captain, that was a mere impulse. It could have been no use, with all the ship knowing about me and the other people pretty certain to be round here in the morning. I don’t know – I wanted to be seen, to talk with somebody, before I went on. I don’t know what I would have said…. ‘Fine night, isn’t it?’ or something of the sort.” 

			“Do you think they will be round here presently?” I asked with some incredulity. 

			“Quite likely,” he said, faintly. 

			He looked extremely haggard all of a sudden. His head rolled on his shoulders. 

			“H’m. We shall see then. Meantime get into that bed,” I whispered. “Want help? There.” 

			It was a rather high bed place with a set of drawers underneath. This amazing swimmer really needed the lift I gave him by seizing his leg. He tumbled in, rolled over on his back, and flung one arm across his eyes. And then, with his face nearly hidden, he must have looked exactly as I used to look in that bed. I gazed upon my other self for a while before drawing across carefully the two green serge curtains which ran on a brass rod. I thought for a moment of pinning them together for greater safety, but I sat down on the couch, and once there I felt unwilling to rise and hunt for a pin. I would do it in a moment. I was extremely tired, in a peculiarly intimate way, by the strain of stealthiness, by the effort of whispering and the general secrecy of this excitement. It was three o’clock by now and I had been on my feet since nine, but I was not sleepy; I could not have gone to sleep. I sat there, fagged out, looking at the curtains, trying to clear my mind of the confused sensation of being in two places at once, and greatly bothered by an exasperating knocking in my head. It was a relief to discover suddenly that it was not in my head at all, but on the outside of the door. Before I could collect myself the words “Come in” were out of my mouth, and the steward entered with a tray, bringing in my morning coffee. I had slept, after all, and I was so frightened that I shouted, “This way! I am here, steward,” as though he had been miles away. He put down the tray on the table next the couch and only then said, very quietly, “I can see you are here, sir.” I felt him give me a keen look, but I dared not meet his eyes just then. He must have wondered why I had drawn the curtains of my bed before going to sleep on the couch. He went out, hooking the door open as usual. 

			I heard the crew washing decks above me. I knew I would have been told at once if there had been any wind. Calm, I thought, and I was doubly vexed. Indeed, I felt dual more than ever. The steward reappeared suddenly in the doorway. I jumped up from the couch so quickly that he gave a start. 

			“What do you want here?” 

			“Close your port, sir – they are washing decks.” 

			“It is closed,” I said, reddening. 

			“Very well, sir.” But he did not move from the doorway and returned my stare in an extraordinary, equivocal manner for a time. Then his eyes wavered, all his expression changed, and in a voice unusually gentle, almost coaxingly: 

			“May I come in to take the empty cup away, sir?” 

			“Of course!” I turned my back on him while he popped in and out. Then I unhooked and closed the door and even pushed the bolt. This sort of thing could not go on very long. The cabin was as hot as an oven, too. I took a peep at my double, and discovered that he had not moved, his arm was still over his eyes; but his chest heaved; his hair was wet; his chin glistened with perspiration. I reached over him and opened the port. 

			“I must show myself on deck,” I reflected. 

			Of course, theoretically, I could do what I liked, with no one to say nay to me within the whole circle of the horizon; but to lock my cabin door and take the key away I did not dare. Directly I put my head out of the companion I saw the group of my two officers, the second mate barefooted, the chief mate in long India-rubber boots, near the break of the poop, and the steward halfway down the poop ladder talking to them eagerly. He happened to catch sight of me and dived, the second ran down on the main-deck shouting some order or other, and the chief mate came to meet me, touching his cap. 

			There was a sort of curiosity in his eye that I did not like. I don’t know whether the steward had told them that I was ‘queer’ only, or downright drunk, but I know the man meant to have a good look at me. I watched him coming with a smile which, as he got into point-blank range, took effect and froze his very whiskers. I did not give him time to open his lips. 

			“Square the yards by lifts and braces before the hands go to breakfast.” 

			It was the first particular order I had given on board that ship; and I stayed on deck to see it executed, too. I had felt the need of asserting myself without loss of time. That sneering young cub got taken down a peg or two on that occasion, and I also seized the opportunity of having a good look at the face of every foremast man as they filed past me to go to the after braces. At breakfast time, eating nothing myself, I presided with such frigid dignity that the two mates were only too glad to escape from the cabin as soon as decency permitted; and all the time the dual working of my mind distracted me almost to the point of insanity. I was constantly watching myself, my secret self, as dependent on my actions as my own personality, sleeping in that bed, behind that door which faced me as I sat at the head of the table. It was very much like being mad, only it was worse because one was aware of it. 

			I had to shake him for a solid minute, but when at last he opened his eyes it was in the full possession of his senses, with an inquiring look. 

			“All’s well so far,” I whispered. “Now you must vanish into the bathroom.” 

			He did so, as noiseless as a ghost, and then I rang for the steward, and facing him boldly, directed him to tidy up my stateroom while I was having my bath – “and be quick about it.” As my tone admitted of no excuses, he said, “Yes, sir,” and ran off to fetch his dustpan and brushes. I took a bath and did most of my dressing, splashing, and whistling softly for the steward’s edification, while the secret sharer of my life stood drawn up bolt upright in that little space, his face looking very sunken in daylight, his eyelids lowered under the stern, dark line of his eyebrows drawn together by a slight frown.

			When I left him there to go back to my room the steward was finishing dusting. I sent for the mate and engaged him in some insignificant conversation. It was, as it were, trifling with the terrific character of his whiskers; but my object was to give him an opportunity for a good look at my cabin. And then I could at last shut, with a clear conscience, the door of my stateroom and get my double back into the recessed part. There was nothing else for it. He had to sit still on a small folding stool, half smothered by the heavy coats hanging there. We listened to the steward going into the bathroom out of the saloon, filling the water bottles there, scrubbing the bath, setting things to rights, whisk, bang, clatter – out again into the saloon – turn the key – click. Such was my scheme for keeping my second self invisible. Nothing better could be contrived under the circumstances. And there we sat; I at my writing desk ready to appear busy with some papers, he behind me out of sight of the door. It would not have been prudent to talk in daytime; and I could not have stood the excitement of that queer sense of whispering to myself. Now and then, glancing over my shoulder, I saw him far back there, sitting rigidly on the low stool, his bare feet close together, his arms folded, his head hanging on his breast – and perfectly still. Anybody would have taken him for me.

			I was fascinated by it myself. Every moment I had to glance over my shoulder. I was looking at him when a voice outside the door said: 

			“Beg pardon, sir.” 

			“Well!…” I kept my eyes on him, and so when the voice outside the door announced, “There’s a ship’s boat coming our way, sir,” I saw him give a start – the first movement he had made for hours. But he did not raise his bowed head. 

			“All right. Get the ladder over.” 

			I hesitated. Should I whisper something to him? But what? His immobility seemed to have been never disturbed. What could I tell him he did not know already?…Finally I went on deck. 

			

			Chapter II 

			The skipper of the Sephora had a thin red whisker all round his face, and the sort of complexion that goes with hair of that color; also the particular, rather smeary shade of blue in the eyes. He was not exactly a showy figure; his shoulders were high, his stature but middling – one leg slightly more bandy than the other. He shook hands, looking vaguely around. A spiritless tenacity was his main characteristic, I judged. I behaved with a politeness which seemed to disconcert him. Perhaps he was shy. He mumbled to me as if he were ashamed of what he was saying; gave his name (it was something like Archbold – but at this distance of years I hardly am sure), his ship’s name, and a few other particulars of that sort, in the manner of a criminal making a reluctant and doleful confession. He had had terrible weather on the passage out – terrible – terrible – wife aboard, too. 

			By this time we were seated in the cabin and the steward brought in a tray with a bottle and glasses. “Thanks! No.” Never took liquor. Would have some water, though. He drank two tumblerfuls. Terrible thirsty work. Ever since daylight had been exploring the islands round his ship. 

			“What was that for – fun?” I asked, with an appearance of polite interest. 

			“No!” He sighed. “Painful duty.” 

			As he persisted in his mumbling and I wanted my double to hear every word, I hit upon the notion of informing him that I regretted to say I was hard of hearing. 

			“Such a young man, too!” he nodded, keeping his smeary blue, unintelligent eyes fastened upon me. “What was the cause of it – some disease?” he inquired, without the least sympathy and as if he thought that, if so, I’d got no more than I deserved. 
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