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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Blake Ransom paraded down the row of ragged prisoners.

      His eyes were shards of black ice as he scrutinized his unfortunate hostages.  His greatcoat swooshed in the salty breeze, and his ugly sneer revealed matching gold fangs.  With each quiet thud of his boots against the deck, a ripple of terror went down the line.  Then, in a voice as sharp and cold as steel, the Demon of the Deep announced, “I ‘ave me but one rule when it comes to takin’ prisoners…”

      He swiveled to face a mother carrying newborn triplets and barked, “I DON’T!”

      The woman screamed and fainted, forcing two naval officers and Blake’s first mate to catch her squalling infants.  Satisfied, Blake turned around…and frowned.  His eyes narrowed.  Huffing loudly, he stormed toward the very last prisoner, and in his outrage could only manage a garbled “Argh!”

      The prisoner—the Grand Admiral himself—jumped and quickly put his book away.

      “What?  I’m listening!”

      The Grand Admiral yanked off his spectacles and looked up, rearranging his countenance into one of the utmost attention.  Blake stared at the die-hard literary connoisseur.  Then he wheeled around, heading back to where he had started.  After a long drawn-out sigh, he tramped back down the line, his boots clunking most intimidatingly as he went.

      “I ‘ave me but one rule when it comes to takin’ prisoners…I don’t!”

      “You would slaughter these innocent women and children?” the Admiral demanded in horror, gesturing at the young lady still passed out on the deck.  “You are a monster, Blake Ransom!”

      Blake lifted his face to the stormy sky and released the bloodcurdling laugh that sent even the wickedest buccaneers running.

      “I know,” he said when he was finished.

      But the Terror of the King’s Navy did not watch where he swaggered carefully enough.  The top deck was, it seemed, coming apart.  With a howl, the pirate captain tripped on a loose plank and hit the deck.  Instantly, the Grand Admiral was at his side.

      “Are you all right?” he asked with motherly concern, noting the sea demon’s bottom lip, which was atremble.
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      “Damn you, Mr. Smith, damn you!” squealed Blake.

      “Don’t curse, Blake,” scolded Jaimes, just as Blake noticed his bright red knees.  The five-year-old perked up immediately.

      “Look!” he yelped, “I’m bleeding!”

      He leapt to his feet with renewed vigor for life, kicking aside the sliver of driftwood responsible for his injury.  His blow sprayed wet sand everywhere…including Jaimes’s open book.

      “Blake!”

      At Jaimes’s infuriated tone, Blake felt a jolt of fear.  His brother did not often play pirates with him, and what if he threatened to leave?  Their story was just getting interesting!

      Blake waited anxiously while Jaimes wiped off the pages of his precious book.  But his brother merely sighed, becoming spellbound by the written word.  Softly, he began to recite.

      “For when the black of Night weds the white morning Light, to what blessed child will they bring forth in time?”

      “Robert?” guessed Blake, irritated at this unexpected pause in their play.  Jaimes ignored him, gazing out at the turquoise bay.

      “Gray?  Nay…”

      The twelve-year-old’s eyes grew wistful, as if he could see in the distance the country that lay beyond those shining waters, the homeland of their forefathers: Elioth.

      “Nay, I tell thee…the Dawn!”

      Blake was not impressed.

      “Stop reciting poetry when I’m about to run you through,” he commanded, forcing Jaimes back aboard that brig of nightmares, His Villainy’s Ship the Blood and Guts.
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      At first, the Grand Admiral thought the Demon of the Deep was dancing with glee at the prospect of slaughtering his high-ranking hostage.  Then he thought the better of it.

      “Blake, do you need to pee?”

      Blake stopped fidgeting.  “No.”

      “Aye, you do.  You never jig about unless you have to go.”

      Such a remark was extremely wounding to the sea demon’s pride.  He conveyed his hurt by crossing his arms and sticking out his tongue, trying all the while not to squirm.

      “If you won’t go, I won’t keep playing,” said the Admiral pompously, “Anyway, I still have fifteen pages left in The Marriage Feast of Black and White.”

      Blake made a quick decision.

      “Be right back!  Don’t go anywhere, Jaimes!” he pleaded, dashing off to the ship’s head to relieve himself.  He was back in under a minute, but at the sight of his abductor, the Admiral’s eyes nearly popped out from behind their spectacles.

      “Blake Percimillus Ransom!  Where are your breeches?”

      The scourge of the seven seas bent down to examine a bright green frog that was climbing up the mainmast, for he was not interested in the whereabouts of his breeches.

      “Blake, answer me!”

      “They’re gone forever!” Blake responded defiantly, “You’ll never see those things again!”

      “I’ll have you know, sir, that nudity is an offense punished in the civilized world…with death!”

      “Aye…so what?” Blake asked, unmoved.

      “So, I am placing you under arrest!” declared the Admiral, with stunning authority.

      “How?” Blake demanded smugly, “You’re my prisoner.”

      “Not anymore, mister!”

      The pirate captain’s jaw dropped at this shocking turn of events, but there was nothing he could do about it.  The Grand Admiral was twice his height and double his weight.  While Blake’s heartless crew stood by and watched, he howled and fought like a drunken savage, to no avail.  Within moments, the Admiral had him subdued, trapped in a headlock with absolutely no chance at escape.

      In a flash, they were no longer aboard the Blood and Guts.  A little dazed by this abrupt change in his fortunes, Blake blinked and found himself standing on a wooden platform next to a gallows, manacled hand and foot (and wearing breeches).  A horde of bystanders goggled up at him, having come to cheer on the dastardly villain’s demise.

      Blake’s judge—a spectacled, bewigged fellow who looked awfully like the Grand Admiral—told him sternly, “You have been found guilty of many heinous crimes, Blake Ransom, including (but definitely not limited to) the murdering of innocent women and children, the pillaging of countless seaports, and the founding of a nudist colony on the isle of Moanamiri—”

      “Nudist?” the pirate piped up.

      “It means a naked person.”

      “Naked…?”  The condemned man broke down into a fit of hysterical giggles, which lasted so long the Judge deeply regretted reading his crimes aloud.  Finally, Blake hiccupped.

      “You’re funny,” he said.

      The Judge decided to move things along.

      “Then you are unrepentant…meaning, you aren’t sorry?”

      “Aye!”

      “You are sorry?”

      “No!”  Blake amended himself, now thoroughly confused.

      “Not even for hitting me yesterday when my back was turned?”

      “Ah…”  Blake hesitated.  He eyed the tall Judge, who stared shrewdly back at him.

      “No!” he proudly declared, lifting his chin.  The Judge slowly raised an eyebrow.  Blake felt a twinge of fear and tried not to show it.

      “Very well,” said the Judge, “You bring your fate upon yourself, fiend.  By the power vested in me, I hereby sentence you to be hung by your toes until dead!”

      Here Blake’s executioner swooped down and swept him off his feet in a truly thrilling manner.

      “Wheeeeeee!!!” shrieked the pirate, as the hangman flipped him upside down and hung him on the branch of a nearby guava tree.
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      “Do it again, do it again!” Blake pleaded, swinging back and forth.  But Jaimes stepped back with a triumphant air, which made Blake suspect that he had just been duped.  When Jaimes refused to take him down, Blake’s suspicions were confirmed.

      “First, say you’re sorry,” Jaimes ordered.

      “No!” Blake shouted, folding his arms.

      “Repent!”

      “Never!”

      This could have gone on for a long time, for both boys had inherited their father’s stubbornness and pride.  But then Jaimes noticed the deep pink shimmer of the incoming tide.  They still had a long trek up the slopes of Moanamiri before them, and not much daylight to spare.  Both brothers feared the thrashing in store for them if they got home after dark.

      Pulling a dirty pigtailed wig off his head, Jaimes wiped his sweaty forehead on the back of his sleeve.  Then he reached out and set his brother on his feet, gesturing at the rose-colored waves.

      “We need to be heading back now, Blake.”

      Blake sighed, his heart brimming with disappointment.  How could it be evening already?  Who knew when Jaimes would play pirates with him again?

      “Come on, Blake!” Jaimes called, heading across a field of shoreweed toward a tangle of palms and hala trees.  But Blake stood on the seashore a little while longer, staring out at the far-off horizon.  The tide lapped at his small brown toes, whispering an invitation ever so softly.  And as the sapphire ocean turned gold, a gilded road glimmered into being, heading straight for the setting sun.

      The tide retreated, then rushed ashore again.  For a moment, Blake was tempted to set his foot upon it, and see if he could follow that glittering path all the way out to sea.

      “Blake!”

      Blake jumped.  Then he turned and sprinted to catch up with his brother.
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      No man can live in the depths of the sea.

      There, everything is cold, and silent as the tomb.  Like corpses in their graves, sunken ships languish in chasms, their blackened hulls eaten by fire and decay, their sails waving on a breathless wind: the forgotten remnants of a recent sea battle.

      And buried alone, in the darkest pit of all, the Polaris slumbers.

      Once the handsomest ship in her fleet, the Navy frigate now rots away in the deep, much like her ill-fated crew.  Shining lanterns no longer light her from within.  Instead, luminescent plants creep down her drowned decks, and debris floats through her hull like fog on a moonless night.

      Two years ago, the Polaris went down with her sister ships in a storm of cannon smoke and fire.  Those of her crew who weren’t burnt alive drowned that night.

      Blake Ransom was one of those men.  He escaped the fire, but in the end, he couldn’t escape the sea.

      Now he’d give anything to see the sun again.
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      Blake’s one companion was darkness.

      It pressed on him from all sides as he swam through the Polaris’s decomposing deck.  His bare feet scraped the muck-encrusted planks, stirring up a cloud of algae that shimmered in the dim sapphire light.  All around him, deep-sea flora glowed and undulated in an endless, suffocating breeze.

      Blake pushed his way past the slime-covered capstan and then paused to rest.  His muscles felt like jelly after his short venture out of the captain’s cabin, where he usually holed himself up for days at a time.  He inhaled deeply, and the sea rushed in through his nostrils. 

      Then he noticed the breach in the ship’s hull.

      It was small, no bigger than his face.  Broken planks and other debris already sealed up most of the gash, held firmly in place by rusty six-pounders.  Something must have shifted, disturbing Blake’s handiwork.

      Look away!  Damnit, look away!

      But Blake couldn’t look away.

      A serpentine form slithered into view.  It was nearly as large as Blake, with scales like mummy skin and yellow needlelike fangs.  Blake trembled as the seasnake turned its bulging white eyes toward the ship.  It was hunting for its next meal, and if it found a way inside the Polaris, it would gladly settle for Blake Ransom.

      Blake’s hand shook as it reached for the rusted sword at his waist.  But the seasnake was too big to fit inside the hole, and Blake’s stomach cramped painfully as he watched it glide lazily away.  It had taken all his courage to leave his cabin, but so far, he’d found nothing to eat, not even a single nasty crustacean.  That was the problem with scavenging for food aboard a sunken ship.  If nothing got in, he’d have no dinner.  But if too much got in, he’d be dinner.

      Blake got to work repairing his barricade, but even after he had erected one, he tore it down and began again.

      And again.

      And again, sobbing and cursing.  Aye, it was sturdy…but was it sturdy enough?

      An hour passed.  At last, furiously panting, Blake swam away before he could spot another imaginary breach.

      His most cherished possession, his sea breath, was now a curse.

      If there was ever a time for the Lady in Blue’s return, it was now.  Even if she refused to save him, she could at least take back her gift and let him die.  It was the right of every other man who drowned.  Then again, were it not for his sea breath, he would already be in Keel Cutlass’s hands.

      Blake breathed in, and the sea entered him.

      Then he spotted something moving on the bulwarks.  A spindly, transparent leg was twitching.  Stealthily, Blake drew his knife and then struck, stabbing clean through the spidercrab’s shell.  Lifting his knife, he watched eight white legs scuttle, wildly at first, then slower and slower until they went stiff.  He had something to eat at last.  But he didn’t want it.  Blake’s lips twisted into an ugly frown.

      He wanted to go home.

      “But you are home.”

      The whisper was soft and earnest.  Blake’s head jerked to and fro.  The deck looked abandoned.  Taking his supper with him, Blake fled through the hatchway leading to the upper deck.  He’d had enough of this little outing.

      On the gun deck, cannons lay everywhere, encrusted with rust and slime.  Blake aimed for the stern, his eyes fixed straight ahead.

      “You’re here to stay.”

      Blake stopped swimming.  His gaze flickered toward a half-rotten Navy uniform slumped over a cannon.  Its epaulette was rippling like an eerie, golden anemone.  Then a transparent crustacean no bigger than Blake’s thumb scuttled out of its collar and gently, even reverently, began picking flecks of gray from the water with its claws.  Blake shuddered and forced himself to keep swimming.

      “You belong here.”

      The suggestion tore at Blake’s heart, and every feeble push through the water felt like more effort than it was worth.  Perhaps the voice was right.  Perhaps this was his home: his eternal home.

      As a boy, Blake had listened eagerly to his father’s ghostly fables about Keel Cutlass, the Grim Reaper of the Seas.  He had learned the old seaman’s shanty about the Butcher of Souls and his slaughterhouse at the bottom of the ocean…the one that began with a vigorous “Heave-ho!  Merry-oh!”  The promised hell of all hardened souls that perished at sea, the Sunken Slaughterhouse had a spot for every man who passed through its mother-of-pearl gates…or was dragged inside, kicking and screaming.

      There was no escaping the lair of Keel Cutlass.

      Well, here he was, at the bottom of the ocean.  But there was one difference between Blake and all those other drowned men: he wasn’t dead.  So Keel Cutlass couldn’t claim his soul.

      Not yet.

      As Blake neared the captain’s cabin, he swam past a large cage; its iron bars were swathed in gray slime.  He did not look its way.

      “Heave ho!  Merry-oh!  To the home of Keel Cutlass we go!”

      Blake growled, grabbing his hair like he intended to tear it out.  Shitfire, now that damn song was in his head!  Probably those nasty demons would pop up soon too!  Well, of course they would, now that he’d thought of them!

      “Diddlyi-die!  Diddlyi-dee!  He’ll skin your hide and string your teeth!”

      Right on cue, all the ship’s lanterns transformed into the heads of little children…children with no whites to their eyes and yellowed fangs for teeth.  They chanted the seaside ditty, their eyes blazing with black fire, while Blake clutched his hair, thrashing and snarling like a rabid dog.  How often he had ranted and raved like this, fighting to break the seal the ocean had placed on his lips!

      “Hip hurray!  Merry-ay!  You’ll never be saved; you’re here to stay!”

      Blake banged his head over and over against the deck until it was bruised and bleeding.  But the children wouldn’t stop singing.

      “You’ll never be saved; you’re here to stay!”

      Blake stopped battering his brains out.  He looked up, his bloodshot eyes bulging in their sockets.  That wasn’t right!  That wasn’t the ending.  His father had taught him that song, and Blake knew how it really ended!  According to the legend, Keel Cutlass stole a man’s breath from his lungs.  And since a man’s breath was also his life, the Demon of the Deep claimed that as well.  Once claimed, there was no escape.

      “Heave ho!  Merry-oh!  To escape from his hands, you must die by your own!”

      Blake closed his eyes, blocking out the hideous vision.

      To escape from his hands, you must die by your own…

      He opened his eyes.  The doors were right in front of him.  He could make it.

      Ignoring the faces that giggled and gaped at him from all sides, he tore down the deck.  The keys rattled in his hand, the lock turned, and the door creaked forward sleepily.  Blake shoved it open, swam through, and barricaded himself inside his cabin, shutting out the demons and their song.  Only then did he close his eyes and release a haggard breath.

      This was his sanctuary, the one place he felt safe.

      Well, safer, anyway.

      Ever since he arrived on the seafloor, Blake swore that he was going to escape.  Day after midnight day, he plotted, prepared, and promised himself that his salvation was at hand…only to crumble to pieces at the last moment.

      It hadn’t taken Blake long to learn that, if he stuck one shriveled toe out of the Polaris, he was fish food.  Compared to his agile predators, he was slow and clumsy in the water.  He couldn’t flee.  And he couldn’t fight back.  He had discovered that in a particularly horrific way.  And if he died in the belly of some monster…in the heart of the sea…

      Blake shuddered, looking at the smaller monster he was about to put into his belly.  There was only one thing he feared more than a lifetime in the Sunken Slaughterhouse, and that was an eternity.

      So two years went by.  It seemed that Blake alternated every day between a daring escape plan, and a plan to slit his throat wide open.  Suicide was the easy way out.  After all, didn’t the shanty say that to escape Keel Cutlass’s hands a seaman had to die by his own?  But every time Blake hit rock bottom and got out his knife, something always stopped him.  A tiny whisper that somehow managed to drown out the screaming torrents of despair.  Was it his cowardice?  Or his hope, still clinging feebly to life?  It was impossible to tell.

      Blake slammed his dinner repeatedly against the rotted planks, his frustration mounting with each smooth, languid strike.  Finally, the spidercrab’s shell cracked.  Next came the messy business of tearing apart the exoskeleton and forcing whatever meat he could pick off down his throat.

      Suppertime was not a very genteel affair aboard the Polaris.

      The sunken frigate was only reason Blake had survived down here for so long.  When he had realized he was trapped on the seafloor, he had worked fanatically to seal every tear in the captain’s cabin’s framework until he was convinced that he was safe from everything.  He had also gathered a horde of deep-sea pearls, the kind that glowed a soft sapphire-blue.  A gulper eel had nearly swallowed him while he had foraged for them among the kelp, but the trip had been worth it.  His cabin now shone, bright as the night sky.  He even carried one of the pearls around with him, in a glass locket around his neck.

      Gagging down the last strip of blue-veined meat, Blake curled into a ball and closed his eyes…a frightening thing to do.  But he hadn’t slept for days, and he couldn’t fight his exhaustion any longer.

      He hung there suspended, revolving like a wheel.  Then, slowly, he sank and hovered over the deck.  His hair brushed his face.  It felt like a person’s touch.  Blake shivered.

      I am safe.  I am alive.  I am alone.

      Had he locked the door?

      Blake’s eyes shot open.  A ghoulish face was inches from his own, a tortured wail molded into its soft gray cheeks.

      Blake screamed, releasing a frantic stream of bubbles, and lashed out.  When he went still, the phantom was gone.

      No!  That was impossible!  Nothing ever entered his cabin!  He was safe in here!

      His eyes jerked toward the door.  He remembered sealing it, but had he locked it?  Did he remember cold metal in his hand, his wrist twisting as he turned the key?

      I don’t care.  I want to sleep.  I just want to sleep!

      Unbidden, visions of seasnakes and specters surged to his mind’s eye.  His head felt like it was being crushed between slabs of stone.  Blake moaned.

      “Do you even care to avenge yourself anymore, Ransom?  Has the sea taken your every desire, save those of your fishy friends?”

      Blake’s eyes widened at the familiar rasp.

      “To eat, to sleep, to survive another day…”

      Blake convulsed, his nails digging into his temples.

      “Did you see the sunrise this morning?” Captain Henry Hawkeye asked him sweetly, “It was beautiful.”

      Blake’s lip curled.  What a bastard.  What a bloody bastard.

      “You look tired, Ransom.  Haven’t you been sleeping well?”

      The voice was a knife, stabbing at Blake’s mind.  He couldn’t silence it!

      Shut up; shut up!  Blake tried to shout, but to his fury, nothing escaped his lips but bubbles and infantile gurgles.  Hawkeye laughed at his helpless rage, and then broke down into a violent hacking fit.  Between hoarse gasps and coughs, he sneered, “Don’t get tetchy with me now!  You need to learn how to move on…oh, wait.  You can’t, can you?  I did the world a favor, drowning you.  Let all the vermin rot together in the dark!”

      At that, Blake’s pale skin, already stretched tight over his cheekbones, went taut.  A dangerous, crazed light began shining in his black eyes.

      I’ll come back someday, Hawkeye, I swear it!  I’ll make you pay for every second I’ve spent in the dark!  I’ll string you up on the yardarms and make you dangle to the tune of ‘Heave-ho, Merry-Oh’!  It’ll be the last damn thing you ever hear!

      Speaking of those creepy demons…

      Blake’s eyes darted back to the door.

      No, he wouldn’t check!  He knew it was locked, and he needed to sleep…if it wasn’t the door, it would be something else…an unlocked porthole, an imaginary gash in the hull…the voices, the faces, the shadows…

      Blake tore through the water, reached the door, and tugged on its handle.

      It was locked.

      Blake’s face darkened into a feral rage.  Of course it was.

      Snarling, he picked up a nearby lantern and hurled it as hard as he could.  It floated gracefully through the water and then began to peacefully sink.  Blake watched it, quivering.  He was crazy.  He was starving.  Why not hasten the inevitable?  What was he waiting for?  He could save himself, this very moment.

      Blake fumbled for his knife.

      “You promised you would return, captain.”

      His best mate always spoke at times like these, trying to dissuade him from carrying out his dark design.

      It won’t matter to you, Tolger.  You won’t know how I died!

      They all thought he was dead, no doubt.  Even with Blake’s special gift, how could any man survive so long on the seabed with only monsters and shadows for company?  Blake lifted the knife to his throat.  He could hear his heart pounding.

      “Don’t do it, captain.”

      But he wanted to do it so badly.

      “There’s still hope you will live to see the sun.”

      A lump formed in Blake’s throat, right where his knife lay.  Hope?  There wasn’t any hope.  Not for him.  And if Tolger understood how that felt, he’d be glad that Blake was putting an end to this nightmare.  But no one…no one…could understand.  Not unless they too had endured this darkness.

      “There’s another way, captain,” Tolger whispered.

      Don’t you dare! Blake snarled.  Tolger had been feeding him that lie for years, and he didn’t believe it anymore!  His Kingship was lost.  The Lady in Blue had rejected him, years ago.  He had nothing to live for.

      “Look at you now, mighty Sea King!  Go on!  Do it!”

      Hawkeye sounded delighted, like Blake had invited him to a tea party in the Sunken Slaughterhouse, complete with spidercrab cakes and snaggletooth tartlets for dessert.

      “With you dead, I will finally be able to crown myself the Black King!  Do it!”

      “Don’t do it, captain!  There’s still hope…”

      “Do it!”

      “Don’t!”

      The voices were so disorienting that Blake nearly slit his throat by accident.

      “Stop encouraging him!  Can’t you see you’re making him worse?”

      “That’s the idea, isn’t it?  I’d have had him gutted long ago, too, if you didn’t keep butting in!”

      Bloody mother of Neptune, now Hawkeye and Tolger didn’t even sound like themselves…and they certainly weren’t paying attention to him!

      Blake waited petulantly as his sworn enemy and best mate squabbled like a pair of fishwives.  Then he lost patience with them both and declared, I’m going to do it!  And neither of you can stop me!

      He pressed the knife against his throat, drawing blood.  Then he paused expectantly.  But this time, nobody spoke.  Blake’s bottom lip trembled.  Wasn’t Tolger going to try and talk him out of it?  Wasn’t anyone going to tell him there was still hope?  He listened as hard as he could, but only the darkness answered him, encouraging him to end this nightmare.  After all, it had been a long time since life had been worth the pain of living.

      “Look at you!” cried a young man’s voice.

      Blake flinched, like a naughty boy caught playing with knives.  Then he froze.  He hadn’t heard that voice in over twenty years, and he never would have dreamt of hearing it here of all places, in his silent, soggy hell.  With undisguised exasperation, the same voice complained, “You’re getting blood everywhere!”

      Blake’s bleary gaze fell on the trail of crimson staining the water, and his brow knit with deep confusion.  His lips parted.  Trembling violently, they asked a question nobody heard.  Then, with wide eyes, Blake waited for an answer.

      The young man sighed.

      “It’s too late for that,” he said with weary disgust.

      Blake’s face wilted.  He looked down at his knife with hollow eyes.

      “Goodbye, Blake.”

      Several moments passed.  Then a soft scraping noise interrupted Blake’s dark thoughts.

      Crrrrreeeeeaaak…

      Blake’s heart started to thud; it sounded as loud as an avalanche in the silence.  He didn’t want to look.  But slowly, his head swiveled toward the door.

      It was now ajar.

      For a long while, Blake stared at the empty doorframe.  Then he looked down at his key…and back up at the open door.

      That was when the shadows came spilling in.

      Like a host of scuttling insects, they danced frenziedly across the bulkheads.  With a dazed smile, Blake watched them come in and circle around him.  Gamboling about like cannibals performing a tribal dance, they whirled around and around until Blake’s fevered brain started to swirl around along with them.

      As if she wanted to join in the revelry, the Polaris began to rock gently to and fro.  Blake paused, then smiled and absently lowered his knife.  It felt like he was sailing the ocean again. But before he could savor the nostalgic feeling, the cabin started rattling like a pile of old bones.  Blake stirred uneasily.  Now the sensation was not so soothing; it felt like stormy waves were tossing the Polaris about.  He looked confusedly at the shadows, but they appeared undeterred by the commotion, jigging about like drunken sailors, waltzing in pairs, kahiko dancing like there was no tomorrow…wait, what?

      Blake blinked.  One of the shadows noticed and stopped long enough to proffer its hand politely to Blake, who declined its invitation with equal courtesy.

      No, thank you.  I’d rather just watch while my sanity slips away.  If it’s all the same to you.

      The phantom shrugged and started dancing again.

      Then the host of shadows dispersed, and in their place, Blake saw spirits floating in the water.  Their faces were melted like wax and molded into nightmarish contortions.  They drooped languidly in the water, like human skins hung up to dry.  Blake knew what they were: Keel Cutlass’s victims, after the slaughter.  The sight was simply too appalling.

      Blake started to laugh.

      Aye, that was it; that was it!  That was the sound of despair, of true despair!  Not weeping or wailing but laughter that sprang from a hell within, from a place where life had become a nightmare and death a dream.

      Blake threw back his head, rocking to and fro and screaming in silent mirth.  Blood trickled from where his uncut nails had pierced his temples.  Why was his impending death so hilariously, hellishly funny?  As Blake’s glee intensified, so did his horror, and he could have cried from the pain of it.  He didn’t need the light!  He just needed to escape the darkness!

      Blake stopped laughing and flinched.

      Something like a finger had just jabbed his arm.  That wasn’t funny.  It hurt.

      Before he could recover, Blake felt it again, harder this time.  He jerked back, baring his teeth in a feral growl.

      All at once, a myriad of invisible fingers started poking and prodding his bare skin.  The sensation was hellish, unbearable.  But Blake didn’t move.  He couldn’t.  He was paralyzed.

      “Come with us, Blake!” came a multitude of childlike giggles.

      Blake wildly shook his head.  Only his wide, petrified eyes revealed the hell that was going on within him.

      “Why not?  It doesn’t hurt!  Keel Cutlass makes the butchering feel so good!  Isn’t that what you want, Blake?  To feel good?”

      Agony and desire converged on Blake in a confused, jumbled haze.

      “Give up, and give in!  You’re too dirty for the sunlight, anyway, Blake!  So embrace the darkness!”

      Blake’s world went black, as though someone had covered his eyes.  Strong arms bound his limbs.  A hand pressed against his mouth, solely for effect.  Then a chorus of diabolical voices started laughing at his terror.  The only part of Blake that could still move was his chest.  It heaved furiously up and down, and the fingers targeted it.

      “That’s what you’ve really wanted, isn’t it, ever since Keel Cutlass came to visit you the first time?”

      An insane fury engulfed Blake until he wasn’t even a person anymore, but a beast that wanted to scream and rip things apart, to hurt something until it did all the hurting for him.  Imprisoned by darkness, he strained against his bonds, but he couldn’t move a muscle.

      Broken.  Filthy.  Vermin.

      Struggling against the red waves slamming his mind, Blake tried to cry for help to the one person who could save him.  At once, the shadows stopped giggling.  White-hot pain seared Blake’s forehead.  Then the invisible hands released him, but far from feeling any relief, Blake went cold.  There he was, standing in the doorway.

      Keel Cutlass, in the flesh.

      The demon’s eyes were like a snaggletooth’s: white, round, and bulging.  A ratty seaweed beard hung from his chin, and deep lines crisscrossed his sunken cheekbones.  But all Blake saw was the scar on Cutlass’s brow: a ghastly red mark, shaped like a crescent moon.

      Taking a step forward, the Butcher of Souls brandished his horrible blade, the blade that ought to have skinned pigs or sheep but instead flayed the souls of men.  In its reflection, Blake saw a blistering, crescent-shaped welt on his own forehead.  He stared, transfixed with horror.  He’d been branded.  His body and his soul now belonged to the Demon of the Deep.  He was damned to the Slaughterhouse, forever.

      Keel Cutlass took another step forward, and Blake screamed for the Lady in Blue.

      At once, the Polaris gave a sickening lurch.  Blake spun through the water and slammed against the deck, losing sight of Keel Cutlass.  When he finally managed to steady himself, he looked at the doorway.

      The demon was gone.

      Like a beast awakening from a long sleep, the Polaris groaned.  The frigate’s yawn echoed through the chasm.  Blake listened to it, rigid as a plank.

      Then, in an instant, his silent world was no more.

      Gone was the calm of the seafloor!  Everything was shaking, falling, collapsing!  The layer of muck that had lain undisturbed for two years rose up in smoky clouds, and thunder rumbled in the abyss.

      It was a seaquake!

      The Polaris shuddered again.  Flailing helplessly about, Blake corkscrewed through the water.  He smashed against the deck, and the knife flew from his hand.  Desperately, he tried to steady himself, but with every shiver and shake of the sunken ship, he lost control and went flying again.  The Polaris was being torn to pieces, with Blake trapped inside!  If he couldn’t escape in time, he’d die!

      “I thought you wanted to die,” Tolger remarked unhelpfully.

      Blake cursed.  Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw something falling toward him.

      “Captain, get out of the way!”

      Tolger’s warning came too late.

      The heavy beam struck the side of Blake’s skull.  He convulsed, and his eyes rolled back into their sockets.  Then he sank limply to the deck as his still, silent world crumpled into chaos around him.
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      Eselder trudged out of Kingston Palace into the balmy summer air.

      The afternoon sun painted the path a warm shade of peach, and courtiers milled about the palace gardens like big, obnoxious flowers.

      Eselder headed toward the gate leading out to Kingston Court’s vast grounds, watching a young noble attempt to pick a rose for his beloved.  The poor fellow lost his balance and tumbled headfirst into a sea of thorns.  Smirking, Eselder left the gardens—and the courtiers—far behind.

      He was rather fond of the palace grounds.  Tall, old maples overshadowed the path, and farther down the way, waterfowl quacked contentedly in a small lake.  When Eselder was younger, he had imagined that the grounds were a great forest inhabited by all sorts of enemies—pirates mostly.

      An ancient oak stood near the lake, in the middle of a freshly trimmed lawn.  Eselder approached it hesitantly.  He had attempted, many times, to climb that tree.  He just knew that, if he could scale its height, he would be able to climb a ship’s rigging should the occasion arise.  But so far, he had always failed.

      Today is the day.  I can feel it.

      He shouldn’t have read that seafaring yarn last night.  Such tales always made him depressed the next day when he was faced with bleak reality.

      “I despise reality,” Eselder muttered, plodding over to the gnarly oak.  Under its branches, he shifted and glanced about.  Nobody was in sight.  Good.  He had no desire to be seen falling flat on his bum.

      There’s probably some trick to this, Eselder concluded defensively.  If someone would only show him how…

      He could almost hear his father, the ever-dignified King Jaimes the Fourth, his voice bewildered and impatient.

      But why do you want to climb that tree in the first place?  It’s really quite silly, Eselder.

      No, his father would never understand.  That was why Eselder would have to teach himself.  He took one last glance over his shoulder and faced the towering oak.  He certainly felt silly.

      Now if I was on board a ship in a gale and needed to climb the mainmast… I’d do it like that!

      No doubt he would.  However, this was not a mast, and there was no gale.  Eselder frowned at a branch just beyond his reach, struggling to remember how he had seen the stable boys do it.  He had spotted them several weeks ago messing about the grounds…where they were most certainly not supposed to be.  He should have informed someone, but he hadn’t.  No need to be snooty as well as stupid.

      Throwing caution to the wind, Eselder jumped, caught the branch, and started walking up the tree trunk.  His idea seemed to be working splendidly…until his legs went up as far as they could go, and he suddenly discovered that he couldn’t move his arms or his legs.

      He was stuck.

      “Cor blimey, lookit that!”

      Oh, no.

      Eselder flushed bright red.  His position was utterly humiliating.  He couldn’t see the stable boys from his restricted vantage point, but their gleeful whoops sounded nearby.

      “Wha’ an oaf!”

      The remark was meant to carry across the lawn to the prince’s ears.  Eselder closed his eyes.  He would have given anything to be standing on the ground at that very moment in a dignified fashion.  The stable boys would never dare insult him to his face, but they found other ways to poke fun at their future sovereign.  Of course, Eselder made it very easy for them, doing stupid things like this all the time.

      Another boy yelped, “I can’t believe ‘ee got ‘is fat buttocks that far off the ground!” and loudly sneezed.

      Eselder’s lips quavered.  He couldn’t help it.

      Sail out to sea?  Are you daft?  You can’t even climb a tree!

      He was everything they said he was.  He was fat.  He was oafish.  He hated himself.  All he wanted was to belong to their world!  But he wasn’t cut out for it, having been born and raised in Kingston Court’s cushy captivity.

      I could be more!

      It seemed like a lie, even to Eselder.  Everything was splintering before his eyes.  His hopes, his dreams…the tree branch.

      Eselder crashed to the ground.  The branch hit the grass beside him, and the stable boys shouted.  Eselder was glad he couldn’t make out what they were saying.  He knew he ought to confront his tormentors and remind them of his royal authority.  But he didn’t.  He just wanted to get away from them and this bloody tree.

      Eselder got up slowly.  He brushed off his jacket, trying to pretend he wasn’t aware of their presence.

      Then he turned, and they scattered.
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      The following morning, Eselder still wanted to howl at the memory of the “incident.”  But he didn’t, because then the courtiers would hear him, think him crazy, and no doubt report his unseemly behavior to the King.

      A heavy weight grew steadily inside Eselder, dragging him down to a very dark place.

      I’m going to be a prisoner here forever.

      Eselder looked miserably around his lavish apartment.  He couldn’t leave these chambers ever again.  It was going to be hard to explain to the King why the Crown Heir had decided to place himself under room arrest.

      What if…what if his father somehow learned about the “incident?”

      Eselder moaned, burying his head in his hands.  His father would never forgive him for making such a fool of himself.  King Jaimes never made a fool of himself.  And he was perfectly content to spend his whole life at court.  (Eselder suspected that his father thrived in monotony.)  But Eselder was not like the King.  The thought of spending the remainder of his days here made him want to go berserk…as in, run around in circles screaming bloody murder.

      Eselder crossed over to the window.  He watched the sun climb over the palace gates and the smoggy rooftops beyond them.  What a beautiful day.  Too bad he was going to spend it cooped up in this horrid apartment, learning things about which he didn’t care twopence from tutors who hated his royal guts.  Sighing, Eselder turned to the desk where he’d be sitting for the next six hours.

      An instrument of torture, he thought.  His twisted grin was quickly replaced by a frown.  He thought about living alongside those same stable boys, day in and day out, for years upon years.  He imagined himself, a fat ermine-robed King, still trying to climb that bloody oak tree.  A band of muscled stablemen hovered nearby, having taken a break from work to get a good laugh at their monarch’s expense.

      Eselder sat at his desk and twirled his quill.  Once, he had daydreamed of becoming friends with those stable boys.  But he was not so naïve anymore.  They would never accept him.  And Eselder, for his part, held a grudge against Kingston Court and everyone in it.

      He was destined for a life of solitude, it seemed.
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      An hour later, Eselder’s quill dragged listlessly across a fresh sheet of parchment.

      He was listening, or rather not listening to his tutor’s dramatic recitation of “The Marriage Feast of White and Black: An 18th Century Retelling,” a truly awful poem consisting of over eighty quatrains.  Why was this considered a modern classic again?  Eselder briefly contemplated leaping out of the window to escape his tutor’s endless prattling.  The desperate act would likely result in a painful splat on the gravel below, but the alarm it would elicit might be worth it.

      Eselder smiled a little before gloom enveloped him again.  He glanced at his literature and languages professor, Dr. Fluffy.  That wasn’t has real name, of course, but Eselder had given him that nickname on account of his outrageously poufy wig and his favorite authors, all of whom tended to end their works in fits of artistic melancholy…and, oftentimes, their lives as well.  It didn’t matter if they were waxing poetic about mankind’s mortality or mince pies.  Either the author or his beliefs (or, if Dr. Fluffy could manage it, both) had to die…even if the poor fellow merely believed in the superiority of buttercream over marzipan.

      
        
        “On the eve before their marriage feast,

        The child of Black and White was conceived.

        Its hue was not white or black, but gray.

        It killed its parents, and now it reigns.”

      

      

      Dr. Fluffy finished reading with an air of satisfaction and laid aside Sir Percival Wattle’s poetry.  Eselder waited.  Dr. Fluffy announced, “A few weeks later, Sir Wattle shot himself.  His final words were ‘All is gray, even the leaden bullet with which I kill myself.’”

      I knew it.

      Dr. Fluffy burst out into what Eselder called his “donkey laugh.”  It was nervous and slightly hysterical.  He awkwardly fingered his waistcoat’s lapel, which was as old-fashioned and threadbare as a writer’s lapel should be (Dr. Fluffy also wrote poetry).

      Throughout the (vivid) description of Gray’s conception, Eselder had taken care to avoid his tutor’s gaze.  Now he thought it safe.  He looked up and found Dr. Fluffy staring at him with a peculiar expression, almost of triumph.  Eselder sensed that he enjoyed witnessing the dejection that clung to his royal pupil like a cold, wet fog.

      Eselder suddenly blinked back tears.  If only he could express this terrible feeling to someone, for he was desperate now.  But he knew he mustn’t reveal anything of himself to Dr. Fluffy.  No, he had to hide himself away.  Anyway, no one expected the Crown Heir to feel much of anything.  He knew what they all thought, courtiers and servants alike: that he was a spoiled, self-absorbed brat…all because he kept to himself…and rarely smiled in public…and looked sullen all the time…

      “Your Highness, did the poem upset you?” Dr. Fluffy inquired delicately, eyeing him in a way that made Eselder shift uncomfortably.  Usually, he could fire back a quick “No, sir.  I think I understand it all, sir.”  This time, however, his mind was blank.  It was frightening…and quite fascinating.

      “No…sir?”

      Dr. Fluffy’s eyes kept begging him to make a scene over Sir Wattle’s suggestive lyrics.  Eselder refused to comply, and for the hundredth time, wondered if he ought to request a new tutor.  He dreaded speaking to the King, though…no, that wasn’t it.  He dreaded the King’s reaction.  He didn’t want to see the familiar disappointment in his father’s eyes.

      King Jaimes always looked disappointed when he saw his son.

      Probably because I’m completely talentless and look like I never get off my lazy arse.

      “It is no doubt difficult for you to contemplate these things, having lived such a sheltered life…but hopefully this poem has given you food for thought.”

      Dr. Fluffy stood with a pompous air, tucking his book under his arm.  His remark was so antagonizing that Eselder snapped, “I do not think the poem was very well thought out!  If White was the epitome of virtue, why would she ever accept Black’s marriage proposal?  She must not have been virtuous after all.”

      Dr. Fluffy looked startled, though no more than Eselder felt.  Recovering quickly, he sighed, “That was the point, Your Highness.  White does not exist.”

      “Does Black not exist then?”

      Dr. Fluffy’s nostrils flared.   “You miss the entire point!  Clearly, you need to reflect more upon the poem!  Perhaps writing a five-page essay on Sir Wattles’ life philosophy as revealed in “The Marriage Feast of White and Black” will help you to think!  You should require only the poem to write the essay.  Afterward, you may be dismissed…but only then.  I will be in the library, working on my elegy.  You may give me your paper when you’ve finished.  I suggest you begin right away.”

      Dr. Fluffy offered him a chummy grin that wasn’t at all convincing.  Eselder reached obediently for his book, but as soon as Dr. Fluffy left, he shot the door a glare and sat back to sulk.  He hadn’t even cared about the stupid poem.  He should have kept his mouth shut and taken Dr. Fluffy’s word for it!

      Ignoring Sir Wattles’ poetry, Eselder turned his attention to the model of an Eliothan navy vessel on his desk.  His eyes ran over the polished wood, the webs of rigging, and the rows of portholes…

      He’d never been aboard a tall ship, not even once.

      Eselder sighed.  He looked down at his soiled parchment, picked up his quill, and tried to focus.  But he simply couldn’t do it.  Another bout of gloom besieged him, and the most ghastly thoughts bombarded him.

      A second later, he furiously crumpled up his parchment and chucked it across the room, panting with a fury the occasion did not deserve.  Slumping back in his chair, he folded his arms and made a pact never to open his horrible book again.

      Which, ten minutes later, is exactly what he did.
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      It was going on eleven o’clock.

      For once, everything was quiet and peaceful.  Eselder did not feel quite so unhappy anymore.  He loved these tranquil hours when he could shut his door and escape Kingston Court with the help of his books.

      His couch was very comfortable, and its armrest made a good pillow.  Every light in his apartments was extinguished aside from the few candlesticks perched atop his piles of books.  It made for a wonderfully mysterious, eerie atmosphere…like what he imagined a ship’s deck looked like at night.

      Eselder’s eyes lit up brighter than any candle, and his lips widened into a smile never seen by Kingston Court.

      “And if Count Magworth’s son can become a naval officer with his father’s blessing and a ship to boot, I don’t see why I can’t,” he muttered, even though he did.  Instead, he would remain an ignorant landlubber for the rest of his—

      “Miserable existence,” Eselder moaned, dropping Five Years Aboard the Lady Roc: A Tale of Audacity, Courage, and Pluck by Mr. Essel P. Follywole, Able Seaman.

      Mr. Follywole was getting on his nerves.  The adventurer’s memoirs were flooded with sentences like “I did not hesitate but resolutely steered the ship to safety, knowing that the lives of her unconscious captain and crew were in my able hands” or “Captain Merriwether exclaimed, ‘You ought to be captain, Follywole, not I, for your bravery proves your worth, not only as a seaman, but a leader!’”

      Eselder snorted contemptuously.  Then he reconsidered.

      After all, it’s one thing to scorn Mr. Follywole, but could you do any of those things?  Could you steer a ship safely to port in the middle of a storm?

      Well, certainly he couldn’t right now.  Still…

      You never know, Eselder reflected hopefully, staring at the ceiling’s gold molding.  Perhaps someday…

      “After all,” he concluded out loud, “I’m supposed to be the one giving the orders, so why can’t I order myself away to sea?  I could always run away.  Mr. Follywole did when he was thirteen.”

      Eselder knew he was lying to himself.  For one thing, he didn’t have the courage (or the muscle) to scale the palace gates, and even if he managed that, how on earth would he find his way to the harbor?

      The idea of climbing made Eselder remember the “incident.”  He buried his face in the couch’s armrest.

      “I’ll show them,” he mumbled into the floral stitchery.

      He fell asleep reading about adventure on the high seas and only awoke when a manservant drew back his window curtains.  Sunlight streamed into his chambers, bidding Eselder to wake up and face the day, however dreadful it might be.  He opened his eyes as the manservant set a letter tray on the coffee table and, with pursed lips, began clearing away the books scattered across the floor.  He did not miss the discreet eye roll, either.

      Sitting up, Eselder reached for the letter, which bore the King’s seal and his handwriting.  At once, irrational fantasies crowded the prince’s mind, each more disgustingly sentimental than the next.  Eselder warned himself not to get his hopes up, even as his shaking hands ripped the letter open.  His eyes briefly scanned the bold, flowing script.  Then he set the letter calmly down, resisting the urge to tear it into a thousand tiny pieces.  The crushing weight from yesterday returned with frightening speed.

      The King was inviting his son (commanding was more like it) to join him and the Queen for a private family supper that evening.  Eselder might have known.  It had been awhile since they had dined together.  After all, it was very important that the Court be given proof of the royal family’s mutual affection.  Even if it was all horseshit.

      Pardon the Crown Heir’s language.

      Eselder scribbled out a very polite “I accept” and sent the manservant to deliver his reply to the King.  Then he pressed a hand to his forehead.

      It was going to be a very bad day.
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      Eselder’s essay went over very well.  Of course, that was mainly because he had spat Dr. Fluffy’s interpretation of the poem back at him, albeit in slightly varied language.  He had mastered this subtle art through the years, and his tutors never seemed to catch on.  Personally, Eselder thought the whole poem was a waste of ink and had no deeper opinion about it than that.  But Dr. Fluffy looked over his inspired essay, forgave him on the spot, and informed him that he was performing spectacularly.  Eselder’s essay had done its job.  He did not want to receive poor marks from Dr. Fluffy, because then the King would get involved.  Eselder had already received his father’s lecture “On the Privilege of a Classical Education” and happily became a human parrot to avoid hearing it again.

      Several hours later, Dr. Fluffy bid His Royal Highness good day and bounced out of his chambers right as Eselder’s history tutor came slouching in.

      Throughout his lesson on the Battle of Zimtschnecke, Eselder couldn’t keep the prospect of dining with the King and Queen out of his head.  Would they say anything?  Or would it be one of those evenings where they all sat with their eyes fixed on their plates, their silverware clinking most awkwardly, while visions of upturned tables and broken chinaware careened through the Crown Heir’s mind?

      The hours passed tediously.  By the afternoon, Eselder hadn’t strung more than three words together (“Good day, sir”) or seen anyone but his manservant and tutors.  When evening finally arrived, he realized that he hadn’t left his apartment for two days.  Then he remembered why and began drumming his quill against his desk.

      I can’t hide in here forever.

      Eselder faced the window.  He liked the hour before nightfall.  The courtiers were changing their outfits and powdering their faces afresh for supper, so the grounds were usually abandoned.

      Probably, all the stable boys have gone home as well.  You should be safe to venture forth from your dark lair.

      Eselder rose and picked up his coat.  Bits of bark and grass still clung to its blue velvet.  He hurried out of his chambers before his cowardice got the better of him.

      Soon he was wandering around the empty grounds, dreaming of tall ships sailing to the New World.  Golden light shot through the twisted maples, washing over a monument to the anonymous Gallant Horseman.  The statue never failed to make Eselder smile because at some point in time, something or someone had decapitated it (the line of plaster around the neckline was very noticeable).  Eselder enjoyed contemplating how it how had occurred.  Had another statue nursed a grudge against the Gallant Horseman?  The lovely harp playing Muse across the way, perhaps?  Had she lobbed a boulder at him one night?  Or maybe they had been playing catch, and the decapitation was a horrifying accident?  Tisk tisk.  No wonder the Muse was staring in the opposite direction.  It seemed someone had a guilty conscience.

      Eselder smiled.  He stared at the Gallant Horseman’s crooked head, trying to distract himself from his fluttering stomach, which reminded him that he would be dining with his parents in less than two hours.  The Gallant Horseman shielded his eyes and pointed arrogantly into the distance.  Heaving a bored sigh, Eselder followed its finger and found himself gazing at the royal stables.  He flushed.  The statue’s smile suddenly looked vindictive.

      A second later, Eselder dove behind the monument and flattened himself against its base.  His tormentors had emerged from the stables, shoving each other and talking loudly.  When he thought it safe, Eselder peered around the statue.  Three of the stable boys were walking toward the servants’ quarters.  Usually there were four.  Well, at least he hadn’t been spotted.

      Relieved, Eselder was about to leave when he heard an unsettling noise.  It sounded like someone crying.

      It came from the stables.

      Eselder hesitated and then crept closer, watching out for his enemies.  He listened intently.  Yes, he did hear sobs.

      Suddenly, he felt horribly ashamed of the way he had behaved for the last several days.  A large part of him wanted to tiptoe away.  Whoever was crying in there likely had a story he, a child of Kingston Court, couldn’t possibly understand.

      Besides, who wants you butting into his life?

      Eselder hesitated.  But what if the stable boys had another victim?  If he walked away, what would that make him?  Heartless, that’s what.  A self-absorbed prat.

      Swallowing, Eselder approached the stables.  The doors were wide open.  When he got close enough, he glanced over his shoulder and poked his head inside.  The place seemed abandoned.  Of course, it was hard to tell since the only light in the stables entered along with Eselder.

      This place needs a good clean, Eselder noted with wicked satisfaction, stepping inside.  The pungent odor irritated his nose a good deal.  So his tormentors were lazy as well as cruel.

      Eselder’s quiet footfalls sounded on the brick floor, announcing his presence.  Horses poked their heads out of their stalls, blinking mildly at the intruder.  The sniffles abruptly ceased.  Fighting down his embarrassment, Eselder inquired, “Hello?  Is anyone there?”

      He received no answer.  Should he leave?  After all, no servant would want to be comforted by him.  Eselder lowered his eyes and turned away.  Then a faint whimper drifted toward him from the back of the stables.  The sound made his heart ache.

      Emptiness.  And darkness filling the void.

      The horrid thought entered his mind quite unexpectedly.  Eselder turned back around and walked quickly past several rope-lined stalls.

      “Hello?” he asked.  There was a long, tense pause.

      Then someone sneezed.

      “Bless you,” Eselder said instinctively, before going stock-still.  A red flush crept up his neck.  He recognized that sound.  Sneezing.  Hay fever.  One of the stable boys suffered from it dreadfully.

      This was one of them.

      Eselder’s hands balled into fists.  This boy was no piteous lamb in need of coddling!  He had stood there with his mates, taunting Eselder between violent sneezes, making him feel every bit a clumsy, royal oaf.

      The prince glared at a chestnut mare.  Consolation!  That was the last thing this boy deserved!  A slap in the face was more like it, followed by a good kick in the arse!  What was he crying for?

      Eselder’s fists uncurled.  He looked at the horse, helplessly.

      …What was he crying for?

      The mare, as expected, did not tell him.

      Eselder looked at the cobbles with a troubled frown.  Then he looked back up, his face set with determination.  But before he could make a move, forward or back, he was distracted by a distant commotion.  The stable boys were returning!

      Eselder fled for the door.  No, they were right outside!  He’d never make it!  He froze, looked left and right, and ducked under rope and into a stall just as the stable boys came in, chattering and laughing.

      “Still blubberin’, Pip?” one of the boys sneered, “That’ll teach you to mind ‘oo yer talkin’ to!”

      Pip did not reply.  Another stablehand wheedled, “Don’t leave us ‘angin’ like that!  Tell us more, Dick!”

      Tell them somewhere else, Eselder pleaded, crouched behind the stall’s wooden gate.  He glanced nervously at the stall’s other occupant, but apart from a snort and a skittish sidestep, the horse did not act up.

      “I dunno,” sighed the boy who had taunted Pip.  He spoke to his peers like they were toddlers.  “Da knows I can keep a secret…but I dunno ‘bout you lot…”

      “Aw, c’mon, Dick!”

      “Sure, we can!”

      Eselder heard Pip emerge from his hiding place.  His heart thumped hard as the boy walked toward his hiding place…but he kept going, thank heavens.  Perhaps he thought Eselder had successfully bolted.

      “Then shut the dem door!” Dick snapped, sounding pleased, “Confound it, am I the only one ‘round ‘ere ‘oo ain’t plumb daft...”

      The other boys hastened to appease him.  A crestfallen Eselder listened as the stable doors slammed shut.  He was trapped.

      “Da told me.  It’s ‘appenin’ tonight!” Dick declared, adopting a self-important tone, “The Liberteers bin plottin’ fer months, an’ they’re ready!  Tonight, they’re gonna march on the palace!”

      The boys whooped like the Liberteers were heroes.  Eselder shrank back.  March on Kingston Palace?  What were they talking about?

      “It’s ‘igh time, me Da says,” Dick went on impressively.  All the stable boys, including Pip, agreed that it was high time for those accursed nobles to get what was coming to them.  Eselder’s cheeks grew hot.  He could picture the lot of them gathered together, feeling secretive and important.  It was clear what was going on.  This was a conspiracy against the Crown!  He’d tell the King about it at dinner, and he hoped he crushed these boys’ wicked hopes!

      Commoners!

      How ignorant they were, looking for someone to blame for their troubles!

      You’re all commoners!  Nothing more, nothing better!

      He longed to tell them so, to watch their faces crumple with fear as he revealed himself.   Instead, he huddled in the stall’s corner, and it was he who was afraid…

      Afraid of what they would do if they discovered him.

      “Ow long ‘ave we bin trod down by them aristocrats, kicked about like animals?”

      It sounded as though Dick had memorized his Da’s speech.

      “Liberty!  Equality!  Prosperity!” he crowed, “It’s what every man wants, ain’t it?”

      Isn’t it, Eselder couldn’t help but correct.

      “But ‘oo’s ‘oldin’ us down?  Them white-nobs, that’s ‘oo!  Nay, we won’t stand fer it no more!  Let ‘em try to stop us!  We will ‘ave our rights!  And if they ain’t cooperative, well then, we’ll escort ‘em…ever so nice and polite ‘cause that’s ‘ow they like it…down to the gallows!”

      Eselder’s blood ran cold.  The gallows.  He envisioned that horrible rope swinging back and forth from its wooden perch.  He felt ill.

      “Them aristocrats!” spat Dick.  The stable boys hissed, and Pip sneezed.  A long time had already gone by, and still Pip had said nothing about Eselder.  Dick, on the other hand, wouldn’t shut up.

      “They act so ‘igh and mighty in their palace while we crawl in the dirt!  Well, the Liberteers plan on makin’ their views known…aye, to the King ‘imself!  We’ll storm the palace, and if ‘ee won’t ‘ear us out, well, ‘oo says this country needs a monarchy to prosper?  We’d pro’bly do better without the ‘ole bloody royal family!”

      The boy’s speech was poisoned with hate, and Eselder felt its full blow.  Was the King really in danger?  Were they all in danger?  Eselder was not feeling very kindly toward his father right now…but to plot the King’s demise…

      What did we do to deserve such hatred?

      It was not his fault that he’d been born into the aristocracy and these boys into the peasantry.  Indeed, he had often wanted to trade places with them!  But even he knew that was simply impossible.

      Could he make a break for it?  Eselder squeezed his kneecaps.  No, it was too dangerous!  They would catch him for sure.  After all, Eselder noted ruefully, it wasn’t as though he ran very often.

      “Y’know, mates…”  Dick’s voice carried recklessly through the stable.  “Someday, we might just find ourselves livin’ in that fancy palace.  And as fer me,” he added amid a multitude of sniggers, “I shouldn’t mind takin’ His Royal Highness’s apartment fer meself…wonder ‘ow the prince’d fancy the royal dungeons?  Shouldn’t mind, so long as royal’s in the name…they’re all so bleedin’ full of themselves!”

      Eselder’s blood boiled.  What had he ever done to them?  The thought of Dick occupying his apartment…vile.  He imagined the stable boy lounging on his couch, tearing up his precious books (seeing as the lowborn idiot couldn’t read).  Rotten, ignorant, ill-bred vermin…

      He would show them all!  He would report this conspiracy to the King, tonight!  That would put an end to their ridiculous plans!

      “Come on, this is good enough fer them,” said Pip abruptly, “Let’s go!”

      The others agreed.  Eselder heard them throw down their shovels and march for the stable doors.  Soon, he was alone.  He waited for several minutes and then scrambled to his feet.  He was covered in hay and muck.  Even in the midst of his agitation, he noted he would have to hurry if he was going to change his clothes in time for supper.

      Cautiously, Eselder tiptoed over to the doors.  When he reached them he tore out of the stables and across the palace grounds, as if the Liberteers were pursuing him with outstretched arms and a noose.
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      Every seaman knew of the Lady in Blue.

      Even though she was only a myth, the figment of a lonely sailor’s imagination, many still looked hopefully out to sea when the full moon shone silver on the water.  They sought a woman robed in seawater, her hair flowing like a wave, her white arms bare and beckoning.

      But according to the legend, the Lady’s eyes were her most bewitching feature.  A mere glance could ensnare a man’s heart. And once under her spell, there was no escape.  Obeying her summons, the Lady’s unfortunate victims abandoned the safety of their ships, forgetting that they could not walk on water like her.

      “She is a seductress, Blake, with a siren’s hatred for men,” Captain Drake Ransom warned his five-year-old son, his brown eyes gleaming in the firelight, “If there’s anyone Keel Cutlass fears, it’s the Blue Lady.  Once, they fought over a man’s soul.  He lost.  To this day, his face bears the Lady’s mark.”

      The pirate captain didn’t often return to his crew’s secret haven on Moanamiri, so these stories were few and far between.  Blake treasured his father’s every word and never forgot his warning about the treacherous Lady in Blue.

      “She leads men to their doom, and if her gaze captures yours, all is lost!  Her eyes contain the spirit of the ocean, Blake, ruthless and wild.  Like the ocean, she wants to destroy the men who lust for her…but she doesn’t wish to be caught!  Then she is at her captor’s mercy, and she must give him whatever he desires!”

      “Like what?”

      Blake meant the question earnestly, but his father laughed at him as though he had said something foolish.  Nearby, his mother sat mending Drake Ransom’s shirt with downcast eyes and a taut face.  But at that, she raised her eyes and shot her husband a look she would never dare give to his face.

      Blake noticed it and looked to his brother for guidance.  Jaimes hadn’t glanced up from his book all night or turned a single page, but he gripped its cover so hard his knuckles were white.

      Drake Ransom continued to laugh, and as he did, an invisible wave swept in and submerged the little pili hut.  It was dark and cold.  Blake shivered, wishing Jaimes would join him by the fire.  He loved his father’s attention, rare as it was, but being its sole recipient was frightening.  Too often it turned ugly, like it had just now.

      Drake Ransom stopped laughing and took a swig from his bottle.  Midway through a gulp, he snorted, spraying amber dew everywhere.  Blake fought the urge to run away.  He sat still until his father noticed him again.

      When Drake Ransom frowned, harsh lines cut into his cheeks, and his eyes flashed.

      “Why are you shaking?” he demanded, as though Blake was doing it to annoy him.  Blake blurted out the first excuse he could think of.

      “I’m cold!”

      “Then sit closer to the fire!  All anyone in this damn house does is complain!  Well, you can go to hell for all I care!”

      The last bit was aimed at his wife, but she didn’t move.  Neither did her sons.  Nobody wanted to be Drake Ransom’s target.

      “Did you ever wonder how fire grows, Blake?”

      Blake’s head swiveled from his mother to his father.  The angry lines had faded from Drake Ransom’s face.  The boy quickly shook his head.

      “It’s a flower.  A golden flower that grows faster than lightning!” Drake Ransom whispered.  Blake’s brow furrowed.  Fire wasn’t a plant…was it?  It didn’t look like a plant.

      “See?  You just have to water it and it grows!”

      The pirate threw his bottle at the fire pit.  Glass shattered, and flames roared up so suddenly that Blake gasped and jumped back.  Drake Ransom snickered and arranged his features into a solemn, earnest expression.

      “We use it to keep warm, but it can be plucked from the wood like any flower from the dirt.”

      He glanced at his wife and bent lower.

      “Why don’t you give it a try, Blake?” he suggested.  His breath was hot.  It smelled bad.  Blake shivered as it tickled his ear, and he stared wide-eyed at the fire.  He could feel its heat.  He wildly shook his head, and his father jeered at him, “What, are you afraid?  Are you scared?”

      Then Drake Ransom’s expression cleared.  Suddenly, he looked every bit a caring, compassionate father.

      “It won’t hurt,” he assured Blake.  But he watched his son like a hawk, and with every passing second, Blake saw the darkness come creeping back into his father’s eyes.

      Blake whimpered.  He didn’t want to do it.  He didn’t believe his father’s claim that fire was a flower.  He was terrified of those huge red claws.  He knew it would hurt him.

      But he could not disobey Drake Ransom.

      Blake reached into the fire. At once, blistering pain engulfed his hand.  He screamed and tumbled back, but the pain didn’t go away.  Flaming talons tore deep into his skin, and Blake didn’t even try to hide his sobs.

      Drake Ransom was laughing again, so hard that he had to wipe away tears.

      “He believed it!” he crowed, “He actually believed it, the stupid little fool!”

      Realizing that he would receive no pity from his father, Blake’s teary gaze fell on his mother.  She looked up.  Seeing his tear-stained face, she hesitated.  Then she bent over and resumed her work.

      The hut darkened once more, and the wave rose to sweep them all away.  Or would only Blake be swept away?

      Then Blake felt the wave.  It grasped him with two strong hands and bore him away.  He gasped for breath and out came a sob.

      He felt the mild night air and smelled the sea.  Before the wave crashed over him again, he raised his face to inhale.  But instead of water, he saw white jewels glittering over his head.  He reached up to pull one down for himself and cried out as pain shot through his hand.

      “Blake, you have to calm down.”

      Jaimes’s stern voice came out of nowhere.  Blake was astounded.  Had Jaimes been washed away by the wave too?

      Blake grew still.  Soon he felt the touch of cool water on his poor, burned hand. It felt wonderful.  Slowly, his sobs died down to quiet sniffles.  He rubbed away his tears with his free hand.  To his surprise, he found himself seated outside their pili hut, his hand resting in a bowl of water and Jaimes sitting at his side.  He glanced around suspiciously for any sign of the wave…but everything looked dry and normal.

      “How did I get out here?” Blake demanded sharply.  He wiped his nose on his sleeve and was instantly smothered by a handkerchief.  He came out gasping but alive, the tears and snot gone from his face.

      “My hand hurts!” he announced.

      “Blake, why did you put your hand in the fire?” Jaimes asked him quietly.  Blake knew what he was thinking.  Jaimes thought he was stupid too.  All of a sudden, Blake wanted to curse and rage like his father.  He didn’t reply.

      “Did Father tell you to do it?”

      Blake stared at the sky.

      “I want a white jewel,” he declared, “A jewel shining so bright that we wouldn’t need a fire anymore.  We would just light our house at night with jewels.”

      “Blake, stop pretending not to hear me.”

      “I don’t have to listen to you!” Blake snapped, “You’re not my father!”

      He paused and then in a burst of fury snarled, “My hand still hurts!  Make the pain go away!”

      “I’m trying to, Blake.  Here, wipe your nose again.”

      Blake threw Jaimes’s handkerchief into the dirt.  Jaimes sighed and picked it up.

      “You’re a son of a beach!” Blake shouted.  He would have hit Jaimes too, only his brother caught his fists before they found their mark.

      “Blake, stop it!”

      The brothers fought each other, Jaimes grasping Blake’s arms and Blake doing everything he could think of to break free.

      “You’re hurting my hand!  Let go, you son of a beach!” shrieked Blake.

      “Stop trying to hit me and I’ll let go!” Jaimes yelled back.

      The tussle continued until Blake got too tired to keep it up.  He conveyed his rage with a devastating declaration.

      “I hate you, and I’m running away!”

      His cheeks were burning, but he no longer put up a fight.  Very cautiously, Jaimes released him.

      “We live on an island, Blake,” he pointed out.

      “To sea!” Blake added, his dark eyes flashing.  He almost lashed out again but stopped when he saw Jaimes was looking.

      “And leave us all behind?  What about Mother?”

      “She doesn’t want me around anyway,” Blake muttered, kicking the sand.

      “You don’t know that,” Jaimes said quickly, “Besides, what about me?  Who would be my fishing partner?”

      Blake considered this.  His eyes met Jaimes’s solemn brown gaze.  His brother was seven years his elder and the wisest person Blake knew.

      “You can come with me,” he conceded with an authoritative air, “Even though you’re mean.”

      Despite the insult, Jaimes looked relieved.

      “Maybe I will,” he replied.  He directed Blake’s wounded hand back to the bowl.

      They sat in silence for a while.  Blake stared absently at the stars.  Then he stiffened.

      “Look, Jaimes!” he cried, quivering.  He pointed at the sky with his unburned hand.

      “What is it?”

      “The full moon!” Blake shouted, “I must go to sea!  She’s walking on the water tonight!”

      “Who?  Blake!”

      The water bowl flipped over, splashing water everywhere.  Jaimes shouted a protest, but Blake had already shot off like lightning, bent on his wonderful idea.
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      Blake opened his eyes and shut them with a gasp.

      The light was blinding.

      Even with his eyes shut, it seared his eyelids.  But how could sunlight penetrate so far into the deep?  It wasn’t possible.  Unless…

      Blake summoned all his courage.  Opening his eyes a crack, he squinted like an infant seeing the world for the first time.  White rays streamed through the stern window’s shattered remains, piercing the fog of ashen flakes and ship debris.  Blake moaned and weakly threw up an arm, nearly as blinded by the light’s radiance as he had been by the darkness.  He tried to push himself off the deck, only to discover that his legs were pinioned down by wreckage.

      Then the light dimmed, and Blake realized that he was not alone.  He stopped struggling to free himself.  Terror etched itself into his sunken cheekbones and bloodshot eyes.

      You’re dead.

      A sea captain stood before him, tall and straight, his lacerated skin draped in what had once been the proud uniform of the Eliothan Royal Navy.  His ribcage showed under his blue rags, and his skin dangled off his frame more loosely than the single gold button on his bloodstained lapel.  Barefoot and covered with gashes that chilled blood and bone, the Navy officer looked down on Blake, neither moving nor speaking.  He had been maimed beyond recognition, beyond life itself.  But it was from his wounds that the white rays emanated, brighter and purer than moonlight.

      Blake lay there, battered and bleeding, his own body emaciated from years of living off scraps of spidercrab meat.  He panted viciously as he glared up at the silent ghost.

      You’re dead!  And I’m mad.

      Blake snarled and feebly shifted, but he couldn’t get free.  So he slammed a furious fist against the deck instead.

      Go ahead!  Gloat!  Your prophecy came true after all!

      The Sea Captain didn’t gloat or say a single word.  He merely looked down at Blake who roared a mute curse and helplessly pounded his fists, for the Sea Captain’s expression revealed a wondrous peace, a peace that was tranquil as the sea at dawn and deeper than the ocean depths.  Blake couldn’t stand the sight, and rather than be tortured by it, he smashed his skull over and over against the slimy planks, a torrent of bubbles issuing from his mouth as he screamed out his hatred and fury.

      “I will do it.”

      At once, Blake stopped ranting and raving.  He raised his battered face, looking terrified.  But the ghost didn’t do anything to him.  He didn’t have to.  His serene gaze was torment enough.  But this time, Blake couldn’t tear his eyes away, for in the Sea Captain’s eyes, he beheld the morning star, softly agleam.

      “I will be your advocate,” the Sea Captain said.  That broke the spell.  Blake ripped his gaze off the white herald of the dawn and spat out a silent curse, but the Sea Captain continued to stand there in his own resplendent light while Blake writhed like a worm at his feet, reduced to nothing.

      “…and your light,” the ghost said.

      Get away from me!

      Blake couldn’t scream aloud like he wanted to, so he grabbed a tarnished candlestick from the deck and flung it at the specter.  It floated lazily back down to the deck, but before it settled there, the Sea Captain transformed into a ray of light and retreated through the stern window, taking his light with him.  Blake slumped back, panting.

      Not you.  I’d rather die.

      He struggled to free himself, but after several attempts, he gave up.  His head fell back against the deck.  What was the point anyway?  The Polaris, his sanctuary, was a mangled wreck.  A sea monster would soon find him here, pinned down and defenseless.  It was hopeless.  He would just rest now and wait for this bad dream to finally come to an end.

      It didn’t take long for such a creature to find its way into the captain’s cabin.  A sickly yellow glow preceded it, trickling through the doorway.  Then in floated a snaggletooth, its milky eyes pupil-less and blind.  Blake saw it and went stock-still, hoping it would not sense his presence.  But he smelt too strongly of fresh blood and fear.  Languidly, almost lazily, the snaggletooth’s bulging white eyes rotated toward him.   Blake’s heart pounded wildly, and blood trickled from his forehead, curling like scarlet smoke.

      The snaggletooth charged.

      Blake sprang into action, kicking and clawing at the wreckage with a ferocity he didn’t know he possessed.  Miraculously, his leg tore free from its restraint just as the snaggletooth slammed into his side.  Its razor-sharp fins cut into his flesh, and he soared backward and hit the deck.

      Everything was a terrifying black-and-blue blur.  Blake’s ears rang with the snaggletooth’s shrill scream, and his vision reeled frantically as he tried to figure out where it would come from next.  As he jerked to and fro, something flashed silver in his pearl’s light.  Blake’s heart leapt, and he clawed madly through the water until his fingers were scrabbling across the deck.  To his amazement, they brushed cold metal.  He snatched it up and spun around blindly, the knife outstretched.  Charging like a mad bull and screaming like a banshee, the snaggletooth gutted itself on the blade.  His face twisted up with horrified disgust, Blake hastily let go.  A pool of red mist quickly stained the saltwater.  The snaggletooth went berserk at the scent of its own blood and tore around the cabin, smashing into the bulkheads and against the deck.  Then it stopped, and floated motionless.

      After several nail-biting moments, Blake released his bottled gasp and stared as the scaly corpse peacefully sank, vanishing into a pile of shattered table legs and chairs.  He couldn’t believe it.  He had killed it.

      As he celebrated not dying, light streamed back into the captain’s cabin.  It burned his eyes like fire, but this time Blake welcomed the light.  He swam over to the stern window, afraid of what he would see in the darkness beyond it.  But the light gave him courage, and he dared to look out.

      Black cliffs rose up into an endless night.  Luminescent plants grew upon them, shimmering and twinkling like blue stars.  But the only light that truly brightened the darkness of the deep was a beam of what looked like clearest moonlight, pearly-white and mesmerizing.

      Blake hesitated and looked down at the knife in his hands.  He hadn’t used it to slit his throat after all.  He had used it to fight for his life…the life that hadn’t seemed so precious mere hours ago.  Perhaps…

      Jagged frown lines cut deep into Blake’s bony cheeks.

      …Perhaps he ought to keep fighting for his life.

      Perhaps he ought to follow the Sea Captain’s light and see where it would lead him.

      Blake snorted at that.  If Tolger could see him now!  Blake Ransom, roving sea-gipsey and hardened pirate, following his guardian angel, a woebegone Navyman, out of the hell he deserved and back to a world of sunshine and laughter.

      Mech.

      But even as he made foul faces at the light, he glanced sideways at the demolished cabin.  It was now or never.  If he stayed aboard the Polaris, he was a dead man.  If, on the other hand, he died on his way to the surface, he’d be no worse off than he’d have been cowering aboard this doomed vessel, waiting for Keel Cutlass to come and cut his soul from his bloated corpse.  He had two choices before him: certain death and…almost certain death.

      It was the “almost” that lit a fire in his gut.  “Almost” meant he had a chance.

      “Almost” meant he might live.  And Blake wondered…

      Could the Sea Captain have been sent by…?

      Blake’s heart ached and whispered of a long-buried hope.

      Could he have been sent by…?

      Blake bowed his head and imagined that he heard a seabird’s faint cry.  Though the sound couldn’t have been real, his heart throbbed with a longing he had never expected to feel again.  He had believed that the sea itself had killed his sea longing, but now he felt its familiar thirst once more.  He was no corpse.

      He was alive.

      Blake faced the light and remembered how beautiful the ocean was, when its waves flashed with gold under the setting sun and sparks danced on their fiery crests.  It was a sight worth dying for.

      Blake’s eyes narrowed, and he stuck his knife between his teeth.  He wasn’t going to play Keel Cutlass’s foul game or die the ocean’s victim.

      He was going back, back to the sunlight.
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      Blake swam toward the light.

      Over his head, shadows larger than the Polaris slithered languidly in the gloom, reminding him of why he had given up hope of ever escaping this hellhole.  Between the leviathans that lurked in the deep and the sharks that swam in brighter waters, there was no chance of making it to the surface alive.  The sole reason he had survived his long descent was that he had been locked inside a cage at the time.

      Blake kept swimming, his face set like flint.  But his eyes betrayed his anger and his fear.

      He had memories…of sharks and snaggleteeth ramming the cage, knocking it to and fro as they bit and tore at the metal bars and at one another, trying to get at the cowering man inside…

      Blake stopped swimming.  The light kept receding but he turned around, trembling, and beheld the Polaris sagging wearily on her port side, a haunted blue glow illuminating her from within.  Torn in two, she teetered on the brink of a jagged crevasse.  One gentle push from the sea and she would be lost forever.

      He couldn’t go back.  But could he go on?

      What do you think, Tolger?  Should I risk it?

      Blake was hoping for a little encouragement, though he knew how fickle imaginary friends could be.  Even at the worst of times, they couldn’t be relied on to actually reply.  To his relief, his mental instability did not fail him.

      “It’s your choice, captain, not mine,” Tolger said grimly, “I wouldn’t rest easy if I sent you to your grave.”

      Oh, hell.  Blake rolled his eyes.  Why did he even ask Tolger these things?

      He strained to catch up with the light.  It was, he thought, like swimming through the night sky.

      It had also been night when Hawkeye’s crewmen had led Blake out onto the Skull’s quarterdeck.  The rest of the crew had leered at him in the torchlight, encircling a man-sized cage.  Their captain had been standing next to the cage as well, wearing the Black King’s crown, Blake’s crown, the prize he had searched for doggedly for years, risking life and limb and forfeiting all other desires and dreams.  He had sacrificed everything for the moment when he would fulfill Drake Ransom’s prophecy and triumphantly crown himself the Black King.  No one else had believed in the old Sharid legend, the tale of the two Sea Kings.  Hawkeye had mocked his fool’s hope for years, but in the end, Blake had found his coveted treasure, his heart’s desire…only to lose it in a matter of days to the traitor who called himself the Blood King.

      The ratty-whiskered bastard had opened the cage himself with a mocking bow to the ragged man who called himself the Pirate King.  Blake had resolved to meet his end without saying a word to the filthy traitor.  But at the last moment, fear had gotten the better of him.  He had already been locked inside the cage when he shouted at Hawkeye, “I’m not your enemy!  Don’t do this to me!”

      At that, Hawkeye had looked back at him.  His cruel brown eyes had softened, and his thin lips had split.  For one magical second, Blake had truly thought Hawkeye was going to release him.  Then the pirate captain had started to sing.

      “Heave-ho!  Merry-oh!”

      Hawkeye’s crew had eagerly joined in, their feet thumping to a slow, steady beat as they dangled their prisoner over the black water.  Blake had stumbled stupidly about the swaying cage while the pirates’ song rang in his ears.

      “To the home of Keel Cutlass you go!”

      The pirates had slowly lowered the cage toward the water, singing like they were sending Blake to a merry gathering on the sea floor instead of a slow, hellish death.  To keep himself from making a scene, Blake had fixed his eyes on the full moon right up until the water rose over his head.  That shining white orb was the last memory he had of the world above.

      The flashback lent Blake resolve, and when his arms began to tire, he pushed even harder.  He kept his eyes riveted on the light, but that couldn’t prevent him from glimpsing the horrors that surrounded him…

      A giant squid, drifting sleepily along, its translucent body puffed up like a hot-air balloon…any one of those razored tentacles could reach out, wrap itself around his chest, and drag him into that pulsating orange canopy...

      Blake shuddered.

      Don’t turn back.  Follow the light.

      He looked away and right at a giant gulper eel, which offered him a hideous grin as it slunk toward him, its tiny eyes agleam...

      “Remember, Ransom?”

      Hawkeye’s whisper nearly sent Blake racing for the Polaris.  Of course he bloody well remembered!  That gaping mouth could snap him up whole.  In fact, one of them already had.

      At the start of his first escape attempt, Blake had left the Polaris practically smelling the salty air.  He was leaving this hellhole, and nothing could stop him!

      He had made it halfway up the chasm before running into a very hungry gulper eel.  It had opened its jaws wide, and to his horror, Blake hadn’t been able to swing his sword in time.

      Its cavernous mouth had closed around him.

      Surrounded by darkness and hot spongy walls, Blake had stabbed and stabbed until the creature had finally spat him out with a shriek of pain.  That day, he had fled back to the Polaris. In all the half-hearted escape attempts that followed, he never made it that far again.

      Until today.

      Fear shone in Blake’s eyes as the gulper eel kept pace with him, slinking leisurely along and eyeing him malevolently.  Then the light disappeared behind a rock formation.

      The eel streaked for him.

      Blake panicked, but in a flash the light reappeared and pierced the eel’s beady eyes.  The eel stopped charging and, with a shriek, tore away from Blake and the torturously bright light.  Shaken to his core, Blake stopped swimming.

      I can’t do it!  I can’t do it, damnit!

      Blake twisted around to flee back to the Polaris, only to find himself face-to-face with a leering vampire shark.  The black hulk was barely visible in the gloom.  At present, it was trailing after the Sea Captain’s light like a mesmerized snake following a charmer’s flute.  If Blake abandoned the light, would it come for him instead?  He had witnessed one of its kind capturing prey before.  The leviathan looked slow now, but at the sight of food, it could shoot forward like a bullet.  No poor fishy stood a chance.  Neither did Blake.

      “Keep going, captain!”

      Blake took his first mate’s advice, but his heart kept pounding like a drum.  He sensed the vampire shark tagging along just yards behind him, and knew that the light was what was keeping him alive, second to second.

      Then, to his horror, the light descended deeper into the abyss.

      Get back here, you son of a bitch!  Lead me up!  Go UP, damnit!

      But the light…or the Sea Captain…or whatever the hell it was…dropped down, down toward the sea floor.  Blake had no choice but to follow it.  Wild with fear, he plunged past huge volcanic rock formations, all pockmarked with yawning tunnels.  Every second, he expected something hellish to lunge at him from one of those black holes.  But nothing did.

      Soon he was skimming the sea floor, which was blanketed in a thick layer of gray…all the nastiness that had sunken from shallower waters.  The light guided him on toward a small dark hole.  The pirate swallowed hard.

      Then he entered the tunnel.

      Black stone gleamed in his pearl’s sapphire glow.  The farther he swam, the more the obsidian walls seemed to close in on him.  What the hell was he doing?  He was going deeper into the sea, not up toward its surface!  Very likely, he had hallucinated the Sea Captain back aboard the Polaris.  After all, Blake was fully aware that his grip on his sanity wasn’t exactly the tightest.  Maybe that bump on the noggin had been the last straw, and now he was actually following a giant anglerfish’s lure deep into its lair, where it would swallow him up in one terrifying gulp.

      …Or maybe the Sea Captain was real, and the ghost thought it amusing to watch Blake struggle for his life.  His own had been so brutally taken from him.  Or maybe—

      Blake stopped dead, unable to believe his eyes.  His internal monologue was cut ruthlessly short.  There was something at the end of the tunnel…and it wasn’t a tongue and two yellow rows of Blake-sized fangs.

      It was the gate to the Sunken Slaughterhouse.
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      Blake raced across the seashore.  Crashing through the waves, he flopped onto his belly, shrieking with delight.  Getting up, he dug his toes deep into the sand and squinted at the starry horizon.  A silver path shone on the water, but no one was walking on it.

      Blake’s burned hand still smarted.  He lowered it into the cool water.  For several more minutes, he surveyed the bay.  Then he got bored with the Lady in Blue and decided to explore the seashore instead.  He sloshed ashore.

      That was when he saw her.

      The Lady in Blue was not walking on the water tonight.  She stood on the lonely seashore with her head bowed and her long tresses rippling in the wind.

      At first, Blake was too scared to approach her.  What if she hypnotized him and lured him out into the deep?  After all, he was a man.

      His curiosity soon overcame his fear.  He started tiptoeing toward the phantom.  Would she run away if she noticed Blake sneaking up on her?  His father said she would.

      And if he caught her, what would she give him?

      As Blake crept closer to the Lady, he realized that the legend was mistaken about her appearance.  It was not her hair that flowed like a sea wave but a long veil of midnight blue.  And her arms weren’t bare.  They were hidden beneath her mantle, which Blake was disappointed to see looked like plain, ordinary cloth.  Like something his mother might wear.

      Then the Lady turned toward him and lifted her head.  Blake froze, his eyes wide with wonder.

      His father was right.

      The Lady in Blue was fearfully beautiful.
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      Considering that they were the entrance into maritime hell, the gates to the Sunken Slaughterhouse were extremely beautiful.  Delicate bars of mother-of-pearl shimmered with all the pale blues, pinks, silvers, and golden-whites of daybreak.

      The Sea Captain was waiting for Blake in front of the gates in his human form, and Blake couldn’t hold back a hateful sneer.  Aye, the man was a saint, a veritable saint, coming to rescue his enemy’s son from becoming snaggletooth kibble!

      “Is he?” Hawkeye rasped.

      Blake’s expression morphed from a sneer to a scowl.  Why hadn’t he left this particular figment of his imagination to rot aboard the Polaris?

      “Is he leading you out of the slaughterhouse?” hissed Hawkeye, “Or is he leading you in?”

      Blake’s scowl darkened.  Was that the Sea Captain’s plan?  If so, Blake was the most gullible idiot in all the Giesting Sea!  Here he was, following the Sea Captain like a mute little lamb all the way to the butcher’s house!  Saved by heaven’s light, his soggy white arse!  It all made sense.  Descending farther into the depths, down this tunnel, to the very doorstep of the Sunken Slaughterhouse…he should have known that the chasm above wasn’t horrific enough to be the home of the Butcher of Souls…no, that was only his front porch…

      And if the legend was true, the nightmares behind him were nothing compared to those that lay ahead.

      Blake glared at the magnificent gates and the ghost who waited for him there.  Which would it be?  The sea floor or the slaughterhouse?

      “I warned you that he was up to no good, captain,” Tolger lamented.  Blake’s brow shot up with fierce indignation.

      You did nothing of the sort, you lily-livered coward!  You refused to give me any advice at all back there!

      Tolger tactfully said nothing, leaving Blake to cock his head and glare at the Sea Captain.  Then again…he didn’t know the Sea Captain meant any harm.  He might just be a kindly ghost who liked helping out poor drowned pirates.

      “Idiot!”

      Blake flinched, and rolled his eyes.  Lovely.  His father had just joined the merry crew of the HMS Insanity.

      “Have you forgotten what we did to that Navy rat?” came the low growl that still made goose bumps sprout on Blake’s arms.  How could he forget?

      Blake closed his eyes, feeling sick.  How could he ever forget?

      “In the slaughterhouse, it’s every man for himself!  I’d turn you in myself if I could get out that way,” sneered Drake Ransom, “You ought to see my remains.  It ain’t a pretty sight, my boy!”

      Blake shuddered.  That gruesome image did not help

      …Or did it?

      Aye, he could see his dear father rotting away in maritime hell for all eternity.

      No offense, he added insincerely.

      “None taken,” grumbled Drake Ransom with equally false sincerity.

      But an upstanding Navy captain who had died in the line of duty, slaughtered long before his body had sunk beneath the waves?  What had he done to merit eternal damnation?

      “Don’t be a damn fool, boy—”

      Oh, shut up, Blake growled.  He had enough fond memories of his dear father telling him how stupid he was.  To his astonishment, Drake Ransom actually acquiesced.  To his great irritation, it now seemed that everyone wanted to offer his opinion.

      “Go ahead, Black King!  Throw your life away!”

      “What other choice do you have, captain?”

      “Use your head, Blake, and think for once!  Think!  Think!”

      Blake snarled and grabbed his temples.  How could he think with all these damn voices shouting in his head?

      “Warn my son, Blake Ransom.”

      The pirate froze mid-thrash.  Shaking and half-sobbing, he turned bloodshot eyes upon the Sea Captain.  His son?  Who the hell was his son?  And who the hell did the Sea Captain think he was, making selfish demands when Blake was wallowing in the pit of despair?

      The Sea Captain’s head was bowed, and Blake felt a rush of loathing.

      What’s wrong, White Breeches?  Can’t stand the sight of me?  Look me in the eye if you dare!

      As if he could hear Blake’s secret thoughts, the Sea Captain raised his head and looked straight at him.  His eyes were dim with sorrow; the morning star was nowhere to be seen.  No…instead, Blake saw something else…thick billows of smoke…and fire staining a dim, silvery-blue, star-studded sky…

      “Warn my son about this place.  He is on his way here.  Please, Blake Ransom.”

      Suddenly, Blake understood.

      Your son…

      He stared at the Sea Captain and started to tremble violently as bile began pouring into his mouth.  It tasted nauseatingly of spidercrab.  Blake tore his eyes off the Sea Captain and squeezed them shut, gritting his teeth.  Black claws wound around his throat.  He gasped for breath and clutched his head, shaking it violently.

      Then the claws took hold of his heart, and wrenched it hard.

      Blake’s chest erupted in agony.  With a gasp, his eyes flew open, and his vision flashed red.  In a sickening, swirling haze, he saw the outline of a thatched roof, dancing with shadows and firelight.  His eyes darted from the barrels and crates to the meats dangling over his head.  He recognized this place!  Quickly, he tried to stand, but he couldn’t.  Hot slippery flesh clamped down over his mouth, and Blake’s adrenaline surged.  He kicked and thrashed with all his might, but whoever had him pinned down was stronger than he was.

      Then, out of the corner of his eye, Blake saw fire.  Immediately, he went limp, but it didn’t go away.  He felt himself madly shaking his head as it came closer and closer, until it stopped, inches from his cheek.  Blake’s nostrils gave shrill little bursts as it hovered there.  His chest went up and down, up and down until, finally, the hand lifted from his mouth, and the fire moved away.  He whimpered with relief and kept very quiet, and very still.

      A tall silhouette appeared over him.  Blake’s heart raced, and he started wheezing in pure terror.  But he didn’t move, or make a sound.

      The shadow came down on him.

      Blake’s body went rigid, his mind blank.  He stared straight ahead as a scream fought its way up his throat.  It clawed and tore and squeezed until, at last, it burst out of his mouth.  The shadow jerked back, looking over its shoulder.  Then it released him and started backing away.  Blake cried out and flung his arms over his head.  It took him some time to realize that he was not lying in that storeroom at all but floating in a tunnel on the sea floor.  Slowly, he lowered his arms, panting.  His limbs were weak, and he was shaking uncontrollably.

      Blake noticed the Sea Captain watching him.  He spat at him, eyes blazing with black fire.  The ghost bowed his head.  Blake expected him to disappear entirely, but instead, he transformed back into a ray of light, passed through the pearly bars, and kept on going.

      Blake hesitated.  What if the Sea Captain was leading him into a trap?  He agonized for a moment, then swam forward and pushed on the gates.  To his relief, they swung open, and Blake passed through, still quaking like he had scarlet fever.  He’d take his chances.  After all, he couldn’t possibly warn the Sea Captain’s precious boy about anything if he was being flayed alive in the slaughterhouse, now could he?

      Blake swam after the retreating light, his blood boiling.  So even a dead man wanted something from him, eh?   The Sea Captain was saving his miserable hide so that he could lay a claim on it.  He should’ve guessed as much.  Nobody really cared about Blake Ransom.  To be sure, they were very interested in many things about him, or what he might do for them with his marvelous gift from the Lady…but not about him.

      Well, fine.  Blake was used to that.  But the Sea Captain had come to him, not the other way around.

      The pirate’s eyes glistened.  He didn’t owe him a damn thing.
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      Like Drake Ransom had claimed, the Lady in Blue possessed a beauty that was not of this world.  Her cheeks’ gentle blush reminded Blake of pink hibiscus petals, her skin glowed more radiantly than the moon, and her eyes…oh, her eyes!  They were the loveliest feature of all, for they seemed to contain the whole ocean in all its beauty, mystery, and wonder.

      Blake wanted to say something to the beautiful woman, so he asked her, “Are you the Lady in Blue?”

      Eyes overflowing with power and grief met his.  The Lady didn’t try to hide her tears.  A fascinated Blake watched a glistening pearl slide down her white cheek.  Why was she crying?

      “Yes, I am the Lady in Blue.”

      Her voice reminded Blake of the tide, a gentle murmur behind which echoed the ocean’s might.  Timidly, he reached for her veil.

      “They s-said you would run if I f-found you,” he stammered, “That you d-don’t want to be caught.”

      He couldn’t bring himself to do it.  Before his hand lowered, the Lady caught it in hers.  Her touch was gentle, and very strong.

      “I wanted you to find me, Blake,” she replied with a smile.  She looked down at Blake’s small palm nestled in her own.

      “Who has abused your trust and hurt you?”

      The ocean’s might was suddenly more than an echo in her voice.   At her touch, the angry burn faded away, but Blake was too entranced to notice.

      “You are not like you are in the stories,” he said.

      “Men corrupt many things, Blake, even memories,” the Lady answered sadly, “I hope that you will tell them the truth about me.  There are few now who would have the courage.”

      The longer Blake gazed into the Lady’s eyes, the more he wanted to throw himself into the ocean that was in them.  Another tear fell.

      “Why are you so sad?” Blake asked anxiously.  The Lady’s tears upset him far more than his mother’s did, when his father made her cry.

      The Lady knelt.  Their faces were but inches apart.  She whispered, “If you could hear what I do, you would cry too.”

      “What do you hear?” Blake whispered back.

      “I hear souls crying as they wander aimlessly through a world of shadow.  Nothing I say can take away their grief.  But these days are coming to an end.  It is time to change the course of this sad story.”

      “Will you help, Blake?” the Lady asked earnestly, extending her hand.  Blake eagerly took it.

      “Do you know something, Lady?” he whispered, trying to sound urgent and mysterious.

      The Lady smiled.  “Tell me, Blake.”

      Blake searched his mind (and his pockets) for something absolutely amazing to show the Lady.

      “Um, look at this!”

      He whipped a seashell out of his pocket.  He had found it earlier while playing pirates with Jaimes.

      “Do you want it?  You can have it.”

      The Lady looked delighted, which delighted Blake.  He insisted that she cup it to her ear, for he had cleverly trapped a sea spirit inside the shell.  The Lady appeared charmed by its whispering song.  Then, lowering the shell, she told him smilingly, “Now I have a gift for you.”

      Blake was instantly intrigued.  “What is it?”

      “Will you close your eyes and hold out your hands?  For me?”

      Blake looked at the Lady suspiciously.  He put his hands behind his back and shook his head, remembering his father and the golden flower.

      The Lady’s eyes dimmed with sadness.  “I will never trick you, Blake.  I promise.”

      Blake hesitated.  Then, reluctantly, he stretched out his hands.  Casting the Lady a suspicious look, he closed his eyes all but a crack.  Through blurry lashes, he saw the Lady in Blue wait with a patient smile.  Blake scowled, seeing that she wasn’t fooled, and closed his eyes.  At once, the Lady placed something hard and cool in his palm.  It didn’t hurt.

      Opening his eyes, Blake gasped and stared at a beautiful white gem.  Its core shimmered like frost, but for a moment, Blake thought he saw a flicker of fire, and sparks flying in the dark.  Jaimes would never believe this!

      “This jewel contains the ocean’s breath,” the Lady explained solemnly, “With the power it contains, you could descend to the ocean’s deepest depths and not drown.”

      “I’ll be able to breathe underwater?” Blake demanded.  He shook the jewel like he might hear the sea sloshing about inside.

      The Lady nodded.  “Yet, that is not all.  If you accept this gift, Blake, your soul will experience an awakening.  It will sense the ocean’s most precious secret.  You will yearn to discover it, but you will need another’s help for that.”

      “Who?”

      The Lady looked at him tenderly.  “You will be restless, drawn to the sea even when it seems to offer only pain.  If you persevere, you will find the fulfillment of your sea longing.  However, if you abandon the search, the sea longing will not abate but will remain a torment to you, all the days of your life.”

      Blake squirmed, already restless.  He wanted to breathe underwater!

      “Can you accept this?” the Lady asked him.

      

      “Aye!”  Blake grabbed her hand and tugged it.  “Can we go swimming now?”

      Another tear fell down the Lady’s cheek.  Blake forgot all about swimming.

      “Please, Lady in Blue!” he pleaded wretchedly, “Don’t cry anymore!  Shall I catch a crab for you?”

      At that, the Lady did smile.

      “Blake,” she said warmly, “Your heart is a mirror of my own, full of mercy, for that is my essence.  Within it dwells a mighty sea.  It cannot be contained, but you must be careful to whom you entrust such a gift.  So much depends upon it, Blake.”

      Blake listened gravely, wondering when he might suggest his fabulous idea about swimming again.

      Then, before his astounded eyes, a fine silver mist rose out of the white jewel and entered him through his nostrils.  It smelled like the sea.  Suddenly, Blake gasped and clutched his chest.  His heart!  It burned like it was on fire!

      “It hurts!” he cried, “It hurts!”

      The Lady quickly placed her hand upon his little chest.  At her touch, the pain went away.

      “It is the sea longing,” she said gently, “The call of the deep.”

      Her fingers lovingly brushed his cheeks.  “Do not be frightened!  I will not let the flames consume you.”

      Blake realized that the jewel had become an ugly black rock.  This was somewhat disappointing, as he’d wanted to show it to Jaimes.

      “I can breathe underwater now?” he demanded, wanting to clarify this important fact.  The Lady nodded and stood.

      “Now I must leave you for awhile,” she told him, “Use my gift often, and do not forget me!”

      The tide came rushing up to her feet, and when she stepped onto it, she did not sink.  A dumbfounded Blake watched her take the moonlight road out to sea.

      Then he came to his senses.

      “Stop!  Come back!” he cried.  His command was fierce, but his voice cracked with fear.

      When the Lady in Blue did not stop, Blake panicked.  He cast the rock away and tried to follow her, but he could not walk on water like the Lady could.

      “Lady in Blue, Lady in Blue!” he cried from the shore, “Don’t leave me behind!  Take me with you!  Please!”
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      Blake’s limbs were on fire.  But the light wouldn’t wait for him, so he struggled on, cursing the heartless Sea Captain.

      Bloody hell, what are you trying to do to me, burst open my black heart?  I can’t keep going like this!

      Over and over, he thought that, but each time he nearly gave up, he found a hidden shred of strength he hadn’t used up yet.  And, somehow, he kept going.

      At long last, he spotted a crack in the cavern’s roof.  An opening!

      The light slipped through the gap.  To his relief, Blake could just barely wedge himself through.  Looking up, he beheld a great empty expanse and began pursuing the light up for what felt like endless leagues.  His muscles screamed with pain and begged him for a respite.  But all Blake’s fatigue was forgotten when he beheld light sparkling across what was unmistakably the ocean’s surface.

      He had never seen a more beautiful sight.

      Casting his exhaustion aside, Blake tore feverishly for that shining silver ceiling.  It was moonlight on the water, and soon he would see it all: the moon and the stars and the sea!

      The dazzling silver flecks drew nearer and nearer until Blake burst right through the water, ready to feast his eyes on the night sky!

      His eager gaze was met by darkness.

      Blake’s spirits plummeted.  Blinking confusedly, he looked around and saw walls of dull gray stone.  He looked down and found himself treading water in a vast underground lake.

      Before his disappointment could overwhelm him, he noticed the cavern walls.  They were growing steadily dimmer and dimmer.  Looking around frantically, he spotted the Sea Captain’s light receding through a tunnel at the lake’s far end.  He wouldn’t make it in time!

      “No!” Blake gasped, “Don’t go!”

      It was the first time he’d heard his voice in two years, but his fright eclipsed the momentous occasion.  His windpipes cracked excruciatingly in his salty, shriveled throat.

      “Don’t leave me behind!” he panted, but the Sea Captain didn’t heed his plea.  Soon his light was gone, leaving only Blake’s pearl to ward off a total eclipse of the light.

      At long last, Blake’s energy was spent.  Thankfully, the lakeshore was not far off.  The pirate swam to it and cast himself on its jagged stones.  Closing his eyes, he concentrated on breathing in air, not water.  Even that was a gift.

      As he sucked in air and raggedly exhaled, he realized that the emptiness had a melody of its own.  The lake water murmured softly, lapping the rocky shore.  The gentle sound echoed back and forth until it became an endless, lonely refrain.  Even Blake’s breathing was loud and melodic...or perhaps he had just not heard it in so long.

      Now where do I go?

      He could follow the light down the tunnel, but he wouldn’t get very far.  He had eaten nothing but a few strips of crabmeat in three days.  All he had wanted was a glimpse of the sun.  Was that really too much to hope for?

      “Why?”

      His whisper was weak and broken.  Blake took a shuddering breath and roared the question at the top of his lungs.

      “Why…why…why…”

      The wavering echo threw his question back in his face until it died away unanswered.  Like a snake, the cavern air wrapped icy scales around his skin.  Blake shivered.  Sharp rocks scratched his legs as he drew them to his chest.  Curled up like a fetus in the womb, Blake shut his eyes and listened to the echoes of stone and water.

      “You are all alone, Blake Ransom,” whispered a small voice, which Blake knew came from within.  He moaned and curled up tighter.  Aye, he was alone…and cold, and hungry, and wracked with pain.  Yet, he had borne it all because he had wanted to see the sun, and feel its warm touch on his face…

      Blake shivered.  He was so cold!

      “Why didn’t you come for me?”

      His anguished cry echoed around the cavern.  Blake lowered his voice.

      “…Mother…”
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      “Lady in Blue, take me with you!”

      From the shore, Blake pitifully held out his hands.

      The Lady turned.  Her eyes contained such kindness that Blake forgot everything else and stood still.

      “I will never abandon you!” she assured him, “You are my child, my very own.  Keep your heart alive to the call of the deep!  I will return soon to claim it!”

      She was really leaving him!  Blake raced into the water.

      “Lady in Blue, don’t go!” he cried, fighting the incoming tide, “You may have it now!  Right, right now!”

      Suddenly, the sand beneath his feet disappeared.

      Down he sank.  To his amazement, he could see as clearly as he did onshore.  Blue-green rocks covered the sandy floor, and rays of moonlight danced in the shallows.

      Blake took a deep breath, and a joyful wave crashed through him.  He could breathe underwater!  He could really, truly breathe underwater!

      For a while, his five-year-old soul was consumed with joy.  Then he remembered the Lady in Blue.  She was going away; she was leaving him!

      Blake clawed upward and burst through the water, looking frantically about.  The Lady in Blue was gone.

      “Lady in Blue!  Come back, come back!” sobbed Blake, striking out for the faraway horizon.  If she wouldn’t stay, he would go after her!

      Then, faintly, Blake heard someone call his name.

      “Blake!  Come back, Blake!”

      It was Jaimes, calling from the shore.  Blake halted and treaded water, torn between the shore and the sea.
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      After slipping in and out of restless dreams, Blake weakly turned onto his side, opened his eyes…and stared at a little boat, beached a few yards away.

      He had to be hallucinating.

      Blake blinked.  The boat remained, so the pirate crawled forward and reached out.  Cold, dry wood met his trembling fingertips.  It couldn’t be real…

      Blake ran his hand down the rough wood.  A splinter pierced his palm, and the pain made it all real.  He struggled to his feet, pushed the boat into the water, and collapsed into it, landing atop a pile of ancient fishing nets.  Blake wrinkled his nose.  Eww…

      He searched around for the unfortunate fisherman’s remains and discovered an oar instead.  What luck.

      Blake lowered the oar into the water and stared down at the black ripples.  For a moment, he thought he saw the haunted blue silhouette of the Polaris.  Hastily, he shook his head.  The ripples stilled.  No, it was just the fishing boat’s reflection.

      “Mad,” he whispered, “Blake Ransom has gone mad.”

      He just hoped he was not imagining this boat, or he would eventually come to his senses and find himself onshore, paddling the air with empty fists.  But he reached the far side of the lake and still did not waken from his dream.

      Blake found the tunnel the light had traveled down and kept paddling his little boat.  He was beginning to feel that this wasn’t a dream after all.  Of course, that didn’t mean he hadn’t gone mad.

      Time passed strangely.

      At last, Blake couldn’t keep rowing.  The oars were heavy as anchors, and the world swayed to and fro.  Blake opened his mouth to vomit, but he didn’t have anything in his stomach to throw up.

      “I have to stop,” he whispered, “I can’t go any farther…”

      Blake sank back onto the fishing nets and gave himself up to the sea.

      He slept, and he dreamed that he was in a boat drifting through a great sea cavern, while all around him voices in the dark cried out, Come back, Blake!  Return to the deep!  Blake’s eyes flickered beneath their lids.  Then they opened a crack.  He beheld a sky strewn with diamonds and, in their midst, a glorious full moon.  He saw them, all blurry between his eyelashes but still wondrously beautiful.

      Blake looked at them for a few more moments.  Then he wearily closed his eyes, and sank back into the same dream.
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      “Wake up, Blake!  It’s just a nightmare!”

      With those words, night after night, Jaimes wrenched his little brother from the same vivid dream, in which Blake struggled to follow the Lady in Blue across the sea.  Still crying for his mother, Blake awoke to find a pair of worried brown eyes gazing down at him.  Other times, Jaimes didn’t act quickly enough, and Blake roused the entire family with his cries.  Drake Ransom did not take kindly to that.

      Each evening found Blake sitting on the seashore until, as darkness fell, Jaimes appeared to bring him home.  For weeks, he waited with unusual patience, convinced that his mother was coming back for him.

      But a child’s fortitude is quickly exhausted.

      Weeks slipped by, the moon waxed full, and still the Lady in Blue did not return.  Blake’s seaside vigils became a tiresome chore.  As he grew accustomed to the sight of the empty horizon, his visits grew shorter and shorter.  Finally, he gave them up altogether.  But despite Jaimes’s subtle suggestions, Blake refused to believe that he had dreamed up the Lady in Blue.  After all, he had proof of their encounter.

      His sea breath.

      Blake loved the Lady in Blue’s gift.  Gone were the days of investigating Moanamiri’s hot, stuffy forest.  Now Blake was always to be found near the sea.  Nothing thrilled him more than exploring the coral reefs and undersea caves that surrounded his island home.  There, he discovered a hidden world full of wonder and adventure.  And it was all his.  He didn’t have to share it with anyone, even Jaimes.

      Months passed.  As Blake fell more deeply in love with the ocean, a strange inner whisper began to beckon him beyond the confines of his little island, out to the open seas.  But to his great frustration, he was not allowed to go.

      For now, he had to stay on Moanamiri, where life rolled aimlessly along, one day to the next.  It wasn’t such a bad life either…not when there were eel holes to explore, treasures to gather, and an older brother to annoy and occasionally play pirates with.  Gradually, the Lady in Blue became a wistful memory, a phantom that haunted Blake only in dreams, and though his sea longing intensified with time, his longing for the Lady’s return dulled until Blake hardly brought her to mind at all.
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      Eselder glared at the napkin in his lap.  He had forgotten how much he loathed these suppers.

      He sat with the King and Queen in the royal family’s private dining room, a small but ornate chamber decorated with red velvet draperies, Oriental carpets, and a long mahogany table.  Gold chandeliers hung from the ceiling, illuminating portraits of Eselder’s dead ancestors.  Glancing at an oil painting, Eselder issued a silent challenge to his great-great-grandfather King Jaimes the Third.

      What did you do to deserve a life-size portrait, anyway?  You don’t look like you could run a mile, much less a kingdom.

      King Jaimes the Third did not reply, but his pompous beam suggested that he was quite pleased with his kingly accomplishments.

      Eselder shifted his baleful stare to King Jaimes the Fourth, who sat at the head of table calmly eating soup.  In fact, they all looked very dignified and serene, only opening their mouths to swallow a spoonful of soup.  These suppers were never much for conversation, though the King and Queen’s dissatisfaction with one another spoke volumes in the silence.

      Eselder stirred his soup, watching the creamy broth swirl around and around.

      No wonder I look like a ball of dough.

      He knew he ought to tell his parents the shocking conversation he had overheard, but one glance at the King convinced Eselder that he couldn’t stomach the torture of explaining why he had been in the stables to begin with.  Besides, the threat that had seemed so real in the dark stables appeared far-fetched now that he was back in Kingston Palace.

      It’s your fault, you know!  Eselder shot a silent barb at the King.  If you didn’t make me so nervous, you’d already know everything!

      Actually, it was rather gratifying to withhold information that King Jaimes would no doubt like to know.  He and the Queen looked all too content to sit there, ignore one another, and let their son to grow up into a laughable buffoon.  It was obvious that King Jaimes considered his only son and heir an embarrassment.  The injustice of that rankled Eselder, seeing as his father had grown up at Court too.  Of course, he noted gloomily, the King did not resemble the crème-filled bonbons set out for dessert.

      “Well, you certainly aren’t very talkative this evening,” remarked King Jaimes.  His wife and son stared at him incredulously, and for a moment, he actually looked sheepish.  Then his eyes locked onto Eselder’s soupspoon.

      Oh, hell.  Here it comes.

      “You know, Eselder, there are families…hungry families…”

      Here we go.

      Eselder hadn’t even said anything.

      “…who would gladly do a full day’s labor for that soup.”

      His father was using the insufferably crisp tone that always made Eselder want to beat his head (or the King’s) against the wall.  For the second time in two days, he did the unthinkable.

      He lost his temper.

      Eselder pushed away his soup and folded his arms.  The temperature in the room plunged.  Eselder pushed stubbornly on toward his doom.

      “Then give it to them.”

      A frightening silence ensued.

      “May I be excused?” Eselder asked, choosing insolence over penitence.

      King Jaimes’s face paled in rage.

      “Do you realize how spoiled you sound right now?” he demanded.

      Yes, Eselder did know, but he was far too angry to admit it.  So he did something shocking instead.  He provoked the King further.

      “No, I do not suppose I do,” he lied, his eyes boring holes into his water goblet, “Seeing as I’ve never been anywhere besides this prison hole.”

      King Jaimes rose swiftly, his expression suggesting a messy end to the Crown Heir.  Not like his father would ever have the guts to lay a finger on him.

      “You’ve never suffered a day in your life, you spoiled child!”

      The King slammed a fist against the table.  Eselder sat still, his face pinched.  His father had never spoken to him like that.

      The Queen’s eyes narrowed.  She opened her mouth, but her husband cut her off.   That was a shame, as Eselder would very much have liked to know what she intended to say.

      “You − ”

      The King pointed rigidly at Eselder, who now understood how criminals felt when being sentenced to death.

      “—have n-no idea—”

      King Jaimes stumbled over his words in his fury.  Eselder looked at him with interest.  His father never stammered.

      “—what most p-people have to do…just to get through… just to provide for their families, to survive!”

      And you do?

      Eselder’s desperation grew along with his shame, until he couldn’t hold his tongue anymore.  The words burst out before he could stop himself.

      “Believe me, if I could get away and find out for myself, I would!  You would never see me again!”

      Oh, those words, those traitorous words!  For weeks and months, through every dull lesson and silent supper, he had bitten them back…but now they had escaped him, and he couldn’t take them back.  He was humiliated.

      But was he sorry?

      The King’s reaction ought to have been satisfying.  His face was white and slack.  He looked like Eselder had said something devastating.  Yet somehow, Eselder couldn’t feel satisfied.  All he felt was anger…at himself.  He wanted to apologize, make amends, beg his father’s forgiveness!  Instead, he watched on tenterhooks as King Jaimes’s spectacled eyes swept across the table.  They landed on the Queen and turned cold.  Then they rested on his heir, and Eselder saw their contempt.  He broke eye contact and glared at his napkin.

      A second later, the King’s chair slid back so suddenly that Eselder and the Queen jumped.  Eselder looked up in time to see King Jaimes storm out of the room.

      Perhaps, if I’m lucky, the King will send me away from the Court, he thought miserably as King Jaimes shut the door with admirable control.

      “Eselder, you may be excused,” said the Queen.  Of course.  She didn’t want to deal with her hopeless child.

      Eselder obeyed as quickly as he could without alerting the entire Court to the royal family’s suppertime spat.  Smiling and nodding at the courtiers who bid him good evening, he hurried to his private apartments.  It was the only place he could safely vent his rage…not too loudly, of course.

      It didn’t take long for his biting fury to subside, and when he stopped snarling and pacing the floor, everything seemed horribly quiet.  The sun had already set, and Eselder stood alone in his gloomy chambers, surrounded by crystal chandeliers, gold candlesticks, and other finery that twinkled serenely in the moonlight.

      His parents did not understand.  No one understood.

      And nobody came to see him.

      In a fit of rebellion, Eselder decided to desert King and country.  He was running away!  After digging through his wardrobe, he changed into the threadbare clothes he kept hidden in his trunk.  He had nabbed the old breeches and shirt from a goodwill pile at Lady Birkenbee’s Benefit to Clothe the Poor Orphans…leaving behind a stack of sovereigns to assuage his guilty conscience.  The clothes had fit him quite well last July, but now they were getting rather cramped.  Well, the waistline was, anyway.

      For fifteen blissful minutes, Eselder prowled around his chambers like a caged lion, planning his escape.  This was it!  This time, he was really leaving!

      Then reality caught up with him.

      Losing his nerve, Eselder flung himself onto his couch and waited for someone to come and berate him for his behavior.  Nobody did.  That infuriated him even more.  To distract himself, Eselder picked up Five Years Aboard the Lady Roc and began to read.

      His “childish” obsession with running away to sea had begun several years back at a supper with Count Magnoff and his son, a newly appointed midshipman aboard the HMS Lady Liberty.  While the young ship’s officer gushed about the splendid sights one saw at sea, Eselder had attacked his pineapple cream with unusual relish, trying to mask his jealousy.  Despite the riveting talk, however, Eselder’s eyes had kept drooping, and he had struggled mightily not to doze off.  This twofold battle had raged within him until, at long last, he couldn’t contain himself.  Though he hadn’t spoken a word all evening, his exclamation had burst forth in all its mortifying sincerity.

      “I should love to go to sleep on the Lady Liberty!”

      Eselder hadn’t even realized his mistake until he noticed the other men chortling.

      Sea!  I meant sea!

      In his humiliation, he could have cried.  He had looked beseechingly at his father, but King Jaimes’s weary gaze had been directed toward the ceiling.   After their guests settled down, he had smoothly changed the subject.

      But afterward, they had had a father-son talk.

      “What on earth made you say that?”

      “It was a slip of the tongue!”

      “Your tongue slips rather often, I must say.”

      “Well, I…I get nervous!”

      “It was a quiet supper with old friends.  What could possibly make you nervous?”

      Eselder had stared at his father’s skeptical, irritated face.  And said nothing.

      Shaking his head, the King had added evenly, “In the future, you’d do better to say nothing at all.”

      Instantly, Eselder’s face had become a stony mask.  Yes sir, he had silently replied, his chest smarting.  But aloud, he had said nothing.  Nothing at all.
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      Eselder huddled on his couch, glumly playing with the strings on his pilfered shirt.  It was now past midnight.  His windows were black as ink, but he couldn’t sleep.

      How will I ever clean up the mess I’ve made?

      In his mind’s eye, Eselder saw a mast climbing high toward the sky.

      I wish I could run away to sea.

      A distant noise shattered his reverie.

      Eselder sat up, his eyes darting to the window.  Did he hear…voices?  It certainly sounded like it.  A multitude of angry voices, drawing steadily closer.

      Dick’s words came rushing back, and now they seemed terribly, terribly real.

      The Liberteers…storming the palace…no, it can’t true!

      Why hadn’t he told the King everything when he had the chance?

      Eselder tumbled over to the window, but before he reached it, a fiery glow crept up its panes.  Eselder crawled under the windowsill and lifted himself up, just high enough to peer outside.

      “Oh, no,” he breathed.

      A huge mob was streaming into the courtyard.  They were gathering right underneath his window.  Why his window?  What would they do to him if they caught him?

      Eselder had never seen a mob before.  It was a terrifying sight.  Hundreds of dirty, ragged peasants, men and women alike, were crowded together.  Their faces looked possessed, lit by torchlight and hatred.  In unison, they screamed, “Away with the monarchy!  Away with the Crown!  Away with the King!”

      Eselder stared.  He couldn’t believe he had actually wanted to know these animals.

      I should go find my parents.

      The thought occurred to him rather late.

      Heavy footsteps thumped down the hallway outside.  Eselder gasped, whirled about, and dove behind his curtains.  The footsteps went by his door, but Eselder quickly realized his mistake.

      “Royal filth!”

      They could see him through the window!

      “Pig!  Dirty, stinkin’ pig!”

      Eselder fled his hiding place.  Rocks smashed through the glass, sending shards flying everywhere.  Eselder fell onto his rear and stared stupidly at the sea of glittering fragments.

      There was no barrier anymore between his ears and the mob’s frenzied howls.

      “Liberty!  Equality!  Prosperity!”

      Eselder trembled.  Where were their soldiers?  Why hadn’t they disbanded the mob yet?

      “Death to Crown Heir!  Death to the Queen!  Death to the King!”

      More footsteps pounded down the hallway.

      If we have no guards…if the mob overcame them…or if they betrayed us…

      He had to get out of here.  He had to find his parents.

      Eselder started for the door but froze when its handle began rattling.  An angry fist pounded on the door, accompanied by muffled bellows.  Slowly, Eselder backed away.  What would they do to him if they broke in?  The door had to hold.

      But it did not.

      A gun fired once, then twice.  The door burst open, and four Liberteers stormed into the prince’s apartment, holding weapons and torches aloft.  But it was their faces, red and sweaty and crazed, that terrified Eselder most.

      The men squinted, their eyes adjusting to the dimness.  There was nowhere to run.  Eselder stood there dumbly as a pair of powerful arms seized him.  He heard one of the Liberteers speaking from what seemed like a great distance away.

      “’Urry up and do it, John!  Then we’ll take the body to show the King!  ‘Ee’ll know we mean business then!”

      A squat man with overgrown sideburns stepped forward with an axe.  Eselder finally understood what they intended to do.  He thrashed wildly about as the axe lifted over his head to split open his brains.

      “John, stop!”

      The shout teemed with horror.  The axe drew higher until it was poised to strike.  Eselder froze, staring at the rusty blade.

      “I said, stop!”

      Down came the axe.  It struck the ground right next to Eselder, who nearly swooned.

      “Bring the light over, Tom!”  The speaker was a lanky man with a thin, pitted face.  “We migh’ve got the wrong boy!”

      “And ‘ow can we be sure of that?” John demanded, his fingers twitching on his axe’s handle.  Suddenly, the weapon swung back into the air.  Eselder cried out, but his defender gave John a fierce shove.  The axman fell back, nearly impaling himself.

      “We can’t kill no one ‘til we know ‘oo we’re killin’!” insisted the thin-faced Liberteer, wrestling the axe from John’s beefy hands.

      How reasonable, thought Eselder in a daze.  Tom shone a lantern in his face.

      “See?” demanded the lanky man, “Wha’ kind a’ prince dresses like that?”

      “Shitfire, Richard, ‘oo gives a dem?” spat John, “Come on, let’s finish this!”

      Ignoring him, Richard turned to Eselder, his scarred face disarmingly mild.  “Come on, lad.  Tell us ‘oo you are.”

      Tell them who you are…

      Eselder’s mind frantically whirled.  He couldn’t think!

      Who am I?  Who am I?

      “I’m a servant!” he blurted out.

      “Bloody ‘ell, somebody finish this!” roared John.

      “Shut yer mouth!” Richard roared back at him.  Eselder quailed.

      “It—the prince!” he squeaked.

      Richard looked astonished.  “Yer the prince?”

      “No!” Eselder gasped, “I…the prince—”

      “Calm down, lad.  No need to be afraid,” Richard said soothingly.  At those words, Eselder could have struck the man over the head with John’s axe.

      “I…I h-heard…”

      “’Erd what?” demanded Tom.  He sounded exasperated.  Eselder tried not to look at the man’s teeth, which were black.

      “I heard...”

      Eselder looked down at his patched breeches, his bare feet.  It came to him.

      “I w-was there…in the s-stables…the other boys were t-talking…”

      “That’d be me boy Dick,” said Richard, Sr. sheepishly, “I’ll be ‘avin’ a word with ‘im.”

      “Yes!  Dick!”  Eselder’s yelp was rather hysterical.  “I kn-know Dick!  We’re…friends!  He t-told us about the Liberteers, s-so…”

      His mind went blank.

      “So?” Richard supplied.

      “Um…I w-was in the s-stables, and Dick t-told us…h-he…”

      “Spit it out, boy!” John screamed.

      “So I tried to l-leave the p-palace, but the prince w-wouldn’t let me!  I h-had to stay; I didn’t know what else to d-do…I didn’t w-want him to s-suspect anything…s-so I stayed for…f-for the cause.  Then you came, and he b-bolted; I couldn’t s-stop him…”

      Eselder made a last-ditch effort to save his life.

      “I’m just a s-servant!” he howled.  His wretched sobs sounded very convincing.  The Liberteers exchanged glances.

      “See?” Richard said to John, “We migh’ve killed our own.”

      “I dunnow,” growled John.  He stared at Eselder, bloodlust in his eyes.  “What about ‘is accent, eh?  Lemme see yer ‘ands, then, boy!”

      Eselder cringed back.  His faceless captor released him, but he did not move.

      “Show me your bleedin’ ‘ands!” John screamed, hitting Eselder hard across the face.  Richard shoved himself between them.

      “If ‘ee’s the prince’s manservant, ‘ee ain’t workin’ in the kitchens or stable, clotpole!” he shouted.

      “I am the prince’s manservant!” Eselder cried desperately, his tears streaming across a fiery red welt, “I s-swear it…please let me go!”

      But John was still after his blood.

      “So what?” the madman shrieked, “So ‘ee ain’t the prince?  One body’s good as another!  We’ll show it to ‘Is Majesty from a distance!  ‘Ee won’t know the difference!  I came ‘ere fer a body, demmit, and I ain’t leavin’ without one!”

      “Tha’s enough, John,” said Tom firmly, still holding John’s axe, “Rich, we’ve got to leave.”

      “’Ee’s got to prove ‘is innocence!” John insisted.  His fingers scrabbled down Eselder’s arm, making the boy shiver.

      “Enough!”  Richard aimed his musket at John.  The axman backed away from Eselder, hissing like a snake.

      “Yer right, Tom,” said Richard, “Let’s get out of ‘ere.”

      A wave of relief broke over Eselder.  He couldn’t believe it.  He was saved.

      Then Richard addressed him kindly.  “You can’t stay ‘ere, boy.  You’ll just be mistaken fer the prince again.”

      “’Oo ‘ee might well be,” spat John.

      “You’ll ‘ave to come with us fer now,” Richard continued, ignoring John, “It ain’t safe to walk the streets alone neither…you can stay with me and me boy tonight.”

      Eselder’s jaw plummeted in horror.

      “No one’ll do you ‘arm, don’t you worry,” Richard hastened to reassure him.  He turned to his fellow Liberteers.  “But the guards promised an hour, no more.  Besides, I think we’ve made our point to the King.”

      His captor pushed him roughly forward, speaking for the first time.

      “Get goin’, boy!”

      Eselder accompanied the Liberteers out of his apartment, feeling certain he was about to vomit.  Had the Liberteers found his parents?  Or had they gotten out in time?  Were they safe?  Were they even alive?

      No!  I must stay here!

      But Eselder could think of no convincing reason why, especially with his mind spinning like a top.  He was too frightened to argue with Richard, lest his would-be assassins start suspecting him again…though, sooner or later, they would see through his deception.

      Eselder walked with his abductors through the palace corridors.  John growled threats and curses the entire way, such that Eselder didn’t dare leave Richard’s side.  They marched through the front doors and past the butchered stone remains of King Eselder the First on horseback, heading straight for the howling mob.

      The mob was as diverse as it was terrifying.  Eselder saw an old man brandishing a pitchfork, teenage girls with wild eyes and kitchen knives, and a pregnant woman shaking a firebrand.  There was no mercy here to appeal to, should he be recognized.

      Tom and the other Liberteers dispersed, but Richard grabbed Eselder’s arm and towed him along.  Beads of sweat poured down the prince’s face.  He looked around, terrified that he would catch sight of a familiar face…or rather, that they would catch sight of him and reveal to everyone just who was in their midst.

      “Mrs. Sedgewick!” Richard shouted, waving.

      A large woman squeezed through the crowd, snarling a warning at the men who laid their hands on her.  On any another night, she would have looked motherly, like Eselder’s old nursemaid.  Tonight, however, she looked ghastly, with her lacy cap askew and her meaty fist clutching a butcher’s knife.

      “Found this lad in the prince’s room,” Richard explained, “’Ee’s a bit confused, ‘ad a rough time of it.  Fer now, take ‘im back to yer place.  I’ll come fer ‘im when our work ‘ere’s finished.”

      Mrs. Sedgewick nodded, and Richard disappeared into the mob, leaving Eselder sick at the thought of meeting Richard, Jr. later on.  The stable boy would not hesitate to identify Eselder; of that, he was certain.

      The mob stirred.  A moment later, furious peasants hurled stones and abuses at the red-coated soldiers racing into the courtyard.

      I am saved, thought Eselder.

      The redcoats formed a long line and knelt down.  Then they aimed their long muskets at the mob.  Eselder’s heart skipped a beat.

      The soldiers fired.

      Chaos ensued.  People screamed as bodies slumped to the ground.  A few furious Liberteers charged the soldiers, but most of them began fleeing toward the gates.  Eselder ran toward the palace, but Mrs. Sedgewick dragged him back.

      “No, ya don’t!  Yer comin’ with me, boy!  Our brothers will take care of them red devils!”

      The brawny woman shepherded Eselder toward the palace gates.  The very thing that had symbolized his imprisonment this morning now represented safety and security, and Eselder would have given anything to remain behind their bars.

      But that was not to be.

      A woman behind him shrieked.  Eselder looked over his shoulder and saw redcoats advancing with guns uplifted.  His heart knocked frenziedly against his ribcage, and he found himself pushing and shoving along with the crowd to get through the gates, anything to get away from those gleaming silver muskets.  In the confusion, he managed to wrench his arm free from Mrs. Sedgewick’s grasp.

      He ran.

      With the panicked mob, Eselder rushed through the gates and down the street.  When he got the chance, he broke free of the crowd and sprinted down a narrow alleyway.  He ran, and ran, and didn’t stop running until he had put a great distance between himself, the soldiers, and the Liberteers.

      Then Eselder halted, and found himself alone in the shadowy alleys of Kingston-town.
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      Eselder stared down the dark street.

      He had ventured into Kingston with his parents often enough, but he had always done so within a curtained carriage that kept to the main roads.  He didn’t know his way around, and he certainly didn’t recognize this alleyway, which no horse drawn carriage could ever hope to squeeze down.

      Rickety houses slanted so close together that barely any moonlight shone through.  Their upper stories were later additions that threatened to collapse onto their foundations.  It seemed a wonder they didn’t tip over altogether.  Fortunately, every one of them looked forsaken.  No doubt their inhabitants were out raising hell on the streets.

      Eselder shivered.  He was freezing.  He had no shoes on his feet.  His wet stockings reeked of feces, and his toes were numb.

      These people are disgusting.

      He wrinkled his nose, staring around helplessly.

      I must find my way back to Kingston Court.

      He couldn’t be very far.  He hadn’t run such a long way.

      If I can just get back to Kingston Palace, this nightmare will end.

      He would simply retrace his steps.  That’s what he would do.

      What if I run into the mob?

      Don’t think about it!  No.  If he kept his head and carefully retraced his path, it would take no time at all to reach Kingston Palace…no time at all.

      With that thought firmly in mind, Eselder began picking his way back down the alley, agonizingly aware of every noise he made.  He had no means of defending himself.  What if he encountered pickpockets?  Or hungry stray dogs?

      Just as he was about to despair of ever finding his way out of Kingston’s back alleys, Eselder turned a corner and stumbled upon a street with several glowing windows.  Light, and life!  Gradually, the street widened, and the roads grew less pockmarked.  Eselder hoped that that meant he was heading toward a wealthier district…

      Which surely meant he was also heading toward the palace?

      The street opened onto a large square with a running fountain.  Eselder spotted many candlelit windows, and relief washed over him.  See!  It would all work out.  Civilized folk lived here, lovely decent people who were sitting peacefully at home, not running around Kingston brandishing weapons and screaming for blood.  Perhaps somebody here could help him.

      Eselder stole quietly across the square, past millinery shop and then a chinaware shop.  No commoner could afford these things.  Eselder grew more hopeful by the second.  He was in a respectable part of Kingston!  Now he just needed to knock on a door and enlist the help of one of his father’s loyal subjects.  Surely there would be many people eager to shelter the Crown Heir.  He could stay here until tomorrow morning.  Then, with an escort (or three or four), he would return to Kingston Palace.  Perhaps he would send for the carriage.

      But Eselder wasn’t the only one roaming the streets.

      His ears barely picked up the Liberteers’ frenzied shouts before a band of them descended on the square like wildfire.  Some of them started smashing up the well-to-do storefronts while their comrades looked on and roared approvingly.  Men and women stormed into the shops and started looting the wares.  Eselder caught sight of a raggedy woman tearing out of the millinery, loaded down with at least a dozen hats.  Then he spotted several men disappearing into the china shop only to reappear a minute later, dragging along a portly fellow dressed in his nightgown.  Eselder started and hurried forward.  A second later, he froze in his tracks as the Liberteers threw the shopkeeper to the cobblestones and proceeded to ruthlessly beat him with their clubs and shovels.

      Help him!  They will kill him!

      Fear rooted Eselder to the spot.  At long last, the mob marched away to ransack another part of Kingston.  The band of Liberteers abandoned their victim, leaving the poor crumpled form lying on the street amidst slivers of glass and china.

      When he thought it safe, Eselder hurried forward and knelt down beside the shopkeeper.  He grabbed the man’s wrist and felt for his pulse.  Yes, he was alive!

      Firelight spilled from the china shop’s doorframe.

      “Get back, devil!”

      Eselder scrambled back.  A plump woman ran out of the store and threw herself down beside her husband, shooting Eselder an ugly glare.  A boy and a little girl appeared in the doorway, looking frightened.

      They think I’m one of the mob.

      Staggered, Eselder backed away as the woman helped her husband onto his feet.  He would get no help from these people, and he didn’t deserve it after what he had done…or rather, what he had failed to do.

      “Get away from here, or I’ll shoot!”

      A young man appeared the doorframe, aiming a musket right at him.

      Eselder fled the square.
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      Kingston was a wretched city.  Jewel of Elioth indeed.

      Eselder roamed the streets, exhausted, frightened, and freezing.  Everywhere he stepped laid a puddle of filth.  The stench of burning coal and human waste hung stagnant in the air.  He would probably catch a fatal disease from this horrible excursion and die.

      Yes, tonight had been an excruciating punch to the gut, a painful slap across the face.  But at least it had effectively woken him up from his ridiculous daydreams!  If he made it back to Kingston Court alive, he would never complain about his lot in life again!

      If he made it back…

      Eselder shivered.  He was beginning to fear that he might not find his way back tonight at all.

      He tripped over a furry lump, then gasped and jumped back when he realized what it was.  A dog’s corpse.  Eselder shuddered and, hearing the Liberteers in the distance, hid himself under a crumbling stairway.  Listening fearfully, he backed into the shadows…and bumped into something soft and warm.

      “Welcome, lad,” hissed a soft voice.  Eselder whipped around with a startled cry.  A scabby hand reached out of the darkness and into a sliver of moonlight.

      “Got anythin’ on ye, boy?”

      The hand made a sudden grab for him.  Eselder dodged it and collided with another body.

      “’elp us out, lad…”

      Groping arms emerged from the shadows.  Eselder squeaked, recoiling from the slew of wriggling fingers.  He saw a metallic flash and lashed out blindly.  A howl disrupted the night silence, and metal clattered against stone.

      Eselder abandoned the cover of the bridge, the horde of beggars calling out after him.

      Minutes later, his soles slapped the cobbles as he raced across the Crowne Bridge.  The River Crowne sparkled beneath a crescent moon, not looking half as disgusting as it did during the day.  Eselder staggered to a halt.  The river!  Oh no!  That meant he was nearing the harbor front!  He was on the entirely wrong side of Kingston!

      Eselder had never exerted himself as much as he had tonight.  Frigid air stabbed at his lungs, and he was sweating despite the cold.  He wiped his face, and his spirits skyrocketed.

      A redcoat!

      The soldier was at the end of the Crowne Bridge, glancing fearfully about as he stripped himself of his bright coat.  Eselder could guess why.  He cried out, “Please help me, sir!”

      The soldier started and grabbed his musket.  His nervous expression vanished when he saw a grimy, barefoot urchin running at him with a face that revealed both exhaustion and hope.   He was a gangly fellow with a bad case of acne, but Eselder had never seen a more welcome sight.  He was afraid the man would have nothing to do him, but the soldier asked him kindly, “What might the trouble be, lad?”

      Eselder wanted to sob at the sound of that compassionate voice.  Everything was going to be all right now!

      “I n-need to get back to the p-palace!” he said, “Please t-take me there!  I’ve lost my w-way!”

      The soldier looked amazed.  “The palace?  But why do you need—”

      “I’m the prince,” Eselder interrupted wearily.  He saw the soldier’s doubtful look and pleaded, “If you just take me to Kingston Palace, I will be recognized at once…well, perhaps after a bath.”

      The redcoat frowned, clearly thinking hard.  To Eselder’s relief, his face soon cleared.  He resolutely nodded.

      “Better to be safe than sorry.  The whole city’s gone balmy!  I wouldn’t want to be the unfortunate soul who left the prince at the mercy of these crazy Liberteers!  I’d lose my commission, and possibly my head!  This way, Your Highness.”

      The soldier left his coat hanging off the Crowne Bridge.  Eselder’s gratitude knew no limit as he followed his savior down the riverfront.  He would make sure the man was properly rewarded once he was back safely at Kingston Court!

      Both of them jumped when they heard the Liberteers wreaking havoc somewhere nearby.

      “Oh, damn those vile creatures!” the soldier muttered, and Eselder liked him all the more.  They hurried along.  Soon Eselder was jogging along Kingston’s harbor front.  Tall ships rose out of the darkness, and Eselder stared at them excitedly until a discomforting thought occurred to him.  Why were they here?  This wasn’t the quickest way to Kingston Court...was it?  Was the soldier was taking Eselder to his commanding officer?  Did he know a shorter way back to the palace?

      They passed under the shadow of a gigantic man of war.  To Eselder’s surprise, the redcoat halted beside its lowered gangplank.  That should have been Eselder’s cue to flee, especially when the soldier called, “Anyone there?”

      This is wrong.

      He needed to get out of here.  Luckily, the soldier was in front of him.  Eselder was about to run when a pair of arms grabbed him from behind.  A hand clapped itself over his mouth before he could cry out.

      “Who’s there?” came a shout from the top deck.

      “Me,” the redcoat said, “I’ve got another for you, if you want him.”

      “Free or pressganged?”

      “Pressganged,” answered the redcoat.

      There was a short pause.  Then, “It’s no concern of mine.”

      Eselder’s captor began hauling him up the gangplank.

      Pressganged!  Pressganged!

      “Quit yer thrashin’, boy, or you’ll find yerself at the bottom o’ the river!” growled the seaman.  The unmistakable scent of alcohol hit Eselder’s nose.

      “I’d hunker down if I was you,” advised the traitorous soldier, “The city’s gone balmy, soot-eaters running wild.  I’m getting off the streets and into a safe place myself.  Watch this one though.  Might be a bit touched in a noggin.  Either that, or he’s a grand liar.”

      The seaman on deck chuckled.  “He’ll fit right in then.  Why don’t you bunk aboard our ship tonight?”

      “Thank you kindly, but I’ll be declining that offer, generous as it is,” replied the soldier wryly.

      The seaman snorted.  “Suit yourself.”

      Eselder’s abductor was having a more difficult time dragging him aboard than he had anticipated.

      “I swear, boy, you’ll regret it if you don’t cut it out!”

      Eselder didn’t care.  He fought his abductor so ferociously that the large seaman had trouble keeping hold of him.

      “Someone get over ‘ere and hit ‘im on the bleedin’ ‘ead!”

      A moment later, something hard struck the back of Eselder’s skull.  His head erupted in agony, and the horrible scene unfolding around him went black.
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      “Wake up, Blake!”

      Jaimes shook his brother awake.

      “It’s only a dream!” he whispered, “You’re all right!  Look, you’re in bed!”

      Blake blinked and sat up.  He looked at his cot and then at his brother.  Two fat teardrops welled up in his eyes.

      “She went away,” he quavered, “She left me all alone.”

      “I’m here!” Jaimes whispered back fiercely, “You are not alone!”

      Six long months had passed, and the Lady in Blue had not returned.  Drake Ransom was away at sea, but the brothers spoke softly so as not to wake their mother.  It was still dark inside their pili grass hut, but an orange glow was stealthily creeping under the sackcloth window curtain.

      “Put your clothes on, Blake,” Jaimes whispered, “We’re going fishing!”

      Blake’s face brightened, but he dutifully pointed out, “But, Jaimes, you hate fishing.”

      Jaimes smiled and glanced at the tears still lurking in the youngster’s eyes.

      “It will be a nice surprise for Mother, don’t you think?”

      Blake considered that.  Then he leapt out of bed with a flippant, “I have another mother…and that mother loves me.”

      “Get dressed, Blake.”

      “I am dressed!”

      Blake spread his arms wide. Jaimes looked dubiously at the wiry form clad only in worn breeches.

      “I have a fabulous idea, Blake,” he announced brightly.

      “What?”  Blake’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      “Let’s be respectable today, shall we?” Jaimes suggested, grabbing Blake’s shirt.

      “No, I don’t like it,” protested Blake, backing off like Jaimes had snatched up a cutlass instead.

      “If you won’t be respectable, we can’t go fishing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m trying to be respectable…and so I’m afraid I can’t associate with the likes of—”

      “Naked people?”

      “Exactly.  Put your shirt on.”

      Blake put his shirt on—inside out.  Jaimes didn’t notice.

      They plodded down the sandy path that led away from the pirates’ village.  Jaimes lugged along their fishing tackle and a book while Blake ran in circles around him.  They entered the forest, an exotic world of yellow-blossomed monkeyfoot trees, twisty-spined banyan trees, gushing waterfalls, and colorful, flapping wings.  Blake plucked a crimson hibiscus only to toss it away a second later.  Through a break in the trees, he could see Moanamiri’s emerald slopes basking in a rose-gold dawn.

      His island home was beautiful.

      They walked down the mountain to the sea.  When Blake saw the frothy waves, he shrieked and ran to them with his arms outstretched.  Then he stopped and pointed.

      “Jaimes!  What are they doing?”

      Blue-billed albatrosses were descending on a cluster of black dots, which were waddling at a snail’s pace toward the ocean.  Blake watched, horrified, as a bird scooped up a baby turtle and carried it off.  He recovered from his shock, and his eyes flashed.

      “Leave them alone!  I’ll beat you bloody if you don’t!”

      Blake snatched up a stick, but when he charged them, the albatrosses merely cawed and flew off.  The boy stared blankly around.  There was not a single baby turtle left.

      Blake dropped to the sand and hung his head.  First the dream, and now this…it was all too much.

      “Blake.”  Jaimes tapped him on the shoulder.

      “I’m not crying!” Blake snarled, smearing tears and snot across his sleeve, “Crying is for women!  And babies.”

      “Blake, look at me,” Jaimes sighed.  Blake turned.  A newborn turtle feebly wriggled in his brother’s cupped hands.

      “I want to keep it!” Blake announced.

      “No, Blake, it doesn’t want to be kept.  Here, bring it safely to the sea.”

      With uncharacteristic reverence, Blake received the tiny creature.  He trod across the sand, whispering as he went, “...to the sea, to the sea…”

      After he set the turtle free, he came back and picked up his stick with an air of determination.

      “I’ll look for more turtles!  I’ll protect them and lead them to the sea!”

      Blake ran several paces before his sea longing overpowered him.

      “To the sea, to the sea!” he cried wildly, casting away his stick and bolting into the water.  Jaimes shouted his name exasperatedly.  Then, seeing that Blake was too far-gone, he sighed and went to retrieve their fishing boat.
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      Blake shivered as something cold and wet slapped him upside the head.

      “Oh, go ahead and kill me,” he muttered to whatever sea creature was attacking him.  He hadn’t had such wonderful sleep in years.

      The slimy thing slid off his face.  It smelled fishy.  Well, of course it did.  The only things down here were fish.

      Even with his eyes shut, the light was unbearably bright.  Blake irritably shielded his face.  He didn’t want to wake up and face the darkness.  His dream had been a sword thrust to the heart, and he couldn’t bear to find himself back aboard the Polaris.  He might kill himself.

      Blake frowned.  He had the distinct feeling he had already tried that.  What had gone wrong?  He angrily rubbed his eyes.  The light was so damn bright.

      Wait.

      Blake’s brow furrowed.  He remembered…

      It can’t be true.

      Blake touched his face, felt fish slime, and sharply inhaled.  He went still and felt his boat beneath him, rocking gently to and fro.  He heard waves and a seabird’s lonesome cry.  The sound pierced his heart to its core.  But did he dare open his eyes and see these things for himself?  He didn’t think he dared.

      Then something hot and wet hit his face.

      Blake’s eyes shot open.  Blinding sunlight scorched his retinas, and the pirate launched into a deluge of curses that would have scandalized a certain four-eyed pansy, had he been around to hear it.  Squinting in pain, Blake wiped away tears and smeared the wetness all over his face.  Abruptly, he stopped cursing and held out his hands.  They were covered in what was unmistakably bird poo.  Blake gazed on the white slime like it was liquid gold.

      Something croaked at the bow and Blake looked up, shielding his streaming red eyes.  A seagull was perched atop the dilapidated fishing net, a fish flopping at its webbed feet.

      Blake shouted and sprang forward, waving aggressively at the seagull lest it fly off with its breakfast.  The bird merely hopped back with an indignant caw.  As Blake hugged the flapping fish to his chest, it spread its wings and took to the air.

      “This was your doing, wasn’t it, you ugly bag of feathers?” Blake shouted, shaking a poo-splattered fist at it.  Not that he was really angry.  No…

      Blake feasted his eyes on the ocean…not the haunted waters of the deep but blue-gray waves that tumbled and glittered pale gold.

      “It’s morning,” he whispered.  His spirit surged with inexpressible joy.  He wanted to say it again, so he did.  “It’s morning!”

      Blake looked up at the sun and paid dearly for it.   His eyes streamed and burned, but for a moment, he had gazed on the sun.

      Then he got down to business skinning his pilfered breakfast.  Today marked the first time he had ever swindled a seagull, Blake noted with amusement.  Laying down his knife, he scarfed up the raw fish meat.  After the last bland flake was consumed, he was still ravenously hungry, so he untangled the fishing net, only to stare dumbly at its gaping holes.

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      Blake’s mouth dripped as he fantasized about tables loaded high with food: cold meat pies and pitchers of creamy dark ale…with heads of velvety tan foam…and gourd bowls filled to the brim with that gooey, sugary sweet, coconut milk pudding from his boyhood that he’d never taste again…

      As he daydreamed, he absently watched his avian friend hover overhead, spying out its meal.  Suddenly, it dove for the water.  Fish began flopping in and out of the water in a mad frenzy, trying to avoid its beak.  Blake noticed and watched, his mouth watering and his arms held at the ready.  To his delight, the seagull chased a fish out of the water and straight at his boat.

      Blake pounced on it, nearly flinging himself into the water.  If he didn’t know better, he’d have said the blasted thing was trying to help him.

      “Much obliged!” he hollered to his feathery benefactor.

      Soon the seagull had filled his belly and flown off.  Meanwhile, Blake had painstakingly devoured every flaky morsel of fish.  Only afterward did he acknowledge his dire situation.  He was stranded in the middle of the ocean, in a flimsy hunk of wood, with no land in sight.

      For over an hour, Blake waited, diligently scanning the horizon and resisting the temptation to fall back asleep.  His persistence was rewarded.  The next time he caught sight of a seagull, he took up an oar and began vigorously paddling in that direction.
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      To the sea, to the sea!  The cry became Blake’s constant refrain.

      Three years went by, but life on Moanamiri never changed.  Blake happily spent day after day exploring the reefs that ringed the island.  The undersea rainbow of coral and fish enchanted him.  Blake cheerfully chased electric eels from their lairs, antagonized jellyfish and stingrays, and explored dark caves and crannies, all the while collecting a host of underwater treasures.  In the evenings, he told Jaimes all about it, offering him a shell or some other bribe to distract him from the welts crisscrossing his chest and arms.  It rarely worked, but luckily, Jaimes was oblivious to how perilous the coral reefs really were…and luckily for Blake, he was remarkably immune to many of its dangers.

      Meanwhile, Jaimes helped the women with the village’s upkeep: mending fences, gathering pili grass, chopping wood, tending livestock, and a slew of other tasks.  When Blake turned seven, Jaimes tried to assign him a few simple chores, but he had begun cultivating good habits in Blake too late.  The unruly boy just laughed at him, left his chores undone, and scampered off to the seashore.

      Whatever free time Jaimes had left he spent with his mother, who taught her son herself in lieu of a tutor.  Still, he occasionally found time to go fishing with Blake, who hoarded these outings like buried treasure, though he’d never admit it.  Unfortunately, his sea longing often got the better of him, and he would disappear underwater like a phantomfish, leaving a very annoyed Jaimes behind.

      On one such occasion, Blake was searching for cone snails when he suddenly came to his senses.  At first, he resisted the idea of surfacing.  He liked it so much better down here!  Then his feeble conscience caught up with him.  After all, Jaimes had gone fishing for him.

      Blake swam to their boat and pounded on its wooden belly.  He heard Jaimes yell something and surfaced.

      “Are you going to help or not?” Jaimes complained.  Blake hesitated.  The sea was calling him again.

      “I’m about to go home, Blake!”

      “Oh, all right,” grumbled Blake.  He clambered into the boat, nearly dumping his brother out.

      As they fished, Jaimes told his brother a myth he had recently read, about a sailor who sought the healing fountain of the gods.  Along the way, the sailor saved two orphans who had been kidnapped by a sea witch.

      “It looked like the wicked hag had them cornered, but then the boy—”

      “Took his flintlock and blew out her brains!”  Blake aimed with an imaginary pistol.  “BAM!  BAM!  BAM!”

      “That’s not what nice little boys would do, Blake.  Just you.”

      “It’s true,” Blake agreed modestly.

      When the story ended, Blake unhooked a wriggling fish and commanded, “Tell me another story…but only about the sea!”

      Jaimes sighed.  The theme was getting tiresome.

      “You know, Blake, if you’d let me teach you, you could read the old myths yourself—”

      “I can’t.”

      “You could if you wanted to.”

      “I can’t!”

      Blake cast his line, bellowing ‘Damn, Man, Thar She Blows!’ at the top of his lungs.

      “You just haven’t tried!” Jaimes roared over the din, which was astonishingly loud considering it came from such a small pair of lungs.  Piqued, Blake stopped singing.

      “I have tried!” he snapped, “I’ve tried and tried, and I don’t want to try anymore!  I’m stupid as a seaslug!”

      “You’re not stupid!” Jaimes countered sharply, “If we but spent more time—”

      “Stop!” Blake shouted, covering his ears, “It’s no use, Jaimes!  I’ll never be like you!  All those damn letters—”

      “Don’t say damn!”

      “—all those blasted letters look like scribbles!  I’m an idiot!  Mother knows it!  That’s why she loves you more!”

      “Blake…”

      Whatever he was going to say, Jaimes thought the better of it.  Instead, he insisted, “You have another gift, Blake.  A wonderful gift.  I’ve never heard of anyone who can do what you can.  There’s a reason you are like this.”

      “Stupid.”

      “You’re not stupid!  Perhaps, in time, we’ll both find out how to use our gifts.”

      “Well, mine is more awesome.”

      “Not in my book, mister.”

      “I’d make you my first mate when I become a pirate captain, but you don’t like the sea.”

      “It’s not that I don’t like the sea, it’s…Blake, you have a fish.”

      Blake jerked on his pole.

      “Why don’t you become a fisherman instead?” Jaimes suggested.  His tone was mild, but his eyes were grave.  “Your gift is useful for fishing.  Remember when I lost my fishing rod?”

      “Aye, you have a landlubber’s grip.  But I won’t become a fisherman!  I want to be captain of a big, grand ship!”

      “I don’t want to be a fisherman either,” sighed Jaimes, ignoring his twitching line.

      “What do you want to be?”  Blake was suddenly curious.  He had never considered that Jaimes might have dreams of his own.

      “Never mind that.”

      They sat in silence for a time.  But the sea was so dazzlingly blue, and Blake couldn’t remain still for long.

      “This is boring,” he announced, “Drop your rod like last time, so I can get it.”

      “That was an accident.”

      “It was fun.”

      Jaimes laughed.  “But it was too easy!  Here, go find this!”

      He dropped his “lucky shell,” the beautiful conch Blake had given him for a birthday present.

      Blake cocked his head.  “You know, if I can’t find that, you just lost your luck for good.”

      “Oh, you’ll find it, Blake. I’ve nothing but confidence in you!”

      Blake grinned and leapt overboard, making their boat rock and Jaimes yelp.  And as he struck out for deeper waters, his joy heightened into ecstasy, until his spirits reeled about more wildly than a shell caught in the tide.
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      Blake’s arms were already sore, and before long, they burned with fatigue.  For a while, he struggled stubbornly on.  Then he gave up.

      “Ah…go on, fly away, damn thing…”

      Blake threw down his oar in disgust.  Though nobody was around to observe his feeble efforts, his cheeks blazed as much as his chest.  He used to scale a brigantine’s mast in the blink of an eye.  In his current state, he doubted he’d get his bony arse off the deck.  But this was just the beginning, Blake promised himself.  He’d grow strong again.

      The pirate watched the seagull disappear from sight.  It was heading east, he noted.  When his muscles felt up to it, he’d row in that direction again.  He couldn’t be far from land with all these birds flying around.  And when he reached land…

      Blake leaned back and put his arms behind his head, grinning in a most piratical manner.  He couldn’t wait to begin the new chapter of his sea rovings.  When he made it to land, he’d make his way to Yaletown...and for once, Blake noted with a crooked smile, he wasn’t opposed to traveling by land.  The Pirate’s Nest would be the first place to go hunting for the Black King’s Crown…and a certain traitorous bastard, who was about to learn that Drake Ransom’s son could even escape from hell, if that’s what it took to send his enemies there.  He wouldn’t rest until he’d seen Hawkeye to the Sunken Slaughterhouse and stolen back his Crown.  It was high time, Blake thought with his eyes agleam, for another adventure.  With luck, he’d also manage to reunite with Tolger along the way.  Blake’s face brightened at that.  His smirk lost its hardened edge, such that he looked more like a mischievous lad plotting a scheme than a pirate.  Wouldn’t Tolger be surprised to see him?  Having the world think you’d become fish food did have its benefits after all…like scaring the breeches off your best mate.  Blake sniggered.  If he could make Brandon Tolger yelp like a scared little girl, he’d feel compensated for weeks of suffering.

      Aye, there was much to do, and everything was about to change!  A surge of excitement prompted Blake to swear an oath that he’d get his revenge or perish in the attempt…but his passion died off as quickly as it had come.  Blake’s smile gradually slipped off his face and was replaced by a wistful frown.  He stared up at the sky, trying to recapture the joy he had felt earlier at the sight.  But it was already beginning to lose its wonder, and slowly, Blake’s face grew tired, even troubled…then he viciously shook his head, cast aside his bothersome thoughts, and distracted himself most successfully with tantalizing visions of a silver crown.

      A storm was brewing, he noted groggily.  Clouds were gathering.  The ominous, dark swell looked like lumps of charcoal piling across the heavens.  Blake leaned back and rested his head against the stern, watching the blue sky turn black.

      “Come then, you waves, and do your worst,” he whispered wearily, “I’m not afraid of you.  I have never been afraid of you.”

      He proved it, too, by sinking into a deep slumber.  The waters stirred, the wind moaned, and the fishing boat bobbed about as several clear beads splattered its hull.  To other men, this would have been a foul omen.

      But to Blake, it was a lullaby.
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      The light was great, and it was blinding.

      Blake lay on the sand, grinning from ear to ear.  Sunlight radiated through his closed eyelids, painting them red, and the tide licked his toes.  It wanted him to follow it.  But to where?

      Jaimes’s dry, irritable tones cut through the ocean’s whispering song.

      “Blake.  What are you doing?”

      “Listening to the ocean,” Blake replied, smirking, “It’s speaking to me.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “I should sail out to sea,” Blake decided.  He opened his eyes, drinking in the blue sky.  Sometimes the whole world seemed to be inviting him on a grand adventure.

      “Where do you think you’d go?” Jaimes asked him disparagingly.

      Blake grinned even wider.  “Where the wind and the waves take me!”

      “No wonder you’re so bad at finding your way around.”

      That was a cruel jab.  Blake sprang to his feet.

      “That’s a bleeding lie!” he shouted.

      “Don’t talk like that, Blake,” Jaimes snapped back, “Mother told you not to.”

      With his chestnut hair and light complexion, Jaimes clearly took after his mother.  Blake, on the other hand, was a miniature, nut-brown version of their father.  A shaggy mop obscured his eyes so that they peeked impishly (devilishly, Jaimes would have said) through a curtain of matted black.  Jaimes, on the other hand, always tied his hair neatly back into a pigtail.  This was a wise move, as his serious brown eyes were the only things that induced Blake to heed him occasionally.  Something in them made Blake suspect his brother was smarter than he’d ever be.

      “That surly wench!” sneered Blake, looking like a miniature Drake Ransom, “If she thinks she can order me around, she’s—”

      “Don’t you dare refer to my mother that way!”

      Blake involuntarily stepped back.  Jaimes’s balled fists and crackling eyes were terrifying.   He looked like he was about to pound Blake to a pulp.  But in the end, Jaimes merely shot him a withering glare from behind his spectacles and turned away.  Like Blake was beneath him.

      Something ugly took hold of Blake’s heart and wrung it like a dirty rag.

      Rage took over.

      Blake shoved Jaimes hard between his shoulder blades.  Jaimes whirled around and struck Blake across the face, yelling “Bastard!”

      The blow knocked Blake clean over.  Normally, he would have leapt up and lashed back, but this time, he remained sprawled on the sand.

      “You hit me!” he cried in tones of utter bewilderment, “You hit me!”

      “I’m sorry, Blake!”  Jaimes agitatedly wrung his hands.  “I won’t do it ever again, I swear!”

      “I could hit you back!” Blake shouted, “I could make you pay!”

      Then he noticed the round-lensed spectacles lying in the sand.  Jaimes started for them, but Blake was faster.  He pounced and came back up, holding his prize aloft in a clenched fist.  Jaimes froze, looking frightened.

      “That’s my only pair, Blake,” he said quietly.  Pleadingly.  “I don’t have another.”

      Triumph surged through Blake’s veins.  He breathed hard, glaring at Jaimes.  Then, slowly, he looked down at the delicate spectacles.  And he remembered.  Jaimes had put them on just last night to count the stars with Blake because, once again, he’d had a bad dream about the Lady in Blue.

      Blake’s fury ebbed away like the sea tide.  Silently, he held out the spectacles.  His face awash with relief, Jaimes took them and put them back on.

      “Blake,” he said hesitantly, “I think I owe you an—”

      “I’m running away to sea!” Blake interrupted, and tore down the shore.

      “Blake, come back!”

      Jaimes’s frustrated shout shot adrenaline through Blake’s veins, and he ran even faster.  Then he heard his brother pursuing him…and gaining on him.  Before Jaimes could catch him, Blake leapt into the sea.

      A world of silence immediately engulfed him.  Follow me, the tide commanded him, and Blake obeyed, swimming away from Moanamiri and everyone on it.  Then he remembered Jaimes’s taunt about his lack of direction and surfaced to get his bearings.  To his surprise, Blake spotted a handsome brigantine sailing straight for Moanamiri.  A black flag flapped proudly atop its mainmast.

      His father was back!

      Blake swam hastily back ashore, where Jaimes stood motionless, staring at the pirate ship.

      “What’s your problem?” Blake demanded irritably, shaking saltwater from his ears,

      Jaimes didn’t reply, but his hand moved impulsively for the useless gold pocket watch he always wore.  Blake grew uneasy.  Why did Jaimes seem so nervous?  It was only their father...

      Suddenly, Blake remembered what Drake Ransom looked like in a rage.  He scowled.  His brother was a spoilsport.

      “Blake,” Jaimes said abruptly, “Don’t tell Father I saw the Blessing.”

      “Why—”

      But Jaimes was already running into the forest.  Blake hesitated.  The Devil’s Blessing was probably filled with all sorts of wonderful treasures.  He bounced indecisively from sole to sole.  Then, instead of racing to the docks, he started after his brother.

      He found Jaimes kneeling in a small clearing with his head in his hands.  Quickly, he dropped behind a hoku bush and peered through its leafy branches.  He wanted to comfort Jaimes…but he had no idea what to say.

      “I have to go back.”

      Jaimes looked up.  His face was strained, and Blake felt an unpleasant jolt.  Then Jaimes fiercely shook his head and protested, “I c-can’t!  This time, he’s sure to m-make me go—”

      Blake waited with bated breath, but Jaimes merely rose, brushed sand off his breeches, and manfully squared his shoulders.

      “I must go back,” he repeated in the calm tone Blake was used to, “I’m needed.”

      In a flash, Jaimes’s whole demeanor changed.  He lifted his chin and folded his arms, and Blake shrank back as he declared in a frightening voice, “But one day, you’ll pay for everything you’ve done to us!  I’ll make you pay, I’ll—”

      Jaimes’s voice caught, and his eyes suddenly flared with fear.  Blake’s chest constricted, but the moment passed by in a flash.  The teenager popped his pocket watch open and glanced at it.  Then, briskly flicking away a tear, he clicked it shut and walked off without a backward glance. Blake sat there a long time after his brother had left, wondering at what he had just seen.  Why should Jaimes be afraid of going home?

      The village bell clanged.  Blake sprang to his feet, forgetting all about Jaimes.  Drake Ransom’s ship was docking at the harbor front!

      Blake darted through the trees, nimble as a tern in flight.  Soon his father would be bounding down the gangplank, and Blake wanted to be there to greet him!  He had something important to tell him.  A long kept secret, about a special talent that Blake alone possessed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hunger woke Blake.

      It was the late afternoon, and the sky was blue again.  Blake didn’t know whether he’d slept through the storm unscathed or if there had never been a storm at all.

      He heard a familiar croak by the bow.  His old friend the seagull was back.  Blake looked over and broke into a huge grin.

      “Land ahoy,” he said softly.

      He recognized those grimy yellow shores, that grimy brown port!  Brackenpool was a sleepy little fishing village along Elioth’s southwestern coast.  Blake had docked in her harbor more than once to enjoy her…shall we say…less reputable diversions.  Not after the Royal Navy had posted a reward for his capture though.  That was when he had felt a southerly breeze calling him down to warmer waters, to go roving with the Sharid-folk for a spell.

      Blake paddled with newfound energy, but when he still had a long way to go, he couldn’t restrain himself any longer.  With a shout, he leapt overboard and crashed into the sea.  He swam with all his might, and when he was close to the shore, the tide surged up and around him and carried him the rest of the way.  Blake tumbled onto the sand, crying out.  Everything—the wind blowing on his face, the sand seeping between his fingers, the warmth of the sun—it all felt magical.  His soul was bedazzled; his senses overwhelmed.  It was like being born anew, from the womb of the ocean.

      A salty wind rushed down the shore.  Blake laughed as it playfully grabbed at his hair and shirt.  He wanted to race it down the shore, so he did.  He wanted to fly through the air and kick up sand and water!  He wanted to feel alive!

      He would get strong again.  He would forget the Polaris, the shadows, and the slaughterhouse.  That time was behind him now for good.  He was never going back to the darkness.

      Blake looked up at the sky and jubilantly roared.  A little way offshore, a fisherman sat in his boat, shaking his head as he watched the half-naked madman careen down the seashore.

      Blake could have stayed on the shore all day long, just as he had countless times as a boy.  But his stomach had other ideas, so he bid a wistful farewell to the sparkling waves and promised them that he would return to watch the sunset.  And after that, Blake reminded himself, the moon would be there to keep the shadows at bay.

      On his way to Brackenpool, Blake walked by groups of fishermen dragging bulging nets across the sand.  The fishy stench turned Blake’s stomach.  He was starving and would eat anything…except for slimy, stinky fish!

      Blake grinned.  He never had to eat fish again if he didn’t want to.

      The pirate sauntered jauntily down the shore.  He was in excellent spirits!  Tomorrow morn, he’d be making his way toward Yaletown, where the Pirate’s Nest lurked underneath the port-town’s cobbled streets.  That was the Blood King’s favorite hideout, and seemed like a promising place to start hunting for the Black King’s Crown.

      Aye, there was much to do!

      Soon enough, he’d focus on the mission that lay before him: to track down Tolger, steal back his Crown, and make Henry Hawkeye suffer for his crimes.  But right now, Blake didn’t want to think about those things.

      Right now, he wanted to celebrate.
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      Brackenpool looked the same as she had the last time Blake had visited her, over six years ago.

      Brown brick houses lined the harbor front, their chimneys jutting from shingled roofs of varying heights.  Several shopkeepers had whitewashed their shops, but the brackish wind was swiftly peeling off the paint, so that the remaining flakes looked like dried bird poo.

      In the dockyard, a small flock of merchant ships and Navy vessels was nestled together.  A few vessels were bound for the New World, but most were heading up the River Crowne to Kingston or northwesterly toward Yaletown or Chippen-on-Sea.

      Blake swaggered down the dockside, watching ships being loaded and unloaded.  Seagulls and terns hopped around, picking at rotten bits of fish.  Men in cocked hats and ladies in hoop skirts strolled past the shop windows while, across the cobbled street, sailors lugged their cargo up gangplanks and fishmongers worked hard, descaling fish and shucking oysters.

      The first time Blake had walked down this street, he and Tolger had just recently escaped the Royal Navy’s clutches, and Blake had been giddy at the thought of having outwitted His Royal Majesty.  Had King Jaimes the Fourth learned yet about the dastardly pirate Blake Ransom?  The nuisance responsible for sinking the Navy’s pride and joy, the HMS Resilient?  The ship of the line hadn’t lived up to her name after all.

      Blake grinned, cheered up by his reminiscing.  The sensation felt foreign.

      Everything changes now, he thought, and his spirits soared.  All he wanted was this—to feel the wind and smell the salty air.  Blake closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.  This evening, he was going to celebrate his return with abandon…and providentially, he knew just the place where he’d be sure to find some delightful company.

      Something small and hard bounced off his temples, wiping the twisted smirk off his face.  Blake bent over and picked up a halfpenny.  A copper King Jaimes the Fourth frowned sternly up at him.  Blake scornfully threw the coin back on the ground and glared at the bewigged buffoon who had tossed it at him.  He was no beggar.  He was a Sea King!

      Someday, everyone would know it.

      Still…the Silk Stocking had a point.  He had to be a sore sight for the eyes.  Blake picked the halfpenny back up with a devious smile.

      After a brief stop by Mason Court, the classier side of town, that problem had been quickly remedied.  Blake sauntered down the docks again, this time sporting new trousers and a fashionable maroon greatcoat, compliments of the estimable Cap and Coat.  He had paid for them, too.  Or more accurately, Blake thought with a sneer, the His Royal Majesty had.  He had left the halfpenny in the Cap and Coat’s storeroom, after helpfully replacing several empty boxes on the top shelf.  He had also tied his pearl inside a handkerchief and stuffed the bundle down his underdrawers.  Not exactly the comfiest, but it did the trick.

      In his new finery, he could stand a little taller, lift his head a little higher, and swagger a little more.  He once again felt like Blake Ransom, wandering rogue and King of the high seas.

      His good temper restored, Blake set about locating the Blue Barrel, a disreputable old tavern where he and Tolger had toasted their victory six years ago.  It seemed appropriate that Blake should begin celebrating his “homecoming” there.

      The Blue Barrel didn’t take long to find.  It still sagged on the edge of the dockyard, looking ready to tip into Brackenpool Bay.  Its blue signpost was the same too, though more weather-beaten.  The tavern keeper had never replaced the little barrel Blake had stolen, the one that used to dangle beneath the signpost.  Blake had found the prank very amusing then.  Tolger had not.

      Blake looked up and grinned.  He still found it amusing.
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      Captain Drake Ransom never took prisoners.

      Show no mercy, he advised his sons.  Whatever needed doing could be done at sea.  In all Blake’s life, his father had never once broken his golden rule.

      Blake’s secret bubbled to his lips as the captain of the Devil’s Blessing bounded down the gangplank.  But it died away as Bill Cockle and old Mr. Crabbs followed their captain, shoving a man draped in chains, blue rags, and his own blood.

      Drake Ransom cut a magnificent figure in his expensive black greatcoat and bright crimson sash.  With a flourish, the pirate captain swept a gold-trimmed tricorne off his head.

      “Ladies, we have a guest!” he shouted to the throng of dirty silks and satins, “Please welcome Charles Thornhill, captain of His Majesty’s Ship the Fearless, a decorated Navy officer, and a superb pirate hunter!”

      The pirates’ wives hissed and spat at the prisoner while Drake Ransom’s crew laughed like it was all a good joke.  Blake tried to smile too, but his lips wouldn’t let him.  It must have been really funny though, because Drake Ransom sprinted over to the Navy captain, ruffled up his hair, and shoved the officer’s hat triumphantly on his head.  Hooting, the pirate sent him on his way.

      Meanwhile, Blake stared at the prisoner’s back.  It was all shredded up, like the flesh of an overripe mango.  A curious sensation suddenly swept over Blake.  It was powerful, and not unpleasant.

      Blake looked to the other men for an example.  They were whooping ecstatically, so he turned interested eyes back on the Navy captain’s mutilated back.  His insides squirmed around, and the longer he looked, the stronger the feeling grew.

      Blake frowned guiltily.  He felt like somebody was watching him…that he was doing something he shouldn’t, and they knew it.

      Was he?

      Drake Ransom’s shadow fell over him.

      “Where’s that bitch hiding?” the pirate demanded.  Blake looked up, startled.

      “I don’t know,” he replied sincerely, knowing that Drake Ransom meant his mother.  The pirate captain scanned the dispersing crowd.

      “Where’s Jaimes?” he asked sharply, a storm brewing in his dark eyes.

      I can breathe underwater!  That was what Blake wanted to shout.  Anything to make the storm dissipate.

      “I don’t know,” Blake lied.  Drake Ransom scowled and turned away.

      It was now or never.

      Blake blurted out his secret.  His father laughed and called him a liar, but Blake knew that he wouldn’t be laughing for long.
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      A brass bell chimed over Blake’s head as he entered the Blue Barrel.

      The tavern was as unsavory a place as ever.  Barely any sunlight filtered through the grimy glass.  Apparently, it cost less to buy candles than to scrub windows.

      Blake filched a stack of coins off of a nearby table, seeing that its owner was too caught up in his card game to notice.  Then he sat down in a far corner, propping his boots up on the table.  He examined his cuffs as he waited to be waited on.  They were finely embroidered and had shiny silver buttons.  Probably everyone thought he was a pirate captain who had just struck gold.

      “Wha’ can I get fer ya, sir?”

      Blake quickly stopped admiring his buttons.  His mouth twisting unpleasantly, he looked up and right at a grease-stained bodice.  Very slowly, his eyes traveled up until they reached the barmaid’s face, which was certainly nothing to look at, all round and red like a cherry.  Finally, he growled, “Whatever food this crummy tavern sells.”

      The barmaid seemed used to this kind of behavior.

      “Righ’ away,” she replied briskly, and looked at her customer for the first time.  Blake saw her shock before she hastened away, returning several minutes later to set a dish and tankard before the sulking seaman.  Blake glared after her as she hurried away.  Then he grabbed the tankard and peered at his reflection.  What he beheld shocked him.

      He was…hideous.

      His face was clammy, his eyes red and swollen.  Long black hair straggled like seaweed about his hollow cheeks, and his ratty whiskers belonged to a drunkard, not a suave Pirate King.  Bits of spidercrab were still stuck between his yellowed teeth.  No wonder the wench had looked so horrified.  He looked like a monster dragged up from the deep.

      He didn’t recognize himself.

      Blake slammed the tankard down, hating everyone.  Though nobody glanced his way, they were no doubt all wondering the same thing: what had happened to that man?

      Blake steeled himself.  He was terrified of what he would see, but he forced himself to look into the tankard again.  Holding it up, he brushed his hair back and peered as hard as he could at his forehead.  But there was no brand mark stamped there, no hideous red crescent.  So, he’d been going shithouse crazy down there.  Then what had been real, and what hadn’t?  What about those demons?  Or Keel Cutlass?

      What about the Sea Captain?

      Blake’s spirits rose like sails catching the wind.  He set the tankard down, dragging a relieved hand through his tangled mop.  If Keel Cutlass had been a product of his deranged brain, then the Sea Captain and his request must have been too…

      …but then, what had guided him back to the ocean’s surface?

      All this confusion made Blake’s head hurt.  He growled, beating his forehead with a clenched fist.  Suddenly, he loathed his evening plans.  He couldn’t abide the dark, stifling tavern.

      A man could suffocate in here, he thought bitterly, and all he could think of was how he wanted to get the hell out of this reeking dump.  He didn’t want to be here.

      At least he had a hot meal to look forward to.  A ravenous Blake set to work demolishing his supper…and started to gag.  Fish-and-ale pie!  The pirate nearly threw his plate across the tavern, right at the waitress’s fat head.  Didn’t that cow know how much he hated fish?

      Cursing and choking, Blake mucked down the rest of his nauseating pie.  Then he gulped down ale, trying to get the taste of sewage from his mouth.  His first hot meal in two years, a bloody waste!
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      Drake Ransom pulled Blake’s head out of the water after a period that would have cost another person his life.

      “Father, stop!” begged Jaimes, though he knew Blake wouldn’t drown, “You’re hurting him!”

      “I’m fine, Jaimes,” snapped Blake, but to his relief, he was released.  He didn’t mind getting dunked, but his father’s fingers had dug painfully into his scalp.

      Drake Ransom couldn’t stay still.  He bounded around the hut, grabbing his rum bottle along the way.

      “It’s true; it’s all true!” he crowed.  Blake’s chest swelled, and he stood tall.  For once, he wasn’t afraid when the pirate’s eyes landed on him, for they were blazing with approval.

      “You know what this means?” Drake Ransom demanded, guzzling down rum.

      Blake shook his head.

      The pirate captain glanced slyly at his wife and sweetly asked Blake, “Don’t you want to know where you got your gift, boy?”

      Blake opened his mouth, confused.  He knew where his gift came from; the Lady in Blue had given it to him.  Had his father listened to anything he had just said?  He glanced at Jaimes, who shook his head.  Blake made a face at him.

      “It’s magic, I tell you!  Gipsey magic!” Drake Ransom declared and chortled, “Who’d have guessed it, that wench wasn’t lying—I’ve sired a Sea King!”

      Blake felt a sharp thrill at those words.  Aye, a Sea King!  That was his destiny!

      “There were two crowns, according to the legend,” said Drake Ransom, running a trembling hand through his hair.  He and Blake stood restless with excitement.  Meanwhile, Jaimes and his mother sat stiffly at the table.

      “The crowns were lost long ago…but they’re out there somewhere!  She’ll lead you to them, Blake; she’ll lead you to them!”

      Blake saw Jaimes roll his eyes.  Fortunately, their father didn’t.

      “Then a Ransom will be crowned the Black King!  You’ve the ancient magic in you, boy!  How long have you known about all this?”

      Blake stammered without thinking, “F-For years.”

      His father’s eyes became menacing slits.

      “And why didn’t you tell me about this before?” he demanded.  His rum bottle flew back, and Blake blurted out, “Jaimes told me not to!”

      Drake Ransom instantly turned on his firstborn.  From behind his towering figure, Jaimes looked at Blake with grieved anger.  He had only been trying to protect Blake…and in return, Blake had betrayed him.

      “Why would he do such a thing?” demanded the pirate, looming over his son.  Blake could hardly breathe, he was so afraid for Jaimes.

      “Jealous?” Drake Ransom sneered.  Jaimes looked up, his face a stiff mask.  His father snorted.

      “He should be.  He has no special gift.”

      Jaimes’s jaw tightened.

      “What do you think, Jaimes?” Drake Ransom asked him softly, almost challengingly, “Ready to bow to your baby brother?”

      Blake was well acquainted with Jaimes’s flared nostrils and scarlet cheeks; he knew what they meant.  His elation trickled away, leaving him miserable and confused.  All of a sudden, he wanted to strike his father.  Why did he have to go and make Blake feel ugly and ashamed of his gift?  He’d never, never, never use his sea breath against Jaimes.  Never.

      Stiff as a rail, Jaimes refused to react to his father’s taunt.  That made Drake Ransom pause.  He studied his son closely.  Only someone who knew him well could have read the telltale signs and known that the pirate captain was enraged.

      “You’ve grown since last I saw you, boy,” he remarked quietly, “Aye, you’re getting to be a man…”

      He stepped back, looking Jaimes over.  Nobody spoke.  Then Drake Ransom declared, “I’ve left you alone with your mother too long.  When the Blessing next sets sail, you’ll be on it.  It’s time you started learning the family trade!”

      Blake felt a jealous stab.  Not fair!  This conversation had been about him, and Jaimes had stolen all his thunder!  Though truth be told, the thief in question looked like his worst nightmare was coming true.  Jaimes clutched his beloved Encyclopaedia with white-knuckled hands, and his mother ventured timidly, “Drake…don’t you think—”

      “And you SHUT YOUR DAMN MOUTH!”

      Drake Ransom turned and struck his wife across the mouth.  Blake flinched, but Jaimes did the unthinkable.  He jumped out of his chair and forced himself between his mother and father, harshly shoving the latter.  Drake Ransom staggered back and regained his balance.  Blake expected the very worst for Jaimes, but Drake Ransom didn’t immediately make his move.  He didn’t have to.  They were all trapped.  There was nowhere to run.

      “So you think you’re above the family trade, is that it, boy?” the pirate breathed, his eyes glinting softly, “A prince among savages, are you?  Better than your father?  The man who raised you, fed you, clothed you?  What has your mother told you, boy?  What has she told you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,” Jaimes replied monotonously.

      Drake Ransom’s face screwed up.  Snatching Jaimes’s book, he hit the teenager across the face with it and started tearing it apart.

      “Four-eyed bookworm!” he screamed.  His spittle sprayed Jaimes’s red face.  “Aye, Jaimes, that’s right, a worm!  You’re a worm under my boot, and I can break you!  Aye, boy, I can break you!  You made a mistake, crossing me!”

      He looked at his trembling wife.  “When your son returns in a few months, I swear to you, woman, you won’t recognize him!”

      Drake Ransom turned back to Jaimes, and Blake knew what his look meant.  He had to do something!

      “I’ll go!”

      His cry got his father’s attention.

      “I’ll go in Jaimes’ place!” he volunteered.

      “You?” Drake Ransom sneered, “What good would you be?”

      Blake proudly lifted his head.  “I have sea breath!  Besides, I want to go!  I’m not too young to serve as a powder monkey!  Let me go instead, Father!”

      Blake’s obvious sincerity cooled Drake Ransom’s flaming temper, bringing him back to the level of reason.  He even smiled.

      “So you want to go to sea, do you, boy?”

      Blake nodded eagerly.  This might turn out to his advantage, after all!

      “Aye!  I want to go with you!  I…”

      He suddenly noticed Jaimes shaking his head.  His brother’s eyes were cold as ice, and deathly scared.

      No, Blake, he mouthed, let me go.

      Blake realized his mouth was hanging open idiotically.  He snapped it shut and stuck out his tongue.  Drake Ransom swiftly turned, but both brothers were too quick for him.  The pirate looked suspiciously back and forth between them.

      Blake scowled.  Was Jaimes trying to save him?  Well, Blake didn’t need saving!  He wanted to go to sea, and he would!  Jaimes couldn’t stop him!  Let him stay here and keep house with Mother!  Blake Ransom was about to seize his destiny!  A pirate captain!  A Sea King!

      Blake shivered with excitement, and his face split into a wide grin.

      But Jaimes frowned.
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      Blake couldn’t help but peer around the Blue Barrel for any tall, wide-girthed sailors…hoping beyond hope that fate would bring him and Tolger back together tonight.  But of course, Tolger wasn’t there, and he felt foolish.

      A peel of laughter broke out.  Blake’s sullen gaze flickered toward a group of chummy sailors enjoying a pint and a yarn.  Why was he still sitting here by himself like a pathetic sap?  Why didn’t he return to the sea, which at least wanted him, if only to consume him again?

      Blake turned toward the window.  Faintly, he saw black lines against a garnet-red sky, the silhouettes of numerous masts and shrouds.  He heard the ocean’s whisper and even smelled her salty breath.

      Blake sniffed.  Scratch that last one.  That was actually his breath he smelled.

      “Why didn’t you come for me?” he whispered bitterly.  He took out a halfpenny and twirled it with a bored air, glowering here and there.  So, this was what he’d risked life and limb to return back to?  Fat wenches flirting with grinning, gap-toothed sailors…pea brained tar-locks roaring and belching up a storm…what a dem thrilling homecoming this was!  Disappointment!  Why did everything turn out to be one big bloody disappointment?

      Loathing rushed like poison through his veins.  Well, what had he expected?  If he was going to be so dem choosy, what did he want?

      Blake scowled and flicked the halfpenny into the air, racking his brains.  But he couldn’t come up with anything.  To hell with his exciting evening plans.  He didn’t want to set out for bloody Yaletown.  He didn’t give a hoot about the Crowns.  He didn’t give a hoot about anything.  Nothing mattered.  The world and everyone in it could go to hell, including himself.

      All he felt like doing, in fact, was leaving the Blue Barrel…and maybe the whole bleeding world altogether.  But his body felt heavy as a rock, and he could hardly bring himself to shift his lazy arse out of his seat.

      With a careless air, Blake flipped the halfpenny face up and examined it.  His gaze flicked from the coin, to a seadog squeezing the giggling whore on his lap, and back down again.  Then his face screwed up, and he shoved the coin back into his pocket.  This was pathetic!  He didn’t need these people, or anybody else!  He was the Black King!

      Abandoning his table, Blake stormed for the door just as a welcoming shout rang out.

      “Step up, mateys, step up!  There’s gowld to be won!  Step up if ye dare!”

      Blake glowered at the speaker, shoving himself between two chairs.  He was a greasy-looking fellow, right down to his grubby sideburns and oily grin.  Tolger wouldn’t trust a word he said.

      “What’s the catch?” a burly sailor shouted.

      Sideburn Man looked shocked.  “Didn’t I explain the rules o’ the game?  I ‘ave ‘ere three glasses o’ Dai’su’s famous black rum.  ‘Ooever can drink ‘em all in a breath wins a pouchful o’ gowld!”

      Blake shook his head scornfully.  He’d heard of black rum before.  Many a liquor-hardened seaman swore to have seen his wildest fantasies suspended before his eyes and the world swinging back and forth like a pendulum…and all that from one shot.  Blake fancied he could down those three shots.  He had swigged one down once (also on a dare) without any ill effects.  Apart from the raging headache and spinning tunnel vision.  But those had worn off.

      “Wha’ about you there?”

      Blake looked around to see which poor soul had been singled out, only to discover the entire tavern staring at him.  Sideburn Man stood on a table, pointing right at him.  Blake’s face burned.   There were too many eyes!  He wanted to snarl at everyone to leave him alone!  Instead, he carelessly replied, “I don’t think so.”

      “What’s the matter?” jeered Sideburn Man while the taverngoers booed.  Blake’s eyes darted about, despising every stupid face he saw.  Everyone, from the tattooed seamen to the barmaid, was watching him, waiting to see what he would do.

      “Too scared?  Come now, man, don’ be a coward!  Don’ forget, there’s gowld to be won!”

      Blake didn’t give a damn about the gold, but he did care about being thought a coward.  His mind was feverish…he couldn’t think straight!  Everyone was pressing in around him.  It was like being trapped aboard the Polaris…eyes…too many eyes!

      Look away!  Leave me be!

      Blake’s gut warned him to flee to the ocean.  But he couldn’t.  He was Drake Ransom’s son.  A Sea King.  This pathetic little man had no idea…

      “I’ve had black rum before,” Blake replied coolly, “It’s fairly strong, I grant you, but I don’t care much for the taste.”

      He had perfected this act years ago.  Raising a disdainful eyebrow, he curled back his lips into an amused half-grin.  Meanwhile, sweat trickled down his arms, and his heart thudded wildly.

      “This oughta be a piece o’ cake, then!  Come on, ev’ryone, give the captain a leetle encouragement!”

      The entire tavern cheered Blake on.  It was a bloody nightmare.  Could these people sense his fear?  He had enemies everywhere.  What if one of Hawkeye’s crew was in the crowd?  How did Blake know those shots wouldn’t turn him into a raving drunk?

      Captain…

      Despite his angry thoughts, a worm of pleasure wriggled in Blake’s gut.  Did he really look like a sea captain?  Of course he did!  He was Drake Ransom’s son!  He’d never be mistaken for an ordinary seaman.  No one else had his special gift.

      He stared at the shot glasses.

      I can’t look like a coward…but I can’t take the risk!

      “Fine,” said Sideburn Man, shrugging, “If yer too chicken, we’ll find someone else − ”

      “I’ll do it!” Blake sneered.  Then he blinked and panicked.  But it was too late.  The tavern cheered, and Sideburn Man beamed.

      “Step up then, mate, step up!”

      So, we’re mates now, are we?

      As a furious Blake walked toward Sideburn Man, he heard the ocean’s faint cry.

      Run, Blake!  Hide in me, and you will be safe…

      Blake stood rigidly, looking down at the shot glasses.  The liquor looked like black tar.

      “Sit down, mate, sit down!”

      Sideburn Man’s invitation oozed friendliness.  He slid a shot over to Blake, who refused to budge.

      “C’mon, mate, wha’ d’ye ‘ave to lose?  I’ve a sack of gowld ‘ere fer the first man ‘oo downs these wee devils…and if ye can’t…”

      He shrugged, grinning all the wider.  Everyone watched and waited.  Blake looked over at the window.  It was too dark to see outside anymore.  Tolger would tell him to leave.

      But Tolger was not here.

      Bitterness enveloped Blake.  He picked up a shot and stared at the inky liquid.  He wouldn’t drink it.  He would escape through the door, and the ocean would hide him from sight.

      He looked up.  Everybody looked back at him with soulless eyes.

      “Down the ‘atch, mate,” suggested Sideburn Man.  His grin was foul and twisted.  Blake was tempted to dash the rum in his ugly face and bolt.  But the man’s words tightened the noose around his neck.  He was trapped.

      The pirate threw his head back and downed the shot, and another, and another.
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      It seemed impossible that there was any more flesh to tear from the Navy captain’s bones.  So much blood already stained the sand, but the crowd’s lust was insatiable.  They shouted for more, and Drake Ransom gave it to them in abundance.  But Blake didn’t shout along with them.  He just stared, for all appearances shocked into silence, while he tried to figure out how he really felt at the sight.

      Blake watched blood drip from his father’s whip.  It glinted in the firelight.

      He was afraid of the answer.

      Drake Ransom spotted him.  His hairy hand reached out and pulled Blake forward, close to the raging bonfire.

      “See my son!” roared Drake Ransom.  His voice was slurred from too much drink, but it still resonated powerfully.  “See the future Black King!”

      The crowd had no idea what he was talking about, but they cheered anyway.  Drake Ransom looked down at his son, and Blake became a small and weak thing in his shadow.  He felt the bonfire’s heat and his father’s harsh grasp.  Anything Drake Ransom commanded him to do, he would do it.

      His father twisted him around so that Blake was forced to look at the pitiful man at his feet.  He would never forget that image as long as he lived.  The Lady would make sure of it.

      “Here is one who would stop you!” shouted Drake Ransom, “He is your enemy!  Filthy dog!”

      He spat at the crumpled form.  Blake flinched.

      “This is what you must do to anyone who would get in your way!”

      Drake Ransom’s prisoner weakly lifted his face.  Pain was fast eclipsing the defiance there, and Blake saw the plea in his eyes.  Did every soul present delight in his agony?  Would no one help him?

      Would Blake not help him?

      “What do you say, Blake?” Drake Ransom growled, “What is your answer to this Navy rat?”

      Blake trembled as the Navy captain’s eyes locked onto his, begging for an advocate, a shield from the tortures that were about to resume.  He looked at Drake Ransom’s bloodied whip and then at the Navy captain’s ripped flesh.  It looked nauseating.  Revolting.  It made him want to throw up.

      Then why did he feel like smiling?

      Drake Ransom waited.  Everyone was quiet.

      Blake spat in the prisoner’s face.

      The crowd cheered.  Roaring with approval, Drake Ransom shoved Blake back and raised his whip, paying no more attention to his son.  Blake watched his whip fall over and over again.  He heard the Navy captain crying out, but he didn’t feel ill anymore.  He didn’t feel much of anything.

      He was dead inside.
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      Night descended on Brackenpool.

      Rain pounded on the Blue Barrel’s roof, and lightning flashed through the windows.  The tavern’s occupants were shadows in the candlelight.

      Blake grinned savagely and took a swig from a bottle.  His coat was thrown away, his sleeves rolled up.  He stomped around, his bloodshot eyes flashing with triumph.

      “I knew I could do it!” he crowed, “I knew it!  I’m a Sea King!”

      He stamped hard.  His foot hit the floor so suddenly that he stumbled back.  Blake clumsily regained his balance and chuckled.  Who knew that he was so close to the ground?  He felt so high up, like he was flying.

      “It’s because I have sea breath!” Blake shouted.  He wanted everybody’s attention!

      He certainly got it.

      Some people looked nervous and some hid awkward smiles, but Sideburn Man openly grinned.  Blake’s chest blazed with pleasure.  They should all admire him.

      “That’s how I beat you!” he cried to Sideburn Man.  He wheeled around and nearly tripped over his own feet.  His arm swung, barely missing a tankard.

      “I can stay underwater for, for a whole day, if I wanted to…a, a whole year and more!  It’s what I have, right here!”

      Blake jabbed at his throat.  His uncut nail stabbed flesh.  He frowned.  It hurt.  He didn’t want to hurt.  Why was he hurting?  He was an all-powerful Sea King!  Nothing should be able to hurt him!

      “Do you know why?”

      He stormed over to another table.  A barrel-chested sailor gasped and snatched back his hand before Blake’s boot came crashing down on it.  Clambering onto the tabletop, the pirate beamed.  Now he really was higher than everyone!

      The men seated nearby saw the black fire in the drunken man’s eyes.  Several of them glanced anxiously at the door, but everyone else in the tavern was struggling not to laugh out loud.  He really was providing them with a spectacular show, the poor idiot.

      “It’s because I’m a Sea King!” Blake bellowed, kicking a tankard and sending it flying.  Several people ducked.

      “I’m the Black King!  Do you know who I am?”  Blake turned in a slow circle so that nobody escaped his finger.  “Does ANYONE in this damn place know who I am?”

      The taverngoers looked at one another, the smiles slipping off their faces.

      “Do somethin’, Blackjack!” hissed the barman.  Sideburn Man folded his arms and leaned back, as if enjoying the show.

      “Soon enough,” he replied easily, “Give Thug Kurzon a leetle more time.”

      “But Blackjack!  He’s tearin’ the whole place apart!” complained the barman, watching Blake stomp off for another drink.

      Blackjack turned glittering eyes on the barman.  “You wouldn’t want to upset Thug Kurzon, would ye now?”

      The other man looked afraid.

      “Just get him out of here,” he said shortly.  Blackjack shrugged and turned away.

      Meanwhile, Blake had gotten hold of a sword and was now blocking the doorway.

      “Watch!” he barked needlessly, and even Blackjack looked nervous at the sight of the violent drunk wielding a blade.

      “I will summon a tidal wave!” Blake declared.  He flailed his arms and knocked over a pitcher.  Ale splashed all over a brawny sailor, who didn’t complain.  There was something chilling about the drunkard, something so unnerving that no one dared lay a finger on him.  No one wanted to attract his notice.  No one wanted to be his next target.

      “See?  Now you’ll pledge your loyalty to me!  You won’t betray me…you wouldn’t dare…”

      In the blink of an eye, Blake’s expression morphed from exhilaration to hatred.  He glared at the paralyzed crowd.

      “No,” he growled, low and deep, “You won’t do it.  You’re all LIARS!”

      He furiously kicked a chair.  The woman next to it flinched and tried to take a discreet step backward, but Blake noticed and advanced on her.  The woman backed away.  With a squeak, she slipped on her gown and landed on her bottom.  Blake almost descended on her, but then his attention switched back to the tavern.

      “I’ll show you!  I’ll show you all the Black King’s power!  Then you’ll fear me!”

      His arms shot up, and several people actually flinched.  This time, however, there was no pitcher to knock over.  For a while, Blake remained very still, blinking stupidly.

      Lightning flashed.  It briefly lit up the tavern before shadows engulfed it once more.

      Blake waited.  Nothing happened.  Slowly, the hammering on the rooftop faded to a miserable trickle.  The barman looked desperately at Blackjack.

      Blake gave up and lowered his arms.

      “I’ll show you all!” he repeated furiously, “I’ll drown this port and everyone in it!  I’m the Black King!”

      He turned his back on the Blue Barrel, and a couple men rediscovered their courage.  Looking at each other, they sprang up and moved forward to seize him, but Blake didn’t notice.  He was too busy searching for the door’s handle.  His hand scrabbled madly against wood, missing it several times, and when he finally found it, he couldn’t figure out how to turn it.  Finally, Blake snarled and threw himself against the door, right as his assailants came up behind him.

      The door burst open.  Blake fell through and hit the cobblestones.  Spitting a curse, he tried to stand, but his feet got all mixed up and he fell down again.  After another clumsy attempt, he lurched to his feet.  Hissing and cussing, he hobbled toward the boardwalk across the street.  Moments later Blackjack hurried out of the tavern, followed closely by the barman.  They looked around, but the pirate was already gone, swallowed up by the fog and the night.

      Out on the wharf, Blake headed straight for the ocean.

      “This will convince them,” he muttered, “Don’t believe me…I’ll show them all…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jaimes appeared out of nowhere.

      “Leave him alone!”

      He sounded sick with fear, and when Drake Ransom whirled around, he looked it too.

      “This is barbaric!” he declared, quaking.  Blake stared at him, transfixed by an unwilling awe.

      “It’s evil!” Jaimes shouted.

      The spell broke.

      The pirate crew hurled abuses at Jaimes, and Drake Ransom advanced on his eldest son.  Blake cried out as his whip found its mark.  Why wasn’t he running to help his brother?

      “You think I’m evil?” Drake Ransom demanded.

      Jaimes looked terrified.  Blood trickled from the cut on his cheek.

      “You’ve not seen anything yet, boy!  But here, I will educate you!”

      Drake Ransom shoved his son into his crewmen’s arms.  Blake quickly looked away and covered his ears, but he couldn’t block out the twin cries that pierced the night.  The Navy captain screamed while Jaimes wept and begged his father to stop, but his pleas only incited the pirate further.

      Then, after a while, Jaimes went silent.  Blake peeked out between his fingers, and what he saw chilled him to the bone.

      Jaimes’s face was frighteningly remote, as though he no longer saw Drake Ransom striking his writhing hostage over and over.  He no longer showed his pain, and he never would again.  That dignified, distanced mask became a part of Jaimes that night.

      Finally, it was over.  Drake Ransom’s victim was dead.  Or so Blake thought.

      Blood peeled away as the Navy captain opened his eyes.  His face was unrecognizable.  The shadow of death was on it.

      “You belong to a royal line,” he said, looking right at Jaimes.  His gaze had a faraway look it, but his voice was astonishingly clear.

      “You,” he repeated.

      Not a soul stirred.  A cowed Blake watched as his eyes moved over Drake Ransom…and came to rest on him.

      “Not these,” the Navy captain said, with a terrible certainty.  Drake Ransom’s face became demonic.  He lashed out with his whip, and the Navy captain was silenced forever.  But his prophetic words lingered in the silence.

      Blake looked at Jaimes.  His brother stood there dumbly, like a statue, and a spark of fury lit in Blake’s chest.  The Navy captain was a liar!  It wasn’t Jaimes whose gift bound him to a royal line; it was Blake’s!  Jaimes wasn’t the special one.

      Bill Cockle and another pirate released Jaimes, who dropped to the sand and didn’t move.   Blake silently watched his brother as Drake Ransom kicked the Navy captain’s body aside and left, cursing and drinking from his bottle.  Gradually, the pirates disbanded until nobody was left but Blake and Jaimes.  The silence seemed so great after the uproar that had preceded it.

      Blake looked down at the damp red sand, his skin still tingling with shock and vicious satisfaction.  Those feelings had welled up within him during the Navy captain’s torturing, like a putrid black wave he wanted to drown in and didn’t know why.

      So much for his merciful heart.

      As long as Drake Ransom and his crew had laughed, Blake had been able to believe that all was well.  But then Jaimes had come along.  And like usual, he had spoiled everything.

      Blake’s gaze shifted to Jaimes.  He saw blood in his brother’s hair, and his bottom lip started to tremble.  He hadn’t gone to help Jaimes; he hadn’t done anything.  Would Jaimes hate him now, forever?  If he knew how Blake had felt during the Navy captain’s whipping…

      Blake rubbed his arms, trying to make the goose bumps go away.  He wanted to tear off his skin.  It felt nasty, like snakeskin.  It made him feel disgusting.  Maybe he was disgusting.

      He glared at Jaimes.

      His brother was better than he was, in every respect.  He was clever, and Blake was an idiot.  He’d been heroic tonight, and Blake a coward.  He’d been horrified by their father’s “sport,” while Blake had liked it.  Maybe the Lady in Blue had gotten them confused.  Maybe she had meant to come for Jaimes all along…but no, she had called Blake by his name.  Maybe she regretted her choice then.

      Every rational thought drained from Blake’s mind, leaving only a mindless, bestial rage.  He wanted to hit Jaimes, to bite and claw and scream at him for making him feel this way.

      Instead, he turned his back on Jaimes, and walked away.
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      “Please!”

      The shrill cry cut through the fog, the rain, and even Blake’s drunken stupor.  The pirate blinked, irritated by the noise.  Hidden in the shadow of a gigantic man ‘o war, he watched as a small figure fled down its gangplank, nearly bowling over the harbormaster.

      Blake growled.  His patience was wearing thin.  The pair had better get out of his way before he drowned them both!

      The harbormaster held up a lantern, frowning sternly at the boy who was disrupting the night’s peace.

      “P-Please h-help me!” the urchin begged him, “They k-kidnapped me!  I d-don’t b-belong with them!  I…I’m the prince!”

      He reached out pleadingly, but the harbormaster stepped back, seeking distance between his coat and those grubby fingers.

      “If you’re a prince then I’m the King of Elioth!” he replied callously.

      A pair of seamen finally caught up with the bothersome child.  They apologized, and the harbormaster tittered, “It isn’t my affair – just get him away!”

      Soon the seamen had dragged the boy back aboard the man o’ war.  The harbormaster quickly fled the scene, brushing the boy’s grimy fingerprints off his sleeves.  When the coast was clear, Blake reeled forward out of the darkness.

      “Stupid boy,” he muttered, “Who does he think he is, getting in the way, eh?”

      He had to get closer to the water if he wanted to flood the port, but his vision began to rapidly fade until he couldn’t even see the planks beneath his feet.  He tried lifting his foot, only to discover that it had sunken into the wood and wouldn’t budge.  Oh, well.  He was close enough.

      Blake attempted to summon a tidal wave, but his arms weighed a hundred tons each.  Before he managed to lift them high enough, he collapsed.  The rain continued to trickle, and shadows swallowed up the lone form sprawled on the boardwalk.
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      That same night, Blake dreamt of the Sea Captain’s death.

      Blake watched his father wield his spiked whip, and the Sea Captain’s screams rent the night.  He knew he ought to intervene, but he didn’t.  Horror and enjoyment flooded his body, making him shudder.

      Then Drake Ransom noticed him and pulled him forward.

      “See my son!  See the future Black King!”

      The crowd cheered, and Drake Ransom forced Blake to look at the Sea Captain.

      “Here is one who would oppose your reign!  He is your enemy!  Filthy dog!”

      The Sea Captain lifted his face.  His eyes met Blake’s.  But instead of showing him mercy, Blake spat at the man and swiftly looked away.

      An inner voice prompted him to look back.

      He did, and the Lady in Blue was in the Sea Captain’s place, her face reflecting his agony.  Blake’s spit ran down her cheek.

      Blake gasped and grabbed his throat.  He was suffocating!  The air was poisoned; he couldn’t breathe!  Where was the sea?

      Panting and wheezing, Blake watched a shadow pass over the Lady in Blue until she was lost from sight.

      He never saw the Lady, even in dreams, ever again.
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      Eselder glared at the large sandstone block in his battered hands.  This wasn’t what he had expected at all.

      The seafaring life had been his cherished dream since childhood, and it was supposed to stay just that: a dream.  He could almost hear the world laughing at him.  He felt so naïve….and exhausted.

      His arms were aching so fiercely that he could barely keep scrubbing the deck.  This was a novelty for him.  At Kingston Court, if a task wearied or frustrated him, he was free to leave it undone for a while.  Aboard this ship, however, he had no control over what he could and couldn’t do.  And since Eselder was an ignorant landlubber, he was only assigned tasks requiring minimal skill and hard labor…only, Eselder wasn’t very good at hard labor.

      He had served His Majesty aboard the HMS Swift for nearly three weeks now.  He might as well be called a slave of the Royal Navy and have done with it.  His palms were raw from scrubbing the deck and burned from assisting in the galley.  And he hadn’t learned a single thing about sailing.  Day after miserable day, all he did was scour wood and clean greasy pans.  In fact, the only valuable lesson he had learned aboard the Swift was that he wasn’t cut out for this life.

      He had to get back to Kingston.

      At first, his predicament hadn’t seemed so hopeless.  All he needed to do was speak to the Swift’s captain.  Wouldn’t the man be scandalized to learn that his crewmen had abducted the Crown Heir?  To Eselder’s dismay, however, he quickly discovered that Captain Thornhill rarely came out on deck, and anyway, he wasn’t really the one in charge of the ordinary seamen.  Eselder didn’t know whether Captain Thornhill had sanctioned his pressganging, or how much authority Thornhill had over the officers, but as for the crew, they were under the tyranny of an able seaman called Thug Kurzon.

      The morning after his pressganging, Eselder had blurted out his royal identity to the first officer on deck, but the midshipman had only laughed at him.  Later on, Kurzon’s cronies had warned Eselder to keep his lying mouth shut or face Thug Kurzon’s wrath.  They watched him ceaselessly after that, ready to haul him away if he so much as stepped toward any officer.  Thanks to Kurzon’s spies, Eselder would never have an opportunity to present his case to Captain Thornhill.

      Eselder heard the approaching click click of heeled shoes, and a second later, Lieutenant O’Shea walked past.  The young lieutenant was newly promoted, and only recently assigned to the HMS Swift.  Eselder glared at his shiny gold buckles and scrubbed the deck even harder.  If only he could speak…but he didn’t dare.  He knew he was being watched, and if he spoke even a word…there’d be hell to pay.  Thug Kurzon had taught him that lesson himself, after Eselder had tried to abandon ship at Brackenpool…his last chance at freedom before the Swift set out on her long voyage to the New World.  He had no idea how long that voyage would take, nor did he know when—or if—they would return to Eliothan shores.

      Eselder’s shoulders sagged.  His father was right.  Life at sea was even more horrible than life at court…and, Eselder was shocked to discover, nearly as monotonous.

      At least it’s a cool day.

      Usually, the heat stuck like tar to the deck, searing his hands and knees.  The galley was even worse.  Below deck, the air hung stagnant, roasting Eselder alive.  Today, however, a sheet of clouds mercifully blocked the sun, and a refreshing breeze swept across the top deck.  Three weeks ago, the choppy water would have seen Eselder vomiting over the bulwarks, but he had developed his sea legs fairly quick.  He still felt a little proud about that.

      Eselder sat upright, letting the breeze hit his face.  His back thanked him profusely for the respite.

      Above him, the mainmast towered.  Its white sails billowed out majestically.  Eselder peered longingly past the ratlines to the mast top.  These weeks had not extinguished his desire to test his agility aloft, to see what it felt like to ride the wind.  But that would never happen.  He would be stuck scouring this deck with saltwater and sandstone until he escaped…or died.  At this rate, the latter seemed likelier.

      “Let’s keep our eyes on that dirty deck, heh?”

      A hand shoved Eselder’s head down.  The sails disappeared.  Eselder watched black bubbles pop between the wood planks.

      Someone crouched down beside him, and a huge tanned arm draped itself around his hunched shoulders.  Eselder cringed from the undesired contact, and its owner chuckled.  This was Thug Kurzon, the HMS Swift’s boatswain and the man responsible for Eselder’s pressganging.

      Eselder hated him.

      Sun-bleached dreadlocks surrounded Thug Kurzon’s face like ratlines.  His cheeks were mottled red from years at sea and pitted from a past attack of the smallpox.  Still, the bo’sun looked almost handsome until he grinned.  Then he revealed his black teeth, and a wicked soul that delighted in Eselder’s helpless rage.

      “See now, boy!  Me mate Bull’s got a problem, see?  He’s been assigned to scrub the poop deck, but…”  Thug Kurzon’s hairy arms spread in a gesture of mock helplessness.  “He’s feelin’ tired today…when it comes right down to it, he just don’t feel like it, you know?  So, I figured I might find some friendly soul up to the task, and you know what?  I thought of you.  Don’t go letting me down now…”

      Kurzon’s arm slid off Eselder, who silently seethed.

      “You got that, boy?  What, can’t do a kind deed for a shipmate?”

      Thug Kurzon knew full well that Eselder had to obey.  To force his acquiescence was just adding insult to injury.

      Eselder had nearly finished scrubbing the main deck.  He was tired and devilishly thirsty.  It was unjust.  It was unfair.  But Eselder’s heart beat fast, reminding him that he was not only furious but scared.

      “Aye, sir,” he replied, not looking up.  He was afraid that what Kurzon would see wouldn’t be to his liking.

      “I knew I could count on you, boy,” Kurzon sneered.  He went back to lounging under the mizzenmast.  Of course he could count on Eselder.  He knew the Swift’s newest cabin boy wouldn’t dare cross him, not after what had happened between them several days ago.

      And he was right.
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      The first dogwatch was over, and a second round of hungry seamen piled into the middle gun deck for their supper.  The portholes were open in an attempt to invite some sunshine and fresh air inside the ship.  The afternoon light came right in, but the fresh air was having none of it.  Eselder wrinkled his nose.

      This must be what it’s like to stick your head inside a chamber pot.

      Sharing space with seven hundred men who neither washed nor touched any liquid besides grog had given Eselder a newfound appreciation for weekly bathing.  The HMS Swift was an ocean of stink, and now Eselder added to it.  Hours earlier, on the top deck, two midshipmen had attested to that fact by blocking their noses as he had walked past.  Or perhaps their adverse reaction had had more to do with the grease bucket he had been carrying.

      Eselder hung back as seamen folded down tables and raced to the galley.  Each mess consisted of several men who swapped off fetching their messmates’ rations.  Eselder shared a mess with the Swift’s five other cabin boys, all of whom had made it clear from the start that he wasn’t “one of them.”

      Finally, Eselder had no choice but to move toward his table.  A cabin boy spotted him and called out, “’Ey, Tub, go get our food! We’re starvin’!”

      His name was Cheddar.  He was the cabin boys’ unelected leader, a heavily freckled redhead about a year or two younger than Eselder, with a bulbous tomato-like nose.  When they had first met, Eselder had noticed the deep-rooted rage in Cheddar’s eyes.  He soon learned the reason for it.  Cheddar was not a good seaman, being both clumsy and unintelligent, and had little hope of ever being promoted to ordinary seaman.  The only thing he excelled at was bullying his fellow cabin boys until they surpassed him in rank.  It was hard to say which Eselder loathed more: Hamilton Cheddar, or living in his own skin.

      “I don’t have to.”

      It was not exactly a bold retort.  Eselder stood beside his table, unwilling to comply yet unable to sit down.  All around him seamen scarfed down their meals.  Then, amidst the bedlam, another man appeared in the hatchway, casting a truly admirable glower about the deck.  He was late, as he always was.

      Eselder looked over to where Thug Kurzon sat like a king among his ill-bred subjects, and back at the newcomer.  The man looked dangerous and half-crazed with his greasy black mop, grizzled cheeks, corpselike complexion, and red-rimmed eyes.  He had appeared aboard the HMS Swift out of nowhere, the day after Eselder’s failed escape attempt.  Probably, he had been pressganged at Brackenpool.  The man gave Eselder the chills, and Eselder could tell that many crewmen felt the same way.  The stranger never said a word but did the work assigned him with a scowl and an unfriendly glint in his eyes.  He reminded Eselder of Count Magnoff’s mean-spirited bulldogs.  More likely than not, he was an evil brigand.

      The man caught him staring, and Eselder felt the full force of his black glare.  He quickly looked away, not wanting to antagonize a killer.

      He’s a bully, who got in the way of a bigger bully.

      The other cabin boys were also staring slack jawed at Mr. Evil Brigand.  Then Cheddar snapped out of it.

      “So what?” he shrugged, “Yer gonna do it because if you don’t, I’ll make you sorry, landlubber!”

      Eselder was heartily sick of that word.

      “It isn’t my day,” he said quietly.

      “Eh?  Did I ‘ear you right?”  Cheddar stuck a hand behind his protruding ear.  “Do I ‘ave to repeat meself?  I said I don’t bloody care.  Don’t make me say it again, Tub!”

      Eselder didn’t know what he would have done had Thug Kurzon’s shout not cut their conversation short.

      “You!”

      Eselder jumped.

      “Aye, that’s right, you!  I’m afraid I’m gonna have to have a chat with you, friend.”

      The cabin boys spun around in their seats.  Mr. Evil Brigand had been heading toward the empty table at the stern, but at Kurzon’s address, he halted.  Eselder found himself standing right between Kurzon and his target.  Quietly, he sat down.  Nobody challenged him.

      “Did you hear me?” Kurzon demanded, “Face me square, wretch − ”

      Mr. Evil Brigand turned.  Eselder could have sworn that, as he did, every lantern dimmed. Kurzon looked momentarily unsettled, before concealing his unease behind an easygoing smile.

      “Here’s the deal, mate,” he said in a friendly manner, “You gotta shoulder more of the weight ‘round here, so me and me mates can take it easy now and then.  I know you ain’t no

      landlubber—”

      It was Eselder’s turn to glare.

      “—and you ain’t doin’ your fair share to make our—”

      “Go to hell!” interjected Mr. Evil Brigand.  That certainly got a reaction from the crew.  But Kurzon merely smiled and tugged on the sleeves of his maroon greatcoat.

      “Hey, you didn’t let me finish, mate,” he said, spreading his hands in a reconciliatory gesture, “I was going to give you another option!”

      “I have many of those, but they don’t come from you!” spat Mr. Evil Brigand.

      “Sorry, mate, but that’s how it is aboard my ship,” Kurzon said apologetically.  Mr. Evil Brigand looked livid.  Thug Kurzon went on, “See, you can either do what I say, keeping your mouth shut and your head down, or I’ll make you like I made Mr. Lindsay here.  Stand up, will you please, Mr. Lindsay?”

      Out of the gaggle of seaman rose a gangly young man with broken spectacles and a beet-red face.  Mr. Lindsay’s head was indeed bent low, weighed down by the wooden sign hanging around his neck.  Most of the crew couldn’t read, but it didn’t matter.  Everyone knew what those letters spelled: T-R-U-B-L-E-M-A-K-E-R.

      Eselder looked away from the wretched Mr. Lindsay.  He had worn that same sign for three days following his escape attempt.  It was a warning, Thug Kurzon had told him.  Next time, more than Eselder’s pride would take a beating.  He’d still be wearing the sign now had he not caved to Kurzon’s threats right away.

      Mr. Evil Brigand’s bowl crashed to the deck.

      Eselder quickly looked up and saw what a demon would look like, were they real.  Mr. Evil Brigand was storming right for Kurzon, who looked alarmed.

      A whistle blew.  Mr. Evil Brigand froze, and relief flashed across Kurzon’s face.

      Moments later, the Swift’s newly appointed Lieutenant O’Shea descended below deck to ensure that order was being maintained.  Thug Kurzon and Mr. Evil Brigand backed away from each other, glowering.  They had no choice but to move to their tables while the rest of the crew turned hastily back to their supper, stuffing beans down their gullets before their shift ended.

      Cheddar didn’t bully Eselder anymore that evening, but he glared at Eselder while another cabin boy scurried off to the galley.  Ignoring Cheddar, Eselder snuck a glance toward the stern, where Mr. Evil Brigand sat at a table by himself.  He spent the rest of the meal pretending not to notice Cheddar’s freckled scowl.

      Coward, Eselder thought, and felt a stab of shame at his hypocrisy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The bullying only got worse.

      Between Thug Kurzon and Ham Cheddar, life aboard the HMS Swift was a living hell.  Eselder kept a constant lookout for any opportunity to safely approach Captain Thornhill or Lieutenant O’Shea.  But none came.  He couldn’t escape Thug Kurzon’s all-seeing eye.

      A week or so after Kurzon’s confrontation with Mr. Evil Brigand, Eselder was scrubbing the quarterdeck again.  This time, the weather wasn’t so pleasant.  The farther south the Swift voyaged across the Midlantic Ocean, the fiercer the sun bore down on her.  It was so hot that the pitch between the planks had melted.

      It didn’t say much for Eselder’s alertness, but he never saw it coming.  A foot made contact with his backside, and he fell flat on his stomach, nearly knocking over his water bucket.

      “Oops!  Didn’t see ya there, Tub O’ Lard!”

      Several seamen laughed.  None of them moved to scold Cheddar.  After all, it had been an accident.

      The cabin boy kicked the bucket, drenching Eselder in dirty water.  “Whoops-a-daisy!  Didn’t see that either, mate, sorry—”

      Cheddar went silent.  It took the crewmen a little longer, but soon their joviality shriveled up too.  Meanwhile, Eselder stared unblinkingly at a pair of (very smelly) feet.  Their yellow toenails needed cutting.  He slowly looked up, past a pair of sagging trousers.  The long toenails belonged to Mr. Evil Brigand, who looked like he was selecting his next victim.  Fortunately, his gaze was on Cheddar.

      The other cabin boy was quick to scurry away, and the crewmen turned stiffly back to their duties.  Mr. Evil Brigand swept past Eselder’s prone form like he was a human rug lying on deck.

      Eselder got back on his knees, his mind reeling.  Had Mr. Evil Brigand been waiting for the two idiot cabin boys to get out of his way?  Or had he actually gone out of his way to help Eselder?  The thought was as incredible as it was unlikely.

      Eselder picked up his bucket and got back to work.  It certainly was unlikely.

      But not impossible.
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      Two days after Cheddar’s “accident”, Eselder was lugging a bucket of black grease (even the galley cook had deemed it unusable) up to the poop deck to toss it overboard.  Being the clumsy oaf he was, he stumbled up the port stairs and into a heap of trouble.

      Eselder froze.  On the poop deck’s starboard side, Mr. Evil Brigand perched lightly on the bulwarks, facing the ocean.  He appeared totally immersed, and indeed, the sunset was magnificent.

      However, Mr. Evil Brigand was not the cause of Eselder’s alarm.

      Thug Kurzon was taking advantage of the seaman’s distraction, sneaking up on him with a raised rattan.  It didn’t take a prodigy to surmise Kurzon’s intent.

      As the grease in his bucket splashed around, Eselder’s mind went totally blank, proving just how useful the Crown Heir was in a crisis.  What should he do?  What could he do?  Eselder panicked.

      Then he dropped his bucket.

      A black wave rushed across the planks he had scoured spotless that morning, but the clatter did the trick.  Mr. Evil Brigand jumped and spun around, and Kurzon froze, his rattan held tellingly aloft.  The two men faced each other.  Eselder couldn’t see Kurzon’s face, but Mr. Evil Brigand’s expression screamed of bloody murder.

      Thug Kurzon reeled around.  Eselder’s insides twisted up, for he saw the ugly suspicion in the boatswain’s blue eyes.  He made a huge show of clutching at his hair and scampering to retrieve his bucket.  Actually, it wasn’t much of a show.  Eselder was terrified.  But what else could he have done?  Let Kurzon follow through with his wicked plan?

      The boatswain stormed at him.

      “Clumsy whelp!” he snarled, backhanding Eselder across the jaw.  His blow hurt so much that Eselder gasped.

      “Clean it up!” Kurzon roared and stomped down the stairs to vent his fury on an unfortunately situated Mr. Lindsay.

      Careful to avoid Mr. Evil Brigand’s gaze, Eselder got down on his hands and scabby, stinging knees.  Brandishing his rag, he started mopping up the grease which, of course, had spread far across the deck.

      A few moments passed.  Then Eselder heard Mr. Evil Brigand follow Kurzon down to the quarterdeck.  Wonderful.  Now he was alone on the poop deck.  Perhaps Thug Kurzon would come and knock him overboard.

      Eselder shuddered at the thought.  Naturally, he was relieved that Mr. Evil Brigand was safe, but after a few minutes, his goodwill toward the seaman evaporated.  This was just perfect!  Just exactly what Eselder wanted to be doing with his time!  He didn’t have other jobs after this, oh no, certainly not!  Why hadn’t Mr. Evil Brigand been more attentive?  Didn’t he know Thug Kurzon was out for his blood?

      The ship’s bell tolled, and Eselder’s spirits plummeted.  Everyone else in his watch would now enjoy a lovely midday respite, including Mr. Evil Brigand.  Only Eselder would spend his precious free time mopping up a puddle of stinky, sticky grease.  It was so unfair.

      And yet…

      Eselder stared helplessly at the fast-spreading mess.  In that moment, he felt so painfully, gut wrenchingly alone.

      And yet, what else could he have done?
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      Mr. Evil Brigand did not come and thank Eselder for saving his life.

      Probably he thought that the clumsy landlubber had accidentally dropped his bucket.  Fortunately, Thug Kurzon must have been fooled as well, for three tiring days went by, and the bo’sun didn’t single Eselder out for more torment.  Eselder began to breathe easier.  He supposed that was a perk of being a lily-livered coward.  Nobody suspected you of trickery.

      When it was his watch’s turn for supper that evening, Eselder stumbled toward the galley.  He was ready to collapse into his hammock, but he still had the strength of mind to note the spotless deck.

      It’s so clean.  The King would love it.

      Eselder felt a sharp pang.  He was a wretch, thinking that, when he hadn’t the foggiest idea whether his father was alive or dead.  And if his parents were dead…or if Eselder never made it back to Kingston…he’d have to live with the knowledge that his last words to them had been a spoiled, spiteful complaint.  At the thought, Eselder wanted nothing more than to bury his head in his arms and sob.  But he couldn’t.  It was his turn to carry the rations to his mess, and the other cabin boys were waiting for him impatiently, banging their fists on the tabletop and chanting a vulgar shanty.

      Blinking back tears, Eselder delivered a bowl of salt pork and peas to his mess.  He was about to sit beside a snub-nosed boy named Archie when the powder monkey slammed his palm against the bench and looked at Cheddar, who nodded and told Eselder, “We don’t want you sittin’ with us no more!”

      Any more, Eselder shot back as his nerve took flight through the nearest porthole.  Stand up for yourself!  You’re going to be their King someday!

      It was no use.  Besides, his future reign was looking more and more improbable.  Eselder silently ladled his rations into a bowl and trudged down the deck, trying to ignore the guffaws that followed him.  Where would he sit?  None of the men would welcome his dour company.

      Eselder searched around, hoping to spot an unoccupied table.  To his relief, there was one: the table specially reserved for Mr. Evil Brigand.  Eselder glanced furtively around, but Mr. Evil Brigand was nowhere in sight.

      Eselder swallowed.  Well, he had no other choice, had he?  He walked over, slammed his bowl down, and dumped himself onto the bench.  Luck had favored him tonight.  But what about tomorrow and the weeks after that?

      “Stupid ship,” he muttered, his head plunging into his arms.  After moping awhile, he sighed loudly and blindly dragged his bowl forward.

      “That’s mine.”

      Eselder hollered and flung the bowl away.  Then he sat paralyzed, staring with unconcealed horror at Mr. Evil Brigand and the fatty lump clinging to his shirtfront.  Eselder briefly considered begging for mercy, but one look into those hooded eyes convinced him that it was useless.  He would never again have a moment’s peace aboard this floating nightmare again.

      “I beg your pardon, I didn’t mean to do, it was an accident, I beg your pardon!”

      Cold silence answered his wild apology.  When Eselder dared look up, he found Mr. Evil Brigand staring at him like he’d just picked his nose and licked the contaminated finger.  For a split second, the man looked almost comical.  Then his face darkened into a roiling thundercloud, and he spat, “Get away, boy!”

      Offering Eselder a well-practiced scowl, he turned to glare through the open porthole.  For his part, Eselder sat rigidly on the bench.  Certainly, he’d gladly “get away”!  To another table, another ship, Kingston Court…but unfortunately, he couldn’t do any of those things.

      Mr. Evil Brigand furtively glanced his way.

      “Well, damnit, don’t start crying!” he jeered.

      Eselder turned red.  A snickering Mr. Evil Brigand went back to stargazing through the porthole.  All around them, two hundred men roared, cursed, and banged on tables.  Why then did it sound so horribly quiet?

      “I mean it, boy!  Get lost!”

      Eselder jumped.  When his only reply was a pleading stare, the seaman grunted and resumed glaring through the porthole.

      “Those boys don’t care much for your company, do they?”

      Without waiting for Eselder’s reply, he crowed, “I don’t blame them!  No one needs an overfed stuffed shirt around acting all high and mighty!”

      Eselder’s expression betrayed his indignation.  It was unspeakably cruel, bringing up his weight…which, for the record, had dropped considerably since his pressganging.  His breeches weren’t nearly so tight.

      “I am n-not trying to act h-high and m-mighty,” he replied, struggling to control his temper and his tongue.  What exactly was Mr. Evil Brigand suggesting?  That Eselder was assuming aristocratic airs, that he was some sort of peasant brat putting on a show?  What was it?  His accent?  His manners?  The fact he found picking his nose in public vile?  He saw Cheddar doing that earlier.  What?  What was it precisely?

      Mr. Evil Brigand snatched his bowl.  The sudden movement made Eselder flinch.  His nerves were getting weaker and weaker these days.  Mr. Evil Brigand noticed and raised a scornful eyebrow.  Scooping up a titanic green glob, he crammed it down his gullet.

      “’Ow’d ah Silk ‘Ocking like ‘oo en’ up slaving i’ ou’ in ‘ah Navy, any’ay?” he demanded.

      It took Eselder awhile to translate that into comprehensible speech.  His throat tightened.

      “I was pressganged at Kingston,” he answered tautly.

      Mr. Evil Brigand visibly stiffened, another mountain of burgoo halfway to his mouth.  Then he said callously, “That’s too bad.”

      Eselder snapped.

      “Yes, it is too bad!” he hissed, leaning forward with an aggressiveness that clearly shocked his messmate, “I’ve lost everything!  My home, my family!  And for what?  I hate this ship, this crew, and everything about the sea!  Everything!”

      Leaping up, Eselder stumbled over his bench and stormed for the hatchway.  He didn’t know whether someone would stop him, but he couldn’t bear another second in Mr. Evil Brigand’s company.  He had to get away.

      Climbing the ladder to the quarterdeck, Eselder crossed over to the ship’s port side.  The full moon was aloft, rising high into the sky.  Eselder calmed down a little, watching it glow soft and white in a starry, sapphire twilight.  It really was breathtaking.

      Eselder sighed.  Adventure on the high seas had been his dream for so long.  What a shame it had turned out to be a rotten one.  If only he had informed the King of the Liberteers’ plot that evening!  Instead, he had behaved like a spoiled child through and through, and now he was paying for it.  When he compared his last meal at Kingston to the muck he had gagged down tonight, or his spacious quarters to the six square feet allotted him and his creaky hammock…

      He scowled as the ship’s bell clanged, informing him that he could do what he liked for a blissful quarter-hour.

      How he used to moan about the lengthy chapters his history tutor assigned him to read!  If he had used that time profitably instead of sulking, he could have finished those chapters in a quarter-hour!  Well, that was probably an exaggeration…unlike the probability that his back would be permanently crippled from swabbing the deck!

      Nothing, Eselder swore to himself, was more intolerable than a just punishment!

      He banged his fist against the bulwarks, preferring to gripe about his situation rather than contemplate other things…like whether he had actually left his parents behind in Kingston at all.  He had once fantasized about living a daring life as an orphan, on the streets and on his own.  What if he got his wish?  Eselder’s eyes brimmed with hot tears.  He’d never forgive himself, that’s what.  Because things needn’t have turned out this way.

      If his parents were dead, it was Eselder’s fault.  How appropriate that his clothes had come from Lady Birkenbee’s Benefit to Clothe the Poor Orphans.

      “An’ ‘oo gave you permission to come on deck, Tub?”

      Eselder spun around.  Cheddar and his gang approached and closed in around him.  Surely they wouldn’t dare do anything to him in plain sight of the other crewmen, would they?

      A vicious sock to the gut answered his question.

      “That’s fer disobeyin’ ship’s rules!”

      Eselder doubled over, clutching his stomach and gasping.

      “Mutiny, that’s what it is!” crowed Cheddar, “Mr. Kurzon’d want us to teach this swabbie a lesson.  What’d you say, boys?”

      The other cabin boys crowed their assent.  Harsh arms seized his, and Eselder gave himself up for dead.  It was five against one, but to his surprise, Cheddar didn’t follow up with another gut-busting punch.  In fact, everyone seemed to have frozen.

      “What’re you lookin’ at?” Cheddar spat.  The answer was the blurry deck, but Eselder suspected the cabin boy wasn’t talking to him at all.

      “You lads,” came Mr. Evil Brigand’s flippant tone, “And that pathetic lump you’re holding.”

      Eselder looked up with a rush of loathing.  Mr. Evil Brigand was leaning carelessly against the bulwarks, his pale forearms crossed, his face inscrutable.

      “What’s it to you?” retorted Cheddar.  Mr. Evil Brigand shrugged.  As he kept staring, the cabin boys looked uneasily at one another and then at Cheddar.  The head cabin boy shot Mr. Evil Brigand a defiant glare, squared his shoulders, and turned toward Eselder with his fist upraised.  Then he paused.  His squinty eyes flicked sideways to the motionless seadog, and Eselder detected his uncertainty.  His freckled fist flexed several times, then lowered.  Brashly, Cheddar declared, “Flout ship’s rules again, Tub, an’ I’ll thrash you ‘till you cry like a baby!  Come on, lads.  ‘Ee’s been warned!”

      The cabin boys backed off and disappeared into the lower deck.  Meanwhile, Eselder looked up fiercely, expecting to glare into a jeering face.  To his astonishment, though the seaman wore a flippant mask, there was deep misery in his eyes.  Taken aback, Eselder dropped his gaze, muttered a low “Thank you,” and turned to follow his tormentors below deck.  Mr. Evil Brigand cleared his throat and hesitantly said, “Look boy…”

      Surprised and hopeful, Eselder turned around.  Mr. Evil Brigand faced the ocean and stiffly said, “It’s true you’ve had a shitload of rotten luck…these blue villains think nothing of tearing a lad from all he’s ever known.  Fact is, though, you’re on your own now.  No one’s gonna look after you or give a dem about you.  I helped you out once, but I won’t be making a habit of it.  I don’t know where you come from, and I don’t care.  But you’ve got to get a backbone, boy, or you’re a goner!”

      Grief gripped Eselder’s windpipe so tightly that he could hardly breathe.

      “I’ll never get home or s-see my family again!” he choked out, “What does it matter if I live aboard this ship for years to come or die tomorrow?  I’ve lost everything!”

      “Damnit, don’t give up yet, boy!” Mr. Evil Brigand growled, grabbing Eselder’s shoulder and giving it a fierce shake.  The gesture was so shocking that Eselder’s throat unclamped.  When was the last time his father had so much as touched him?  As if he’d read Eselder’s thoughts, Mr. Evil Brigand hastily released him and wiped his palm on his dirty pants.

      That was it.  A few words of encouragement from a ruffian, and Eselder became a blubbering wreck.  He fought back a sniffle, but his confounded nose decided to run.  He sucked in through his nostrils and only succeeded in producing a truly revolting, slurping sound.  Finally, having no other recourse, he wiped the river of snot on his sleeve.

      After he got control of his streaming nose, Eselder felt he ought to return Mr. Evil Brigand’s kind gesture.  Timidly, he asked, “D-Did…did you leave family behind in Brackenpool?”

      The silence that followed dragged on like a wave that would never reach shore.  Eselder glanced nervously sideways and discovered Mr. Evil Brigand staring out at the black water with a brittle expression.  He wished he hadn’t said anything.

      “No,” the seaman finally said, and Eselder winced at his harsh tone.  Another painful silence ensued, during which Eselder felt sweat trickle down his arms.  Then Mr. Evil Brigand pushed himself off the bulwarks so suddenly that Eselder jumped.  The seaman noticed, and his eyes narrowed with annoyance.

      “Aye, well, glad to see you didn’t throw yourself overboard…the Navy sure don’t give a shit ‘bout their boys, and even if I was so inclined, I’d have a hard time dragging you out of the water!”

      The pale seaman turned on his heels and left, as if Eselder’s cowardice was an infectious disease.  After he was gone, Eselder slumped forward, hurt beyond words and utterly defeated.  For a second, he had thought…

      He shook his head, feeling ridiculous, and pressed a hand to his sweaty forehead.  Perhaps the mental stress of being brutally torn away from one’s world and sold into nautical slavery was too much for him.  Perhaps his mind was caving to the strain, imagining that Mr. Evil Brigand was extending an invitation of friendship when, in reality, the hateful man just wanted to be left alone.

      Eselder looked down at the black water.  Its ripples flashed with gold in the lantern light, and he could hear it softly splashing against the ship’s hull.  The HMS Swift was voyaging steadily southward.  Even at nighttime now, Eselder was uncomfortably hot with his jacket on.  He closed his eyes, trying to escape at least mentally from the HMS Swift.  It was clear that presenting his case to Captain Thornhill was his only hope of setting things right.  He had to find a way to speak privately to Thornhill, and quickly.  Because with every day that passed, Eselder was sailing farther away from the only life he had ever known.

      Eselder shook himself and warily glanced down the bulwarks.  To his great dismay, one of Kurzon’s spies caught his eye.  Raising a knife to his mouth, the sailor grinned at him and continued to pick pork out from between his teeth.
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      The day dawned after a miserable night’s sleep.

      Eselder hung up his hammock and assisted the galley cook in preparing the morning slop.  At breakfast, Cheddar refused to take his turn fetching their rations, ordering Eselder to do it instead.  Eselder knew he wouldn’t be allowed to sit at their mess, especially after last night, so when he set their food down, he began ladling burgoo into his bowl.

      “And just what d’you think yer doin’, swabbie?”

      The ladle froze midway to Eselder’s bowl.

      “This is our breakfast,” Cheddar said smugly, “Go find yours somewhere else!”

      Eselder was speechless.  Mr. Evil Brigand was right.  No matter how much he conceded to Cheddar’s demands, he couldn’t satisfy the boy’s appetite for cruelty.  He’d either have to stick up for himself or embrace his permanent, humiliating role as Cheddar’s dupe.

      “’Ello?” demanded Cheddar.  The other boys snickered.  “What’re you still doin’ ‘ere?  We don’t need you ‘til next time!  Run along, Tub!  We don’t want you near us!”

      Eselder walked away, leaving his bowl behind.  He felt like weeping, or perhaps cussing.  Forgoing a meal aboard the HMS Swift was not the same as skipping his toast and tea at Kingston.  Yes, he needed to stick up for himself…but that wasn’t going to happen today.  In fact, if he was honest, Eselder doubted it was going to happen any other day.

      He looked miserably around the deck…as if he didn’t already know where he would have to seek refuge.  He cautiously approached Mr. Evil Brigand’s mess, and his heart sank when he spotted the seaman.  He didn’t dare sit down without an invitation, but Mr. Evil Brigand was staring with glazed eyes through the porthole and didn’t seem to notice him.  Eselder bit his lip.

      He’s ignoring you.  Just because he said a few kind words last night doesn’t mean he wants you around either!

      “I beg your pardon?  Mr. Evil…”

      That was close.

      “Excuse me?” Eselder tried again, adding, “Sir?”

      Mr. Evil Brigand turned slowly, still lost in his thoughts.  When he finally noticed Eselder, he jerked back so hard that his head slammed against the bulkhead.  Grabbing the table for support, he pierced his palm with a fork.  Eselder winced, and Mr. Evil Brigand viciously snarled, “Bloody mother of Neptune, boy, what do you want?”

      “I have nowhere else to go,” whispered Eselder.

      “Nowhere else, eh?”  Mr. Evil Brigand stood, peering down the gun deck and then at Eselder, who couldn’t look him in the eye.  There was plenty of space available, beginning with the empty seat at the cabin boys’ mess.

      “Sit down then, if you have to so badly.”

      His sneer sent Eselder scrambling for the bench.  It was insufferable, relying on this unfriendly man’s charity!  Wasn’t he the bloody prince?  Then why in heaven’s name couldn’t he act more like it?

      Eselder’s internal monologue shriveled as he watched Mr. Evil Brigand dig into his burgoo.  The seadog shoveled an enormous green spoonful into his mouth, and Eselder’s stomach growled.  Mr. Evil Brigand glanced up.

      “What?” he leered, “Do you expect me to bottle-feed you next?  Change your dirty britches?  I’m not a nursemaid, boy!”

      Eselder’s face pinched with rage.  Mr. Evil Brigand grinned and scooped another green glob into his big mouth, smacking his lips with relish.  It was astonishing.  If only Eselder had known years ago that anger was the key to ridding himself of his cowardice.  Adopting his father’s crisp tone, the one he himself loathed with a passion, he remarked, “You’re behaving like a child.”

      Mr. Evil Brigand’s bowl would have come crashing down on Eselder’s head had he not dodged.  The seaman leapt to his feet with an upraised fist, and Eselder squeaked in fear.

      “Get away from me!” Mr. Evil Brigand hissed, his face demonic.  Eselder scrambled to comply.  He shot for the open hatchway.  The man was a villain!  A villain!  No matter what Cheddar made him do next, Eselder swore furiously to himself, he would never ask for Mr. Evil Brigand’s help again!
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      “Land, ho!”

      The afternoon breeze carried the watchman’s cry from the crow’s nest down to the quarterdeck.  Surprised, Eselder looked up from his work.  He had not seen land since the HMS Swift had docked at Brackenpool.  That must have been over six weeks ago now…

      He glanced toward the mizzenmast where Thug Kurzon lounged in the shade, pretending to repair a net.  As if he could guess Eselder’s thoughts, the bo’sun shifted and gave him a knowing nod and grin.  Eselder looked hastily down at his bruised fingers as the other crewmen went rushing for the port bulwarks.  He heard them gawking excitedly, but he stayed put and kept scrubbing back and forth.  The extra hour of work was his punishment for evacuating his mess before the ship’s bell rang.

      Soon I’ll find a way to speak with Captain Thornhill and then you’ll be sorry!

      When his neck screamed for relief, Eselder glanced furtively at Kurzon, sat up, and wiped his hair off his sticky forehead.  Men were still gathered about the bulwarks, and Eselder longed to join them.  He too wanted to feast his eyes on the Palean Sea’s first island!

      The Palean Sea…

      Even now, Eselder felt a twinge of excitement.

      The Palean Sea was a region of the lately discovered New World, a huge blue basin with dozens of emerald isles, each one home to plants and animals the likes of which Eselder had never seen.  It was a tropical paradise brimming with gold and silver, tobacco and cotton, sugarcane and coffee.  The Palean Sea attracted mercenaries and merchants, felons and fortune-seekers, but above all, it was notorious for its roving bands of treasure-hungry pirates.  These preyed upon the merchant ships carrying New World treasures back to the Continent.  Oh, the times Eselder had dreamed of voyaging to the Palean Sea and seeing her exotic sights!  It seemed he would be getting his wish after all.

      An envious Eselder watched Mr. Evil Brigand take his turn at the bulwarks.  Most of the crew had cleared off by now.  The wind blew salty and strong, and Mr. Evil Brigand pushed back his hair, grinning like it was teasing him.  His smile wasn’t cruel like it had been at breakfast.

      Eselder’s work brought him tantalizingly close to the bulwarks.  So near and yet so far…just his luck!  The most exciting event this whole confounded voyage, and he was going to miss out on it entirely!  An exotic tropical island was within sight, and all he could see was Mr. Evil Brigand’s smelly feet!

      Eselder glanced furtively up with his eyes, not daring to lift his head.  The sun was a smoky jewel hanging low in the sky, and in its ruddy light, Mr. Evil Brigand didn’t look so deathly pale.  The wind tugged at his shirt, and Mr. Evil Brigand shook his head, shifting.  Then, before Eselder’s astonished eyes, something white fell right out of the man’s baggy trousers.  It looked like a wadded up handkerchief tied with twine.  Eselder wrinkled his nose…and blinked.

      Mr. Evil Brigand’s handkerchief appeared to be glowing.

      Eselder rubbed his eyes, wondering whether he was developing his father’s poor eyesight.  He might be, but that didn’t alter the fact that Mr. Evil Brigand’s hankie was faintly agleam.

      Mr. Evil Brigand got bored with the island and walked off, oblivious to his fallen handkerchief.  Eselder longed to speak up as he passed by, but he didn’t dare.  Instead, he snatched up the handkerchief, untied its strings and, bending low, unfolded it until he was staring in awe at a blue pearl, glowing like a tiny moon.

      Hastily, Eselder crumpled up the handkerchief and stuffed it in his pocket.  No doubt Mr. Evil Brigand was hiding his enchanted treasure from Thug Kurzon, and Eselder would never forgive himself if he lost it to the boatswain’s greedy hands.

      Eselder was so caught up in his thoughts that he barely moved his sandstone block.  He felt Mr. Evil Brigand’s luminous secret pressing against his thigh, and tales of magic and mystery flooded his mind.  Mr. Evil Brigand transformed quickly from a sorcerer of black magic, to the thief of some magical jewel, to the disgraced ruler of a magical kingdom.

      Gradually, the sky darkened, and the first isle of the Palean Sea faded from sight.  Eselder hadn’t even had a chance to see it.  But he didn’t bemoan his misfortune because, for once, there was something else on his mind.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            The Legend Of The Sea Kings

          

        

      

    

    
      Before his father could punish him further, Jaimes ran away into the forest.  When Drake Ransom found out the following evening, he laughed, “Let the prig run!”

      But at sunrise, armed with salve and bandages, Blake went looking for Jaimes and got lost.  After hours of cussing and wandering about, he managed to retrace his steps and dumped his load by a giant banyan tree, one of their most common haunts, in the hopes that Jaimes would find it.  When he finally returned to the village, a furious Drake Ransom forbade him to go searching for Jaimes again.  He kept a close eye on Blake after that.

      The following morning, the pirate captain laughed as Blake struggled to keep up with his long strides.  They walked through the forest, and while Blake swatted at mosquitos, he kept a sharp lookout for Jaimes.  He was very worried.  His prat of a brother was probably trapped in a snake pit somewhere, his legs broken and his spectacles cracked.

      They reached a small inlet.  Green slopes enclosed a turquoise bay and snowy white shores.  The sea sparkled gaily, but for once, Blake didn’t run to it.  He felt instinctively that it would reject him.  He wanted to ask his father if they could practice elsewhere, but he didn’t dare.

      Today, the bay looked clean and pure, but Blake knew that it wasn’t and never would be again.  The tide whispered of foul deeds done under a full moon, and in punishment for his part in them, Blake relived the morning he had watched the Navy captain’s body sink beneath the water.

      That morning, the bay had been defiled with a dead man’s blood.

      How could he explain this to Drake Ransom, the man who had done the deed?  He couldn’t, so he endured the ocean’s accusations until, finally, he shut them out.

      The noise helped.  The air rang with pistol shots, the clash of steel, and Drake Ransom bellowing instructions and commands.

      Blake was, it turned out, a gifted swordsman and a natural shot.  His father’s obvious pride quieted Blake’s secret fears.  Maybe he wasn’t a freak after all.  Maybe Jaimes was the real freak!  Blake grinned, delighted at the thought.  Could it be that his sea longing was a pull toward the Black King’s Crown, the ocean’s greatest secret?

      “It’s your destiny, Blake!” Drake Ransom barked, one sunny afternoon.  Blake beamed, smoke still coiling from his pistol’s muzzle.

      “You want to know how I know?”

      Blake nodded, perhaps a little too eagerly, for Drake Ransom noticed and laughed meanly, “Well, someday, I’ll tell you!”

      He turned away, still chuckling.  A sudden rage rooted Blake to the spot, and before he could stop himself, he declared petulantly, “I want to know now!”

      Drake Ransom spun around and viciously backhanded Blake across his face.

      “Who do you think you are, speaking to me like that?” he screamed as Blake tumbled backward into the sand.  The pirate loomed over his prostrate form, and Blake didn’t move a muscle.  His heart thudded, and he hung his head in a manner of abject submission.  Gradually, Drake Ransom’s pants grew softer and slower.  The pirate growled, “Get up.”

      Blake obeyed at once.  His father held out a flintlock.  He meekly took it.  Where, he wondered, was Jaimes right now?

      “Again,” said Drake Ransom, and their lesson resumed.  The pirate captain stood there, his crimson sash flapping in the cool ocean breeze, clutching his never-empty rum bottle as he roared instructions at his younger son.

      “What did I tell you about envisioning where your target’s headed; now you wasted a bullet, you little idiot!…Good, boy, good!...What, thirsty?  You ain’t earned your drink yet; let’s see it again…Lunge!  Forward, now lunge!  And don’t give me that look, dumbsquat, or I’ll come and wipe it off your damn face…Hell’s gates, boy, your brain’s thick as mortar, do I got to show you again…Aye, that’s the way, lad; that’s the way!”

      The sunlight on the water gradually faded from bright yellow to dim bronze, and the forest’s shadows crept toward the pair on the lonely beach.

      “Ha!” crowed Drake Ransom at the end of the day, “That’s my boy!”

      He strutted across the white sand like a conceited rooster, and when he grabbed his son and pulled him into a burly side hug, Blake proudly smiled and was only a little bit afraid.

      Those days didn’t last long enough.

      Soon Drake Ransom grew bored of life on Moanamiri, and his crew prepared the Devil’s Blessing for another long voyage.  Blake begged his father to let him come along, but Drake Ransom just laughed in his face and promised that he could come next time.

      “Whip your brother for me when he comes crawling back,” the pirate captain said, before clapping Blake’s shoulder and bounding up the gangplank.  Blake smiled because his father had, but his smile faded as Drake Ransom’s crew pulled up the gangplank.  He watched the Devil’s Blessing until it disappeared beyond the blue horizon.

      Jaimes mysteriously returned home a day later, looking like every mosquito and mud hole on Moanamiri had targeted him.  Their mother fussed over him, cleaning the ugly scabs on his cheek and shoulders, but Blake ignored him.  In fact, he wanted nothing to do with Jaimes.  He decided that he would practice with his sword and pistol every day until his father returned.  When he saw how Blake had improved, he’d be so proud that he wouldn’t care whether or not Jaimes joined his crew.  He’d take Blake with him instead, and then Jaimes could be happy and Blake could get away from his insufferable prig of a brother.

      For his part, Jaimes went quietly back to his ordinary chores and lessons.  The two brothers hardly spoke to each other at all.  Could it be that Jaimes detected his anger?  Blake couldn’t tell, since Jaimes wore that stupid poker face all the time now.  Both brothers, however, seemed to sense that their relationship was no longer the same.

      Not like Blake cared.
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      Blake sat at his lonely mess, gazing through the porthole upon foreign waters, his pork and peas untouched.

      Why had he been so stupid in Brackenpool?  If he hadn’t taken that dare, he could have been in Yaletown by now, perhaps even reunited with Tolger, figuring out where Hawkeye had concealed the Black King’s Crown.  He’d been so close to regaining everything he’d lost.  Instead, he was as trapped aboard the Swift as he had been aboard the Polaris, only now he was heaving ho for the Royal Navy…the enemy.  That meant, by extension, for His Royal Majesty, King Jaimes the Fourth.

      Blake’s knuckles cracked on the wooden mess, and he throttled his fork like it was King Jaimes’s neck.  The bloody fartbuckles had intoxicated him, dragged him aboard their ship, stolen his coat and boots, and shipped him across the Midlantic to this—

      “I beg your pardon?”

      The timid voice scared Blake out of his wits, but he miraculously kept his composure and looked sideways.  It was that confounded boy again.  Did he want a bash upside the noggin?

      “I beg—”

      “Stop saying that!  And make yourself scarce!”

      Blake turned back to the porthole to sulk.

      “You don’t own this table, you know.”

      Blake swiveled back around, his yellow teeth bared like a wolf’s.  The pudgy youth stepped back.  Pressganged at Kingston, he had said?  Blake could well believe it.  Unfortunately for the lad, he wanted nothing to do with Kingston.

      “I said, get the hell away!”

      Blake swiftly rose.  The boy gasped, set a white lump down on the table, and scurried off.  Breathing heavily, Blake sank back down.  Good.  That was taken care of.  The boy wouldn’t come dragging his oversized arse over here anymore, Blake guaranteed it…

      His eyes fell on the clump of linen.  Was that his hankie?

      Well, unless someone’s boogers glowed a lovely ocean-blue, it seemed unlikely to be anyone else’s…

      Blake unwrapped the linen cloth.  His mouth slightly agape, he looked quickly up, but he couldn’t see the boy from his vantage point.  Sighing, he shoved his kerchief deep into his pocket, got up, and stomped down the deck toward the cabin boys’ mess.  The little thief was hovering next to the table, enduring Cheddar’s gleeful abuse.  When the cabin boys noticed him, they all froze.  Cheddar went silent, looking scared.  Blake was pleased.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said.  Tipping an imaginary hat, he harshly grabbed the back of the boy’s neck and steered him toward the stern.

      “Let go of me!” spat his abductee, but Blake didn’t release him until they were back at his mess.  He politely waved at the table.

      “Have a seat,” he said pleasantly.

      The boy replied coldly, “I don’t have to—”

      “I said, sit down!” Blake snarled.  Stiffly, the boy complied.  Blake had forgotten that he was a member of the gentry.  Probably accustomed to yelling at his own servants.  Blake would have to show the twit who was boss.  He looked at the boy, his black eyes gleaming a challenge.  A pair of brown eyes glared accusingly back at him.  That caught Blake off-guard, and in the end, it was he who looked away.

      “I beg your pardon.”

      Blake’s head shot up.  Was the boy trying to be funny?  Clearly not, since he quickly winced.

      “I beg your pardon, I didn’t mean to say—”

      “I beg your pah-don?” Blake mimicked.  The cabin boy flushed, and Blake’s wicked soul rejoiced.  Very good!  Now he was getting the upper hand!

      “Why d-does your pearl glow like that?”

      “Huzzah!”  Blake slammed his fist on the table.  His bowl rattled.  “You spoke intelligently!  I mean, uh, intelligibly.”

      He snickered until he comprehended what the boy had said.

      “Say what?” he asked stupidly.

      “Your pearl,” the boy repeated determinedly, “It glows.”

      “Ah!”  Blake leaned forward.  “Now we come to it!  When did you steal my things, you little thief?”

      “I’m not a thief!”

      “Oh?  Do explain,” insisted Blake in syrupy tones.  He kept up his impersonation of a ruffle-necked fop as it clearly infuriated the young swabbie.  Also, it was fun.

      “With pleasure,” the boy coolly replied.  His tone was maddening.  “This afternoon.  As we past the island.  Your handkerchief, sir, fell right out of your trousers.  I saw it happen.”

      Blake saw the tables turning and couldn’t stop a dark flush from creeping up his neck.

      “Oh?  How very…unsettling.  And you just happened to be staring at my trousers because…?”

      “It’s difficult to see aught else when you’re scouring the deck.  Believe me, I would certainly have preferred to see that island over everyone’s smelly trousers!”

      Blake’s lips twitched in a traitorous manner.  Thinking fast, he spat, “Children should be seen and not heard!  Actually, they shouldn’t be seen either if it can be helped!”

      “I didn’t steal your pearl,” the boy repeated firmly, “I picked it up to save it from Thug Kurzon…and to return it to you as soon as I got the chance!  But if you’d rather not tell me about it, I won’t press the matter further.”

      Blake’s heart softened at the boy’s concession.  Perhaps he wasn’t such an arrogant twit after all.

      “Well, in that case, I suppose I owe you,” he sighed, masking his change of heart with a sneer.  “What do you want to know about it then?”

      The boy looked astonished.  “W-well, if you d-don’t mind…would you t-tell me where it came from?”

      Blake’s smirk slid off his face.  In his mind’s eye, he beheld the Polaris’s sunken deck.  He remembered the monsters and the shadows…the sleeplessness and hunger, the constant fear…

      His countenance hardened.  The boy would never believe him.

      You want to know where it’s from?  I’ll tell you, but when you call me a liar, I’ll tell you no more.

      “The bottom of the ocean.  The deepest, darkest depths of the sea,” Blake said absently.  He waited for the boy’s scorn.  His disbelief.

      It never happened, Blake Ransom.  It wasn’t real!

      But it had happened!  That those years had gone by silent and unseen did not make them any less real!

      “Really?”

      Startled, Blake looked up into a pair of hungry brown eyes.  How well he understood that hunger!  A child’s fantasy…that’s what Jaimes had called his sea longing.  But because Jaimes had refused to embrace the ocean’s mystery, he had never seen its wonders.  Blake, on the other hand, had voyaged far and wide over the years, and feasted his eyes on sights that far exceeded the magnificence of Kingston Court.

      Though, it all led you here in the end.

      Blake frowned.  Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to tell the boy a little.  Just a little.  It might give him something pleasant to daydream about during his wretched life aboard the HMS Swift.   He racked his brains.  How had that old crone begun the legend of the Sea Kings?

      “In the beginning, there was one King and one Crown.”

      The boy’s eyebrows shot up with surprise.  Ignoring him, Blake continued, “The Crown was a relic of a bygone people, filled with the magic of their mysterious gods.  It gave its wearer power over fire and water…and with them, over the lives of men.”

      “What does that have to do with—”

      “I’m getting to that, so shut up!  Or do you not want to hear this?”

      With delightful subjection, the boy pressed his lips shut.  Gratified, Blake resumed his tale.

      “Now, the first King was a tyrant who did all sorts of tyrannical things, like enslaving the spirits of the dead and shutting them up in a dark underground cavern, from which there was no escape—”

      “All caverns are underground.”

      “What?”

      “You said an underground cavern, when you could have simply said a cavern.  All caverns are subterranean.  That’s what makes them caverns.”

      It was a blast from the distant past.  Blake half-expected to look over and find a young Jaimes Ransom eyeing him arrogantly from behind round spectacles.  He flushed.

      “Did I ask for a grammar lesson, Tub O’ Lard?” he sneered, and the boy turned bright red.  Served the twit right, lecturing Blake like he was a schoolboy!  Probably learned his letters at Cribbshire Abbey too.

      “Two brave men decided to make a stand against the King.”

      Blake decided to keep going with his story.  Why not?  The boy wouldn’t dare get up and leave, and if he had any more smart remarks, Blake could easily put him in his place with a well-aimed taunt, right where it hurt the most.

      “They fought him and defeated him.  The Crown was broken and forged into two Crowns, so no one man could ever again wield such devastating power.”

      One of those men had been Blake’s ancestor.  Centuries later, his heir had inherited his fighting talents…and his penchant for harassing tyrannical kings.  Blake smirked, his confidence reviving.

      “One victor became the Blood King, and the other became the Black King.”

      “Did they name themselves?” the boy asked, still sulking over Blake’s insult.  His dry tone reminded Blake so strongly of Jaimes that he momentarily forgot to play the bully.

      “I see we have a critic in the room,” he growled, “This story clearly doesn’t interest you.  Would you care to rejoin your shipmates, Your Lordliness?”

      He watched as the cabin boy thought fast.

      “No,” said the boy, with a meekness that clearly cost him, “Do go on, please.”

      That only fanned the flames of Blake’s cruelty.  The pirate folded his arms and scowled until the boy practically begged him to finish his tale.  Heaving a resentful sigh, Blake launched back in.

      “The Blood King was thought to be the more powerful of the two Sea Kings.  At his word, fire became a ravaging beast, springing forth from nothingness to devour and destroy.  It’s said that the Blood King can set the blood in a man’s veins on fire, and that no soul can endure such a torture.”

      Blake paused, and his pride surged.

      “But the Black King…he was the master of water.  When he called to the deep, it would respond.  He could split the sea in two with the power the Crown lent him, and create whirlpools and tidal waves that could drown whole fleets…and he belonged to the sea, and it to him.”

      Blake smiled, fingering his pearl.

      “For generations, the Sea King’s Crowns were passed down as an inheritance from father to son.  It was only after a Sea King died that a new King could be crowned, because the Crowns somehow always knew their rightful wearer…I guess it was that gipsey magic.”

      “Over time, though, the Crowns were lost.  Many sought them, but none could find them.  It was rumored that the last Black King had hidden them somewhere no living soul could reach them to claim their power…none, that is, but his own descendent.”

      “Where?” the boy whispered, “How?”

      “The ocean’s deep,” Blake revealed, “For this Black King possessed a marvelous gift…the power to breathe underwater…and this gift remains in his bloodline, even to the present day.”

      “Centuries went by.  No one believed in the Sea Kings anymore.  It became an old wives’ tale told to children after the caravans set up camp at night.  Those myths kept the Sea Kings’ memories from dying out.  The Sharid women kept them alive, just like they keep their campfires burning bright, poking and prodding the embers through the long nights.”

      Blake hesitated, for that was where the legend ended.  Then he continued.

      “Not so very long ago, a young man went hunting for the legendary Crowns.  For years and years, he wandered like a nomad on the high seas, tracking down those with knowledge of the old sea legends, surviving shipwrecks and storms, facing countless deadly perils…and making a few enemies along the way.  Everywhere he went, people laughed at him.  Thought him mad.  Told him he was throwing his life away.  But at long last…”

      “He proved them wrong!” the boy supplied fervently.

      “He gave up and opened a whaling business that fell under within a few months.  He spent the last few years of his life living under a bridge in a poor village off the southern coast of Elioth, catching crabs and selling them at market for two shillings apiece.”

      The boy hotly exclaimed, “He did not!”

      “That’s life, boy.  Wouldn’t your papa agree?  He wouldn’t like it, I wager, if I filled his son’s refined head with wild notions about Sea Kings and gipsey magic.”

      The boy huffed, nostrils flaring.  “Thankfully for you, my father doesn’t care twopence about me!  Tell the truth, sir!  He found the Crowns, didn’t he?”

      “No.  He went whaling.”

      “Then what about the pearl?”

      “What pearl?”

      The boy did not condescend to respond but merely glared.

      “He found it in a whale’s belly,” supplied Blake, rolling up his handkerchief and stuffing it inside his pocket.

      “You said it came from the bottom of the ocean!” the boy exclaimed furiously.

      “Gullible little lad,” murmured Blake, twiddling his thumbs and rolling his eyes to the top deck to avoid the boy’s outraged stare.

      To his great relief, the ship’s bell started clanging loudly, signaling the end of the watch.  The deck immediately erupted in a thunderclap of commotion.  Seaman sprang to their feet, grabbed their bowls, and folded up their tables.  It was time to get back to work and let another swarm of seamen below deck for their supper.  The cabin boy assisted Blake in latching his table to the bulwarks.  Then he said awkwardly, “Thank you.  For the story.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Blake grunted ungraciously.

      The boy wavered there, holding Blake’s empty bowl.  That made Blake very uncomfortable.

      “You’d better get moving, boy,” he said brusquely.  The boy’s shoulders sagged a little.  Without another word, he obeyed.  For a split second, Blake felt spooked, watching the brown head disappear into the tangle of sweaty limbs.

      “Boy!” he called out, realizing that he hadn’t even asked the lad his name.

      The cabin boy stopped and turned, looking stunned.

      “It did.  Really come from the bottom of the ocean,” Blake said.

      The boy’s thin face lit up, and Blake was taken aback.  His smile was shy.  Artless.  Not what you’d expect from a snooty nobleman’s son.

      With a start, Blake realized that he was grinning back at the boy.  It was a genuine smile, too, not a smirk.  And he couldn’t deny it, either.

      The smile felt good.
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      Blake fired, and the coconut burst.

      “Ha!” Blake crowed.  He’d hardly been aiming at all!

      A stick cracked behind him.  Blake whirled around, his forefinger on his flintlock’s trigger.  He lowered the pistol, scowling.

      “I almost lodged in a bullet in your brains,” he told Jaimes, who emerged from the tangle of ferns and hala trees, “Why are you here?”

      “What are you doing?”

      Blake sat on the sand and got out his powder flask.  “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “You won’t be shooting coconuts aboard the Blessing,” said Jaimes, bending over to pick up a white shard.

      “The prodigy speaks,” Blake mumbled, rolling his eyes.  He poured gunpowder down his pistol’s muzzle.  “So glad you’re around to instruct idiots like me.”

      A piece of coconut whacked him upside the head.

      “Hey!”

      A furious Blake sprang to his feet.

      “You listen, Blake, and you listen well!” Jaimes snarled, “You’ve got to make up your mind, same as me!”

      “I’ve already made up my mind!”

      “Oh, you have?” Jaimes demanded.  He stormed over.  Blake defensively raised his flintlock, but Jaimes didn’t try to seize it or him.  Rather, he came up close so that the pistol was actually pressed against his shirtfront.  Blake started to move, but Jaimes said coldly, “Stay where you are.”

      Something in his voice made Blake obey.  They remained like that: Blake with his gun against Jaimes’s chest.

      “If you join our father’s crew,” Jaimes began, “There will come a time when the Devil’s Blessing will run down another ship.  There will be a fight.  If you win the fight, our father will line the men up, single-file on deck.  He will assign you a man.  You’ll get out your gun…that gun, the one you’re holding in your hand…”

      At this point, the gun in question was trembling.

      “…and when Father gives the command, you’ll end his life.  His body will flip over the ship’s side and splash into the sea—”

      “I get the picture, damnit!” Blake roared.  He rammed his pistol into his sash—the red one that looked just like Drake Ransom’s—and shoved Jaimes backward.

      “Why do you always have to ruin everything?” he shouted.

      “Because you have to face reality sooner or later!” Jaimes shouted back, “And you don’t want to do it when your gun is already aimed at a man’s chest!  You may do something in that moment you’ll regret, Blake Percimillus Ransom!”

      “This is what I’m good at!”

      “Nobody’s asking you to change, Blake!  You could use your talents to protect people from the likes of Drake Ransom!”

      Blake stared at Jaimes while sharp blades stabbed at his chest.  Either his father or his brother was right about the world, and if Jaimes was right…then there was something desperately wrong with Blake.  How could he protect people if he wanted to hurt them, too?

      Jaimes blabbered on, “You could join the Navy, become the commander of a grand ship, just like you always wanted!”

      “Stop telling me what I want!” yelled Blake, “I’m not a boy anymore, Jaimes!”

      “You’re not a man yet either!” Jaimes countered fiercely, “Though you’re swiftly becoming one!  What sort of man are you going to become, Blake?  One like Father?  He plunders merchant ships for a living, and he only engages the ones too weak to make a stand!  He’s murdered men in cold blood and let his men rape the women onboard.  You know this, Blake!  He brags about it—”

      “Shut up!” Blake shouted, covering his ears, “You’ve made your point!  Now leave me alone!”

      Jaimes looked like he’d prefer to wrench Blake’s arms down and force him to listen, but in the end, he did as Blake asked.  For a long time, Blake stood alone on the seashore, glaring at the water.  He was glad nobody was around to watch him wipe his eyes.

      After a while though, Blake started to look less angry.  He cocked his head.  Then he cocked his pistol.  Captain Blake Ransom, Navy commander and pirate hunter.  He rather liked the sound of it.

      Blake took aim at a coconut and fired.  Water splattered the sand, and moist green chips went flying.  He smiled.

      Later that evening, he stormed into their family’s pili hut.  Their mother was clearing away supper, stacking gourd bowls on top of each other.  Jaimes was still at the table, trying to read by a single candle’s light.

      “And you wonder why you’re going blind,” Blake grumbled.

      Startled, Jaimes looked up.  Blake hated what he was about to say.

      “Come outside,” he said fiercely.  The command made him feel more in control.  Jaimes conceded without a word, though Blake observed how gingerly he laid his book aside.  His brother was nervous.  Good.  Blake let him be nervous as they walked outside to where their mother couldn’t overhear them.  They sat down near the spot where Jaimes had nursed Blake’s burned hand over five years ago.  Only then did Blake make his announcement.

      “I’ll go with you,” he said bitterly.

      Jaimes looked relieved and confused.

      “Go?  Go where?” he asked like a dunce.

      Blake smirked.  “If we refuse to join Father’s crew, we bloody well can’t stay here, can we?”

      “So, you’ve decided—”

      “We’ll have to abandon ship,” Blake interrupted eagerly, “That’s what we’ll do!  We’ll tell Father that we want to join his crew.  We’ll leave Moanamiri aboard the Devil’s Blessing and as soon as we get the chance, we’ll desert and make our way from there!  Leaving Mother behind, sadly.  Oh, well.  I suppose we can always come back for her once I’ve passed through the Navy ranks.  When I’ve got a crew of my own or whatnot.”

      “Glad somebody’s thinking this through,” remarked Jaimes with a small smile.  Blake grunted, but inwardly, he was pleased.

      “We’ll have to decide where we want to go,” he went on, “I propose—”

      “I was thinking Kingston,” Jaimes said quietly.

      “Where’s that?” Blake demanded, miffed at being interrupted and for being ignorant when it came to geography.

      “It’s the capital of Elioth.  A huge city with—”

      “Is it by the sea?”

      “No…”  Jaimes sounded reluctant to go on.  “It’s inland, but—”

      “I have to stay close to the sea,” Blake said with an air of finality.

      “But why?”  Jaimes sounded close to losing his temper.

      “I just do,” said Blake, helping matters immensely with his transparency.

      “Why though?  Help me understand!  Don’t you look out there…”  Jaimes gestured at the distant cliffside and the waters beyond it.  “…and see a great blue expanse fencing you in?  For seventeen years, that’s what I’ve seen.”

      “I see.  You popped out of the womb and went, ‘Dem that ocean!  It’s fencing me in!’”

      “Don’t be a clotpole.  You know what I mean.”

      “The Lady.”

      Blake felt a tremor just saying her name, but he went on, “She told me to stay near the sea.”

      Jaimes sighed.  “Don’t you wonder if you dreamed up the Lady in Blue, Blake?  You were just five years old, and really, have you ever seen her again?”

      Blake looked down so that Jaimes couldn’t see his face.

      “I have sea breath, don’t I?  Anyway, my fate is bound to the sea.  My soul is bound to the sea.  The Lady told me so.  If I leave the sea, I’d leave it behind as well.  It’d get torn right out of me.  It…it would kill me, Jaimes.”

      “You’re exaggerating.  Just a little, I’m sure.”

      “Think what you like,” Blake replied.  He picked up a stick and started drawing a boat in the sand.  “It doesn’t change the truth.  I must answer the call of the deep.  It’s my destiny.”

      “To be drowned?” Jaimes asked dryly.

      “To become.”

      “Become…what?”

      “The sea.”  Blake’s dark eyes shone, and he didn’t sound like himself when he said, “I think I must plunge deeper and deeper until I am lost to this world, and truly and actually become the sea.”

      Jaimes’ expression hovered between unsettled and annoyed.  “I want to understand.  I truly do.  But that did not help.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t do any better,” Blake shot back, throwing his stick into the neighbor’s pigpen.  It hit a sow, and Blake felt a jab of satisfaction at her pained bleat.

      “We’ll set our compass for Elioth,” he continued resolutely, “From there, you can decide if you’d rather stay with me or go inland.  Just don’t try to make me come along.”

      Jaimes opened his mouth, but Blake cut him off.

      “I’m leaving everything behind because of you and your bloody conscience!  This is the one thing I care about, Jaimes!  Don’t try to take it from me too.”

      Jaimes looked somewhat abashed.  Twisting his hands, he answered quietly, “Very well.  I won’t.  If it means that much to you.”

      Blake looked him right in the eye.  “It does, Jaimes.  More than you could ever know.”

      Jaimes looked at Blake and down at the grass, still wringing his hands.  They didn’t speak after that.
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      For returning the sea pearl, the spineless swabbie earned himself the lofty privilege of sitting at Blake’s mess.  Over the next week, Blake got to know his new messmate very well.  He learned that his name was Eselder, for one thing, which seemed all too appropriate.  It was a dull name, just like its owner.  Commonplace.  Half the men in Elioth who weren’t named John were named Eselder, including the richest merchant in Yaletown, a notorious pirate captain, and the Swift’s very own Lieutenant Eselder O’Shea.

      The morning after Blake’s tale, Eselder had shown up at his mess at breakfast and shyly asked, “Do you…do you know any more stories like that?”

      Blake had shot him a look.  Did he know any other stories?  He had gotten the distinct impression that the boy was managing him somehow, but his pride had been too piqued to give it much thought.  He had sniffed, “Oh no, I’ve only been to sea since I was a young lad.  I’ve heard and seen nothing of interest.  Nothing at all.”

      “Please tell me,” Eselder had begged him, and so, out of the rivers of kindness gushing from his heart, Blake had acquiesced.

      He had nothing better to do, and he was bored, so he told Eselder all the tales he’d been told as a boy, all the tales he had listened to, riveted, beside the fire in his family’s pili hut.  The stories brought back a flood of memories, some of which made Blake smile, though most were not so heartwarming.  They made him look across the table at the open-faced boy listening attentively to his every word and wonder what it would have been like to grow up in a safe, civilized, Eliothan home, with a father who wore a curled wig, worked quietly behind a desk or store counter to support his family, and told bedtime stories without a bottle in his hand and his breath stinking of rum.  What would have become of Blake then?  Would he still have chosen the same path?  Would he have become an upstanding member of Eliothan society, like Jaimes had always wanted?  Would he have learned his letters?

      In time, during meals and eventually during free time on the quarterdeck, Blake told Eselder every sea yarn he remembered being told…except for one, for he couldn’t bring himself to speak of the phantom seductress of the high seas, the ravishing Lady in Blue.

      But the stories didn’t stop there.  Blake also told a captivated Eselder many equally wild tales of his own adventures on the high seas and beyond…leaving out anything that would brand him as a wanted pirate, of course.  He spoke of voyaging to the coasts of Nordinnland and spending months with the Sahil, one of the two tribes of the Sharid-folk: wandering the coastlands in a caravan of wagons and donkeys; sleeping under the stars; watching the women craft beads, pendants, and hair combs from the island’s abundant moonstone; getting his left ear strung with silver like the other Sahil men; and traveling into the villages to sell good-luck trinkets and tell fortunes.

      “You told fortunes?” Eselder piped up, looking astounded.

      Blake grinned and nodded, fingering his earring.

      “But…that’s not very…honest, is it?” asked Eselder, like the goody-two-shoes he had been raised to be.

      “Why don’t you give me your palm, and we’ll find out?” Blake suggested maliciously, extending his own.  Looking quite mortified, Eselder declined.

      “There’s something about that island,” Blake continued quietly, shaking his head, “It’s a raw, wild land…with winds that freeze you to your bones, snow that never stops falling, and caves made of blue ice.  There’s a hush over the land; I’ve never been anywhere so dark and cold.  Sometimes, in the silence, I thought I could hear something crying.  Maybe it was the wind or ghosts…or even the land itself.  Never could tell what it was saying though.  Aye, I’d like to go back there someday, and maybe find out.”

      “I should like to come, too,” murmured Eselder, his eyes wistful and far-off.  That innocent remark made Blake feel very strange, and he shifted on his bench.

      Spurred on by Eselder’s undisguised admiration, Blake went on to tell all about his voyages with the indomitable (and usually reluctant) Brandon Tolger throughout the Giesting Sea and eastern Midlantic Ocean.  He described diving for pearls in Boa Coa, exploring the uncharted fjords of Bakara Falls, and sailing through the cursed sea caverns of Mallachad.

      “According to local legend, the figureheads of ships come alive inside those caverns,” Blake explained, “Spirits from the realm of Faery enter them and serve as guides through the dark, because let me tell you, boy, below the water’s surface lie rocks that have sunk many ships and killed their crews.  But are these mysterious spirits trustworthy, or are they tricksters?  No one knows for sure.  Some say they’re the guards to the lost doorway into Faerie, and that they’ll murder a crew rather than risk them finding that magical portal.  That’s all pure speculation, of course…because you see, no ship that ever entered those caverns has come back to tell her tale.”

      “You said that you went in,” Eselder pointed out.

      “Aye.  And?”

      “Well, you came out alive…unless you’re telling a tall tale.”

      “Aye, we got out alive…barely.  But the Queen Katharine didn’t.”

      That was clearly an unsatisfactory answer, for Eselder pressed him relentlessly, “But what happened, truly?  Did your figurehead come alive?  Did you find the doorway into Faerie?  Did everyone die?”

      Blake just grinned and, no matter how hard Eselder begged, refused to answer his questions.  A frustrated Eselder eventually gave up, and their discussion drifted down to warmer waters, to the western Selenic Ocean and the sunny islands of Laki’makani.

      “Got these there,” Blake boasted, rolling up his shirtsleeves and brandishing his forearms.  He watched with amusement as Eselder gaped at a blue moon eclipsing a flaming sun, and an ink-black star.  The boy looked guilty, scandalized, impressed, and intrigued all at once.  Blake shoved his sleeves back down and went on jauntily, “And there’s a reason it’s called a “Sailor’s Paradise” by seamen near and far.  White shores, mild weather, and plenty of drink and companionship for the thirsty seaman.  It ain’t your prim Eliothan port town, that’s for sure.  There, the native women go topless, and most help a man to feel right at home—”

      That was when Blake noticed Eselder’s expression.  It had lost much of its wide-eyed admiration.  Now it looked guilty and vaguely pained, like he was uncomfortable with what Blake was saying and didn’t dare say so.  All at once, Blake felt positively venomous.  Well, if the gutless little prig didn’t want to hear about his scandalous exploits, he ought to speak up instead of cowering there looking constipated!  Who knows?  Perhaps the boy never heard such things before, kept sheltered and safe at home by his rich papa.  A nice, respectable lad with nice, respectable parents who taught their pampered brats to mind their manners and say a blessing before meals.  A squeaky-clean little lad who knew nothing of the world and had been taught to turn his powdered nose up at the filth and vermin that lurked right outside his ivory palace.

      Blake looked at Eselder with contempt.  He could teach the squeamish boy a thing or two about the ways of the world!  Hell, he’d been made an expert by the time he and Jaimes had set foot on Elioth’s refined soil!  Blake clenched his fists under the table, struggling not to show Eselder how furious he had suddenly become.  How sweet that the boy had managed to cling onto his innocence for so long!  How damn lucky for him!  But he bloody well wasn’t going to make Blake feel guilty that his life hadn’t been so pristine!  How old was the boy, anyway?

      Blake searched Eselder’s thin face, but it was impossible to say.  There was something about that face that evaded his question.  During their conversations, it alternated so rapidly from jaded sophistication to wide-eyed wonder that Blake felt at a loss.  The boy was what?  Twelve?  Thirteen?

      At that, Blake’s heart softened a little.  That was still young.  Still the age where a lad thrilled to hear about swordfights and sea battles…and nothing more than that.

      Blake took a deep breath.  Quenching his temper, he changed the subject, because he recalled a shaggy-haired urchin who had felt much the same way but had ended up learning a lot more than that, far too soon.
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      As Blake grew accustomed to Eselder’s presence during mealtimes, he was astonished to discover that he actually sort of liked the boy’s company.  It was highly entertaining to tease somebody too scared to tease back, and Blake confessed that he did so mercilessly because of a fact he couldn’t deny…

      Eselder reminded him fiercely of Jaimes.

      From his solemn brown eyes to his stilted way of speaking, the resemblance was striking, and Blake couldn’t help but take an evil delight in saying something that made those eyes blaze with indignant wrath or widen in mortification.  He also couldn’t help but recall that King Jaimes’s rotten little heir was also named Eselder.  This was probably a coincidence; nevertheless, Blake intended to find out more about this particular Eselder and his lineage.

      Soon enough, however, he found out more about Eselder than he would ever have cared to know.  He learned that Eselder liked reading, had a fondness for Lady Brighton tea, hated scrubbing greasy pots and greasy decks, and was, in general, a short, soft-handed, but rather likeable little pansy.  He was also the person responsible for carving the tiny “o” into Thug Kurzon’s sign of shame, correcting its misspelling.  That made Blake’s respect for the swabbie go up a few notches.  The boy had a spark of courage in him.  In a passive aggressive, girlish sort of way.  If his pansy ways got thumped out of him, he might even pass for a decent seaman.

      Blake thought that curing Eselder of Kingston’s influence was a worthy venture, so he took every opportunity he had to engage in this work of charity.  For instance, over a meal of gag-worthy burgoo, Blake told a very personal story about how, having nothing else to eat, he had once mucked down a whole slew of deep-sea worms (leaving out the deep-sea part).  This was part of his noble effort to strip the young aristocrat of his squeamishness.

      “The damn things gave me diarrhea for a week!” he declared, pounding his fist indignantly on the table, “Do you know, boy, how very painful diarrhea can be?”

      With his face scrunched up, Eselder looked like he wished he could find a new messmate.

      “Especially when you’re stuck underwater with no way of getting out in time,” Blake added.  Eselder cried out in disgust and hid his face in his hands.

      “To clarify,” Blake went on loudly, “I was literally swimming in my own shi—”

      “Don’t go on, I beg you!” Eselder interrupted wildly.

      Blake didn’t, but he grinned mischievously as Eselder looked at his brown burgoo with a face that spoke volumes.

      Now that Eselder was no longer a stranger, Blake was delighted when the boy got assigned to his team as powder monkey during cannon drills.  That meant more misery for Eselder and more fun for him.

      “You’ve been promoted,” he said gleefully over breakfast, “Aren’t you proud?  Don’t you feel just so lucky to be serving in the Navy?”

      He slapped Eselder on the back as hard as he could.  Instead of protesting, as he usually would, the cabin boy merely grunted.  Blake beamed as he sat down opposite Eselder.

      “Three cheers for the new powder monkey!  Hip hip, huzzah!  Hip hip—”

      “Shut up!” Eselder snarled.  Normally, the belligerent command would have made Blake angry, but since Eselder was obviously nervous, he let it slide.  Instead, being the kindhearted soul that he was, Blake took every opportunity to reassure his squeamish crewmate with vivid descriptions of six to forty-two pounders wrecking havoc upon ship and shipmates alike.  Midway through a cheerful monologue about flying grapeshot and guts, explosions of wood and flesh, and pools of saltwater and blood, Blake voraciously wolfed down his rations, but Eselder laid aside his hardtack with an ill countenance.

      “Is this what you delight in?” he demanded angrily, “Making people lose their appetites?”

      “Are you going to finish that?” Blake asked him.

      Eselder shook his head.  Blake reached out for his bowl and helped himself.

      When the crew heard the command to “Beat to quarters!” there was a sudden flurry of activity.  Sailors folded up their tables, cleared away anything lying about, and assumed their positions next to the black cannons that lined the middle gun deck.  Blake gave Eselder an encouraging slap on the back (which was supposed to hurt) as the boy hurried off with the other powder monkeys to the grand magazine down in the ship’s lantern-lit hold.  Meanwhile, Blake resentfully grabbed his rammer and glared at his gun captain, Mr. Lindsay, Lieutenant O’Shea— whoever happened to look his way.

      The powder monkeys returned with their flannel cartridges.  As Eselder handed his cartridge over to their team’s loader, Blake had an inspiration.

      What a long, heavy pole I’m holding!

      The loader was busy jamming the cartridge down the cannon’s muzzle, and the gun captains awaited the lieutenant’s next command.  Blake innocently shifted his weight, adjusting his grip on his rammer.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t paying attention to those around him and “accidentally” whacked his powder monkey about the temples.  Eselder grabbed his head and shot Blake a furious glare, but Blake was checking the deck above for gashes and didn’t notice.

      When Lieutenant O’Shea gave the order, Blake shoved his rammer down the cannon’s muzzle, ensuring that the cartridge was in place.  After he finished, he was disappointed to find that Eselder had already gone to retrieve another cartridge.  He had been hoping to give the boy a farewell blow.

      Pummeling cabin boys.  A much better use for this stick!

      The self-conscious young lieutenant shouted, “Shot your guns!”

      The cannonball was loaded, and Blake’s gun captain, a beefy man with obnoxious sideburns named Habersham, pricked the cartridge and roared, “Home!”

      “Run out!”

      Blake unwillingly assisted in hauling the cannon over to the porthole.  Habersham lifted his hand, signaling to the quartermaster that their cannon was ready to fire.  Blake and the other seamen scrambled out of the cannon’s backward path.

      “Fire!” shouted Lieutenant O’Shea.

      One by one, the cannons discharged with earsplitting blasts.  Smoke poured out through the portholes.  Blake’s heart did a somersault as he caught sight of Eselder scuttling forward with another cartridge.  He lunged forward, grabbed the dimwit by his collar, and yanked him back as the ricocheting cannon flew inches past his toes.  The boy gasped, dropped his cartridge, and had to go running after it.

      The cannons were wheeled back into place, and Habersham shouted for another cartridge.  Blake smartly rapped Eselder’s skull with his rammer again.  Eselder took the time to offer him a look of deep disgust.

      “I beg your pardon,” said Blake.

      “Come on, boy!” snapped Habersham.  Blake grinned as Eselder was forced to go deliver his cartridge.  He affectionately fingered his rammer.  He was enjoying his position on this gun crew much more than he had anticipated.  From the look of his red cheeks and traumatized expression, his powder monkey was not.

      After the weekly cannon drills concluded, the gun crews got to work cleaning up their mess, and Habersham started berating Eselder for his sluggishness.

      “That’s the shoddy pace that’ll find you lyin’ in a puddle a’ yer own blood, yer limb blown clean across the deck!  Our last powder monkey, what was ‘is name—”

      “Abercorn, poor lad,” supplied the loader as he cleaned out the cannon’s sooty muzzle.

      “—‘ee never got the ‘ang a’ the job, and that’s what ‘appened to ‘im.  Leg torn clean off, found it lyin’ on the other end a’ the deck like a great, floppy rag doll’s!  And that’s what’ll ‘appen to you if you don’t leg it, I guarantee it, lousy!”

      Eselder’s face betrayed his fright.  Blake frowned repentantly at his rammer.

      “We ‘ad no use fer the lad after that – Kurzon tossed ‘im overboard at Kingston.  I ‘ate to think ‘a ‘ow ‘ee’s farin’ now.”

      Blake watched the ragged boy recoil at Habersham’s apathy.

      “Yer lucky to ‘ave replaced ‘im!” the gun captain snapped, “Laziness ain’t ‘ow you show yer gratitude, lousy!”

      It was obvious that Eselder was struggling not to cry.  Blake was overwhelmed with the desire to smack Habersham with his rammer.  Instead, he made sure he had a grin on his face when Eselder turned toward him.  He swung his rammer slowly enough that the boy had time to duck.  Eselder came up smiling, so Blake’s duty was done.

      “Stop foolin’ around, and give us a ‘and!” snapped the loader, and Blake turned to assist him with a scowl that Eselder associated with his alter ego, Mr. Evil Brigand.
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      But there was more to the seafaring life than wild adventures.

      There was also the wanderlust that seized the soul of every born sailor and held it captive.  There were the sunny days on the high seas and the clear nights on the mast top, staring with awe at the star-strewn heavens.  There were the white sands and silver shores; the golden pathways leading across the water to golden horizons; the vibrant sunrises and melancholy sunsets; and the solitary bumpback’s whistling cry, which pierced the silence of the Northern seas.  There were the palm trees rustling in a clement breeze; the howling winds and raging storms; the lightning and the thunder; the pounding rain of the South Giesting and the driving hail of the North; the adventure and the danger; the longing and the wonder; the breathtaking beauty of the ocean and the maddening desire to possess it, or have it utterly possess you.

      “What haven’t you done, sir?” Eselder finally burst out one morning.

      Blake thought about it, smiled, and proclaimed unabashedly, “Still haven’t learnt my letters!”

      “Who needs them if you’re having adventures most only read about?” cried Eselder, and Blake quite agreed.  With a self-satisfied grin, he folded his arms, leaned back, and basked in the glow of his messmate’s jealous admiration.  Yawning contentedly, he asked, “And what about you?  What’ve you done with your young life?”

      “Nothing,” Eselder muttered.  His tone made vinegar seem sweet by comparison.

      “Surely, you’ve done something.”

      “Nothing of note,” sniffed Eselder, and Blake felt a jab of annoyance.

      “You know, you’re a right pain in the arse sometimes, boy!” he snapped.

      “You’d not be the first to make that observation.”

      His haughty tone did not lessen Blake’s irritation.

      “Tell me, boy.  Did your pa get sick of your cheek and sell you to the Royal Navy himself?”

      “He may have been tempted on occasion, but no,” Eselder replied coolly, “In fact, he may still be laboring under the happy delusion that I’m safe in Kingston right now.”

      Blake raised an eyebrow, and Eselder flushed.  He looked down, picked at the gray lumps in his burgoo, and went on, less heatedly, “That may seem like an exaggeration, but you see, my father, he’s…an important man.  He has…responsibilities that don’t leave him time for much else.  I’m here to pick them up and carry them on after he’s gone.  I am…or rather I was…receiving the finest education to that purpose.  It was dull, I suppose, but not worth complaining about.”

      Eselder sighed morosely.  After what looked to Blake like a remarkably feeble struggle, he proceeded to complain all about it.

      “I did try…I may not have extraordinary talents like some, but I fancy myself quite observant.  I took note of the things he approved of, and I tried to be one of them.  You said that children should be seen and not heard…or not even seen.  I was that child.  A model of juvenile comportment, obeying my elders and studying in my chambers when I could have been playing outside.”

      Eselder paused.  Then he shrugged bitterly.

      “It did little good, however, and one day, I just got tired of it all.  Now I ignore him, and he ignores me…probably because I’m a disappointment to him, I know I am.”

      Eselder spoke in a light, flippant tone that wouldn’t have fooled a toddler.  Blake couldn’t help but wonder whether all boys felt the same way about their fathers, whether they lived in a palm rush hut on a remote island or a lavish mansion in the cosmopolitan districts of Kingston-town.  He bit back a snide remark as this subject interested him for reasons of his own.

      “I used to imagine running away to sea, though…”

      Not betraying his true sentiments, Blake pretended to perk up.  With an air of mild interest, he inquired, “Oh?  Then I was mistaken in my belief that you hated everything about the sea?”

      Eselder turned red to tips of his ears.

      “That was not…quite truthful,” he confessed, “I used to be quite fascinated by the seafaring life.  I suppose it sounded like an exciting way to escape my duties and my f…”

      He clamped his mouth shut.

      “It all comes back to the father, I see,” said Blake shrewdly, “Just who was this unforgivably neglectful cad?”

      Eselder looked startled.  After a beat, he replied, “Lord Eselder Birkenbee.”

      “Of Birkenshire,” he added when Blake narrowed his eyes, “He’s a member of the House of Lords.  That’s why we live in Kingston…except for the holidays.  Then we return to the estate.”

      “The estate,” Blake mimicked back at him before he had a sudden, bright idea.

      “He must have met the King, then,” he remarked, joining his hands innocently on the table.

      “I’m sure he has, many times.”

      “And has his son?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “And how did you get on with His Majesty?”

      “Cordially, I suppose,” said Eselder, recalling the yelling and fist banging during his last meeting with His Majesty.

      “Is he looking well these days?”  Blake wondered if he was overplaying his nonchalance.

      “The last I saw him?  …Aye.”

      “Does he look…happy?”

      “The King?”

      Eselder looked dumbfounded.  Then he shrugged.

      “I cannot say he looked particularly blithe whenever I was around him.  He mostly looked…serious.  But then, he’s the King.  No doubt he has good reasons to look serious.  Why do you care?”

      Eselder sounded suspicious.  Realizing that they were voyaging into dangerous territory, Blake transformed back into Mr. Evil Brigand and sneered, “Just wanted to know whether all bluebloods wear a mopey face like yours.  Guess they do.  See, that’s what I mean!  Like you bit into a lemon!  You just can’t help yourself, can you, boy?”

      The ship’s bell chimed.  Still chortling, Blake sauntered above deck.  It turned out to be a glorious day, for he spent most of it aloft, setting the sails and delighting in the gales that rocked the mainmast to and fro.  Indeed, the wind was so fierce that even the topmen, who were accustomed to turbulent weather, moved with unusual care.  Not Blake Ransom!  His spirits thrilled to rove under a mantle of bright cloudless blue, through a jungle whose treetops were made of barkless oak and their vines of thick brown twine.  He gamboled about so recklessly that the other topmen looked at him with esteem and envy, and Thug Kurzon scowled.  Blake was aware of these things, and they spurred him to feats of even greater recklessness.

      This was where he belonged!  High above the ship’s officers, high above the unfortunate waisters who had to labor in the ship’s belly, far below!  From this height, they all looked like scurrying ants.  Blake peered down at the quarterdeck, hoping that one of those ants was Eselder.  He didn’t understand other people’s fear of heights.  Up here, out of reach and out of sight, he felt safe, far safer than when his feet touched the ground.  Of course, he hoped he wasn’t so beyond sight that Eselder couldn’t see him.  He imagined himself flying about the shrouds like a seabird.  The only things he needed were wings…but who needed those, really, when one could climb straight to the heavens!  Aye, Blake Ransom was a born seaman, and he felt sorry for the poor bastards who spent their lives landlocked…because there was no greater joy than this!

      When his shift was over, Blake climbed down from his eyrie with a regretful heart.  On a positive note, he reminded himself, he could rub it all in with Eselder this evening.  The boy was assigned to the galley this week, assisting the ship’s bad-tempered cook, and was lucky to get above deck at all.  Poor lad, Blake thought without a trace of sympathy.  Then again, that’s what he got for being a talentless son of a…gentleman.  Maybe, if Blake could track him down, the boy could tell him what was for supper, because bloody mother of Neptune was he starving.

      Blake jumped cheerfully from the shrouds to the quarterdeck, ignoring Thug Kurzon’s squinty-eyed glare and humming a shanty about billowing sails and booze.  He hoped that burgoo was on the menu.  It was bizarre, but he was actually rather starting to like that sulfurous, burnt pea taste, and those squishy white chunks of pork fat weren’t bad either…he suspected that they were actually chopped-up tapeworms.  He made a mental note to mention this to Eselder as well.

      Strolling past Ham Cheddar, who was scrubbing the deck, and resisting the urge to boot the boy’s upraised arse, Blake noticed a flock of midshipmen shuffling across the deck, led by Captain Thornhill himself.  He was mildly surprised to see the reclusive captain out and about.  Most of the time, he stayed in his comfortable cabin.  Today, however, the tall, corpulent officer paraded across the quarterdeck, talking loudly.  He pointed here and there, occasionally pausing to tilt up his tricorne and wipe his sopping brow.  Blake got the impression he was telling his young recruits about the makings of the Swift.  The pirate’s lip curled.  Then he squinted.  Did Thornhill look familiar?

      Blake looked hard for a moment.  Then he shrugged.

      “Mech,” he muttered, hacking up a bogey and spitting it over the side.  He watched the midshipmen trail after their captain like a gaggle of acne-ridden geese, ignoring the seamen hard at work around them.  Then Captain Thornhill said something with a wry smile, and the group erupted in laughter, eager to make a good impression.

      Blake stared with contempt at the chortling band.  Then, out of nowhere, a memory sprang to mind.  He felt an awful shudder, like a torrent of icy pinpricks.  Shaken, he made to turn away, only to discover that he couldn’t move.  Glancing down, he discovered that his arms were shaking uncontrollably.  Then his body went hot, and his breathing became wheezy and rapid.

      What the hell?  Move!

      But Blake couldn’t move.  It was like something had taken over his body, leaving him paralyzed.  Helplessly, he watched Thug Kurzon approach Captain Thornhill and brazenly initiate a conversation.  The captain looked irritated by the interruption but, shockingly, did not reprimand Kurzon.  Several agonizing moments passed.  Then, in a flash, Blake could move and breathe normally again.

      “Shitfire,” he whispered, looking around to see if anyone had noticed his little freak-out.  It didn’t appear so; sailors and swabbies were busy scrubbing the deck, oiling the masts, repairing sails…everyone involved in his work.  Blake hurried across the deck, his feet slapping the hot planks.  That had never happened to him before.  Though he could move now, he still felt weak, like he hardly had the strength to stand.  His ravenous appetite has disappeared along with his good humor.  He didn’t want to see Eselder, now or later.  He definitely didn’t want to see those pompous young men, strutting around in their spotless blue uniforms.  He wanted to be left the hell alone.  He wanted off this ship.

      Blake knew it was a bad idea, but when he was next to the hatchway, he turned back to glare at the sons of a bitches who’d had him pressganged.  The ship’s bosun and captain were still talking, but it wasn’t long before Thornhill turned away with an expression that was almost apologetic.  That was odd.  Wearing a black scowl, Thug Kurzon stalked off to bully some luckless swabbie.  That was also odd…well, not the bullying part, but the look on Kurzon’s face.  Like he was displeased with Thornhill.  Blake wasn’t an expert in the ranks of the Eliothan Royal Navy, but he suspected it ought to have been the other way around.

      Blake hesitated and glanced at one of the midshipmen.  He started feeling cold again.  Fighting off panic, he hurried down the stairs to the upper gun deck.  No!  That was so long ago…years ago…he’d been a boy then…now he was a man, a pirate, a Sea King...

      And nobody…nobody…could touch him.
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      Several days later, during the forenoon watch on a clear Sunday morning, the bell rang three sets of two and one single, summoning the crew to the quarterdeck for the HMS Swift’s weekly punishments.  Even Captain Thornhill came out on deck to watch the proceedings.  The fair-haired captain’s face, heavyset and red under a gold-trimmed tricorne, still rang a bell in Blake’s memory, but he couldn’t place it.  It gave him a nasty feeling though.  Perhaps, Blake thought with a wicked grin, he’d had a run-in with the naval officer in the past.

      Today’s offender was Thug Kurzon’s assistant, a burly man who greatly resembled a pit bull and whose name was, appropriately enough, Bull.  He had been caught stealing rations, and it seemed that Kurzon had no mercy even on his “mates,” for news had spread that it was Kurzon’s idea that Bull run the gauntlet.

      When the bell started to ring, the crew filed onto the quarterdeck, some holding handmade whips of rope or tightly wound canvas.  Every man who shared Bull’s watch and side of the deck during sleeping hours was expected to help Captain Thornhill teach his insubordinate crewman a lesson whether they relished the prospect (which seemed the general sentiment) or felt like throwing up (which was Eselder’s sentiment).

      “And you’d better do it, or I’ll lash you,” Blake warned Eselder, because the boy looked as if he might do something idiotic, like refrain from contributing a lash.

      Thug Kurzon was watching everyone.

      “I can’t!” Eselder whispered back, sounding terrified.

      “Do it!” Blake hissed but could say no more.  A morose drumbeat commenced, and two scarlet-clad marines led a wretched Mr. Bull to the head of a line that stretched all the way down the deck to the foremast.

      Blake knew from his time aboard the HMS Swift that Mr. Bull was a self-serving bully, someone who would have taken pleasure in whipping a fellow crewmate had their positions been reversed.  He was the boatswain’s mate and always carried his rattan around with him, looking for somebody to encourage in his work with a hard blow. Eselder’s priggishness was maddening.  As for Blake, he had no interest in running the gauntlet himself, nor did he have a problem with offering Bull a blow he had long deserved.

      Soon the air rang with whip cracks and agonized cries as Bull fled down the painful path marked out for him.

      Don’t get cold feet now, Eselder!

      Blake dished out his blow.  Eselder also raised his whip.  Then, looking like someone had whipped him, he lowered his arm and Bull ran on.

      Blake looked quickly down the line.  His fears were confirmed.  Thug Kurzon was looking right at Eselder.

      Blake was furious enough to follow through on his threat and start whipping Eselder.  It didn’t matter whether the boy’s gesture had been spurred by rebelliousness or compassion.  Eselder had disobeyed Kurzon’s orders, and for that, he would most certainly pay.

      Blake looked off into the distance, where black clouds were gathering.  To his surprise, he realized that he was afraid…and not because of the approaching storm.  He didn’t want Eselder to come to harm.  He didn’t want to see the lad at the mercy of these Navy dogs.  It would be an entirely different matter if it were Eselder running the gauntlet.

      Then, Blake knew that he wouldn’t have the heart to offer a blow.
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      The Royal Navy was to have its revenge for the death of its loyal officer.

      Soon after the Blessing’s departure, white sails appeared on the horizon.  Four Eliothan warships sailed straight for Moanamiri.  The Royal Navy had finally found Drake Ransom’s secret pirate haven.

      Red-coated marines surged ashore, bearing muskets and pikes.  Guns fired, and smoke dirtied the clear noonday air.  The members of Drake Ransom’s crew that had stayed behind on Moanamiri put up a savage fight, but they didn’t stand a chance against the soldiers that packed the village like a swarm of scarlet termites.

      As evening fell over Moanamiri, the pirates surrendered.  The marines rounded up the men, including Jaimes.  Before Blake found out what they were going to do, the enemy whisked him away and locked him inside the village storeroom.

      For what seemed an eternity, Blake was trapped in the dark.

      “Let me out, you sons of a beach!” he screamed through the door, “Do anything to my brother, and I’ll kill you!  You’re all murderers!”

      Sobbing, Blake banged and kicked the door, to no avail.  He tried searching for another way out, but he couldn’t see a thing.  Finally, he crouched by the door and tried to hear what was going on outside.  His romp of a world had become a nightmare, and all was darkness.

      A long time passed.

      Then the door opened and Blake scrambled backward, realizing too late that he should have scrambled forward.  A bright orange glare blinded him.  Cursing and shielding his eyes, he saw two midshipmen enter the storehouse.  One of them carried a lantern, the other a plate of food.

      “Thanks, Johnny.  Keep watch, would you?”

      The speaker was a handsome fellow who looked a year or so older than Jaimes.  He had a flaxen ponytail, a sunburned face, and a crescent-shaped birthmark on his forehead.

      “Righto, Charles,” said a voice from outside.  The door swung shut, and Blake heard it lock.

      Facing the two midshipmen, he tried not to show his fear.  His stomach growled at the sight of food.

      “Hungry?” sneered Charles, “Say ‘please’ like a good pirate’s spawn, and maybe I’ll give this to you.”

      Blake was starving, but he wouldn’t let them know that.  He flicked telltale glances left and right at the bananas and salted pork dangling overhead.  Then he looked back at Charles, whose face darkened.

      “Cheeky blighter, aren’t you?  Well, like father, like son,” the midshipman hissed, “Aye, that’s right, we all know who your daddy is!  You’re proud, aren’t you, boy, of everything he’s done, the men he’s—”

      His voice caught, and his companion grabbed him supportingly on the shoulder.  Blake took advantage of the interruption to demand, “What did you do to my brother?”

      He meant to sound intimidating, but instead, his voice came out frightened and wobbly.  Like a scared little boy’s.  The midshipmen smirked at each other and then advanced on Blake, who involuntarily shrank back.

      “You wanna know what we’re gonna do to your brother?” Charles demanded, grinning, “We’re gonna take ‘im and string ‘im up, see?”

      He grabbed the bandanna around his neck and yanked it hard.  “And when he’s set a-danglin’, he’s gonna perform Jim Twining’s dance for all of us to see!”

      He let go of his bandanna, and Blake went berserk.

      “Devil!” he shrieked, “Devil!”

      Charles cast a glance at the door and hissed, “Shut him up, Nat, they’ll hear!”

      Nat set down his lantern and lunged for Blake, who stopped shrieking and fought back.  They grappled for a while, but the other boy was bigger and stronger than he was, and soon Nat had him pinned down, a sweaty hand over his mouth.  Blake continued to struggle until he noticed Charles approaching him with the lantern.  He froze.  His heart thudded like a rabbit’s foot, reminding him over and over that he was powerless and alone.  Jaimes couldn’t save him.

      “You care an awful lot about your brother,” Charles quietly remarked, bending over Blake’s prone form, “Well then, you’re in luck, ‘cause I’ve got the Admiral’s ear.  But first, you’ll have to do something for me…”

      He looked Blake over.  Then his eyes latched onto Blake’s soiled shirt.

      “Let him stand up, Nat.  If he makes a sound, we’ll hold his face to the fire.”

      It was the very worst threat he could have made.  Nat backed off and Blake scrambled to his feet, looking at the lantern with terror.

      “Those clothes,” Charles said angrily, pointing, “Your daddy probably stole ‘em, didn’t he?  Hey!  Ain’t we here to reclaim stolen goods, Nat?”

      Nat was grinning.

      “Why, yessir, we certainly are,” he replied.

      “Take ‘em off,” Charles ordered.  But Blake stepped back, his face stony.

      “Proud little bastard, ain’t you?” breathed Charles, “Well, we’ll remedy that, won’t we?  Your dear brother’s lined up now, for his turn to swing with Jim Twining.  I can save him.  Or, rather, you can save him…if you care about him.  Give me your shirt.”

      Rigidly, Blake complied.  What else could he do?

      Charles’s eyes gleamed.  “Now the belt.  And that pretty sash.”

      Blake glared desperately.

      “Boy, your brother’s running out of time!”

      Seething with fury, Blake undid both and threw them to the floor.

      “That’ll do,” said Charles coolly, “Now the breeches.”

      Blake didn’t move.

      “It’s all or nothing, boy!  If you can live knowing you could’ve saved your brother, well, that’s your affair!”

      Blake stood still.  Then, slowly, he unfastened the button on his breeches.  He stopped and cast a glare at Charles, who stared back at him with cruel, slitted eyes.  A livid Blake slid his breeches down to his ankles, stepped out of them, and surrendered them to his tormentor.

      “Not so proud now, are we?” Charles hissed.  His eyes raked the naked boy from head to toe. “I hope you learned a lesson today, boy!  Nat here, Captain Hornby…they come from respectable families.  Thus, they merit respect.  But you come from a line of vermin, and that’s what you are.”

      Tears ran down Blake’s cheeks.

      “Let Jaimes go,” he whispered.

      Charles looked enraged.  “Are you even listening to me?  I don’t think you learned your lesson at all!  Go on, Nat.  I’ll finish this.”

      As Nat left the storeroom, Charles set the lantern down on a crate.  Blake’s hands balled into fists as the larger boy advanced on him.

      Terror.  Darkness.  Groping hands.  Flesh on flesh.  Pleasure like fire.

      Horror like hell.
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      That night, angry waves tossed the man o’ war around.

      Perhaps the ocean’s fury influenced his dreams because, in them, Blake was back aboard the Polaris, and he was paralyzed again.  Over him and under him, Keel Cutlass’s demons teased him like delighted children.

      “Give up and give in!” they giggled, “You’re too dirty for the sunlight anyway, Blake!”

      Invisible fingers jabbed at him from all sides, and the sensation was torture.  The childish voices surrounded him, laughing gleefully, as if his lust and helpless rage were joys to behold.  After a ferocious effort, Blake managed to cry aloud for help.  There was a flash like moonlight, and he sat bolt upright in his hammock, gasping and drenched in sweat.

      Feeling eyes on him, he looked up.  Mr. Lindsay sat upright on the hammock beside his, staring at him with alarm.  Blake flushed.  Had he cried out in his sleep, like he used to do as a boy?

      The scarecrow’s cracked spectacles reflected the lantern light, replacing Blake’s shivers with a fevered heat.  He bared his teeth, and the young man looked hastily away.  Probably he wouldn’t get any sleep now.  What a shame.

      Blake’s hammock squealed as he lay back down.

      It was a nightmare, he told himself.  That was all.  There’d been no nasty children aboard the Polaris.

      Blake scowled.  He knew he’d never liked children.  Little demons.

      And since he’d been going hellbat crazy down there, he’d also conjured up Keel Cutlass…and those weird, dancing shadows.  Blake frowned.  From what demented part of him had those come from?  He searched his memory and recalled the nights dancing around a roaring bonfire with the Sahil tribe.  Maybe from that.

      Blake shuddered.  But what about the fingers…their horrible poking and prodding…

      Those were harder to explain away.  He had felt those.

      And the Sea Captain, with his last request…

      Squeezing his eyes shut, Blake curled up like he used to aboard the Polaris.  Outside, the wind howled and rocked the Swift like a baby’s cradle, while inside the middle gun deck, Blake swung back and forth, his chest bursting with pain from the memories that besieged him.
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      Hours later, the door to the storeroom opened again.

      A group of men wearing blue coats entered the storeroom, but it took them awhile for them to find their young prisoner.  To their bewilderment, they discovered him hiding behind a crate of mangoes, wild-eyed and stripped to the skin.  Their chief officer, Admiral Ashby, questioned Johnny the lookout, but the surprised midshipman insisted that no one had entered the storeroom except to drop off food, and that for only a few minutes.

      “Lad’s been in hysterics, though, sir,” he remarked, tapping his head, “Not sure he’s all there.”

      The officers tried to make the terrified boy speak, but no matter how hard they pressed, Blake refused to say what had happened and acted as though they weren’t there.  At length, they were forced to give up.  Admiral Ashby ordered one of his men to fetch the boy a new shirt and pair of breeches.

      “Murderers, murderers!”

      Blake’s wail was furious and heartbroken.  Surprised, the men turned back to him.

      “He never wanted to be a pirate, and you killed him with the rest!  You’re all murderers!”

      “Whom are you talking about, lad?” the Admiral asked him firmly, but not unkindly.  Blake raised his tearstained face.  His eyelids were rubbed raw.

      “My b-brother,” he whispered.

      Admiral Ashby inquired, “Who is your brother?”

      That simple question ended up saving Jaimes’s life.  As it turned out, the Royal Navy hadn’t executed their prisoners…yet.  Jaimes was separated from the throng of condemned men, looking pale but otherwise unhurt.  At dawn, he joined Blake and the women in the village center, where redcoats had lined up Drake Ransom’s crew single-file.  A gallows had been built, and old Mr. Crabbs took the stand.

      “Don’t look, Blake,” Jaimes ordered just as Admiral Ashby shouted, “Pull!”

      The trapdoor swung open, and Blake gasped.  He didn’t mean to do it.  It was weak and girlish.  But he couldn’t help it.  The sight of poor, blue Mr. Crabbs writhing at the end of such a thin bit of rope was so horrific it was almost funny.  Blake nearly busted out laughing, but instead, he doubled over and vomited.

      “Murderers!” he croaked, bile dribbling down his chin.

      “Look away, Blake!”

      Jaimes tried to cover his eyes, but Blake dodged his grasp.  He was just as tough as Jaimes, and he’d prove it!

      As another pirate mounted the gibbet, Blake’s mother walked over.  With rare tenderness, she brushed back his matted bangs and tried to press his face into her skirt.  Blake pushed her away and stubbornly kept watching, even after his hilarity went stone cold, even though the sight killed something inside him, even until the last body hung motionless from the overtaxed noose.  By then, he didn’t feel like laughing anymore…or ever again.

      The Royal Navy proceeded to toss the dead men into a freshly dug hole.  Beside the gallows, old Mr. Crabbs kept staring at Blake from the bottom of the corpse-heap.  Blake didn’t like that, so he looked at his toes and scrunched them into the sand.  He was distantly aware of someone leading his mother away, and someone else engaging Jaimes in conversation, but he didn’t look up.  He much preferred to concentrate on making little wavy ridges in the sand.

      Then a pair of buckled shoes stepped into view, inches from his brown toes.

      “You’re a quiet lad, aren’t you?”

      At the sound of that cheerful voice, Blake’s adrenaline surged until he was hot all over.

      “And no wonder!” clucked Charles, “No lad should have to see that!”

      He grabbed Blake’s shoulder, stopping him from inching toward Jaimes and Nat.

      “Come here, lad, I’ve something for you.”

      Silently, Blake followed Charles across the sand.  Redcoats and sailors bustled around them, holding shovels and torches.  Others came in and out of the storehouse, carrying crates and barrels toward their giant ships.  The midshipman led Blake to the side of a pili hut.  When he stopped and turned, Blake stood still.

      “Look at me, vermin,” Charles ordered him quietly.  Blake obeyed, and Charles’s handsome face twitched with pleasure.  He knelt down, smiling encouragingly.

      “Ain’t you the obedient whelp now!” he murmured, “Too bad your daddy’s not here to see how you’ve improved.”

      Blake looked down while Charles fingered the base of his neck.  He felt like he was sinking deep into a pit of cool, oozy mud.  The sensation was overwhelming.

      “It’s a long voyage home.  And you’re to keep quiet.”

      Charles’s finger poked his midriff like a stick stirring embers to flame.

      “Remember.  You chose it; you wanted it; you liked it.”

      With each accusation, the finger poked a little harder, and a little lower.

      “Show me you understand.”

      Blake nodded, and Charles grinned.  Then his hand clamped down, and Blake’s whole body tingled.  He didn’t shift away.  Gradually, an expression of triumph dawned on the young man’s face.  He released Blake and held out a ripe mango.

      “Go on, lad, take it,” he said invitingly, and Blake did.  As he stood up, Charles leaned over and pressed a rigid finger to his lips.  Then, with a brotherly clasp on the shoulder, he sent Blake on his way.

      “Who was that?” Jaimes asked, as Nat walked away.

      “I don’t know,” muttered Blake, “He gave me this.”

      He held out the mango.  Jaimes looked at it and said with a forced lightness, “That was kind of him.”

      He smiled encouragingly at Blake, who silently nodded, pressed the mango into his brother’s hand, and turned away.

      Once the pirate crew was six feet under, the Royal Navy set their village on fire.  Smoke stained the pale blue sky.  Its heat seared Blake’s skin, awakening him from his stupor, and he watched his family’s pili hut burn to the ground, hating the men who had brought such misery to his beloved island.

      Then the Royal Navy began loading their female prisoners aboard their mothership.  The only male prisoners, Jaimes and Blake straggled after a line of hoop skirts.

      Blake tried to escape to the sea.

      A marine caught him before he made it.  Jaimes tried to run to his aid, but two redcoats barred his way.

      “Blake, don’t fight back!  Blake, listen to me!”

      But Blake would not listen.  He’d refused to fight back before, and he would never allow anyone to subdue him like that again.  So he fought like a miniature berserker, screaming curses he hoped would come true, while Jaimes pleaded on his behalf.  Towing the spitting, scratching boy over, the marine allowed Jaimes to lead him away, but not before Blake heard him mutter, “Little demon!”

      “They’re the demons!” Blake hissed.  He looked about, terrified that Charles had witnessed his tantrum.  “Look what they’ve done!”

      Jaimes held his hand tightly as they waited to be flocked up the gangplank.

      “Blake, listen to me.”  He bent down.  Blake’s eyes betrayed his fright.

      “We’re going to be all right,” Jaimes reassured him, “We’re going on this voyage together.  You always wanted to go to sea, didn’t you?”

      “I want to stay on the island!” Blake cried in a flood of misery and panic.

      “We can’t, Blake.  We have to go.”

      “I don’t want to go!”  Blake dug his fists into his eyes.

      “Hold my hand, Blake.  We’re going out to sea.”

      As if in a dream, Blake felt Jaimes guide him up the gangplank.  The ship’s deck was hot against on his feet.  Lowering his hands, he surveyed the bustling deck with a trace of interest.  Then he spotted a blue coat and a long, yellow pigtail.

      “Where’s my mother?” he wailed.

      “She’s on another ship,” Jaimes said quickly as the midshipman turned.  It wasn’t Charles, and Blake calmed down a little.  Seeing this, Jaimes added, “We’ll see her again when we reach Elioth.”

      That wasn’t who Blake meant!  His stomach felt queasy…but he never got seasick!  A giant ball of panic welled up inside him.  Everything was wrong, wrong, wrong!  He almost turned back toward Moanamiri, but then Jaimes spoke.

      “Don’t look, Blake.  Come on.”

      Blake felt it all…the Sea Captain’s pain as Drake Ransom whipped him to death, the pirate crew’s pain as they awaited the plunge that would end their lives, the pain of the women as they contemplated their bleak fate in Elioth…everyone’s pain bit at him with ravenous teeth.  It sunk deep into his chest like a sword blade; it pierced his head like an iron bullet.  It hurt so badly, and Blake sank into a black sea where the Lady’s gift was of no avail.  The pain grew and grew, and all Blake could think of was the sea.

      The water could protect him from this world that was on fire, burning him with its relentless pain.  There was no escaping it on land.  It was everywhere, and everybody worked hard to spread the flames far and wide.

      “Jaimes!” he gasped.

      “Blake!”  Jaimes knelt and grabbed him.  Blake stared at him in horror, his eyes spilling tears.

      “Jaimes, I am on fire; it hurts; help me!” he cried, “I need water!  Let me go to the sea!”

      As Jaimes tried to calm him down, Blake rubbed his soiled arms and wailed, “I’m dirty!  I need to go wash in the sea!”

      Jaimes tried to tell him that this was impossible, but Blake wouldn’t listen.  A marine barked impatiently at the pair.  Jaimes shot him a glare, still grasping his brother’s shoulders.

      Then a seabird cried overhead.

      Its call pulled Blake’s teary gaze to the sky, where he saw a bright star shining amid a periwinkle dawn.  It reminded him of a white jewel.

      It reminded him who he was.

      He belonged to the sea.  These horrible men might take him from his home, but he was still surrounded by water, a mantle of deep blue that would protect him on this voyage he didn’t wish to make.

      Blake sniffed.  But why, why, why did he have to go?  If only the Lady in Blue still wanted him!  If only she’d come for him right now, and take him away!

      Blake gave a whimpering cry, and the seagull responded with a lonely cry of its own.  Then a gentle breeze stole across the deck to caress Blake’s wet cheeks.  It felt like a woman’s touch.

      At once, the strangest calm enveloped Blake.  He took a great shuddering breath and then went still, letting the wind surround him like a long, draping veil.

      “The sea will protect me from the fire,” he whispered.

      Jaimes pushed him gently toward the hatchway.

      “We’re leaving the fire behind, Blake.  It’s staying on the island.”

      As they descended into the ship’s belly, Jaimes comforted Blake as best as he knew how.  He spoke about how exciting it was that they were voyaging out to sea together, how splendid it would be to see the shores of Elioth, and how Blake didn’t know it yet but life was about to change for the better.  And Blake remained silent, and let him prattle on…all the while ignoring him, because he did not understand.
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      When Blake climbed onto the quarterdeck the following morning, exhausted and bleary-eyed, the wind snatched at him like an abductor lying in wait and tugged him toward the bulwarks.  He resisted its pull and looked off to the east.  The waves were dark gray and choppy, and in the sky, clouds were piling into a mountain of fire.

      Lieutenant O’Shea gave the order to fasten down the sails and close the hatches.  The scarlet light gradually faded, then vanished entirely.  The wind began to moan, and waves hammered on the Swift’s hull with white-crested fists.

      Then the storm attacked.

      The Swift was lost in a dark, violent world.  The wind shrieked.  Water rose in terrifying black walls, crashing over the Swift.  For a terrifying moment, she was completely submerged in the sea.  Then she surged forth, her bowsprit piercing the waves.  Sails ripped free of their gaskets, and topmen raced to lash them down.

      Down in the upper gun deck, Eselder cowered between two cannons.

      When the storm had struck, the crew had flown into action, but nobody had ordered him to do anything.  That was good, because Eselder didn’t think he was capable of doing anything except panicking.  He imagined waves smashing through the bulwarks and filling up the gun deck until it was completely over his head.  The Swift was going down, and taking Eselder with her!

      All morning long, the storm raged.

      Day seemed like night, but without the light of the stars.  There was nowhere to escape the howls of the wind, the waves, and the crew as they fought against the storm.  Feet pounded over his head, and Eselder imagined men getting blown right off the deck and into the raging sea.  He shuddered.  Even if the lanterns had been lit, it would have been terrifying to wait out the storm, but it was ten times more so in the dark.

      Inside the galley, loose pots and pans banged against the iron stove.  Beneath him, Eselder felt the deck tilt and wondered if they would flip all the way over.  He quickly closed his eyes and tried to think of anything besides the Swift turning over and the ocean spilling in.

      Water splattered him.

      Eselder cried out, opening his eyes.  The ocean had broken through at last!

      But it hadn’t.  Instead, a tall silhouette stood over him, framed by an otherworldly blue glow.

      “Don’t be afraid!” Blake shouted over the storm’s roar.

      Eselder stared at him like he was crazy.  Thunder tore the sky in two; above them, the crew shouted.

      “It’s just a little water!” Blake bellowed.

      Another wave crashed down.  Eselder gasped and grabbed a cannon as the Swift reeled back.

      “We’re going to drown!”

      “We’re going to make it!” Blake contradicted him.  His feet were planted firmly against the deck, which was incredible, as it was pitching about more wildly than a seesaw.  “So don’t toss yourself overboard or do anything foolish, Eselder.  Just wait out the storm.  Better yet, go help the men pumping the bilges.  They could use another hand.”

      Eselder felt a glimmer of hope.

      “Really?” he whispered.  Blake had a long scrape running down his face.  He was soaked to the skin and didn’t look the least bit afraid.

      “Aye, I’ve been to the mast top and looked into the storm’s eye!” he boasted, “The worst of it has passed.”

      “You were on the mast top?” Eselder gasped.

      Blake’s pearl cast an eerie light across his face, so that all but his eyes and cheekbones were lost in shadow.  His teeth flashed white, and his grin urged Eselder to seek out adventure wherever it could be found, even high on the mast top in a sea storm.  He looked daring and intrepid, reckless and wild…like one of the heroes in Eselder’s seafaring novels.

      Eselder managed a weak smile back.  The worst of the storm was over.  That was certainly good news.  Perhaps…perhaps he wouldn’t die tonight.

      Thunder boomed again.  Eselder cringed, the man o’ war staggered, but Blake Ransom did neither.  As Eselder stared at him in awe, Blake crouched down and assured him, in an unusually gentle tone, “Don’t worry, Eselder, it’s almost over.”

      “How do you know?”

      Thunder crackled and boomed like divine fireworks, and this time, Eselder saw lightning.  It was trapped in Blake Ransom’s eyes.

      “I just know,” Blake replied, “The ocean, she tells me her intent.  She’s getting tired.  So I’d best be off now, before it’s too late.”

      “Late for what?”

      Blake stood up.  “To ride the crests of the waves and soar through a world of black and white!”

      His mouth agape, Eselder watched Blake bound over to the ladder and disappear into the raging world above, leaving him alone to ponder whether he, Eselder, was especially cowardly, or if Blake Ransom was especially foolhardy.

      Probably both.

      Eselder took a deep breath.  The storm was going to end soon.  He couldn’t help but believe that was so; Blake had sounded so certain.  How would he feel in the days to come if he did nothing but uselessly cower through the entire storm?

      Eselder rose unsteadily to his feet.  The deck lurched, and he staggered forward.  He would go below.  He would help his fellow crewmen pump the bilges.  He would try to show a sliver of Blake Ransom’s courage.

      The heavens thundered.

      In his mind’s eye, Eselder beheld Blake on the mast top, framed by a spectacular lightning flash.  The seaman stood erect and proud against a background of black, broiling clouds, one hand clutching a rope, the other stretching far out to embrace the storm.

      Then Eselder’s ears picked up the strangest sound.

      It had to be the storm playing tricks on him, because it was absolutely impossible to hear what he thought he heard.  But a shiver ran down his spine, nonetheless.  Eselder looked at the top deck.  Somewhere above him, Blake was challenging the sky and battling the sea.  And he must have been winning, because Eselder could swear that he heard him.

      He was laughing.
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      The naval fleet arrived safely in Elioth.

      Three weeks following their departure from Moanamiri, Blake stepped onto the top deck beside Jaimes, gulping fresh air and squinting in the light even though the sky was cloudy.  As the HMS Defiance sailed toward the Eliothan coastline with her three sister ships, Blake stared at the strange new world he was being tossed into.  Elioth was nothing like his colorful Moanamiri.  The sky was gray; the sea was gray; the towering cliffs were gray.

      Admiral Ashby’s fleet was berthing in Yaletown to restock on provisions before heading up the River Crowne toward Kingston.  Blake saw a dingy harbor front and, lined up along it, houses made of colorless wood and bricks, diamond-paned windows, and smoking chimneys.  He stared at the horse-drawn carriages rolling down the dockside street.  How could a place look so dead and yet teem with so much life?  He’d never seen so many houses, and ships, and people!  It was all so much bigger than his village!  And so ugly.

      Even Jaimes’s spirits seemed dampened by the sight.

      “It’s the weather,” he decided, checking his pocket watch, “After all, it’s the same ocean…”

      “No, it’s not,” snapped Blake, “We lived in the Selenic Ocean.  This is the Giesting Sea, Jaimes.”

      “But it’s still the sea,” Jaimes pointed out, like Blake was a dimwit, “It…it could be much worse, Blake...”

      His tone was part hopeful and part wheedling.  Blake knew that Jaimes wanted him to act excited, to jump up and down at the sight of their mother’s ugly homeland.  But he recalled his sunny island and muttered sourly, “It could be a dem sight better.”

      Jaimes didn’t reply.

      Weeks ago, Blake had decided that, as soon as the fleet reached Elioth, he’d jump overboard and hide in the shallows until Admiral Ashby’s men presumed him dead.  As it turned out, he didn’t need to follow through with his plan.  The women were being taken to Kingston to be tried for treason, but Blake and Jaimes weren’t going with them.

      It had so happened that, a few days into their voyage, Admiral Ashby’s manservant took ill.  Call it providence or call it luck, but Jaimes volunteered to take his place, and surprisingly, Admiral Ashby accepted his services.  The dependable young man quickly earned the Admiral’s favor and, toward the end of the voyage, was told that he and Blake were free to go their way once they reached Elioth.  The Admiral offered to take them as far as Kingston and help Jaimes secure a job there, but Jaimes politely refused.  He and his brother were going to stay close to the sea.

      It was just Blake and Jaimes now.  Their mother had died a week into the voyage after coming down with a sudden, violent fever.  They hadn’t even been told she was sick until the very end, when Admiral Ashby broke the sad news to them and permitted them to visit her aboard the HMS Bonaventure.  In the surgeon’s cabin, a stricken Jaimes knelt down at her side while Blake hovered behind him, suspecting that he ought to feel worse than he did.

      “It isn’t fair!” Jaimes complained, “We’re so close to Elioth, and you won’t even see it!”

      “It is just, Jaimes,” whispered their mother, gently touching his wet cheek.  Blake watched her hand emerge from under her blanket and press an envelope into Jaimes’s palm.  Jaimes looked startled, and they shared a look.  Their mother nodded.  Looking grieved and solemn, Jaimes silently placed the sealed parchment inside his coat.

      Finally, she’d died, and they’d climbed back up to the quarterdeck.  That was when Blake spotted Charles laughing with his friends.  All his terror came racing back in an instant.  What if the midshipman noticed him?

      Charles said something that made the other midshipman laugh.  He quickly joined in, looking delighted, as a chuckling Nat slapped him on the back.  The midshipman didn’t even glance Blake’s way.

      Blake’s eyes darkened with pain and deep confusion, watching Charles goof around with his mates.  Then he cursed and fled across the gangplank, down to the midshipman’s quarters where he and Jaimes bunked, where he had spent the first week convinced that the other midshipmen would try to do what Charles had done to him.  For days, he’d refused to shut his eyes until everyone else was out and snoring, only to awake an hour later crying like a baby.  Finally, an exasperated (and sleep-deprived) midshipman suggested that they muzzle the little screech owl.

      Inside the cabin, Blake slammed the door shut, blazing and shaking from head to toe.  He looked around.  No one else was there.  No one else would ever know.  He had to do it; he had to; he couldn’t help it, and it was the only way to escape the pain.  His fingers twitched and trembled as he made ready to do it—

      The door opened.

      Jumping, Blake dropped his hands like a criminal caught in the act.

      “Go away!” he snarled at Jaimes, wondering if he’d seen anything.  Then Jaimes quietly remarked, “It’s alright to mourn, Blake,” and Blake realized that Jaimes thought he was lamenting their dead mother.  That gave him an idea.

      “Then go away, and let me!” he panted.  Jaimes cast him a long look that made Blake flush, loathing himself.  Broken.  Filthy.  Vermin.

      Then, with one more look, he walked to the door and left Blake alone.

      Two weeks later, as they prepared to disembark, Admiral Ashby approached them to thank (and pay) Jaimes for his services, and to wish them well.  Blake stared at the dismal dockside, pretending not to notice Admiral Ashby as he handed Jaimes a sealed envelope…everyone wanted to do this, it seemed…with the advice to seek out a Mr. Cuthbert Simmons.  The pair shook hands.  Admiral Ashby offered Blake his hand too, but Blake remembered his pili hut on fire and ignored it.

      Without further ado, the two brothers were ushered down the gangway.  They stepped onto the filthy streets and blankly gaped at the flocks of seamen at work, the carriages clattering to and fro, the vendors hollering the names of their wares, the people dodging puddles of saltwater and urine, and the many other strange and frightening sights.  They looked at each other.  Their eyes held the same request: Stay with me.

      Together, they walked into the tumult to seek out a new life in Yaletown.
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      It soon became clear that Thug Kurzon hadn’t forgotten about Eselder’s insubordination during the Swift’s weekly discipline.  His punishment came swiftly enough, and from Bull himself.  The bosun’s mate harassed Eselder mercilessly about his work, often demanding it redone, and employed his rattan so frequently that the boy’s shoulders were soon a black and blue mess.

      A few days after the storm, Blake was passing through the upper gun deck on his way to the weather deck.  The Swift didn’t have enough topmen, so Blake had been called on to work in her shrouds.  Though he was surprised Kurzon had allowed it, he was thrilled to be aloft again.

      On his way across the deck, he spotted Bull haranguing Eselder for a sloppy job polishing the cannons.  Blake glanced at the cannons.

      Their black muzzles gleamed in the sunlight.

      As he watched, Bull’s rattan smacked Eselder for a job well done, and Blake’s temples started to pound.  Then he caught a glimpse of Eselder’s face, so stunned and disbelieving.  The sight infuriated him, and he turned his back as Bull’s rattan once again found its mark.

      I tried to warn him!  Now he’ll learn his lesson the hard way, and I’ll bet a gold sov he won’t make the same mistake again.

      That prediction failed to satisfy Blake’s ire.  In fact, he was so angry that he spent his time aloft composing a pitiless rant to be recited the next time he encountered the naïve young Birkenbee.  It was about time that Eselder’s innocent mind was disillusioned, and Blake took it as his bounden duty to help it along.  It was an act of charity on his part, really.  He was helping teach the little turtledove how to survive now that he wasn’t safe in his mother’s nest anymore…and he saw no reason why he should do it in a particularly compassionate way either.

      During the forenoon watch, he tracked Eselder to the foc’sle.  Bull had set the boy to work scrubbing down the ship’s heads, mere holes on opposite sides of the bowsprit that served as toilets for the crew.  Blake overheard Eselder muttering, “When things are set right, I’ll be in the Admiral’s cabin, and Thug Kurzon will be the one cleaning the toilets!”

      “Oh, what a threat!” Blake jeered.  Eselder spun around, looking frightened until he saw who it was.

      “Please leave if you only intend to mock my plight,” he said stonily.

      “I can’t,” replied Blake, having every intention of mocking Eselder’s plight, “I have to add more water to the sea.”

      Eselder’s revulsion was apparent.  He turned back to his nauseating task.

      “That meant I have to use the head,” Blake added.

      “There’s one on the starboard side.”

      “But I’m fond of that one.”

      Eselder paused long enough to convey his disdain.  Blake decided to get right to it.  He leaned against the bowsprit.  The wind was strong today, blowing in clouds and a blanket of heat.

      “I hope you’re happy,” he said.

      Eselder kept on scrubbing, though his eyes narrowed.

      “You thought yourself very heroic.  A class above the rest of us, I imagine,” Blake said scornfully, “And now look.  You aren’t being elected for sainthood, and you aren’t in the Admiral’s cabin, Your Lordliness.  Instead, you’re scrubbing shitpots and getting beat like a dog by the very man you showed mercy to—”

      “I don’t regret it,” came Eselder’s steely whisper.

      “This is nothing!” Blake snapped, “Do you think this is the worst Thug Kurzon could’ve come up with?  You’re getting off easy, boy!”

      “Leave me alone!” Eselder cried, whirling around.  Blake was afraid he’d hurl his shit-stained rag at him, but Eselder just hissed, “You’re n-not my father, and I w-won’t be lectured to b-by a common seaman!  You’re v-vulgar, the lot of you!  Well, you won’t make me so!  You’re all c-commoners, and I’m the—”

      He cut himself off and glared at Blake, who glared back at him.  So the truth had come out.

      “My humble apologies, Your Lordliness, for trying to help you stay alive.  From now on, I’ll be careful to keep my vulgar advice to myself and my common arse out of your way!”

      Blake turned to leave, but Lord Birkenbee’s son couldn’t allow a common seaman to have the last word.

      “Then your advice is that I sh-should feel c-compassion but not show it?  Or h-have none at all?  In th-that case, I would be no d-different than Thug Kurzon.  Is th-that what you want?”

      Blake halted, seething.  That sounded just like something Jaimes would say, to emphasize how superior he was to everyone else.

      “How noble,” he sneered, rotating back around, “But there’s a price to pay for that kind of thinking, and I swear this is just the beginning, boy.  You ain’t in your ivory palace anymore!  If I can’t get that through your thick skull, they will!  You’re a dog to them, boy, that eats and sleeps and whines when it gets beat!  The trade-off is simple: your pain for their pleasure, and if the tables were turned, I’d do the same to them and so would you if you’d been through half of what I have!  As it is, I’ll be fascinated to see how long your resolve lasts.  Knowing your kind, I’d wager my pearl that the next time someone runs that gauntlet, you’ll be at the head of the line!”

      A stunned silence followed Blake’s outburst.  Eselder stared at him, and a snarl formed on the tip of Blake’s tongue: Don’t look at me like that!

      Eselder whispered, “I hope there may be one or two persons who share my sentiments.  The world cannot be full of Thug Kurzons.”

      “No, it’s not!” Blake shot back, “But the other sort is dwindling by the hour as they get picked off by Thug Kurzon!”

      He turned to leave.

      “I thought you had to use the latrine.”

      Blake stopped, his face mottled.  He longed to turn and add another blow to Bull’s count, but with a great effort, he forced himself to storm up the stairs to the quarterdeck.  He was certain that he had just been lumped into the “Thug Kurzon” category by this arrogant twit who tossed all his advice in the rubbish heap.

      Well, what did he care?  Blake jumped onto the shrouds and headed aloft.  The breeze and the height would clear his mind and cool his temper.

      From here on out, he washed his hands of the lad!  But when things got worse (for they would) and Eselder came running to him for help, he’d leave the little Lord Birkenbee to fend for himself.  No!  Blake quickened his pace.  He’d laugh in the boy’s face and then leave him to fend for himself!  After all, His Lordliness didn’t need any help from common folk…no doubt in time he’d win over Thug Kurzon’s heart with his compassionate ways and prove Blake a hard-hearted bastard.

      Blake grinned and kept climbing.

      But until that glorious day dawned, he hoped that Lord Birkenbee’s son had a truly unforgettable time scraping the feces of six hundred burgoo-bloated men off the ship’s heads.
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      The ship’s bell announced the second dogwatch, summoning Blake and his watch to supper.

      Blake sat down at his mess, assuming a careless air.  He was prepared to accept Eselder’s apology with as little grace as he could muster.  But when several minutes had passed and Eselder didn’t appear, Blake’s anger dissipated a little.  Suppose Thug Kurzon did have something nastier in store for Eselder than the occasional clout about the head?

      Blake irritably shook his thoughts away.  Eselder would be along shortly, no doubt filled with remorse for his rudeness by the toilets.  The swabbie was probably wandering around the lower decks somewhere, completely lost.

      Minutes later, Eselder’s thin, nervous countenance ascended from the lower gun deck.

      See, there you are.  So predictable.

      Blake’s eyes followed Eselder like a hawk’s.  The boy headed for the galley, picked up his tablemates’ rations, walked to the cabin boys’ mess…and proceeded to sit down there.

      Blake blinked.  That wasn’t right.  Eselder was supposed to come and stare at him with puppy-dog eyes until Blake graciously allowed him to take a seat.

      Eselder began to eat, his head bent low, while the other cabin boys jabbered animatedly around him.  Meanwhile, Blake sat still, not touching his pork and peas.  He had been rejected.  Thrown away.

      Blake glared balefully at the boy sitting quietly with his persecutors.  Why had he bothered to educate Eselder about the ways of the world?  The boy was already a master!  The little hypocrite!  After all Blake had done for him…

      How had this happened?  How was it that, once again, Blake had let himself be used…and cast aside.

      Blake shoveled green mush into his mouth.  So the boy was finished with him, eh?  Well, Eselder couldn’t avoid him if he tried.  They were in rather close quarters.  Blake grinned nastily at Eselder’s hunched back.  This time, the traitor’s plan was going to backfire on him.  Blake had no intention of letting Eselder play turncoat without suffering the consequences.

      He could make Eselder’s life hell, and that’s precisely what he intended to do.
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      Blake rose from sleep before his brother, because the sea called him.

      Quietly, he tugged on his loose sailor’s trousers, gathered his fishing tackle, crept down the boarding house’s creaky staircase, and left the Carp and Mackerel to embrace the world of frost and silence that was Yaletown before dawn.

      Summer came and went in the blink of an eye here.  It was early September, and already a chill lingered in the air.  In Blake’s opinion, this was the best part of the day, when the morning light transformed the sea from a somber gray shroud to a glittering blue mantle.

      Mr. Busby usually shared his fishing boat with Blake.  The kindhearted fisherman liked to call Blake his “business partner.”  Blake was having none of that, but if the man was enough of a chump to share his boat, well, that was just fine with him.  Currently, Mr. Busby was lying abed with the shinshicks, but he had given Blake permission to use his boat in the meantime.

      Blake worked hard all morning.  Busby’s boat steadily filled with fish, and when Blake drew up his new trap, he was delighted to find three gigantic blue crabs.  At noontime, he rowed back ashore to meet Mrs. Busby, who had also taken a liking to the stormy-eyed adolescent.  She was a fair woman too.  Blake got five pennies for every fish, and two shillings apiece for his blue crabs.  By early afternoon, the fishwife was rolling her laden cart to the marketplace.  That meant Blake could spend the rest of the day in the sea instead of on Yaletown’s dirty dockside.

      When twilight fell, Blake emerged from the sea, laden with new treasures, and ran barefooted back to Yaletown.  Spotting a redcoat, he scooped up mud and crowed, “Red rooster!  Strut and squawk, red rooster!”

      He lobbed the brown glob and shot off before the redcoat could do anything more than shout.  He raced up and down the steep cobbled streets, trying to stay warm, until he arrived at Simmon and Co.’s Merchandise, a small general store squashed between the milliner’s and the mercer’s.  The store’s window showed off wares that most of Yaletown’s citizens couldn’t afford.

      Blake pushed the door so violently that the bell clanged rather than tinkled.  A harassed-looking Jaimes emerged from the backroom.  Blake swaggered through barrels of beans and sugar and slapped his hand on the counter.

      “Give me a gallon of yer best rum!”

      “Look at you!  You’re getting water everywhere!” Jaimes complained, casting an anxious glance toward the backroom, “You’re not supposed to come in here anymore!”

      Despite his expression, the young man looked very sharp in his ironed waistcoat and meticulously tied cravat.  Ignoring Jaimes, Blake abandoned the counter and made a beeline for the confectionaries.  He stared greedily at the sugar ribbons and discreetly slid his hand into the jar.

      “Hands off, Blake!”

      Blake’s hand shot out.  Jaimes came for him, and Blake darted away.

      “I can’t believe you’d try to steal from the store I work in!” Jaimes cried.

      Blake felt slightly abashed.

      “Sorry, I’ll go rob somewhere else,” he replied, twirling his cap and enjoying how roguish he felt.

      “You’d better not!” Jaimes warned him.  He adopted a pompous tone.  “Now get out of this store at once, you miserable ragamuffin!”

      Blake grinned and skipped backward.  Then his gaze fell on the confectionaries, and his heart swelled with desire.

      “I want to buy one of the sugar ribbons,” he announced grandly.

      Jaimes frowned.

      “My crab trap worked, Jaimes!” Blake said excitedly, “Look here; I got six extra shillings!  It’s just a penny, Jaimes.”

      His thrifty brother relented.

      “Take one, and give me the money,” he said, and Blake received his heart’s desire.  Appeased, he left the store and sat down to wait for Jaimes, sucking on his sugar ribbon and showing off his blue tongue to every man and woman that passed by.

      Fifteen minutes later, Jaimes walked down the front steps, buttoning his coat.  On their way home, he talked about the political crisis in Kingston.  He didn’t shut up about it until he noticed a beggar curled up in front of a storefront.

      “Give me a shilling, Blake,” he said.

      “Why should I?” Blake demanded rudely, “They were my crabs.”

      “And I paid for the materials to build the trap.  You still haven’t reimbursed me.  Hand it over.”

      Blake scowled as he parted with his shilling.  It wasn’t really the money that made him so angry.  He hated it when Jaimes flaunted his nauseating goodness!

      Jaimes placed the shilling in the beggar’s cap, and Blake was helpless against the mindless rage that bombarded him.  Struggling to keep his fists in check, he refused to speak to Jaimes all the way to the decrepit Carp and Mackerel, Yaletown’s cheapest boarding house.  As they climbed single-file up to their cramped attic room, the pair remained in stony silence, and Blake let Jaimes believe it was because of the shilling.
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      It was so easy to sneak after Eselder when the galley cook sent him below to fetch the crew’s supper rations.  Blake sat down on the ladder and waited until Eselder shuffled into view, panting and lugging a huge sack.  The cabin boy noticed Blake and stopped, looking afraid.

      The hold was a gloomy place, a veritable maze of crates and barrels shrouded in lantern light and shadow.  Blake hoped that his glare looked particularly evil.  He leered, “Well, look what we found!  A rat in the hold!”

      “Please.  Just go.”

      Somehow, the soft plea made Blake feel foolish.  He rose aggressively, and Eselder stepped back into the light.  Blake halted.  The cabin boy’s face was a horrible mess of yellow bruises, and a long red cut ran down his left cheek.  For a moment, Blake was appalled.  Then he allowed an ugly scab to form around his black heart.

      “Stupid little fool!” he laughed, “I warned you!  Nobody gives a shit about your gallantry, least of all Kurzon or Bull!”

      “This wasn’t because of Bull; it was because of you!”

      Blake was so taken aback by Eselder’s vicious tone that he stepped back.

      “This was my warning not to associate with you anymore!  Thug Kurzon told the other boys to find me when I was alone, and they did this…he told them to keep an eye on me too, and they’ll come looking for me if I don’t get back soon, and if they catch me with you, they’ll…”

      Eselder trailed off, looking angry and desperate.

      Black fury boiled up inside Blake, annihilating everything else.  He turned and kicked a crate so savagely that he stubbed his toe.  He cursed and started punching the crate over and over.  Crimson stained the splintered wood, and bloody skin peeled back from Blake’s knuckles, feeding his rage.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a small shadow dart forward.

      “Where d’you think you’re going?”

      Blake jumped and blocked the hatchway.  He and Eselder stared at each other, their chests heaving.  Then Blake took a step forward, and Eselder took a step back.  If the lad had any shred of intelligence, thought Blake, he’d cry for help.  But he didn’t.  Instead, his hands balled into defensive fists.  Oh, so the boy intended to fight him, did he?

      Blake’s fist flew back, and Eselder stumbled back with a gasp.  Blake froze, reading the terror stamped on the boy’s bruised face.  His anger slowly drained away, leaving him sick to his stomach.  His glittering eyes darted from the crates and barrels, to the firelight, to the shaking boy in front of him.  Suddenly, he felt like his stomach was full of fishhooks, all biting and tearing at his innards.  He lowered his arm and stepped aside, giving Eselder access to the hatchway.  When the boy didn’t move, he hissed, “Go on then, boy!  They’re waiting for you!”

      Eselder just stood there, looking too frightened to move lest Blake was pulling some kind of trick on him.  Those eyes, those infuriating brown eyes!

      “Go, damnit!” Blake roared, not caring who heard him.  With a yelp, Eselder abandoned the sack of peas and shot like a bullet up the hatchway.

      “You forgot your bloody sack!” snarled Blake.  He picked up the fifty-pound bag of peas and flung it up the stairs after Eselder, who hollered as it hit the top stairs and burst open.  Dried peas came raining down the steps, but Eselder didn’t come back for them.  His feet pounded down the orlop deck as he raced away, leaving Blake alone in the shadowy hold.
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      After a supper of toast and charred cod, Jaimes read the newspaper Master Simmons had lent him while Blake admired his new treasures and dreamed of a silver crown.

      “Moorton got elected to the House of Lords even after that scandal with his maid!” Jaimes announced with disgust.  He leaned over their oil lamp, straining to read in the dim light.  “I wish I could change the state of the government!”

      “I nearly got eaten by an eel today, and I found this giant shell,” Blake said excitedly, “I wonder if I could sell it?  I wish I could voyage out to sea!”

      At ten o’clock, Jaimes blew out the lantern, and they climbed into their cots.  Blake stared at the stars through a small hole in the roof.  Jaimes was too proud to tell Master Simmons that they lived in an attic.

      “I’ve been thinking, Blake,” Jaimes began tentatively.  Blake stiffened.  “I could probably find a better job farther inland, and—”

      “Go then!  But you’ll be leaving without me!”

      “You didn’t even let me finish!”

      “I won’t leave the sea!”

      “Well, I’m sick of the stinking sea and this stinking town!” Jaimes snapped, “There’s no future for me here!  At best, I could take over the shop one day!  That’s not what I want!”

      Blake scowled as his brother continued to pout.

      “I want to go to university; I want to change this nation for the better!  I want people to listen to what I say, instead of laughing at the apprentice who thinks he can talk politics!”

      It was difficult to sympathize with such a boring dream.

      “I stayed here for you!” Blake reminded Jaimes, “I didn’t go out to sea like I wanted, and you said this was a fair compromise!  Anyway, I’ve been thinking too.  Perhaps we should go our separate ways, come spring.  You needn’t worry about me.  The sea will look after me.”

      Jaimes snorted.  “No, we need to stay together.”

      “I can’t ignore the call forever, Jaimes.”

      Jaimes remained silent, as if Blake’s silly remark didn’t even merit a reply.

      “Well, I will go to sea soon,” Blake said stubbornly, “I hate being landlocked!”

      He hugged his blanket close to his chest, trying not to notice the darkness around him.

      Jaimes broke the tension.  “What were you doing all afternoon, Blake?”

      Blake grinned.  What else?

      “Exploring the depths of the sea!” he bragged.  He barely heard Jaimes’ wistful murmur.

      “I wish I had such a unique gift.  But I could become a representative in the House of Commons…or more, if given a chance to educate myself.”

      Blake frowned.  He did wish that Jaimes could pursue his dream, dull as it was.  If it made Jaimes happy, it would be worth it.  But not worth Blake leaving the sea.

      “Do you know what night it is, Blake?” Jaimes asked quietly.

      Blake stared at a silver moonbeam shining in through the roof.

      “It’s the full moon,” Jaimes said softly, “And the Lady in Blue will be walking on the water.”

      He couldn’t imagine how much his words hurt.

      “You used to look forward to the full moon,” he reminded Blake, who swallowed a treacherous lump in his throat.  As if he could forget.

      “I know,” he replied carelessly, shifting to face the wall.  “I’d better go to bed.  I have to get up before dawn…like usual.”

      “Any time you want to work for Master Simmons past nightfall, be my guest,” Jaimes responded grumpily.

      “Oh, you love it, I know it.”

      “Of course, I love dealing with snooty customers who turn up their noses when they hear that their sugar came from Charlottesville instead of Laville—”

      “Did I tell you I was almost eaten by an eel?”

      “Good night, Blake.”
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      To the entire crew’s delight, Thug Kurzon fell ill shortly after the sea storm.  The bosun was quarantined inside the surgeon’s cabin, and the rumor spread that he was afflicted with a severe case of the bammywobbles, a common but painful seagoing illness marked by a high fever and watery stools that periodically shot out of the sick person’s wobbly rear end.

      “I went to deliver ‘is supper the other day, and it’s true,” whispered Cheddar over breakfast one morning, “’Ee’s moanin’ an rollin’ in his hammock like a cry-a-baby!”

      The cabin boys snickered, and Eselder inwardly shared their glee.

      For several glorious days, life aboard the HMS Swift was almost tolerable.  Bored of Kurzon’s commission, Cheddar and the cabin boys grew negligent in keeping a sharp eye on Eselder.  The crewmen were less on edge, Kurzon’s spies weren’t so bold without their ringleader to back them up, and, if anyone were to ask about his feelings on the matter, Eselder wouldn’t have hesitated to voice his hope that Thug Kurzon would die a very painful, wet, and smelly death.
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      In his dream, Eselder was back in the gun deck while the storm raged outside.  Before his horrified eyes, the ocean burst through the portholes and began filling up the deck.  The Swift was going under!  He splashed for the hatchway and was halfway up the ladder when a torrent of saltwater hit him square in the chest and knocked him backward.  Now it was coming in through the hatch too!  Eselder splashed and spluttered, frantically trying to stand.  If he didn’t get out of here quickly, he’d—

      His eyes shot open.  He was drowning!  No, no, he wasn’t…it had only been a nightmare.

      Eselder glanced around the gun deck, his breathing slowly returning to normal.  After sleeping in his own private quarters all his life, it had taken days for his sensitive eardrums to acclimate to the endless droning of his crewmates.  Now, most nights, he slept like a rock…and probably added considerably to the din.

      Ham Cheddar was drooling profusely on the hammock beside him, a hideous green bruise obscuring his orange freckles.  Eselder didn’t quite believe that the injury had occurred during cannon drills as Cheddar had vehemently claimed.  The prince fingered the scab on his own cheek and then shook his head.  Cheddar would detest his sympathy.  Besides, aboard the HMS Swift, it was every man for himself, wasn’t it?

      The thought made Eselder very unhappy.  He quietly latched his hammock to the deck above and climbed onto the quarterdeck.

      This was his favorite time aboard ship, for hardly anyone was on deck at this early hour.  A silver glow was starting to break along the horizon, and a breeze blew soft and cool on his face.  The HMS Swift sailed peacefully across a rippling mirror that reflected the deep gray-violet of daybreak.  During this tranquil hour, it seemed that there was nothing in the world at all except the man o’ war and the sea.

      Eselder spotted Blake Ransom sitting on the mizzenmast’s shrouds.  He nearly retreated to the quarterdeck’s port side, but something held him back.

      Are you balmy?  Don’t go near him!  If someone sees you…

      Who?  Cheddar and the other cabin boys were still salivating below, Thug Kurzon was somewhere shitting his trousers, and none of the bosun’s minions were in sight.

      It’s too risky!  Besides, he’s dangerous!  Remember what happened in the hold?  He’s a madman!

      Eselder didn’t really believe it.  Blake Ransom was angry and embittered, hardened by a hard life that Eselder couldn’t understand…but he wasn’t a madman.  He had a violent temper, to be sure, which had gotten the best of him in the hold…but it was difficult to hold a grudge against a man who’d nearly pounded you silly because he’d realized you’d recently been pounded silly on his account.

      Eselder wavered uncertainly.  This could be his last chance to speak to Blake Ransom.  Soon Thug Kurzon would be up and about (if his overstuffed arse didn’t kill him), and that would be the end of their brief acquaintanceship.  Eselder would feel bad if he didn’t at least thank Blake Ransom for sharing his mess and telling him about his adventures…and, most importantly, if he never apologized for the things he’d said on the foc’sle.  He rather deserved a walloping for that.

      Eselder inched closer to the shrouds.  Like iron on a lodestone, Blake Ransom’s eyes were locked on the only star still shining in the predawn dusk, and Eselder realized with a start that the seaman was quietly singing.  It seemed so unlike him that Eselder stopped to listen.

      Somehow, he wouldn’t have expected it, but Blake Ransom had a fair voice: not deep, but low and clear, and so rich with feeling that it danced its way like a magician’s spell into Eselder’s ears and down into his soul.

      
        
        “If I sailed through the horizon

        Where the sunrise meets the sea,

        If I sailed beyond the heavens,

        Would they open wide to me?

        See, I’m searching for my lady;

        She was taken by the sea.

        If I sailed on past the sunrise,

        Would she be there to welcome me…”

      

      

      Blake’s voice trailed off.  Disappointed, Eselder wished he would resume his shanty.  He scanned the horizon, trying to think of something intelligent to say.

      “It must get hot, sailing through the sunrise.”

      So much for intelligence.

      Blake started and looked over his shoulder.  For a moment, Eselder thought he saw a confused boy looking out at him from the seaman’s dark eyes.  It was so jarring coming from the grizzled, weatherworn face that Eselder wondered if he was projecting his own sentiments onto Blake.  As the seaman continued to stare at him, Eselder’s embarrassment grew.

      “I just came up to watch the sunrise,” he said apologetically, “I’ll go now.”

      He turned.  Then he stopped, steeled himself, and faced Blake again.

      “I kn-know you despise this phrase,” he said in a spluttering rush, “But I do beg your pardon for the things I s-said about…about c-commoners and the like…”

      Eselder’s pride went into defense mode and stopped up his throat, lest he take another heaping bite of humble pie.  Boring holes into the mizzenmast, he swallowed and forced himself to go on, “I’ve no right to judge anyone, b-but…”

      He paused.  This wasn’t the time for justifications.  “Well, th-thank you for all the stories anyway, and…I wish circumstances w-were different, but…”

      He lost his nerve, shrugged helplessly, and turned again to leave.

      “This isn’t the place to watch the sunrise, you know,” Blake remarked.

      Eselder spun around, his mouth slightly agape.  Looking sheepish, Blake went on, “If you want to see it in its full splendor, the mast top is the only place to go.  There, you don’t see…”

      He gestured.  “Any of this.”

      Eselder cast a despondent glance up the mizzenmast.  It stretched on and on, up to the heavens.  Fear and desire mixed uncomfortably in his gut.

      “I wouldn’t know,” he murmured.  He had another humiliating vision of himself in his middle age.  This time, he was a potbellied King who embarrassed everyone at parties by recalling, time and time again, the only adventure he had ever had…though nobody dared tell him so.  Suddenly, Mr. Evil Brigand appeared between the fountain of punch and the twittering courtiers.  He grinned scornfully, and his eyes flashed like lightning.

      “Have you ever climbed to the mast top?” Blake asked, mercifully jerking Eselder out of his daydream.  Eselder gave a sarcastic little chuckle.

      “Don’t you want to?” Blake pressed him.  His question threw Eselder off-guard.  A longing he didn’t quite understand swelled up within him.  Unfortunately, his tongue swelled up as well.

      “Um, no!” he blurted out and quickly rectified himself, “I…I m-mean, yes I do, b-but…”

      Blake leapt to the deck.  “For you, Eselder, that’s a confident ‘aye, aye’!  Come on, then!  No one’s stopping you!”

      Eselder looked up.  His tongue undid itself in time to say something dumb.

      “It’s high.”

      Blake raised a thick eyebrow.

      “I m-mean, I c-couldn’t possibly…”

      His brow lifted even higher.  Eselder scowled.  Why didn’t Parliament go ahead and dub this uneducated sailor the Crown Heir?  He’d make a far better one than Eselder!  Nobody would dare refuse him anything!  Eselder wagered the King himself would have a hard time saying no to Blake Ransom.

      “I m-mean that…it’s just—”

      Blake cut him off ruthlessly, “If you’re going to be a seaman, you ought to be able to climb the rigging without looking like a dunderhead!  And the sunrise will look beautiful from the mast top.  Don’t you want to see it?”

      There he went again, transforming from a fearsome brigand into an overgrown boy.  Eselder bit his lip, squinting up the mizzenmast.  If he fell from that height, he would splatter on the deck like a jelly-stuffed pasty…

      “I would…like to, b-but…”

      Blake shoved Eselder toward the shrouds.  “Let’s go!  We’re climbing the mizzenmast!”

      Eselder bit back a shrill Oh, joy!

      Blake jumped nimbly onto the shrouds and extended his hand.

      “It’s not as hard as it looks,” he claimed, perched there like an agile seabird.  Eselder didn’t believe him, but he simply could not refuse Blake Ransom.  Trying hard to ignore the writhing knot in his stomach, he clambered up the bulwarks and grabbed the proffered hand.

      “Easy.”

      “No, it isn’t!” Eselder shot back.  Once he got his bearings, Blake let him go, shaking his head as though convinced he was a goner.  The knot in Eselder’s stomach tightened.  He stared past his feet at the frothy waves below.

      “I can’t swim,” he remarked faintly.

      “Going up!” Blake happily announced.

      He began to swiftly climb.  Eselder unstuck a sticky hand to grab at a line.  By some miracle, he managed to hoist himself up a little.

      “What remarkable progress!” came Blake’s shout from somewhere high overhead.  Eselder growled.

      I will do this!  I must!

      For some reason, he felt as if his whole future depended on this one pivotal moment.

      “Do you realize how utterly ridiculous you look?” Blake called down with obvious delight.

      “I hate you,” Eselder muttered.  A bead of sweat ran down his face.  He hauled himself up a little farther.  He’d show the cocky seaman!  Just because he’d spent his whole life in the shrouds didn’t mean that Eselder…

      Eselder made the mistake of looking down.  Immediately, he felt seasick.

      “What agility!  What breathtaking speed!  What—”

      “Would you kindly shut up?” snarled Eselder.

      Blake chortled.  He shouted gleefully, “Whatever you say, Jaimes!”

      Eselder nearly fell off the rigging.

      “Whoa, steady on!  Have you ever climbed anything in your life?”

      Blake’s tactless remark reminded Eselder of that stupid oak tree.  In his fury, he climbed farther in five seconds than he had in the last five minutes.

      “Look up,” Blake suggested.  Eselder did and took his outstretched hand.  Blake pulled him onto the crosstrees, and Eselder steadied himself against the mizzenmast, panting.  He must have misheard Blake.  He must have.  Still wheezing, he looked out across the water.  That was a mistake.

      Well, he had made it this far!  Quite enough excitement for one day!  Time to go back down!

      “Ready to go farther up?” Blake asked, beaming.

      Eselder groaned.

      “That’s the spirit, lad!”  Blake slapped Eselder hard on the back.  “All the way to the top!”

      Higher and higher, the lonely pair climbed.  The sun rose alongside them, racing them aloft, but in the end, they won.

      Blake patiently hoisted Eselder up onto the top-yard’s platform, and for the first time in his young life, Eselder looked down on the world.

      He remained very quiet, gripping a line as he looked out across the sea.  The wind gently whipped his hair, and Blake laughed out loud.  Perhaps the wind was sharing some joke with him, no doubt about Eselder’s poor climbing ability.  But for once, Eselder didn’t care what Blake, or anyone else, thought about him.  He had done it.  He hadn’t believed he could do it, but he’d done it, and the reward was worth the struggle.

      Eselder was immersed in another world, one that hovered between sky and sea.  He gazed out across the sea.  The rising sun was a magnificent sight as it shot its white-gold rays across the swelling blue expanse.  Eselder smiled, watching a dazzling path form on the water, straight toward the horizon…just how Blake had described in one of his tales.  A powerful feeling awoke deep within him, though he couldn’t put it into words.

      He became aware that Blake was watching him.  He looked at the seaman.

      “I understand now why you love the ocean so much.  I didn’t before.  But I do now.”

      Blake blinked, looking astounded.  Then he blurted out, “You don’t have to go back, you know.”

      Eselder went rigid.  That was the very last thing he had expected Blake to say.

      “Even if you deserted,” Blake added quickly, “You could…”

      He hesitated, and Eselder waited with bated breath.  Blake gestured urgently out to sea.

      “Don’t you see?  You can’t go back to Kingston!  Nothing but this will ever suffice.  Nothing.”

      His tone was soft, even reverent, and Eselder plainly saw his love for the sea.  A fierce longing erupted within him.  It hurt terribly, so much more than it ever had in Kingston.  But he didn’t want to stifle it, no matter how much it hurt!  If he returned to Kingston Court…would he be able to hold onto such a feeling?  Or would his soft, comfortable life quash it out of him?  He was terrified of that possibility.  This was what he wanted!  His father had never understood that…but Blake Ransom did.

      Seeing that Eselder was listening to him, Blake continued eagerly, “Who’s to stop you?  Who’s to stop us?”

      Eselder felt a thrill at those words.  He watched, awestruck, as Blake ambled down the yardarm, casually grabbing lines for support.  He wanted to be able to do that!

      “I’m deserting the Navy, soon as we make port!” announced Blake, “We…we could escape together, you and I!  They’d never catch us!  I could show you all the ocean’s wonders!”

      Eselder was bedazzled.  His heart pounded so fast he was surprised it didn’t bust right out of his ribcage.

      “You became Kurzon’s enemy because of me.  I won’t leave you to face him alone!” Blake said urgently, “If you come with me, Eselder, I’ll show you what it means to be truly free.  I can teach you to read a compass, to interpret the tides, to navigate the sea by the moon and the stars!  I can teach you everything!”

      Blake’s words were a magic spell, reeling him in.  There was no fighting its pull.

      “Why should you spend your life trying to please a man who doesn’t even care about you?  Didn’t you wish you could see the coasts of Nordinnland for yourself?  Didn’t you want to explore the Giesting Sea?  Come with me, and you can!  We’ll have adventures the likes of which Lord Birkenbee could never dream of!  I tell you, Eselder, you’ll never belong to the landlocked world again!”

      The future Blake presented was beyond Eselder’s wildest dreams, and all he could ask was, “How will we escape?”

      Blake’s eyes lit up.  Eselder smiled shyly.

      “Next time we make port, we’ll be long gone before they discover we’ve deserted!” declared Blake, folding his arms, “Trust me!  I’ve escaped from far worse predicaments than this.”

      He grinned and Eselder grinned back though his conscience whispered a warning.  He was making a reckless decision.

      Eselder’s countenance hardened.  Well, why not?  He wanted to be reckless.  He wanted to be like Blake Ransom, fluent in the language of the sea!  Why shouldn’t he be allowed to shape his future, choose his own destiny?  Blake’s invitation was everything he’d ever dreamed about and more!

      Together, the pair sat in silence on the mast top, watching the sun rise high into the sky.  Then Blake broke the peaceful atmosphere.

      “Now here comes the tricky part,” he casually observed, “Getting you down in one piece.”
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      It was time to leave Yaletown.

      Aye, it was true that these deep, stormy waters ravished Blake, agitating his sea longing like the shallows of Moanamiri never had.  The Giesting Sea hoarded its secrets jealously, and Blake spent countless hours uncovering them.  All the while, he fought to ignore its incessant nagging.  When would he belong wholly to the sea, and it to him?

      “I can’t wait any longer,” he told Jaimes as their third winter in Yaletown approached.  It was time to go searching for the remedy to his sea longing…and for a legendary crown.

      Jaimes begged him to remain in Yaletown until spring.  Then they would go their separate ways.  Don’t leave me before I know what path I’m to take, he pleaded, so Blake unhappily agreed to stay in their cold, leaky attic through the winter.

      Over the Candelwedde season, Mr. Simmons left his apprentice in charge of Simmons and Co.’s while he and his family visited Kingston.  Enthused by his master’s trust, Jaimes threw himself into his new responsibilities.  He was cheerful and energetic all winter long, acting like he was on top of the world.  He even wheedled Blake into helping him in the evenings, cleaning the store and the backroom.  Blake didn’t like the job but he liked the extra pennies, and spending time with a cheerful brother who rewarded his meager efforts at respectability with heartfelt beams and the occasional candy.  He even wore the nicer, fitted breeches he usually shunned like the plague.

      The long winter wore on.  The Giesting Sea turned wild and gray, and Blake’s sea longing grew more intense.  The longer he was landlocked, the more sullen he became, until Jaimes banished him to the backroom and then out of the store altogether.

      One snowy December afternoon, Jaimes coaxed Blake into attending a political debate, promising to do whatever he wanted if he went.  That rash promise had potential, so Blake agreed to come along.  To his great irritation, Jaimes insisted on listening to the debate with his fellow apprentices.  Blake scowled.  His brother was a traitorous arse, having friends.

      In fairness to Jaimes, he detached from the group every now and then to engage Blake, whose mind had drifted off to warm tropical islands and buried treasure.  Whenever Jaimes asked his opinion on something, Blake replied fervently, “He should go to hell!”

      “You just said Mr. Witherspoon should…go to hell.  You aren’t paying attention at all, are you, Blake?”

      “I think they should both go to hell, so we can go home,” Blake concluded grumpily, wrapping his threadbare coat even tighter across his chest.

      Jaimes sighed and gave up.  “Just a little while longer, Blake.”

      What a bleeding lie.

      An hour later, the gray sky had dimmed, the streetlamps were flickering, and Jaimes and his chums were debating the debate.  Blake scowled.  His fingers were swollen and his cheeks numb.  Gray slush had seeped in through his soles, freezing his toes into ice cubes.

      Then a peculiar sight distracted him from his suffering.

      Beth Simmons, the eldest daughter of Jaimes’s master, hovered nearby with a gaggle of other wenches.  She had chosen to remain with her aunt and uncle rather than travel to Kingston with her family.  Blake didn’t blame her, but what interest did she have in the debate?  If girls had brains, which Blake highly doubted, they weren’t supposed to use them.

      But that wasn’t the odd part.

      Miss Simmons, a very becoming young lady with glossy chestnut curls, was ogling Blake’s dolt of a brother.  Now that Blake had started looking, he noticed something even more flabbergasting.  As he paraded loudly about manly things like tax laws and fair wages, Jaimes was doing his fair share of eyeballing Miss Simmons too.

      Blake looked back and forth between them, not knowing whether to feel outraged or amused.  Miss Simmons was an attractive wench, no doubt about that…but what about Jaimes the Fathead?  Why should Miss Simmons be goggle-eyeing him?  Clearly, she was laboring under the delusion that Jaimes was good-looking.

      Was he?

      Blake cocked his head, at a loss.  Though he was starting to realize why men found these wenches so pleasing to the eyes, he couldn’t imagine surrendering his heart to one of them.

      Maybe that was because he had already done that, years ago.

      Blake stared at the sweet, shy young couple.  Then he scowled.  The both of them made him sick!  He glowered at Miss Simmons, feeling neither sweet nor shy.

      Why’re you so eager, then, eh?  Tired of being a maiden?  I wouldn’t count on Jaimes.  He’s too good for you.

      Blake’s patience vanished.  He wanted to leave.  He didn’t give a damn about the lower class…or the other classes for that matter.  In fact, he didn’t give a damn about his brother until he realized that all of the apprentices were rallying together against him.  They were making fun of Jaimes, claiming that he was only interested in the rights of the “common folk” because he was one of them.  Jaimes kept remarkably cool in the face of their taunts.  Blake had no such restraint.

      “He’s not common, and you’re a pile of crap!  Go to hell!”

      The apprentices looked startled.  Then, spotting the fiery-eyed adolescent, they started laughing again.

      “The most unabashed ad hominem attack ever spoken,” Jaimes muttered wearily, rubbing his eyes beneath his damp spectacles.

      A cold trickle washed away Blake’s confidence.  What was so stupid about what he had said?  He wished he had a pistol on hand.  Then he’d win this debate in a flurry of bullets and gun smoke!  Unfortunately, his flintlock was back at the Carp and Mackerel.

      Holding up a penny, a pockmarked apprentice made a witty remark about Jaimes’s face on a coin.  Everybody laughed except for Blake and Beth Simmons.  Blake scooped up a piece of coal and sent it flying.  The shard smacked the apprentice’s hand with admirable precision.  Everyone looked at Blake with surprise.

      “Jaimes would make a great king!” shouted Blake, “He wants to make things fair for everybody…and, um…go to hell, you stinking turds!”

      He liked yelling at the top of his lungs.  Perhaps he should take up politics.

      “Shall we fight now?” he inquired, getting excited, “We could have a duel if you’d prefer to be more genteel.  Sword or pistol?  Or fisticuffs?”

      Jaimes steered him away from the livid apprentices, glancing at Beth Simmons as he went.  The girl was hiding her mirth behind a gloved hand.

      As soon as they were out of sight, Jaimes released Blake and started berating him.

      “I defended you!” Blake cried indignantly, “And I won the debate!”

      “You don’t win debates with violence; you win them with reason!”

      “Oh.  To hell with that then,” muttered Blake.

      Seeing that there was no winning this debate, Jaimes shut his mouth but maintained an air of deep displeasure the entire walk home.  They trudged down the snow-covered alley, listening to carolers belt out “The Good Smith and the Fir Tree.”  Blake wrinkled his nose and stuck his fingers in his ears while his goody-two-shoes brother dropped a farthing in their basket.  Later on, as they walked under pools of dusky orange light, he peeked at Jaimes.  His brother didn’t look upset anymore, so Blake piped up sweetly as they turned down King Cod Row, a steep alley at the bottom of which teetered the Carp and Mackerel.

      “And yes, Jaimes.  I think Miss Simmons finds apprentices with barnacle eyes very appealing.”

      “Shut up, Blake,” retorted Jaimes wryly, reaching out to shove him.  Cackling like a goblin, Blake dodged him.  He jumped and skidded nimbly down the icy hill, causing a stray dog to bark and chase excitedly after him.  Outside the Carp and Mackerel, Blake stamped his feet and eagerly contemplated the foamy, steamy mugs of drinking chocolate that awaited them inside.  Minutes later, Jaimes came tramping up, slower than a lumbering seal.  He had taken out another farthing and was clearly lost in thought.  Blake watched him turn it over and gaze at King James the First’s stern profile.

      Then, to his bewilderment, Jaimes started to smile.
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      The HMS Swift was a floating pot of crème brûlée, currently being blowtorched.  But Eselder would not be caramelized.  Instead, he would melt into a puddle of sweat and evaporate.

      Over the past week, the Swift had sailed even farther southward, and the sunshine was akin to a fiery furnace.  Eselder was back to cleaning the ship’s heads, and in this heat, it was the most revolting task imaginable.  At least he was near a latrine in case he needed to vomit.

      His sweat splattered an area he had already cleaned.  Eselder groaned and sat back, hoping to feel a breeze.  There wasn’t one.  There was nothing but this sticky, sultry, blistering heat.  He licked his salty lips and went doggedly back to work.

      “Here, thought you might want this.”

      Eselder looked up to find Blake holding out a tin cup.  He glanced quickly around, but there was nobody to spot them together on the foc’sle.

      “Don’t worry; I’m just here to take a pee and leave,” Blake assured him, grinning, “After I save our hard-working cabin boy from heatstroke, that is.”

      “Thank you!” Eselder gasped.  He accepted the grog and gulped it down.  The searing liquid wasn’t as satisfying as a cup of cool water would have been, but it was better than nothing.

      “If we sail any farther south, we’ll fall off the world’s edge,” Blake observed, peering past the bowsprit into an eternity of blue.

      “Isn’t the earth round?”

      “So they say,” Blake replied scornfully, “If that’s true, I’d like one of them scholars to explain why this ship doesn’t flip upside down and off its bottom.”

      Eselder fought to hold his tongue.

      “Besides,” Blake went on impressively, “I’ve been to the edge of the world.”

      “Really?” Eselder asked without thinking.

      “Well, close to it, anyway,” Blake amended, “And I say that if there’s no edge to the world, there shouldn’t be a horizon line…and what, pray tell, are we sailing toward?”

      Eselder knew that Blake didn’t really want him to “pray tell,” so he supplied another answer:  “Port Cokerne.”

      “Come again?”

      Eselder eagerly spilled his news.  “I overheard the midshipmen a little while ago.  When they came out to take a pee.”

      He snickered.  Blake followed suit before inquiring, “They weren’t discussing this while they peed, surely?”

      “No, they were talking as they came out,” Eselder admitted, grinning, “We should make port within a matter of days, or so says Captain Thornhill.”

      A wide smile spread across Blake’s brown face, which had come back to life after weeks in the sunlight and the shrouds.

      “Finally,” he breathed, but Eselder looked nervously around and inquired, “Are we…are we still…escaping?”

      He whispered the last word.

      “Because…they’ll be watching me, you know.  Last time we made port, I did try to escape, and Thug Kurzon told me if I ever tried to again…”

      He shuddered.

      “He’ll be watching me.”

      “Hang Thug Kurzon!” Blake snapped, “I’ve dealt with far more fearsome characters than he!”

      “Like whom?”

      Blake propped himself against the bowsprit, and Eselder wished he hadn’t asked.  He anxiously checked the railings above for Kurzon’s spies.  How might he kindly request that Blake go away?  Some might call it bravery and others foolishness, but sometimes Eselder felt that Blake forgot about his enemies…indeed, any danger whatsoever…whenever it suited him.

      “The Royal Navy is one thing,” said Blake, folding his arms with a roguish sneer, “But imagine escaping from a pirate’s ship.”

      “You’ve encountered pirates?”  Eselder asked the question before he could stop himself.  Blake looked pleased by his reaction.  His chest swelled.

      “Aye!” declared the seaman, putting his arms jauntily behind his head, “I’ve done a shitload more than that!  I’ve fought them.  I’ve sailed with them.  Hell, I am a pirate!”
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      Blake stared out at the open sea, waiting for a gasp of amazement that never came.

      After a long stretch of silence, he grew impatient and turned to find Eselder staring at him, not with admiration but horror.  Like he was a giant, man-eating weevil.  All of a sudden, Blake felt vile.

      Well, what else had he expected?  Blake didn’t know, for he hadn’t been thinking when he’d said it.  It just seemed like everything he did roused the boy’s admiration, and so he’d gotten carried away and blurted out his last, big secret before he’d been able to bite down on his fat tongue…

      Not what you expected, eh, boy?  Well, now what will you do?

      Much to his surprise, Eselder smiled.

      “You’re not…are you?” he asked anxiously, searching Blake’s face.  The pirate saw his reputation crumbling before the boy’s eyes…as well as a chance to recover it.

      “Are you?” Eselder repeated, more apprehensively.

      “Heavens, boy, no!” exclaimed Blake, flailing his arms, “Look at you!  No wonder you didn’t make any friends at Kingston!  Don’t even know how to take a joke…I’m just saying, I can get us off this ship.  Leave Kurzon to me.”

      Eselder’s face lit with obvious relief, but that didn’t make Blake feel any better.  It was a lie.  He had bought back Eselder’s favor with a lie.  What would the boy think of him if he ever learned the truth?  He frowned nastily.  Perhaps he ought to reconsider bringing Eselder along.  After all, once he escaped the Swift, he was headed for the Pirate’s Nest…and what would he do with the boy then?

      Blake blinked, startled.  He hadn’t thought that through when he’d made his rash promise on the mast top.  As a matter of fact, he hadn’t been thinking at all…

      Blake’s spirits plummeted like lead.  He’d made a terrible mistake.

      He pushed himself off the bowsprit and met Eselder’s relieved gaze.  Something hot and slimy started writhing in his gut.  Pasting on a fake grin, he shot Eselder a snarky remark about toilets and then hurried far away from the foc’sle and the Swift’s scrupulous cabin boy…

      …and those solemn brown eyes that looked so alarmingly familiar.
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      Eselder was left to the mercy of his imagination.

      Every gruesome tale he had ever heard about pirates flooded his memory, only this time every villain had Blake Ransom’s face.  He tried to shake off his worry, but the stories wouldn’t let him.  He had his father to thank for that.  After learning about Eselder’s (silly) interest in the seafaring life, King Jaimes had made a point to gripe often about the havoc pirate ships wrecked on the high seas by ransacking merchant ships and ruining the businesses of respectable Eliothan citizens.  Then, when that had failed to incite Eselder’s sympathy, he had told stories Eselder didn’t want to hear, about brutal massacres at sea.  Eselder hadn’t known King Jaimes had so many gory stories stocked up in his head.

      He compared those tales with what he knew of Blake Ransom.  True, Eselder had once called him an evil brigand, but he didn’t see Blake that way, not anymore.  Now he saw only a pair of reckless eyes and a fearless grin that hinted at adventure and freedom.  Eselder could not reconcile his father’s stories with the man he knew.

      The port head cleaned, Eselder moved over to starboard.  He was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he didn’t detect the new presence on the foc’sle until it was too late.

      “Didn’t learn your lesson last time, did you, boy?”

      Thug Kurzon’s hiss was so close that his breath tickled Eselder’s ear.  The bo’sun twisted him around and grabbed his throat, squeezing it hard.  Eselder tugged frantically at the bosun’s muscular hands.  He couldn’t breathe!

      “I told you to keep away from him!”

      Kurzon’s dreadlocks slithered around his malevolent face like pale serpents.  The bosun looked all too alive and well.

      “Now you’re gonna learn what happens to troublemakers!  But don’t worry; you’ll have company in Cutlass’s lair!  I’ll be sending your friend after you!”

      Blake!  Eselder tried to shout.  Blake had just left!  He couldn’t be far away!

      “No one’ll look for you.  They know not to cross me,” snarled Kurzon, “They won’t say a word…and neither will you!”

      The bosun dragged his victim toward the bowsprit, and Eselder realized that Kurzon intended to throw him overboard.  He fought hard, but all Kurzon had to do to subdue him was press down on his windpipe.  Eselder choked in agony, and his vision went hazy.  He was forced over to the railings until his upper body was all but dangling over the side.  He managed a squeak, and Kurzon snarled “Shut up!” and shoved his face down.  The water didn’t look so beautiful now.

      “Get away from him!”

      The roar sent chills down Eselder’s spine.  A second later, Kurzon’s hand was ripped off his throat.  Eselder fell to the deck, rasping, and looked up with watering eyes.

      Blake Ransom was dragging Thug Kurzon away from Eselder by his dreadlocks.  Suddenly, Kurzon twisted out of his grasp and lashed out.  Blake gasped and doubled over, and Thug Kurzon delivered him another vicious blow.  Blake stumbled forward and grabbed the bo’sun’s dreadlocks.  Yanking down, he socked Kurzon hard in the throat.  Thug Kurzon’s eyes bulged in obvious agony.  Blake’s knee flew up and dug deep into his stomach.  Kurzon choked, Blake shoved him backward, and the bo’sun hit the deck.

      Blake Ransom stood tall over the crumpled, wheezing figure.  He looked nothing like the man who had laughed in the sea storm’s face and encouraged a cowardly boy to face his fears.  His eyes overflowed with hatred, and his scowl carved sharp, ugly lines into his cheeks.

      What would he do next?

      Eselder never found out, because Thug Kurzon fumbled for the whistle around his neck and blew it hard.  The whistle’s shrill blasts filled the air.  Blake froze, and Eselder watched his entire body quake with an energy born from rage.

      Within moments, a band of marines filed down into the foc’sle and surrounded the little group.  They grabbed Blake and held him fast as Thug Kurzon rose unmolested.  The bosun wiped at the blood streaming from his nose and glared at Blake with glittering eyes.

      Lieutenant O’Shea walked down the steps.  The young officer surveyed the scene with a deadpan face.  Eselder opened his mouth to defend Blake Ransom, but at the sight of the lieutenant, his rescuer went completely berserk.

      “Blue devil!  Go rot in the slaughterhouse!  I know your secret!  I’ve been there!  I’ve been there, you hear me?”

      Having annihilated any hope of Lieutenant O’Shea hearing them out, Blake was hauled away by four strong marines.  The last glimpse Eselder had of him was of the seaman thrashing like a lunatic, roaring curses at Thug Kurzon, Lieutenant O’Shea, the Royal Navy, and King Jaimes the Fourth alike.  Eselder watched him go, shaking.  He could easily believe that the man was a pirate.

      Lieutenant O’Shea interrupted his horrified reverie.  “And you, boy.  Back to work with you.”

      Eselder tried to explain what had happened, but the lieutenant interrupted him with a curt, “Another word and you’ll join your crewmate in the brig.”

      Thug Kurzon grinned at Eselder behind Lieutenant O’Shea’s back.

      “Please listen to me; you’ve got the wrong man!” Eselder shouted.  The lieutenant’s face flashed with uncertainty.  Eselder’s hopes skyrocketed.

      “That’s your last warning, boy,” said Lieutenant O’Shea coolly, “If any injustice has been done, the officers will sort it out.”

      He left the foc’sle, followed by a smirking Thug Kurzon.  It was only after Lieutenant O’Shea was gone that Eselder remembered.  He had been given a perfect opportunity to tell O’Shea who he was…and had completely wasted it!

      Eselder viciously kicked his bucket and began pacing the foc’sle, his blood pulsing with every vehement beat of his heart.  Why, why, why was he so hopeless?

      Thug Kurzon had gotten his revenge. In the end, Eselder had only been the bait.  The villain had been after Blake Ransom all along…and Eselder had failed to do even what little he could to save his friend.

      He stopped pacing and hung his head.

      It was over.  They’d never escape now.  Fearless as he was, Blake couldn’t win this fight, and Eselder could see no way off the HMS Swift…

      At least, he thought with a shiver, not alive.
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      Spring was here!

      Blake threw himself into the sea, giddy with joy.  His landlocked life was over!

      That evening, Jaimes explained that he had received a summons to the governor’s mansion.  Blake wondered what the governor could possibly want with a shopkeeper’s apprentice.  He joked, “Are you under arrest?  Have you committed a horrendous crime?”

      Jaimes looked genuinely nervous.

      Blake grinned, bewildered.  “You haven’t committed a horrendous crime…have you, Jaimes?”

      “No, of course not!” Jaimes replied indignantly.  He hesitated and then turned away.  Blake shrugged.  His brother was strange.

      Unable to contain himself any longer, he said, “It’s springtime, Jaimes.”

      “I know,” Jaimes replied.  He didn’t exactly leap for joy, but then, Blake hadn’t expected him to.

      “You asked me to wait until spring,” he reminded Jaimes, “Well, I did.  But it’s time for me to go.”

      “Time for you to go!” Jaimes repeated scornfully.  Blake stared at his back.  “You and your fantasies!  I’m getting so tired of it!  Sick of it, in fact, sick of you pretending to have a special bond with the sea!  It’s so childish, Blake!”

      Blake was unprepared for that cruel speech.  Recovering quickly, he snapped back, “Then you’ll be glad I’m going away!  I don’t care what you think!  I think I’m special?  You’re the one who always acts like you’re smarter than everyone else!  Believe me, I know, I’ve had to listen to you complain all the time!”

      “Anyone would complain if they had to hear you go on about how your blood ‘burns for the sea’!”

      “Oh, everyone is so stupid, so common, so beneath me!” Blake cried, throwing a hand to his forehead, “If only I ruled Elioth, if only I ruled the whole bloody world, for I alone have the brains to set things right!”

      “Shut up, Blake!” Jaimes snarled.

      “You shut up!” Blake snarled back.  He was ready to fight with more than words, but Jaimes wouldn’t condescend to that.  They glared daggers at each other, and Blake hated that he still had to tilt his head to look Jaimes in the eye.

      They didn’t make up that evening or the following morning.  Blake left the Carp and Mackerel before Jaimes woke up, and it was only upon his return that he remembered Jaimes’s meeting with the governor.  He cast a disgusted look at the newspaper lying open on the table.

      “And he thinks I’m the one with the bloated head!  I hate Jaimes; he’s got shit for brains.”

      Blake continued to stew until Jaimes bounced through the door wearing his “special occasion” coat and a huge grin plastered on his stupid face.  Eyeing Jaimes suspiciously, Blake backed up behind the table.  His instincts told him to run…or was it his sea longing?  But why should he run?  It was only his dumbsquat of a brother… Jaimes was probably just happy because the governor had called him a “fine young man.”

      “Blake, I have good news!”

      Jaimes’ eyes sparkled happily, though he looked apprehensive.  Apparently, he had forgotten they were fighting.  Well, Blake hadn’t.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Jaimes demanded.

      “I’m still angry,” Blake said.

      “Well, listen anyway.”

      Blake’s scowl thickened.

      “I went to the governor’s—”

      “I already knew that.”

      “Shut up, Blake.  I went to the governor’s, and it was as I thought.  Master Simmons met with the Earl of Welton—”

      “So what?”

      “Who delivered my letter to the King—”

      “What letter?”

      “The Head of Parliament came to investigate the claim himself—”

      “What claim?”

      “King George has sent for me—”

      “Who?”

      “The King,” Jaimes repeated.  He spoke feverishly, fiddling with his pocket watch.  “Mother wrote him a letter before…before she died.  She gave it to me aboard that Navy boat—”

      “Ship of the line.”

      “Yes, yes, that.  It explains everything about her family’s…”

      Jaimes looked nervous.

      “Claim to the throne.”

      Blake’s mouth dropped open.  “You never told me anything about this!”

      “I didn’t want to…yet,” Jaimes added quickly.

      “Why not?”  Blake’s cheeks went hot.  The sense of danger was growing.

      “Things just kept happening, Blake!” Jaimes cried, waving an agitated hand, “I knew I had to act!  The King is ill.  He has no sons, no children at all!  Another branch of the royal family is next in line to the throne.  But if someone more closely related to the King came along…”

      Blake’s eyes narrowed, and Jaimes rushed on.

      “If our claim proves true…”

      “Our claim?”

      Throttling his pocket watch, Jaimes insisted, “We have lots of evidence, Blake!  Mother’s ring with the royal insignia…her letter, of course, was a very convincing piece of evidence…”

      “What letter?”

      “It doesn’t matter.  Don’t you see, Blake?”

      “No.”

      “I’m the son of the King’s eldest daughter!”

      The giddy shout fairly burst out of Jaimes.

      “And well, I…I am next in line for the throne!”

      Jaimes was shaking, unable to contain his elation.

      “There’s more…Blake, our days in this crummy town are over!  If the King believes me…we’ll be living at court, in a palace too grand for the imagination!  We are royalty, Blake!”

      Blake stared at his beaming brother.  He wanted to cry, like a snot-nosed little child.

      “I am already royalty,” he whispered.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want to go to Kingston!”

      Blake’s panic finally burst out of him.  “You go, Jaimes!  Go and rule Elioth!  I know it’s what you want!  Just leave me here!”

      “I can’t do that!” Jaimes protested, looking aghast, “I promised Mother I would look after you!”

      “You’ll have a whole nation to look after!  Let the sea look after me!”

      Blake knew he needed to run, to flee!  But Jaimes stood between him and the door.

      “Remember on Moanamiri!” he pleaded, “You promised you wouldn’t take me away from the sea!  You gave your word, Jaimes!”

      Jaimes’s expression flashed with guilt, and Blake knew he’d struck a nerve.  His brother looked down at his pocket watch, frowning as he clicked it open and shut.  Then he shoved it into his coat pocket and snapped in a tone Blake had never heard before, “I spent seventeen years trapped under our father’s roof, and three more playing apprentice to a store clerk’s son!”

      Jaimes drew himself up.  His brown eyes were cold and hard behind his spectacles, and his face seemed chiseled in stone.  He didn’t look a thing like the brother Blake knew.

      “I am going to Kingston, Blake, and you are coming as well!” he declared with terrible finality.

      That was when Blake remembered what rage felt like.  It was white-hot and seared the mind and heart.  He remembered the pistol hidden under his pillow and stepped backward.

      “You lied!” he shouted, his voice cracking, “You knew what you were doing, all winter long!  I did what you wanted, and you lied to make me stay!  But I won’t go!”

      He darted for the cot, found the pistol, and aimed it at Jaimes.  His brother froze.  So did Blake.  In that moment, he knew that he could never hurt Jaimes.  He threw the pistol bitterly to the floor and buried his face in his hands.

      “Liar!” he snarled.

      “Blake…”  Jaimes moved toward him, and Blake saw his opportunity.  Quick as a seabird taking flight, he dodged Jaimes and bolted down the stairs, fleeing the boarding house.

      To his horror, there was a carriage and a host of redcoats already outside, waiting to spirit him off to Kingston.  Passersby lingered, staring curiously at the grand entourage, but Blake ran in the direction that would take him quickest to the sea.  He felt that he was trying to outrun death itself.  That’s what Kingston would do to him!  It would kill him, or at least the part of him that could still hear a woman’s whisper, telling him that he was her dear son, her very own.  Only the sea could wash his guilt and his pain away.

      “Catch him!  Please, that’s my brother!”

      A wall of crimson blocked his path, and Blake shrank back.  He was trapped.  Why had he thrown away his pistol?  Blake straightened up.  All he could do now was make sure he didn’t shame the name of Ransom.  He glared at the redcoats, letting them know that Blake Ransom, the future Black King, was their enemy.

      The soldiers seized him.  Blake felt their hands on his skin and panicked.

      “Get away from me!  Don’t touch me!  I said, don’t touch me!”

      It was a mortifying scene.  With ferocious effort, the redcoats hauled the clawing, screaming boy into the carriage while his brother stood by and stared with helpless confusion.

      Five minutes later, Blake sat inside the rattling carriage next to the Head of Parliament, rigid as a plank, his eyes fixed straight ahead.  He felt Jaimes’s concerned gaze on him as the carriage clattered along.

      His worst fear had been realized.  Jaimes was tearing him from the sea.  He was leaving his soul by the shores of Yale.  Nobody could be trusted.

      What had he done to deserve this?

      He wanted to scream that at Jaimes…and at a Lady clad in ocean-blue.  Deep down, though, he already knew the answer, so he just wrapped his arms across his chest and shivered.  Jaimes noticed and offered him his coat, but Blake squeezed his eyes shut and bent over until his head was nearly in his lap.

      “I w-want to s-stay in Yaletown…”

      The jangling of rivets and creaking of wheels drowned out his whisper.  He violently rubbed the places where the redcoats had grabbed him, listening desperately to the ocean as they rode away.  It was warning him.  He was in grave danger.  He was a fish out of water, drifting away from the sole remedy to his misery.  He wouldn’t survive apart from the sea!

      Blake panicked and leapt for the carriage door.  It was locked.  In a blind shock, he tugged wildly at the door handle.

      “That is enough!  Sit down!”

      Jaimes harshly pushed him back onto the velvet bench.  His concerned air had evaporated, and when Blake recovered from his surprise, he nearly sprang at Jaimes next.  By some miracle, he restrained himself.

      “Jaimes,” he whispered, desperately, “Y-You p-promised…”

      A flush crept up Jaimes’s neck.  His eyes flicked to the Head of Parliament, who was trying to look abysmally unobservant.  Then he looked at Blake and declared, “I am your legal guardian, and you’ll do as I say!”

      His voice was cold.  Aloof.  Authoritative.  Like he was already the King, and Blake his lowly subject.

      Blake’s eyes went wide.  Fury cascaded through him until he felt that he could do anything, anything at all.  He could whip the Sea Captain bloody and be drowned in a scarlet waterfall, laughing all the while.  He hadn’t a merciful heart.  He hadn’t a heart at all.

      The carriage bounced along, hitting one pothole after another.  Soon Blake couldn’t even hear the ocean anymore.

      So this was what it felt like to suffocate.
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      That night, Blake had another nightmare about Keel Cutlass’s demons.

      Like before, he endured their torture until he finally managed to cry out for help.  Waking with a start, he found himself locked up one of the Swift’s whitewashed cells.  Eventually, he stopped shaking and fell back asleep, but his dreams only grew worse.

      He was aboard the HMS Swift, and the middle gun deck was strangely abandoned.  Instinctively, Blake knew he’d just chased Eselder across the deck and somehow gotten him trapped in the galley.  He himself stood in the doorway, looming over the boy who crouched between the stove and the cupboards.  The rage that seized Blake at the sight of that innocent, terrified young face was violent, bestial, and utterly beyond his control.  It took him over, screaming of a pain that Eselder wasn’t responsible for and demanding a compensation that Eselder couldn’t give him…

      Or could he?

      With a sick grin, Blake shut the galley door behind him, never once taking his eyes off the lad.  Eselder flinched, and Blake’s heart leapt with vicious excitement.  He advanced triumphantly on his helpless prey, but when his fingertips were inches from the boy’s shirt, Blake felt a horror so piercing that he gave a sudden jerk and tumbled backward.  Hiding his eyes so that he didn’t have to see Eselder’s face, he roared at the top of his lungs.

      Blake’s eyes shot open.  For the second time that night, he sat up and imagined Eselder fast asleep in his hammock, yards away from the white galley door.  His mouth went dry.

      Is that why I’ve been getting friendly with the lad?

      Blake buried his head in his hands, feeling like he might vomit.  Everything about his body felt disgusting as mud and vile as sin.  He wildly shook his head.

      No, it’s not!  It’s not!

      But all his interactions with Eselder flashed before his mind’s eye, and it seemed to Blake that he finally saw the dark undercurrent behind them all.  Why had he grabbed Eselder’s shoulder right then?  Had he really just been trying to comfort the lad?  Blake lowered his hands and stared at them like they were scuttling spiders.  And why all the stories?  The feigned interest in the boy’s paternal woes?

      Unbidden, an absolutely sickening thought came to him, as though Keel Cutlass’s demons were still whispering in his ear.

      Is it because he looks so much like Jaimes?

      A wave of nausea hit him.  No, it wasn’t!  He despised his brother with every fiber of his being, but it hadn’t always been that way, and he knew that he was capable of feeling affection that wasn’t sick and twisted!

      Maybe before you left Moanamiri, came the whisper, but what about after?  You’re not like other people, Blake.

      Blake stared at the bulkhead.

      He changed you.

      Blake felt too ill to sit upright and argue with his inner demons.  He closed his eyes and tried to escape by falling back asleep, but the more he tried to push the dream and the memories away, the more they swirled together in an anguished, fiery haze.

      I was telling the boy stories, that’s all, damnit!  I’m not a monster!

      Blake inhaled, and when he squeezed his eyes shut, tears spilled out.

      No, you’re not, agreed the whisper, you’re vermin.

      Blake growled.  He was tired!  So tired, and he just wanted to sleep!  But the dream and the memories kept pounding on his groggy consciousness like tidal waves, refusing to let him alone.  He had horrible thoughts, twisted thoughts, diabolical thoughts about himself and Eselder.  The more he fought them, the worse they became, and as soon as Blake felt a shred of relief, they slammed on his brain even harder, knocking him back down again.  He could have lived with the agony of those dark thoughts…if agony was all he felt.  But the truth was that he felt enticed, tantalized, aroused by every single filthy one of them, and he wanted to surrender to the deep, deep pleasure that was spreading through his body.

      Broken.  Filthy.  Vermin.

      The waves became a whirlpool of fire.  There was nothing he could do, and with a gasp, Blake started to drown.

      No, no, no!

      He roared a curse that was as dirty as his thoughts.  Seconds later, a pockmarked marine thrust his ugly mug against the barred window and snapped, “Keep it down, stripey!”

      That helped break the grip of Blake’s imagination, and after the soldier left, he shuddered.  On the mast top.  He’d manipulated Eselder, turned him against his father, filled his head with dazzling images of the high seas, and then offered to let the boy escape with him…

      But he wouldn’t.  Eselder was better off aboard the Swift than gallivanting across the high seas with someone like him.

      That resolution brought Blake a measure of relief.  He even managed to fall back asleep and, for the remainder of the night, he blissfully forgot about the HMS Swift, her cabin boy, and the flogging that awaited him at dawn.
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      Eselder couldn’t bear it.

      A gray pall blanketed the sky, and the sea was as still as a corpse.  The entire crew was gathered on the quarterdeck to witness Blake Ransom’s flogging, and though Eselder huddled at the back of the crowd, his ears weren’t spared the sound of the cat o’ nine tails thrashing its victim.  Thug Kurzon kept on striking and striking.  How long could a man endure such torture?

      Hot tears dripped through Eselder’s fingers, and he didn’t care if anyone saw them.  He peeked out from behind his hands.  Some of the men watched the proceedings with interest, even enthusiasm, and though they were the minority, they were the ones Eselder took note of.  Hatred blistered his chest.  One day, he hoped they found themselves on the wrong end of Kurzon’s whip while their shipmates stood around and gawked!

      Eselder lowered his wet hands and looked at the poop deck, where Captain Thornhill stood flanked by Lieutenant O’Shea and Mr. Farrow, the head midshipman.  The pigtailed captain watched the flogging, for all appearances unruffled.  His supporting officers, on the other hand, looked visibly distressed.

      Yet nobody said anything.

      This was all his fault.  Eselder trembled.  If there was anything he could do to save his friend, he had to do it.  Despite his heroic thoughts, however, he did nothing.  Nothing at all.  He was absolutely terrified of that cat o’ nine tails, that it would turn on him.

      Kurzon’s whip struck flesh.  Eselder flinched.

      Blake had put himself in harm’s way to come to his defense.  That was why he was being flogged right now.  What about Eselder?  Would he do the same?

      The cat o’ nine tails struck again.  And again.  And again.

      Eselder sprang forward and began pushing his way through the mob.  With angry oaths, the men tried to shove him back, but he refused to let them.  His chest blazed with a heat unmatched by the sun.  Unjust, unjust, unjust!  The mantra throbbed in his brain like the drumbeat the Royal Marines had played as they’d bound Blake to the mainmast.

      He broke through the mob right behind Thug Kurzon.  All he could see of Blake was his bare back, covered in stripes and saturated with blood.  Kurzon lifted his whip, and Eselder saw its red-soaked cords.  A wave of sickness hit him, and he swayed on the spot.  No!  He couldn’t afford to swoon!  Eselder steadied himself and opened his mouth.

      “Stop!”

      His voice came out shrill as a whip’s crack, but at least it had come out.

      “I said, stop!”

      Thug Kurzon turned, looking livid at the interruption.  Blood dripped from the knotted whip, splattering the deck Eselder had scoured spotless so many times.  Eselder wanted nothing more than to flee far away from that terrifying whip.

      “I...I…”

      He pointed at Kurzon.  His arm felt unnaturally heavy.

      “I…”

      Rough hands seized him from behind and pulled him back toward the crowd.  Thug Kurzon turned to face the man whose arms were tied about the mainmast.  Blake was completely at his mercy.  But Thug Kurzon had no mercy.

      Why didn’t Captain Thornhill speak out?  Surely, he could see that Blake’s punishment was inhumane!  Why didn’t he command Kurzon to stop?

      Command…command…

      Eselder’s mind was a whirlwind of panic.  He gave a surprisingly strong jerk, broke free, and ran out into the center of the deck before his accosters could snatch him.

      “I c-command you to s-stop this!”

      Chuckles floated across the deck.  Eselder ignored them and faced the poop deck.  Captain Thornhill looked incredulous at being addressed.

      “You are the captain of this ship!  I command you to put an end to this!  I am…”

      Eselder steeled himself.

      “I am the King’s son!” he shouted.

      A shocked silence followed this bold proclamation.  At least Eselder had successfully gotten Thornhill’s attention.  Now he needed to plead his case before all was lost!  Eselder tried to hold himself as his father did, proud and aloof and authoritative…but he had never learned how.

      When nobody responded, he tried again, less confidently, “I am Eselder, the C-Crown Heir and the King’s son!  I c-command you to s-stop this now!”

      Lieutenant O’Shea and Mr. Farrow hesitated and looked to their captain for his next command, but Captain Thornhill just squinted mutely at Eselder.  His fleshy lips curled into a thoughtful frown.

      In the end, it was Thug Kurzon who broke the silence.  Lifting his tanned face to the sky, the bosun began laughing heartily like Eselder had just shared his favorite joke with them all.  Amid Kurzon’s laughter and Thornhill’s silence, Eselder stood there with his arm outstretched, sweating and shaking like a leaf.  He had used up all his courage…and he had still failed.
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      Blake allowed the sight of the ocean to consume him.

      That was how he kept from crying out when the cat o’ nine tails ripped open his back.  Over and over, he directed his silent scream across the water.  Eventually he couldn’t hear, or see, or taste, or feel anything but pain.  Kurzon was going to flog him until he died or begged for relief.  But he would not beg.

      Blake pressed his forehead against the mizzenmast.  Kurzon was breaking him, piece by bloody piece.  His resolve cracked.  He began to reconsider.

      “Mercy,” he whispered.

      That was when he heard Eselder.

      “Stop!”

      Aye, make it stop!

      Nobody heard Blake’s moan except the wind, which carried it far out to sea.

      “I c-command you to s-stop this!”

      Blake closed his eyes.  There was nothing Eselder could do.  Everybody aboard this ship was out for his blood.  It bathed the deck in plenty, but they hadn’t seen enough of it yet.  Bloodlust.  He knew the feeling.

      “You are the captain of this ship!  I command you to put an end to this!  I am…I am the King’s son!”

      Blake flashed icy cold.  He spat bitter fluid onto the deck.  Suddenly, he couldn’t bear for Eselder to see him like this, tied to the mast and whipped like a dog.  He didn’t want Eselder pleading on his behalf.  He didn’t want the boy doing anything for him!  Tears of rage blocked his view of the ocean.

      “I am Eselder, the Crown Heir and the King’s son!”

      Shut up, shut up!

      “I command you to stop this now!”

      Thug Kurzon started to laugh, and who could blame him?  Eselder was a liar, and a pathetic one at that.  There was no way that Eselder—that pathetic, hopeless boy—could possibly be Jaimes Ransom’s son.

      Jaimes…

      Blake’s legs finally gave out.  He sagged against the mast.

      Thug Kurzon stopped laughing, and Blake heard him turn around.  His lips quivered wildly at the thought of more pain, but he wouldn’t beg for mercy.  He’d rather die first.  He wouldn’t make a scene in front of Jaimes Ransom’s son.

      “Wait a moment!”

      At Captain Thornhill’s urgent shout, Kurzon hesitated.  The crew held its breath.  This flogging had turned out to be more exciting than they had anticipated.

      “I could swear that I…you there, boy!  I recognize you!”

      Blake heard hasty footsteps descend from the poop deck and pound across the quarterdeck.

      “The Ashtown Gala, perhaps?” asked Captain Thornhill, now very close by.

      I know that voice…I do, I know it…

      “Perhaps,” Eselder replied coldly.

      Blake didn’t want to hear Thornhill’s answer, but he couldn’t help it.  The captain hooted triumphantly, “I knew I recognized you!  I never forget a face!  Yes, it was the Ashtown Gala!  I met your father there, too!  This…this is the King’s son!”

      Pandemonium ensued.  Blake was forgotten.  While everyone else went berserk, he neither moved nor spoke.  Of course, he couldn’t really do much, lashed to the mainmast.  Except try to convince himself, despite the surmounting evidence, that Eselder was a filthy liar.

      What are the odds…he can’t be…he looks nothing like Jaimes!

      Except that he did.  The spitting image, in fact.  Sans the ridiculous spectacles.

      Then Blake remembered.  Eselder.  That was the Crown Heir’s name.  He knew that much about his nephew.  His what?

      No, no, I don’t want a nephew!  I don’t even want a brother.  I want to die.

      Blake convulsed and vomited another mouthful of gray.

      All this time, I was getting chummy with Jaimes’s son?

      He retched again.  His back was one, great, bloody sore.  The pain was excruciating.  He wanted to cry out for somebody, anybody to take it away.

      I promised that I would take him with me…

      Blake groaned as the last of his strength fled him.

      “Are you sure?”

      Amid the bedlam, Thug Kurzon spoke.  The bosun sounded…hungry.

      Blake’s heart sank like lead.  Eselder’s little revelation wouldn’t do either of them any good.  The boy had been so, so foolish.

      “I’m positive!” Thornhill declared with confidence.

      Blake could imagine Kurzon standing there, thinking through of the implications of this discovery.  He longed to see what was happening, but he was kept in the dark until Thornhill spoke again.

      “Lieutenant O’Shea, see to it that the offender is taken below.  Have the surgeon treat his wounds.  And you, Mr. Kurzon.  Kindly escort His Royal Highness to my cabin.”

      Blake knew it had been coming, but he still groaned as Kurzon stomped toward his next victim.

      Eselder, what have you done?

      “No, I won’t go!  Release my friend!”

      Eselder’s shout was shrill and strained.  Blake heard the sounds of a scuffle, and Eselder cried out in pain.  The sound drove Blake close to mad.  He strained against his bonds, but it was no use.  He couldn’t go to Eselder’s aid.  He dug his brow and his fingernails into the mast, growling as Eselder and Kurzon continued to wrestle.

      Lieutenant O’Shea started protesting, “You can’t—”

      “Captain!” Kurzon insisted angrily.

      “Do it!” Thornhill bleated, “Now!”

      Before he knew it, Blake was clamped in manacles and locked in the brig.  His back was on fire, and his only prison mate was an exceptionally bold rat.  Still, he was better off than Eselder, who was currently locked up in the captain’s cabin with Thug Kurzon and Captain Thornhill for company.  Blake would probably never see Eselder again.  Jaimes’s son.  He’d been duped by Jaimes’s son.

      His wounds gave a searing burst, and Blake shivered.  He’d helped the boy, encouraged him, defended him…

      It was a trick, a dirty trick.  The world was mocking him.

      Blake’s fellow inmate nibbled his toe.  Cursing, the pirate punted it across his cell like a football.  No, he could never see Eselder again!  He’d never be able to look at the boy without seeing the brother who’d betrayed him.

      Jaimes…

      Blake closed his eyes.

      The boy was Jaimes’s son, and Blake…he’d wanted to…he’d fantasized about…

      He gritted his teeth, fighting down the feral scream that was tearing at his insides.  That did it.  It was the last proof Blake needed.  He was breaking his promise.

      When Blake deserted the HMS Swift, he was leaving Eselder aboard her.
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      Life away from the sea was no life at all.

      Here at Kingston Court, Blake had no relief from his sea longing.  It was no longer a wistful ache but a racking pain.  Oftentimes, he wanted to cry out to the Lady to come and take him, or at least her gift, away.  But he didn’t, because his sea longing was the only thing that Jaimes hadn’t managed to rob him of.  He tried to escape over the palace walls numerous times, but the guards always caught him before he got over.  He was a prisoner, and Prince Jaimes was the jailer.

      But sometimes, Blake dreamt that he was journeying across a moonlit sea, and on those nights, he’d wake up crying because his hollow chest seemed to be on fire.  Other times, he dreamt of the Lady in Blue…not the kindly mother from his memories but the seductress of legend, reaching out with bare arms, bidding him to come and drown with her in the deep.  Still other times, he dreamt that he was trapped in a dark place while someone advanced on him with a twisted light in his eyes.  Most often, it was Charles.  Occasionally, it was Drake Ransom.

      Sometimes, it was Jaimes.

      On those nights, Blake’s heart leapt in terror and excitement, and when he awoke, he found himself trembling head to foot, overcome by an uncontrollable desire.  But when the sensation wore off, his body felt like an old, tired, fleshy rag that Blake longed to throw away.  Then he curled into a ball atop his feather mattress and dreamt of stringing himself up by his bedframe.

      The daylight hours were just as horrible.  At the worst times, Blake imagined that he felt whiplashes on his back, sinking into and dragging through his flesh.  Or a rope wrapping around his neck, so tightly that his eyeballs would surely burst from their sockets.  Try as he might, he couldn’t stop these nightmarish scenes from replaying, over and over again in his mind, until his brain felt tortured and the pain was close to physical.

      Then his clothes started squeezing him tight.

      His coat pinched his shoulder blades, and his breeches grabbed at his extremities in an awful way.  Blake shrank back, but he couldn’t stop his clothes from touching him.

      Trapped, trapped, trapped!

      Blake’s rationality slipped away, leaving only a mindless panic.  For as long as he could endure it, he suffered a silent agony.  He knew that Kingston’s courtiers were watching him.  Judging him.  He was nothing but material for gossip, vermin that had somehow gotten over the palace walls.  He loathed them all!  Their hearts were just as black and rotten as his, but they had the advantage.  They could mask their twistedness behind empty courtesies and honeyed gallantries.  Blake had no such luxury.  There was nothing courteous about shoving people aside as he fled through Kingston Palace’s gilded halls.  There was nothing gallant about throwing himself into Kingston Court’s manmade lake, the closest thing he could find to the sea.  It was almost funny because he always terrified a few ducks, sending them off flapping and quaking.

      He set to work.

      His clothes felt like a big body hugging him tight.  Fighting down a scream, Blake stripped himself naked on the lakebed.

      Then the scream came out.
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      Blake was left alone in the brig to relive some very painful memories.

      For hours, the only person who visited him was the surgeon, who came to apply salt to his wounds.  The procedure was so excruciating that Blake growled like a bear, thinking of the rotten little royal who had gotten him into this mess.  It was cruel of Blake, leaving Eselder to fend for himself.  Then again, hadn’t Jaimes once told Blake that he could support a naval career?  Well, here was Jaimes’s son, making his mark in the Royal Navy!  Why, Blake had never seen anyone so gifted at scrubbing down the shitpots! Now, that was talent!  Full of promise, that one!

      Blake’s lips twisted into an ugly smile.  He shifted, and his back blazed with pain.

      Wouldn’t Jaimes be proud of his son if he knew?  No wonder he had traded Blake in so willingly!  Blake just couldn’t compete with the boy!  After he escaped, maybe he’d pass the message along.  Let Jaimes know how his son was faring.  Maybe.

      Blake’s stomach grumbled.  But the next time a guest called on him in the gloomy brig, it wasn’t to give him food.  Blake heard several boots thumping down the stairway outside his cell.  He sat up, but he couldn’t see anything beyond the whitewashed bulkhead.

      “He is manacled, correct?” came Captain Thornhill’s low murmur.

      “Aye, captain.”

      How sweet.  Captain Thornhill was coming to call on him.  Blake sneered.  He was starting to get lonesome.

      “Good, good.  You may go.”

      As his lackeys plodded up the stairs, Captain Thornhill fumbled with his keys.  Why was he coming to see Blake?  Wasn’t his royal guest far more interesting than an insubordinate Jacktar?

      There was a jangle of metal and a shrill screech as the door to Blake’s cell swung open.  Somebody was falling behind on the job, Blake noted.  Wasn’t the Royal Navy supposed to keep everything in tip-top shape?

      He made sure he was wearing a pleasant expression when Captain Thornhill entered his cell.  After all, Thornhill was his commanding officer.  Blake grinned like this was all a merry joke to him.

      “You look surprisingly well,” Thornhill coolly remarked.  It was stifling down in the orlop deck.  Sweat poured in sheets down the man’s fleshy, familiar face, but Blake was still at a loss to place him.  The Swift’s captain walked like a man who didn’t know that he wasn’t the spry young buck he’d been twenty years ago.  His stomach and rump bulged out comically in his tailored Navy uniform.

      “I have a high tolerance for pain,” Blake replied with a shrug.  He could have kicked himself afterward.  Why not just beg the man to bring the cat ‘o nines back out?

      Thornhill just smiled.  His eyes were cold as ice, and Blake was stunned to see loathing in them.  The captain looked at Blake like he was a rat discovered in the brig.

      “That wasn’t the case last time, Ransom.  Was it?”

      Blake shot him a careless glance.  He wasn’t going to jump at Thornhill’s bait, if that’s what he wanted.

      “Do I know you?” he asked dully.

      Captain Thornhill lifted his cocked hat to wipe his drenched forehead, and Blake noticed his birthmark.  Red.  And crescent-shaped, like the moon.

      Thornhill replaced his hat and observed his prisoner’s expression.

      “Oh, I think you do,” he said softly.

      An involuntary shiver seized Blake.  It felt like dozens of harsh fingers scrabbling against his body.  He shivered again, his skin blazing fiery hot.  Then he remembered that he wasn’t wearing a shirt.  He flushed and bent over low, trying to block out the world.

      “You don’t look so well anymore, Ransom,” Thornhill commented pleasantly, “Aren’t you the spitting image of your papa!  I never forget a face…especially not of the devil who murdered my own father.  I’d heard that you’d gone into your daddy’s line of work…well, like father, like son.”

      Thornhill’s face turned stony.  Then it brightened.

      “Isn’t it marvelous how things always work out in the end?” he reflected, “Why, it’s practically providential!  You clearly didn’t learn your lesson then, so here you are again: under my thumb, where you belong.  It would seem the fates want you in my power.  The gallant captain, protecting the world from vermin like you.”

      Blake’s head shot up.  His eyes screamed with pain.

      “Is that how you remember it?” he hissed, “The gallant captain, protecting the world from a defenseless boy who only wanted to save his brother?”

      If he was trying to provoke some remorse out of Thornhill, he failed miserably.

      “Ah!  You bring up an excellent point.”  Thornhill spoke briskly, flicking up a trimmed finger.  As if they were negotiating a business deal.  “And I think you’ll find it the most uncanny similarity of all…but you can be the judge.”

      He looked at Blake, his eyes agleam.  Blake’s sanity rapidly slipped away.  He couldn’t stand to be looked at by the monster!  But he couldn’t stop Thornhill from scrutinizing him, head to filthy toes.  He was shackled hand and foot.  Trapped.  Subdued.  Helpless.  Thornhill could do anything to him.  Whatever he wanted.

      “Twenty years ago, you begged me to spare your brother.  How’s he doing, by the way?”

      Thornhill laughed at Blake’s expression.

      “Don’t look at me like that!  I know he was let off.  It all turned out all right in the end.”

      Blake let out a strangled cry and lunged at his tormentor, but his manacles held him fast.  Thornhill glanced nervously at the door, as did Blake.  No Admiral Ashby was coming to check on him today.  Nobody in this heartless world cared about what happened to Blake Percimillus Ransom.  Except perhaps a royal brat in distress, locked inside Thornhill’s cabin.  What was happening to the boy at that very moment?

      “Good to know those chains hold up,” Thornhill murmured, “Wouldn’t want vermin running around loose, would we?”

      But Blake stared in horror at Thornhill, hardly comprehending what he said.  He couldn’t leave Eselder in the hands of this demon!  Like he knew what Blake was thinking, Thornhill’s tone turned brisk again.

      “So!  The young prince.  Mr. Kurzon tells me that you two struck up quite a rapport these past couple months.  So here’s my question for you.  What would you do to save him?”

      All the fire drained from Blake’s body.  Thornhill looked Blake maliciously over and chuckled, “Don’t worry; this time you can keep your breeches!”

      Blake’s face flamed with diabolical rage.  Then, slowly, it sagged until all the defiance there faded.  A haunted shadow gradually dulled his eyes.  Then they went dead.  Blake hunched over, his head between his knees, like a man utterly defeated.  Thornhill didn’t press him to reply.  Indeed, he seemed to enjoy watching him as Blake ran through his options and realized he had none.

      “Surely, you don’t want to see the lad dance with Jim Twining?”

      Blake didn’t move a muscle.  He whispered to the deck, “Go to hell.”

      Thornhill burst out laughing.  “I’d rather not if it’s all the same to you!  But that’s where I’ll be sending you soon enough!”

      “You’ll be sending me?”

      Blake’s head jerked up.  He looked straight at Thornhill, his eyes bloodshot and wild, and roared, “You sent me to hell twenty-five years ago!”

      Thornhill stepped back, glancing over his shoulder.  Blake’s voice dropped to a truly frightening whisper.

      “And you’ll pay someday.  That’s right, Charles Thornhill.  Every day, every hour, we’re being watched by unseen witnesses, and they see everything…even what’s done under cover of darkness and silenced by fear.  If I pay for my crimes in this life…well, I’ve been to the Sunken Slaughterhouse, and I’ve come out.  I know I’m the lucky one.  But you.”

      Thornhill actually flinched.

      “You won’t escape.  You belong in the slaughterhouse.  Because you’re a demon.  You butchered my body and soul that night, and if you die at sea, Keel Cutlass will come for you and do to you what you did to me!”

      Thornhill looked nervous, even frightened.  He opened his mouth, but Blake shouted over him.

      “Someone else was in that storeroom, someone you couldn’t see!  Your dear father was there, watching you send me to hell, and it’s only thanks to him I got back out!”

      Thornhill’s fist shot up to strike him, but seeing the pirate’s feral eyes and bared teeth, he seemed to lose his nerve.  His face white with fury, he settled for bending low over his prisoner, just out of reach.

      “Your father killed my father!” he hissed, “He’d be proud of me!  I avenged him!  I followed in his footsteps; I’m a captain of the Royal Navy!  My job is to stamp out vermin like you!  Now I’m going to see to it that his murderer’s son gets the due reward for his crimes—”

      Blake barked hilariously, his spit splattering Thornhill’s hammy cheeks.  “You self-deluded son of a bitch, you’re nothing like your father!  He never would have done what you did to an innocent boy!  And don’t think for a second that he’s proud of you!  He’s not.  In fact, he sent me to you with a warning.  Would you like to hear it?”

      Thornhill raised his chin defiantly.  His nostrils flared.  He refused to answer.

      “You’re on your way to the slaughterhouse, Thornhill,” Blake sneered, “I’d change my ways if I was you!”

      “How d-dare y-you…p-pirate s-spawn…tell m-me t-to…”

      Thornhill swallowed hard.

      “I think we’re getting off the subject,” he remarked, but his voice shook.  “What I want to know is what you’ll do to save the boy—”

      “You think I’m falling for that again?” Blake interrupted him contemptuously, “You’re not dealing with a frightened little boy anymore, Thornhill.  I’ve grown up.  You shaped me into the man I am today.  Aren’t you proud of your handiwork?  Aren’t you glad you ensured Elioth had its fair share of vermin running around?  Aren’t you pleased with how you dealt with that naked ten-year-old threat on Moanamiri?  Aren’t you satisfied with your—”

      Thornhill stormed out of the cell, slamming the door shut.  Metal scraped metal as he fumbled madly with the keys while Blake jeered at him.  He finally succeeded in turning the lock and stumbled for the hatchway, and Blake Ransom’s wild laughter followed him all the way up the stairs.

      As soon as Thornhill was out of earshot, Blake stopped laughing.  He slumped back, exhausted.  For a while, he just breathed.

      He ought to treasure each breath he took, seeing as he likely didn’t have many to spare.  Charles Thornhill, Jr. wasn’t the most imaginative blighter, and this pirate’s spawn could well guess the fate he had in mind for Blake Percimillus Ransom.  Yet surprisingly, for the first time in as long as he could remember, Blake was at peace.  Ready to keel over from pain and exhaustion, aye…but at peace.

      The feeling was wonderful…like breathing fresh air after years spent in silent suffocation.

      As Blake rested his head gingerly against the hull, he recalled his father’s tale from long ago…one of those silly legends Jaimes had scorned so much.  The one about the Lady in Blue and her sworn enemy, Keel Cutlass.  Once, the Lady in Blue had battled the Demon of the Sea and won.  Now Blake had done the same.  Like mother, like son.

      Blake closed his eyes and smiled wearily.

      Like mother, like son.
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      King George the Sixth kicked the bucket not a month after they arrived at Kingston Court.

      There was a big hubbub, with lots of curly-wigged lords yelling at each other.  Then they went and crowned Jaimes king in a huge ceremony, with crowds of people in a lavish throne room draped in red and gold, and Jaimes sitting on a throne at the head of the room, positively swimming in precious stones, velvet, and ermine.  And Blake couldn’t deny that Jaimes looked like a King.  His spectacles were off, his countenance calm and lordly, and the gold threads on his elaborate waistcoat glinted in the noonday light.  Blake finally understood why their father had acted so maliciously toward his eldest son.  He’d been jealous, and now Blake was jealous too, jealous that he wasn’t in Jaimes’s place.  The worst part was when the Head of Parliament placed a magnificent golden crown on Jaimes’s head, and everyone in the room bowed.  Then Blake remembered the Sea Captain’s prophecy, and he would have refused to get down on his knees, except that two of the lords had foreseen this and shoved him down.  He’d make them pay for that someday.

      After the ceremony was over, King Jaimes held a private meeting with Master Simmons and his lovely daughter.  The pair had journeyed from Yaletown expressly to attend the coronation.  Blake detected a subtle smugness in Jaimes’s manner as he accepted Master Simmon’s well wishes and thanked him for all his kindness.  All the while, the new King’s deportment clearly told the shopkeeper that he did not intend to continue their acquaintance, and that they were not to expect anything more from him.  Except to cordially acknowledge her curtsy, he entirely ignored Miss Simmons, which was a slap in the face, for even Blake could see that the young lady had invested much attention in her coiffure and wardrobe (and with great success).  And he felt sorry for them both: for one thing, because his brother was a traitorous asshole; and also because Master Simmons had given him drinking chocolate last year as a Candelwedde present.

      After Master Simmons and his daughter left, members of Parliament congregated about Jaimes like drones around their queen, congratulating him on his coronation and smooth severing of ties with his old master.  Blake grew more and more disgusted with the lot of them, especially Jaimes, and nobody was paying him any attention, so he decided to slip into one of the adjoining rooms.  As he practiced his father’s trade, he cheered himself up by fantasizing about his own coronation after he found the Black King’s Crown.  Meanwhile, the conversation from the throne room drifted through the open door, but Blake didn’t really listen until one of them suggested gravely, “It would be wise, Your Majesty, if the public did not see much of the boy for awhile.”

      Blake blinked, and realized that he was “the boy.”  He tiptoed to the door.

      “They’ll ask questions, rumors will start…which will raise questions about your lineage and give…some…the opportunity to plant seeds of doubt in your subjects’ minds regarding the legitimacy of your claim to the throne.  At best, it would undermine your authority, and at this precarious time, the start of your reign, that would be most unfortunate.”

      Blake didn’t know half of those big words, but he understood the heart of the matter: He was bad luck.  Why?  Because he looked so much like their father?  He couldn’t help it if he didn’t take after the ugly side of their family.  Unless…there was something Jaimes wasn’t telling him...

      “What do you advise me to do, Lord Crickton?”

      Blake’s jaw dropped.  Jaimes was actually going to listen to them, and do whatever they said!  Traitorous, four-eyed arse!  He grabbed a porcelain vase and was about to hurl it when Lord Crickton replied, “Send the boy away.”

      Blake froze.  His heart leapt.  Aye, send him away!  To the sea, to the sea!

      “With respect, Lord Crickton,” said Jaimes hesitantly, “My mother charged me to look after the boy.  I…I’d prefer him to remain at Court for now.”

      Blake’s brows lifted sky-high.  Really, Jaimes?  He was ‘the boy’ now?  He thought for a moment.  Then he threw the vase and sauntered back into the throne room.  Everyone was looking in the direction of the shatter.  Bobbing up and down, Blake pleasantly remarked, “Something broke in there.  It’s all in pieces.”

      Lord Crickton glanced at Jaimes as if driving the point home.  Jaimes flushed until he was the color of his royal robes.  He stared at Blake like he wished he would vanish into thin air.

      After that public appearance, Blake was hidden away behind Kingston Court’s brick walls.  For weeks, he only saw Jaimes in passing.  His brother was too far busy playing King to pay attention to his troublesome sibling.  And on the rare occasions that they were obliged to cross paths, Blake saw only bitter disappointment looking at him from behind Jaimes’s round spectacles.  Like he was an embarrassment to have around.  Like he had let Jaimes down.

      “I hate it here!” Blake shouted, stalking back and forth in the King’s study, “I want to go back to Yaletown!  Let me leave!”

      “No,” said Jaimes, his hands entwined on his desk.

      “Let me leave, or you’ll be sorry!” roared Blake, his cheeks tomato-red.

      “No,” replied Jaimes, cool as ice.  That was all he said.  He didn’t have to state his reasons; he was the King.  But Blake could guess them anyway.  He knew Jaimes too well; he read it in his eyes.  If he couldn’t even control his brother, how could he maintain authority over a kingdom?  It was a battle of wills, and Jaimes wasn’t going to back down until Blake begged for mercy, perhaps on his knees.  Well, Blake had begged.  He’d begged in Yaletown, and he wouldn’t beg anything from His Majesty ever again.

      He’d find another way to get what he wanted.

      Three long, horrible months dragged by.  Out on the lawn, the green covering of the oak tree, where Blake routinely hid himself away, turned into a bright orange canopy.  Then its leaves faded and slowly gathered below on the brown lawn below.

      During that time, Blake worked hard to make King Jaimes’s reign a miserable one.  He became such a terror to courtier and servant alike that Jaimes threatened to place him under room arrest.  He sent his tutor scrambling for the palace gates before he so much as learned his ABC’s, and Jaimes didn’t bother to hire another one.  He kept the palace guards in a constant state of wide-eyed alert.  Then he’d decapitated an old stone horseman that turned out to be a palace heirloom.  The guards caught him and escorted him like a condemned man to the King’s chamber.  That was exciting, as Blake hadn’t seen much of Jaimes in a while.  His Royal Majesty looked tired, years older…and, best of all, beside himself with fury.  Blake smirked, and he kept the smirk on his face all during Jaimes’s tirade.  With great delight, he watched Jaimes lose control of his temper, little by little, until finally his nostrils flared, his eyes lit up, and his hand flew back.  Blake felt a sharp thrill and steeled himself for the blow.

      All of a sudden, Jaimes caught himself.  Blake’s smirk vanished.

      Breathing hard, Jaimes lowered his arm.  His breathing quickly steadied, and he calmly adjusted his lopsided spectacles.  Blake couldn’t believe it.  He screamed, stamped his foot, and tore out of the room.  Storming back to his chamber, he stripped himself down to his underdrawers and set to work tearing the place apart.  A maidservant was idiotic enough to knock and enter, but she stopped short when she saw the half-dressed boy smashing up a desk with one of its legs.  Blake noticed her.  Cheeks ablaze, he snarled, “Get out!”

      The maid fled.  It was not a coincidence that the King himself arrived but minutes later.  At the sight of Jaimes’s appalled face, Blake stopped beating the table to bits.  He glanced down at his chest and up at Jaimes.  All his anger drained away.  He dropped the table leg and sank down behind his demolished four-poster.

      Jaimes came over and crouched down beside Blake.  If Blake had been hoping for any brotherly compassion, he was doomed to disappointment.

      “Blake, what’s the matter with you?” hissed Jaimes.

      Blake stared hollowly at the golden grapevines on the wall.

      “If you’re trying to prove a point, you’re going about it the wrong way.  Look at you!  You’re almost a man, and you’re acting like a child!”

      Blake’s eyes didn’t flicker, not even when Jaimes cast a scandalized look at the shirt and breeches crumpled up on the floor.

      “You took off your clothes?”

      Jaimes sounded revolted.  Like Blake was a freak.

      “What on earth is the matter with you?  Put your things back on at once!”

      Panic made Blake’s heart knock against his ribcage.  He shook his head, still staring straight ahead.

      “That’s it,” Jaimes said disgustedly.  He stood up.  “I give up.  I’ve had enough.  You’re going away.  I don’t even know where yet.  But I can’t keep getting interrupted in my work to come and deal with you.  And no, Blake.  You’re not going to the sea.  Your charming little tantrums aren’t going to get you what you want in the end.”

      Blake stared at the grapevines.  They swirled across the plaster like waves.  To the sea, to the sea…

      “You win, Blake,” Jaimes declared sarcastically, “I can’t take anymore of this.”

      When Blake gave no indication he was listening, Jaimes wheeled around and stormed from the room, stepping over battered furniture, goose feathers, and porcelain chips as he went.  When he slammed the door shut, Blake still didn’t move.

      But the tear he had kept in check finally escaped and slid down his cheek.
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      The next person to enter Blake’s cell was Mr. Bull, who informed him that Captain Thornhill had been forced to make a difficult decision.  The crew was on edge.  Between His Royal Highness’s staggering exposé and Blake’s vicious, underhanded attack on Thornhill’s boatswain, things had gotten out of hand.  Therefore, considering the circumstances, Captain Thornhill deemed it necessary to execute his mutinous crewman rather than risk any more violence at sea.

      A troop of redcoats led Blake onto the quarterdeck, where the crew waited for him like they had never left.  The morning pall had dissipated into a clear, sunshiny afternoon.  Blake glanced behind the ship’s wheel at the polished black doors leading into the captain’s cabin.  Eselder was in there.  The poor lad was alone, and probably terrified for his life.  Blake knew how that felt.  He’d been there.  He wished he could reassure Eselder that everything was going to turn out all right.  Only, it wasn’t.  Blake was about to die, and then Eselder would be on his own.

      Blake felt a pang and looked away.

      Lieutenant O’Shea wasn’t on deck.  That gave Blake a bad feeling.  As the highest-ranking officer after Captain Thornhill, the young lieutenant ought to have been the one reading Blake’s crimes aloud.  In his absence, the job fell to Mr. Farrow, the acne-plagued midshipman.  It took quite some time to read, for the list was very long.  Blake Ransom had attempted to murder a crewman (which was true), had encouraged mutinous behavior among the crew (which was true), had threatened the ship’s captain (which was true), and had routinely demonstrated disobedient conduct toward the ship’s officers (which was true).  When Mr. Farrow finished reading all of his admirable accomplishments, Blake was tempted to let out a rousing “Hip hip, huzzah!” but kept his tongue in check.  Then Mr. Farrow solemnly read aloud his sentence: the convicted was to be drowned.  Because that wasn’t specific enough, he went on to add, “Hung by the arms and suspended underwater until dead.”

      Hearing that, Blake’s heart did a hopeful somersault.  Captain Thornhill was more imaginative than he’d given him credit for!

      An attentive crowd followed Blake as his guards guided him over to the foc’sle.  A line had been draped over the bowsprit’s inner spar and back around to the bow.  Now it hung there, awaiting its victim.

      Several seamen stood upon the bowsprit’s grated platform, waiting to lower the rope (and its human anchor) into the water.  One of them was Thug Kurzon, holding the rope’s end.  The dreadlocked brute grinned at Blake, and Blake would have dearly loved to grin back.  The joke was on Kurzon.  Blake had the Lady’s gift.

      To his surprise, Captain Thornhill was also on the foc’sle.  He barely glanced Blake’s way as the pirate was led to the bowsprit.  So, they weren’t hanging him by the yardarms.  That was good.  But after his “execution” was concluded, how would he convince Kurzon and Thornhill that he was dead…without them checking his pulse or shooting his limp body to find out?

      Before Blake could figure this out, a marine escorted him onto the platform beside Thug Kurzon.   At his prompting, Blake extended his arms, and Kurzon started tying his wrists together.  When they locked eyes on each other, Blake was pleased to be looking down on the wicked bosun.

      “That boy,” murmured Kurzon.  Blake didn’t react.  “I’d never have found out he was the prince if it weren’t for you.  I wanted to thank you for that, before you take a dip in the sea.”

      Blake grinned like a wolf, his blood boiling.  “You think I give a damn about that boy?  I’d think you, of all people, would understand.”

      “If you don’t care about him, why did you try to save him?” Kurzon asked him softly.  He tightened the knot.

      “It gave me an opportunity to prove what a coward you are.”

      Kurzon smiled.  He replied, “And it gave me the opportunity I needed to get rid of you.”

      They had a contest for the coldest-blooded smile.

      “The boy,” whispered Kurzon, stepping back, “He goes next.”

      Blake lost the contest.  The bo’sun looked maliciously triumphant.

      “Filthy son of a—”

      A marine forced him to step off the bowsprit’s platform, and Blake swung out rather idiotically under the spar, like a puppet on a string.  Back and forth he swayed and then dangled over the water.  Peering past his yellow toenails, he hoped there were no sharks trailing after the Swift or he really was about to die, and in a particularly grisly manner.  Just as he considered this, Captain Thornhill shouted, “Submerge the convicted!”

      Blake dropped lower and lower until cool water splashed his toes.  An unexpected gaiety overcame him, such that was hard to keep playacting.  These foreign waters meant him no harm!  Here he was, being executed by the Royal Navy, and he was making the acquaintance of the Palean Sea for the first time!

      When he was fully submerged, Blake laughed and greeted the Palean Sea.  Its reply was warm, and its salty touch was soothing against his wounds.  These waters felt young and carefree, unencumbered by the dark secrets the Giesting Sea guarded in her bosom.  Blake felt again like the young vagabond who had traversed the high seas with little more than the clothes on his back and a compass pointing toward the horizon.

      He nearly forgot, when the rope began hauling him back up, that he was supposed to be dead.  How long had he been under?  He didn’t know.  Blake went limp, and if the Palean Sea had not charmed him into such a wonderful temperament, he would have had a horrible time wondering what his enemies planned to do with his corpse.  Instead, he felt like he was sharing a great joke with the Palean Sea.

      They think I’m dead, but you and I know I’m not!  Ha ha!

      Then Thornhill shouted, “Cut the line!” and Blake’s delight knew no limits.  He heard a seaman sawing at the rope, and a few moments later, he plunged back into the Palean Sea.  Blake opened his eyes and saw blue.  He was free!

      Blake had to remind himself not to get too elated.  He was still stuck in the middle of the ocean with nowhere to go but back aboard the Swift, and sailors crowded her six decks like ants.  Luckily, Blake knew where to go.

      He swam clumsily to the ship’s starboard side, where a convenient barnacle allowed him to free his bound wrists.  He was much obliged to Captain Thornhill for lowering the Swift’s anchors just to do him in.  The man o’ war floated motionlessly on the water, giving Blake enough time to locate the starboard ladder and climb up it.  Every movement made his back burst with fresh pain.  Wincing and cussing, he reached the entry port without being spotted (or so he hoped).  There was just enough room to sit sideways with his legs outstretched.  To his left was a closed port, and to his right a long drop to the water.  It was a precarious and uncomfortable hiding place, but it would do…so long as the Swift didn’t slew too far starboard.  Then he’d no doubt tumble overboard.  Be a mighty painful fall.  Very amusing for those on deck though.

      And if Thornhill happened to open the entry port and discover a dead man waiting for him…that’d be mighty amusing too.

      Blake grinned and settled in, careful to keep his raw stripes from touching wood.  With any luck, they’d arrive at Port Cokerne in a day or two.  From there, he’d find a ship bound for Elioth, and he’d be back on course to stealing back his Crown.  For a while, he played with the notion of rescuing Eselder.  No one said he had to take the boy with him.  That had been a preposterous idea in the first place, seeing as he was about to descend into a pit of crime and debauchery, seeking revenge and the Black King’s Crown.  The Pirate’s Nest was not a wholesome place for respectable lads.  Jaimes would kill him if he took his son there.  Blake smirked.  Of course, that made it rather tempting.  But no.

      On the other hand, he could help Eselder escape and then send him on his merry way to Kingston…before he did anything that scarred the young prince for life.

      Agony flashed across Blake’s face.  Then he shook his head.  Too complicated.

      “So sorry, Jaimes,” he murmured, “Your Navy just executed the man who could’ve saved your son.”

      He grinned crookedly, but the smile didn’t last long.  Could he really leave Eselder with the likes of Thug Kurzon and Captain Thornhill?

      “In a heartbeat,” he muttered.

      But the defiant words tasted sour on his tongue, and he didn’t really believe them.
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      Eselder was back in a world of finery.

      Well, it was no Kingston Court to be sure.  But Captain Thornhill’s day cabin was still a spacious, luxuriant place.  The prince’s eyes ran over the mahogany breakfast table, crystal goblets and decanter, well stocked liquor cabinet, and red velvet draperies framing a row of square-paned windows.

      A plate of untouched beef and cheese sat beside him.  From his place at the cabin’s window seat, he had a fine view of the ocean from his place at the cabin’s window seat.  But Eselder looked down at the manacle clamped around his ankle.  His gaze followed its thick chain to the tiled deck, and the enormous iron ball lying on it.

      He wrapped his arms around his knees and buried his face in them.

      His head shot up minutes later when he heard the doors to the great cabin open.  Eselder quickly sat at attention and waited with a pounding heart until the day cabin’s double doors flew open.  In walked Captain Thornhill, followed closely by Thug Kurzon.  The bo’sun grinned at the wide-eyed boy.

      Eselder’s blood ran cold.  He addressed Thornhill.

      “I t-told you to release him!”

      The command came out as a tremulous whisper.  He had absolutely no power here.

      “Well, Your Highness…”  Thornhill looked uncomfortable.  “If that’s indeed who you are…we can’t know for certain…”

      “Yes, I expect that’s why I’m in chains,” Eselder replied witheringly, “You seemed convinced enough on the quarterdeck.”

      “Yes, well…”  Thornhill swallowed and took off his hat to wipe his brow.  “You see, Your Highness…or whoever you are…that man was a criminal.”

      “What crime did he commit other than defending me from him?”

      Eselder pointed furiously at Thug Kurzon.  The bo’sun had poured himself a glass of gin and was now lounging in one of Thornhill’s chairs like he owned the man o’ war and everyone aboard her.  Kurzon grinned at Eselder and drained his glass, smacking his lips with relish.

      “I recognized him immediately, Your Highness,” Thornhill said ingratiatingly, coming over to clasp Eselder’s shoulder in a fatherly manner.  His fingers were like hooks digging into Eselder’s skin, and warning bells went off in Eselder’s head.

      “Mr. Kurzon told me the particulars. When that man enlisted into service....”

      Eselder chortled.  Thornhill ignored his guest’s rudeness.

      “He revealed his own name.  Doubtless he didn’t mean to…he was drunk at the time, apparently…and kept shouting that his name was Blake Ransom.  Do you recognize that name?”

      “Of course,” Eselder answered coolly, “He told it to me himself.”

      “That is the name of a pirate,” said Thornhill grimly, “Wanted for crimes too dastardly for the imagination.  As a loyal officer of the Eliothan Royal Navy, I did what I had to do.  I confess it wasn’t an enjoyable task…it never is.  However, my duty—”

      “What did you do?” Eselder whispered hoarsely.  He was hardly able to get the words out.  His eyes were red and shining.

      Before Thornhill could reply, Kurzon cut in harshly.  “Your friend went for a dance with Jim Twining!  And when he stopped jigging, we sent him to play with Keel Cutlass!”

      Eselder stared at Kurzon, his face white.  Thornhill began anxiously, “Now, Mr. Kurzon, that’s quite – ”

      “He’s dead?” Eselder whispered.

      Kurzon spat across the room.  Then he refilled his glass and lifted it in a toast.

      “You’re a smart lad,” he sneered, gulping down gin.  Then he got up and filled his glass, along with another.  Casually, he approached the pair.  Thornhill released Eselder’s shoulder and backed away, which was a relief.  Kurzon cocked his head and fondly observed Eselder’s defiant expression, as if the prince was his favorite nephew.  Then he barked with amusement, showering Eselder with yellow spittle.  He extended the second glass.

      “To the extermination of all sea vermin,” he said bolsteringly.  He glanced over at Thornhill.  “That’s what you like to call them, ain’t it?”

      Eselder didn’t take the proffered glass.  Kurzon’s smile did not flicker.

      “I’d take what you’re offered, boy, if you know what’s good for you.”

      Eselder still refused, his face hard as stone.  Kurzon’s smile became even more affectionate.

      “You’ve got one more chance, boy.”

      “Mr. Kurzon, please!  If this really is His Majesty’s son—”

      “Then he needs to learn his damn manners, don’t he?” Kurzon snarled at Thornhill and then at Eselder, “Take it!”

      Eselder’s nostrils flared.  He needed Thornhill and Kurzon to leave the cabin at once so that he could mourn Blake Ransom’s passing in peace.  He was trying his hardest to remain strong for Blake’s sake, but he couldn’t restrain his grief much longer.

      “I will t-take it,” he conceded, “But f-first, I want to clarify s-something.”

      Kurzon’s eyes narrowed.  “What?”

      “The vermin.  I’ll drink a t-toast to their extermination.  If we’re r-referring to those in this room.”

      Kurzon’s gaze grew practically tender.  He laughed like he genuinely appreciated Eselder’s wit.  He reached out.  Eselder flinched, but all Kurzon did was ruffle his hair like he was a precocious toddler.

      “What a sharp tongue!” chuckled Kurzon, “I can tell we three are gonna have loads of fun on our voyage back home…”

      Suddenly, Kurzon’s hand became a harsh fist.  It grabbed Eselder’s hair, squeezing so hard that his scalp blazed with pain.  Kurzon dashed gin in his face.  Eselder cried out as his neck was wrenched back.  He felt something cold press against his throat.

      “Mr. Kurzon!” Thornhill cried in a horrified tone, “We don’t want the prince getting the wrong impression—”

      “Save your breath!  This boy’s no idiot!  He knows what he’s in for, that you ain’t his savior!”

      “I’ll have you both hung!” Eselder cried in sheer desperation.

      “Good luck with that, boy,” said Kurzon dryly, “I’d worry about your own neck if I was you.”

      “But my commission—”

      “If you want to save your precious career, you’d better listen to me!” Kurzon shouted at Thornhill, “You think we can pat His Royal Highness here on the head and send him skipping back to his dad?  He’s seen too much!  The best we can do is make the most of the opportunity we’ve been given!”

      “And what’s that?” Thornhill asked, sounding desperate.

      “Look what we’ve got!” crowed Thug Kurzon, waggling Eselder like a fish on a hook, “Think of the sovs the King would give to get his son back safe and sound!”

      “I wouldn’t count on it!” Eselder snapped, grief making him bold, “There w-was a revolt the night I was p-pressganged…my p-parents are most l-likely dead!”

      “Nice try, boy,” Kurzon replied smoothly, “We got word before leaving port.  The King and Queen are alive and well.  Son went tragically missing though.”

      He laughed, clearly interpreting Eselder’s whimper as one of fury.  In truth, Eselder’s whole body had gone slack with relief.  His parents were alive.

      “I don’t know…”  Thornhill hesitantly eyed the terrified boy.  “I still don’t see how this helps me.”

      “You don’t like the idea of being filthy rich?” demanded Kurzon, “We’ll send the ransom note anonymously.  I’m sure Mr. Crown Heir here will be delighted to write a note to his papa, given the right motivation…”

      He pressed his knife down harder, and Eselder shuddered.

      “I don’t have it all worked out yet.  We’ve got the whole voyage back to Elioth to figure this out!  But if we play our cards right, Thornhill, you’ll keep your ship and your commission, and we’ll both be swimming in gold!  This is our lucky day!”

      “It’s no use,” said Thornhill dourly, “He’ll tell his father everything.”

      “No, he won’t,” contradicted Kurzon.  He lifted his knife and pressed it gently against Eselder’s trembling lips.  “He’s going to keep nice and quiet for us, one way or the other, and he can decide for himself which sounds more pleasant: following his friend down to Keel Cutlass, or keeping right on as a happy cabin boy aboard the finest ship in the Navy.”

      Thornhill looked relieved.  “I suppose…so long as we don’t kill the boy…”

      “What?” asked Kurzon, sounding astonished.  He held his knife right in Eselder’s line of vision.  “Kill a fine young hand such as this?  Wouldn’t dream of it!  Unless, of course, he starts giving hints that he don’t want to serve aboard Navy’s finest ship…then we might get hurt feelings, and who knows what we might do?”

      He looked at Thornhill.  “Satisfied?”

      “Well…I suppose so,” said Thornhill lamely.

      “What about you?” Kurzon hissed, shaking Eselder by his hair, “Say ‘aye aye’ to your captain!  Say it!”

      Eselder was just about to cave when a timid knock interrupted their exchange.  Kurzon and Thornhill looked at each other, and Eselder glanced sideways from his uncomfortable vantage point.  Through the glass, he could see who was knocking.

      It was Cheddar.

      Eselder’s face turned hot as the cabin boy entered the day cabin and realized what sort of scene he had stumbled into.  Cheddar’s eyes briefly locked onto Eselder’s, and the prince saw all his misery and fear echoed back at him.

      “Did I say come in?” Kurzon growled.  Cheddar jumped and hastily explained, “Mr. Bull told me to tell you…we’ve run down a fishing schooner…”

      “Well, you’ve told me; now get out!”

      Cheddar stepped backward but hesitated ever so briefly.  He cast a glance at Eselder, who recognized the pity in his look.  Unfortunately, so did Kurzon.

      The bosun cursed and sprang to his feet, wielding his knife.  Cheddar blanched.  Thornhill and Eselder cried out, but at the last second, Kurzon slammed his knife on the breakfast table and hit Cheddar with his fist so hard the boy roared in pain.

      “Please!  Mr. Bull told me—”

      “Do you think I give a damn what Mr. Bull said?” Kurzon roared and hit him again, this time in the stomach.  Cheddar doubled over, sobbing so vehemently that snot flew out of his nose.  Eselder couldn’t bear it any longer.

      “I won’t do it!” he shouted, mainly to distract Kurzon.  His ploy worked.  The bosun turned to face him, bloody murder in his eyes.  Behind him, Cheddar wheezed and cried.

      “I won’t cooperate,” Eselder said coldly.  His voice didn’t stutter, not even once.  “I’ll do everything in my power to escape.  And if I do—”

      Kurzon didn’t flinch, but Thornhill did.

      “I’ll make sure you both come to justice!”

      Eselder’s sentiment wasn’t rage.  It went beyond that.  Whatever it was, he was so full of it that he hadn’t any room left for fear.  He thought of Blake Ransom and yelled all the louder, “I won’t forget this ship or those aboard her!  I have seen their lot!  I’ve lived their life!  I won’t abandon them to the likes of you!”

      Thug Kurzon’s face was red, and Thornhill’s white as chalk.  But they weren’t the only ones paying him heed.  Huddled behind Kurzon, Cheddar listened to Eselder’s every word, his eyes boring holes in the tile.

      Kurzon was the first to recover.  “What a fine speech, boy.”

      “Now get out!” he spat, and Cheddar hastily obeyed, “I need to teach our royal guest here a lesson.”

      Thornhill nervously cleared his throat.

      “We should oversee the unloading,” he suggested, fanning himself with his hat.

      “Looting fishing boats now, are we?” Eselder inquired, contempt dripping from his tongue.

      Kurzon looked like he was about to snatch his knife back up.  At last, he growled, “Aye aye, captain.  Wouldn’t want to lose my temper and cut off the boy’s fine fingers.  He’ll be needing those.”

      Before they left, Kurzon ordered Thornhill to get a piece of parchment and something to write with.  Thornhill set down his hat and left the cabin.  Moments later, he came back in with a quill, inkwell, and sheet of parchment, all of which he put on the breakfast table.  Kurzon followed him to the door, grabbing his knife on the way out.  Before he left, he paused and looked over his shoulder.  Malice glittered in his eyes, promising all sorts of things that made Eselder’s intestines shrivel with fear.

      “Start thinking about what you want to write to your dad,” the bosun sneered, “And remember, boy.  You don’t need all your fingers to write a letter.”

      He grinned and slammed the door shut behind him.
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      It was a windy day and Blake was aloft, pretending that he was a rigger aboard a pirate ship.  When he climbed down out of the oak tree, a tentative voice surprised him.

      “Aren’t you afraid of falling?”

      It belonged to a lad around Blake’s age, perhaps a year younger.  He was clearly a courtier’s son, but Blake had never seen him before.

      Blake flushed with pleasure.  He rarely spoke to anyone anymore, but now he bragged, “No!  I’d never fall!”

      “It is an admirable feat!” cried the other boy with obvious sincerity.  Blake felt his guard lower.  He even smiled, and the smile felt good.

      That same day, Blake was called to Jaimes’s study.

      “You’re dripping wet!” the King complained, for probably the thousandth time in his life, “Where were you, in the lake?”

      Blake nodded, looking cheerfully defiant.  Jaimes sighed and rubbed his eyes behind his spectacles.  Blake, however, wasn’t in the mood to fight.  He felt bizarrely lighthearted from his brief exchange that morning, and he wanted the feeling to last as long as possible.  It was like coming back to life after spending a long time stumbling through a black, bewildering haze.

      Closing the door, he shot straight for a crystal decanter brimming with port.  He managed to uncork it and grab a glass before Jaimes barked, “Hands off, Blake!”

      As it had been a ceremonial act in the first place, Blake did without arguing.  He swaggered over to Jaimes’s desk and plopped down in a wingback chair.

      “What are you doing?” he asked politely.

      Sitting behind mounds of parchment, Jaimes looked like Blake had started reciting Elioth’s oath of allegiance.

      “What am I doing?” he repeated, sounding flummoxed.

      Blake nodded earnestly, looking more like the boy from Moanamiri than he had in years.  He tried very hard to appear interested.

      “Approving a new tariff on exported tea, for one thing,” Jaimes said, still looking uncertain.

      “Is that good or bad?” asked Blake, grabbing a bronze lion paperweight.  He didn’t really give a damn about the tariff.  He just wanted Jaimes to keep talking.  He felt like he was starving but had only just realized it that morning under the oak tree.  Now he was dying to fill up the cavernous hole inside of him, and he wanted Jaimes to help him do it.

      “Well,” said Jaimes carefully, “It probably won’t be a popular decision with the colonists.  But I believe it to be a fair tax.”

      “Will there be riots?” Blake asked eagerly, replacing the paperweight.

      “I…hope not.”

      “Will the colonists burn the ships bringing the tea into port?  That’s what I would do.”

      Jaimes looked like he was trying not to smile.  Blake watched the corners of his mouth, transfixed.  It had been a long time since his brother had done anything but frown at him.

      “I take it you’re opposed to the new tariff?” Jaimes asked, feigning annoyance.

      Blake shrugged.  “I don’t like tea.  Only rum, morning, noon, and night!”

      Jaimes visibly brightened.  Now he looked years younger, too.  His mouth tugged upward, making Blake’s heart leap.

      “Actually, there’s a high tax on rum too!”

      Blake tried to scowl but started grinning instead. “You did that just to spite me, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, Blake.  You and all your rum-swigging friends.”

      “I’ll have to rally ‘em.  Light the torches, me hearties!”  Blake shook his fists at an imaginary mob.  “We’ve got the right to get schnockered whenever we dem well want!  To blazes with the King’s tax!”

      “You wouldn’t make a half bad orator, Blake,” remarked Jaimes, rubbing his chin and smiling.

      “It’s the cussing,” Blake replied modestly.  He thought about it and asked, “Would a ship full of rum catch fire easily?”

      “Yes,” said Jaimes solemnly, adding rapidly as an afterthought, “But Cribbshire Abbey is quite a ways from any harbor.”

      “Where?”

      That was how Blake learned about his punishment for his poor behavior.  Jaimes launched into a rapid-fire explanation, only stammering once or twice, about how Cribbshire Abbey was the finest (and strictest) private grammar school in Elioth.  Only the very wealthiest families could afford to send their sons to Cribbshire Abbey, where the lucky lads received a top-notch education, fresh country air, and friends for life.

      As Jaimes earnestly explained the reasons behind his decision, Blake’s face lost all the light that had recently been rekindled there.  He slumped back into his chair, staring at the bronze paperweight.  When Jaimes finished his speech, Blake threw his hands to his cheeks in mock excitement.

      “How uttah-ly exciting!” he cried, “Pah-haps they shall even teach me my let-tahs!”

      “I know you’re angry with me,” snapped Jaimes, “But you’ve no one to blame but yourself!”

      At that helpful remark, Blake’s countenance lost its joviality, and his clothes started pressing on him again.  He channeled all his discomfort into hating the tyrannical brother who made him wear this straitjacket.

      “Lord Cribbshire, my advisor—”

      “Bet you need a lot of those!”

      “His son goes to Cribbshire Abbey,” Jaimes pressed on, his pen quivering slightly, “He’s at court for the holidays.  It didn’t look like Cribbshire killed him.  You might survive there, Blake, even without the sea, if you tried very, very hard.”

      Whatever good ideas Jaimes wanted to inspire in Blake, they were all undone by the sarcasm in his voice.

      “It could even be an opportunity to turn over a new leaf.”

      Blake pretended to perk up.  Like the prospect of turning over a new leaf was actually a comfort to him, instead of a mocking punch to the gut.

      “Cribbshire, who?” he asked innocently.

      Jaimes knew him well enough to shoot him a suspicious look.  Perhaps he was overdoing it a little.  He made a face, and that did the trick.

      “Chauncey Cribbshire?” said Jaimes, “I think you’ve met.  He mentioned that you two spoke earlier today on the grounds.”

      Oh…Blake’s eyes lit up.  So that was the little Lord Cribbshire.

      “Well, is that all?” he asked pleasantly, standing up, “Can I go?”

      Jaimes stared at Blake’s amiable face, looking at a loss.  “Yes…”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” said Blake brightly, practically skipping to the doors.

      “Blake.”

      Jaimes’s tone was shrewd and suspicious.  Blake froze, his hand on the doorknob.

      “Whatever you’re thinking.  Don’t do it.”

      Blake twirled around, his mouth ajar with wounded indignation. “Who, me?  Please, Jaimes.  I’m a Cribbshire lad now.  Decorum is our motto, and respectability is our creed.”

      He offered an infuriated Jaimes a salute and bounded out the door.  He had a Cribbshire lad to hunt down.  In Kingston Palace’s halls, he whispered to the terrified boy, “I will make your life hell.”

      Blake was as good as his word.  He bullied Chauncey Cribbshire relentlessly.  No opportunity passed that he didn’t seize with relish.  It was possibly the best Candelwedde holidays ever.  Blake whispered threats during social gatherings and left frightening signs of his presence inside his victim’s room.  He made sure that Chauncey Cribbshire couldn’t feel safe anywhere.  It was gratifying to watch somebody else walk around Kingston Court with a perpetually haunted look.  And Blake much preferred Jaimes’s rage to the cold shoulder he had gotten ever since their arrival at court.  He might be despised, but he wouldn’t suffer to be ignored.

      Then, to Blake’s annoyance, the high-strung aristocrat broke down into a fit of hysterical tears one time too many, and his parents sent him back to Cribbshire Abbey early to deal with his shattered nerves.  Blake spent his final weeks at Kingston Court sulking.  What was all the fuss about?  It wasn’t as if he had actually done anything.  From the oak tree, Blake sighed as he watched Cribbshire Jr.’s carriage roll out of the courtyard.  Such a shame.

      However, Blake’s efforts over the past month hadn’t been wasted.  He had made an important discovery.  Maybe it was true that he couldn’t change his life for the better.  But that winter, he learned that he could change other people’s lives for the worse…and that he was very good at it.

      And, while that didn’t take his pain away, it was still a wonderful consolation.
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      Blake’s opportunity to desert came sooner than expected.

      In the late afternoon, he was absently staring at a faint gibbous moon when he suddenly gave a start and squinted.  There was another vessel on the horizon.  A fishing boat, by the look of her, and a sorry piece of work.  Scars ran down the schooner’s green hull, and her yellow trim was all nicked up.  Still, the decrepit vessel was Blake’s bid for freedom, and perhaps there was more to her than met the eye.  Blake peered at the barely legible script on her hull.  The Sandpiper.  He hoped the Sandpiper wouldn’t capsize with an additional passenger aboard her.

      The HMS Swift must have spotted the fishing boat too, for she abruptly altered her course.  Like a giant wooden bully, she fired a warning shot at the schooner, and Blake watched with mild sympathy as a group of fishermen lost their grip on their bulging net.  What if they saw him?  Oh, well.  What were they going to do?  Rat him out?

      It wasn’t long before a white flag ascended the Sandpiper’s mainmast, and the Swift dropped anchor beside her.

      Ha, glorious freedom!  Blake was about to scuttle down the ladder when guilt caught up to him.  He scowled.  The captain’s cabin was out of reach, high on the top deck.  Blake’s salvation was a quick dip away—he had to take it!  Besides, what good would it do Eselder if he got recaptured?  If he escaped now, he could pop in on King Jaimes and let him know where his son was…

      Blake nodded firmly.  That was the thing to do.

      …If, that is, he hadn’t any qualms about leaving Eselder in the hands of Captain Charles Thornhill.

      Blake scowled fiercely.  He seemed to recall that Charles Thornhill spared the children of respectable families.  If the royal family wasn’t respectable enough for him, what was?  Eselder would be fine.  Just bloody fine.

      Blake’s writhing stomach still rooted him to the spot.  He teetered on the brink of the entry port, flicking feverish glances at the Sandpiper.

      “Look, he’s no better off with me!” he finally snarled at the daytime moon, “I’ve got a Crown to steal and a traitor to kill, and even if I weren’t a sick, twisted bugger, he wouldn’t be safe with me, not where I’m headed…”

      Muffled voices behind the entry port cut Blake’s arguments short.  With a jolt, he remembered precisely where Thornhill’s men would exit the Swift.  He barely had time to swing onto the side ladder before the entry port opened.  He started rapidly descending, but Charles Thornhill’s agitated protest stopped him short.

      “But holding the King’s son prisoner—”

      “Is no different from our past ventures,” Kurzon interrupted him smoothly, “We’ve been taking advantage of the King’s patronage for a long time, and you’ve never been squeamish about it before.”

      “This is entirely different!” Thornhill protested.

      Kurzon laughed at him.  “What’s so different?  We’ve been stealing from the Crown for years.  Makes little difference to me what the goods may be!”

      Blake realized that he was as hot as a firebrand, and it had nothing to do with the summer sun.

      If you touched him, Thornhill…if you so much as laid a finger on him…

      Thornhill tittered, “You oughtn’t have told him about…about that pirate.  He cared about him.  Probably the only soul on earth who did.”

      Blake looked at the water, frowning.  Because it was true.

      “I don’t like what the boy had to say,” Thornhill went on anxiously, “He means it.  He’s not afraid of you, Kurzon.”

      So, Eselder had given them a piece of his mind?  Blake felt a surge of fiery pride.  Ha!  That was his cabin boy!

      Wait.

      Wasn’t Eselder Jaimes’s son?  And wasn’t Blake abandoning him?

      “He will be,” growled Kurzon in reply, “You’re afraid of a squeaking mouse, Thornhill!  You don’t really believe I’d let His Highness stay aboard ship after everything’s said and done, do you?”

      “You’d let him go free?”  Thornhill sounded scandalized.

      Kurzon laughed.

      “You really are an idiot!” he jeered, “We’ll kill him, of course, after we claim the King’s ransom!”

      Blake’s blood ran cold.

      “Kill the…”  Thornhill sounded horror-struck at Kurzon’s flagrant wickedness.  “Isn’t that perhaps going a bit too—”

      “Oh, so killing the lad’s where you draw the line?” Kurzon jeered, “Just shut up and leave it to me.  I’ll do it.”

      Seamen ran out the gangplank as Blake shot down the ladder and into the water.  He dove underwater, but he didn’t swim for the fishing schooner.  He was still escaping, of course…but he had some valuable goods to steal first.  The King’s most prized possession, in fact.

      Blake smirked.  After all, as Captain Thornhill had so astutely observed, he was a pirate.

      He headed for the man o’ war’s stern, his eyes bright and steely.  If only somebody had been there for him on Moanamiri!  If Jaimes could have saved him that night…. how differently things would have turned out…

      Blake shook himself and swam faster.

      Well, Jaimes hadn’t been there to save him.  But Blake was here now.

      And he would save Jaimes’s son.
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      “Blake?  I know you’re up there!”

      High in his perch, Blake nestled back into the tangle of branches.

      “I can see you.”

      Blake scowled and yelled down, “Go away!”

      It was late afternoon.  Tonight, he was to depart for Cribbshire Abbey.  The very last thing he wanted to do was talk to Jaimes.

      Blake wrapped his arms around his knees.  He wouldn’t climb down.  He was wearing his last comfortable pair of breeches.  They were stained and soiled, and had a big hole in them.  If Jaimes saw them, he’d be disgusted.  He’d take them away and then what would Blake do?  Go crazy, that’s what.

      He wiped his nose.  Had Jaimes forgotten so quickly all those years of scraping by in their leaky old attic, watching each other’s back, looking out for each other before all else?  Stay with me, Jaimes had pleaded.  And Blake had.  Now Jaimes didn’t need him anymore, and was sending him far away.  But he wouldn’t go.

      Blake’s eyes hardened.  He wouldn’t be going to Cribbshire.

      “How could you, Blake?”  Jaimes sounded accusing.  “I just spoke with Lord Cribbshire about his son.  I never in my life imagined you’d play the bully.  It makes me sick!”

      Blake leaned against the tree trunk, feeling rather sick himself.

      “Are you trying to get back at me?” demanded Jaimes, “Is that your scheme?”

      Blake couldn’t keep quiet any longer.

      “I don’t have a scheme!” he shouted down, “I just want you to let me go my own way!  I don’t belong here, and I won’t belong at your bloody Cribbshire either!”

      “You could, if you wanted to!” Jaimes shouted back at him, “You’re just a stubborn ass, that’s what!”

      Blake turned hot.

      “You hate me!  You think I’m dirt!” he yelled, “You want me to pay for being alive, for being born!”

      “My, Blake, you guessed everything,” Jaimes responded sarcastically, “I’ve been found out.”

      Blood thudded in Blake’s ears.  He longed to reveal what he had discovered in Jaimes’s wardrobe.

      “Well, I don’t expect you to understand,” Jaimes continued, “But unlike some people, I have a huge responsibility on my shoulders.  I have to do what’s best for the nation.  And for you.”

      Liar, liar!  Blake blocked his ears.

      “You know, Blake, before I heard about you and Chauncey Cribbshire, I had second thoughts,” Jaimes went on angrily, “There isn’t anything disrespectable about a naval career.  I could have agreed to that.  Then you could have gone to sea like you wanted.”

      Blake unstopped his ears.  Anything.  He’d give anything to go to the sea.  To rid himself of this fire in his breast that was eating him alive.

      His mouth was open before he realized what was happening.  Here he was, desperate and in pain, and Jaimes, still the cleverer of them both, was using his desperation to manipulate him.  He thought that the only way Blake would see the ocean again was if he permitted it.  But Blake would prove him wrong.

      “Who gives a shit?” he cried.  He felt like a little boy on the verge of a tantrum, wanting Jaimes, or anybody, to take the pain away.  “I’d rather die than become one of those blue devils!  They burned down my home!  I’d shoot ‘em dead if I could!”

      “They did what they had to do!  Those men were heroes!”

      “Heroes?”  Blake’s voice cracked.  “Damn, you’re ignorant, Jaimes!  Go on, then, hand out more medals to those Navy rats!”

      “I won’t listen to this,” said Jaimes icily, “I’ll come and say goodbye in a few hours.  I hope you’re finished packing!  You must be if you can afford to waste time like this.”

      “Aye, that’s just like you, Jaimes!” Blake hollered, trying to stop him.  Trying to make him stay.  “Run away, just like on Moanamiri!”

      Jaimes didn’t reply, and for some reason, the silence scared Blake out of his mind.  Abandoning all pretenses, he cried out, “Jaimes!”

      Scrambling down the oak tree, Blake searched frantically until he spotted Jaimes walking across the grounds toward Kingston Palace.  For a moment, he wanted to run after Jaimes and confess everything.  His brother, deep down, was a kind person.  He would understand.  And maybe, being so smart, he could even help Blake understand himself.

      Because he was all wrong inside.  There, everything had turned to fire, and he couldn’t put it out, because he craved the fire like their father had craved drink.  And there were other things, too…things he’d thought and felt about…about…

      Blake flushed.  Just the other day, he’d spotted Jaimes and remembered Cribbshire Abbey.  He’d been furious.  Then, all of a sudden…a flood of longing, so great and so deep that he’d started to tremble.  A wave of confusion.  An aching, burning need for his brother’s touch.

      But this wasn’t the first time Blake had felt the desire to be touched by a young man.  He couldn’t even recall Charles’s face anymore, but he couldn’t forget the bewildering way he’d felt toward the midshipman.  And now he felt that way toward Jaimes.  His own brother.

      Blake stared at Jaimes’s receding figure.  His brother looked like a total stranger from behind, tall and dignified in his richly embroidered waistcoat and starched cravat.  Jaimes had everything he had ever wanted now.  By contrast, Blake felt loathsome in his smelly, soiled britches.

      How would the discussion go?  He imagined Jaimes listening attentively, compassionately.  He imagined the relief he’d feel at finally confessing the dark secrets that were devouring him alive.  He imagined Jaimes promising to help, withdrawing Blake from Cribbshire Abbey.

      But Blake also envisaged another scenario…the look of revulsion on Jaimes’s face as Blake described his struggles, and then, when he got to the worst part, the undisguised horror.  He imagined Jaimes stepping back, afraid to get too close to him, and shipping him off to Cribbshire as quickly as possible.

      Blake looked down at his toes.  He knew he was a freak.  But if Jaimes agreed, he’d never forgive him.

      He shook his head.  He wouldn’t beg for Jaimes’s pity!  He’d just disappear like a shadow.  By tomorrow, he’d be gone from his brother’s life forever.  And Jaimes could finally be happy.

      That evening, as he waited for Jaimes to come and say goodbye, Blake did something he hadn’t done in a long time.  Ignoring the trunks stacked by his door, he knelt by the window, gazed up at the stars, and called on the Lady in Blue.  She was the one who had given him this excruciating longing, his sea breath.  Would she not come and take him away as she had promised?

      Blake’s eyes were red and raw from sobbing.  The Lady was his last hope.

      “If you won’t save me, Lady, I’ll save myself!” he threatened, “You promised you would return, but you broke your promise.  If you don’t answer me tonight…I want nothing more to do with you!”

      Clouds drifted over the full moon, but Blake kept his eyes fixed on its dim outline.  A part of him truly believed that the Lady would heed him and come.

      “Please!” he cried out, “Please…Mother!”

      But the Lady in Blue did not come.

      When Blake finally lost hope, such hatred for the Lady in Blue welled up inside of him that he spat at the moon.  His spit struck the window.

      “Don’t come then, Lady!”

      Panting, Blake turned hateful eyes upon the moon.  “I wish I’d met the real Lady in Blue that night instead of you!  Bitch!  I hate you and your gift!  Gift!  It’s not a gift!  I hate you for it; I hate you!”

      Blake’s sobs subsided, and he realized that no one was listening except for the shadows on the wall.  With a shudder, he gave up the fight and let them enter him.  They filled him up to the brim, and they made him feel strong.

      “I’ll escape on the open road and find my way to the sea,” Blake whispered, “I’ll get back at you both someday, I swear it!  I’ll hunt for the Black King’s Crown and become a Sea King!”

      No, he wouldn’t serve in the King’s Navy.  He’d become the terror of the King’s Navy!  It was the best revenge against Jaimes, and the Lady in Blue, that he could devise.

      “I’ll do whatever it takes,” Blake promised himself.  He grinned.  He couldn’t wait for Jaimes to send him away from Kingston Court!  Somehow, some way, he’d find his way back to the sea…

      And nobody would be able to control him, ever again.
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      Blake swam to the stern and resurfaced.

      He peered up at the captain’s cabin, high over his head.  Hopefully, Eselder was still in there.

      There was no other option but to find out.  Blake began climbing, very clumsily, up the Swift’s keel.  By grabbing at grooves in the stern’s elaborate carvings, he managed to haul himself from deck to deck.  Finally, he flipped onto the captain’s cabin’s balcony and lay there, squeezing his eyes and mouth shut until the searing pain in his back dulled.  Then he skulked over to the windows and crouched beneath them.  When he caught his breath, he slowly rose and peered inside.  He felt a sharp pang.

      Eselder sat but a few feet away on the window bench, his head hung.  He looked very small, all alone in Thornhill’s day cabin.  Against his will, Blake felt his heart melting like a glob of butter in the sun.  His stomach grumbled.  He was so famished that it was getting hard to think straight.

      Suddenly, Eselder looked up.  Had he heard someone?  Blake ducked down, then cautiously came back up.  He saw no one else in the cabin, but he felt another pang at the sight of Eselder’s red, swollen eyes.  What had they done to the lad?  If they’d hurt him…

      Blake shook himself, quite unnerved.  Whatever happened to those angry thoughts in the brig?  Was this not still Jaimes’s son?

      Blake quickly rapped on the window before he got even more sentimental.  Like a dunce, Eselder’s head swiveled toward the cabin doors.  Blake sighed and knocked again.  This time, Eselder looked at the window.  A gratified Blake watched his face morph from fear to confusion to astonishment to sheer joy.  Grinning in what he hoped was a reassuring manner, Blake pointed at the window’s latch.  Eselder’s brow furrowed.  It took Jaimes’s boy awhile to process the incredibly simple command, but soon enough, Blake was climbing into the captain’s cabin.

      “You’re alive!”

      Blake was completely unprepared for that tearful cry, or the violent bombardment that awaited him.  A brown-haired missile launched at him and flung out its arms with unprincely abandon.

      “My back, my back, my back!” Blake hissed, cringing in the window frame.  Eselder froze, arms upraised.  Then, to Blake’s great dismay, he seized his arm and tugged, nearly catapulting him inside.

      “I can’t believe it; you’re alive!” Eselder sang out as the pirate hissed, regained his balance, and clambered down.

      “Yes, um.  There, there.  Please shut up.  They’ll hear you.”

      Blake awkwardly patted the boy’s head and struggled to free his arm without looking like he was struggling.  Eselder seemed to sense his tension, for he sheepishly released him, still glowing.  Trying to recover from this overwhelming reception, Blake glanced around the day cabin and spied the quill and inkwell.  A mischievous grin spread across his face as a plan rapidly formulated in his mind.  He was about to relay it when Eselder whispered, “They’re s-sending a r-ransom note to my f-father!  Thornhill b-believes Kurzon, but I d-don’t.  Before it’s all over, h-he’ll kill me!”

      “Aye, they tried killing me too; look how well they did their job,” Blake said with a grin.  The terrified plea in Eselder’s eyes faded into relief.

      “Now tell me,” Blake growled, “Did Thornhill do anything to you?  Did he…”

      Blake tasted sour at the back of his throat.  He swallowed and went on fiercely, “Did he touch you?”

      “N-No,” Eselder stammered.  Blake gave him his best stern and fatherly look.

      “Well, once, on the shoulder,” Eselder amended, “But it was mostly Kurzon…”

      He rubbed his throat and shivered.  A wave of overwhelming relief crashed over Blake.  He could suddenly breathe again.

      “Thank god,” he muttered, rubbing his face.

      “But…Lieutenant O’Shea,” whispered Eselder, “He tr-tried to defend me, and they took him below, and I th-think…I think they killed him!”

      Blake said quietly, “I think you’re right.”

      “This is all my fault!”  Eselder’s soft cry was torn with anguish.  “If I hadn’t put him in danger—”

      “This is not your fault!  Listen to me, Eselder!”  Blake snarled, grabbing Eselder’s shoulder.  It was so thin!  This was not the same soft landlubber who’d been pressganged three months ago.  Weeks of hard labor and pain had transformed Eselder.  “None of this is your fault!  Don’t you fall for that lie!  Don’t…don’t make my mistake.”

      Blake’s voice cracked.  He quickly released Eselder and looked down.

      “It’s a slippery slope into hell,” he said softly.

      Aware that Eselder was staring at him, Blake cleared his throat and said urgently, “They aren’t going to have a chance to send that ransom note, much less kill you!  Come on, lad, they’ve run down a fishing boat!  This is our chance; let’s go!”

      “I can’t!”  Eselder’s voice shook.

      “Why not?”

      Eselder pointed at the metal ball lying on the deck…that was attached to a chain…that was attached to his ankle.  Blake was annoyed but by no means defeated.

      “That’s too bad.  But it won’t stop us!  Here’s the plan.”

      He helped himself to Eselder’s beef and cheese.

      “While I go loot Thornhill’s cabin,” he explained through a mouthful of cheddar, “You sit yourself down at that table like a good little lad and write out your suicide note.”

      “Suicide?”

      “Aye, Eselder, I’m afraid your mind has finally snapped.  Truth be told, I was always waiting for it to happen.  Overcome with despair…or lust for revenge, take your pick…you decided to jump overboard rather than see a single gold sovereign in your captors’ greedy hands.”

      “Oh my,” murmured the prince, but a slow smile spread across his face.  Blake was pleased to see his spirits reviving.

      “Oh my is right,” he agreed, wiping his greasy, cheesy fingers on Thornhill’s bench cushion, “Now get to it, lad, and hurry!  We don’t have much time.”

      They both set to work.  Eselder flung himself at the table, shoved aside Thornhill’s cocked hat, and started scribbling away while Blake skulked into the great cabin.  It was another slap in the face to behold Thornhill’s cabin, for it seemed a breach of justice that the villain should have quarters so grand.  He was on a hunt for a lock pick, but when he spotted an ebony box with a telltale slit in its lid, his eyes lit up.  That looked promising.  He picked it up and shook it, and his heart glowed as its metal contents jingle-jangled in a melodious fashion.

      In the dining cabin, Blake took a cutting knife from the set of elegant silverware.  If worst came to worst, it was better than nothing.  Then he located a container full of silver toothpicks on the dining table, selected one, and went back to Thornhill’s moneybox.  In no time at all, he had picked its lock.  Sadly, he couldn’t steal all Thornhill’s money, but he could at least fill the velvet pouch he had also found to the brim.  Stuffing the bulging bag into his pocket, he hurried back into the day cabin.

      “Done yet?”

      “Aye,” said Eselder with distinct satisfaction.  Blake inserted the toothpick into the lock on Eselder’s ankle.

      “Read it,” he commanded, partly to distract Eselder and partly because he was intrigued.

      With a truly Jaimes-like flourish, Eselder read aloud:

      Dear Captain Charles Thornhill and Mr. Thug Kurzon,

      I told you that I would do everything in my power to escape your hands.  I have made good on my word.  I am far below you now, where you will never reach me.  Death to me is sweeter than life, and I go with a glad heart.  My dying wish is that, while my body rests down below, my soul will continue to haunt this ship, and those aboard her.

      “Vindictive little lad, aren’t we?”

      “Exceedingly.”

      Only when you join my wronged crewman and I in the deep do I feel that I shall truly be at rest.

      Blake liked that part.  Exceedingly.

      Although it seems most insincere considering the circumstances, I will be so bold as to wish you both health and happiness, and I remain your most obliging and humble servant,

      Eselder

      “Your calm under pressure is astonishing.  I’ve never heard such a genteel suicide note.”

      “Is it too calm?” Eselder asked anxiously, flipping the parchment over.

      “Well, it wouldn’t be my suicide note.  Then again, I couldn’t write one.  I’d leave ‘em all agonizing.”

      Joggling the toothpick, Blake cursed.  “The damn thing won’t give!”

      “What happens if you can’t pick the lock?” Eselder asked anxiously.

      Standing up, Blake unlatched the balcony door and pulled it open.  “You’re going to jump overboard anyway.”

      “I’ll sink right to the bottom!”

      “You doubt my strength?”

      “I can’t swim!” Eselder protested fearfully.

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “What if the ball and chain drags me down before you can get to me?”

      Blake lost his patience.  “Find your courage, lad!”

      “My courage,” murmured Eselder.  His eyes swept across the cabin.  “Where could that have gone?”

      “And don’t be cheeky, I—”

      They both froze.

      “Did you hear something?” Blake asked.

      Eselder whispered frantically, “It’s Thornhill!  Hide!  Now!  Quick!”

      Blake threw himself at the window’s velvet draperies.  His toes poked out the bottom in an absurd manner, and Eselder’s chain rattled noisily as the boy moved to stand in front of him.  Blake remembered the suicide note just as the day cabin door clicked open.

      That was it.  They were sunk.

      “What are you…what is that door doing open?”

      Thornhill’s voice was laden with suspicion.  Blake went stiff, hearing it.

      “I…I was f-feeling seasick,” stammered Eselder, “I was letting in some f-fresh air.”

      “You weren’t trying to escape?”  Thornhill moved a few paces toward Eselder, and Blake silently lifted his knife.

      Try it, Thornhill…just give me a reason…

      “We’re at sea, captain,” Eselder remarked witheringly, “Where could I possibly go?”

      “You could…oh, never mind!  I just came back to retrieve my hat.  The sun is terribly hot.”

      Blake found that he was hot, all over.  He gripped his cutting knife in a trembling fist.  What, was he hoping that Thornhill would attack Eselder?  The thought was horrifying.  But he couldn’t deny it.  He wanted an excuse to reveal himself.  To leap out and stick a hole in Thornhill’s chest, faster than the man could say “breeches”.

      “Yes, I expect you wouldn’t wish your face to turn any redder.”

      “That’s quite enough from you!”  Thornhill couldn’t mimic Thug Kurzon’s bark very convincingly.

      Hatred seared Blake’s blood white-hot.  Thornhill deserved it.  He deserved to die.  And Blake deserved to be the one who killed him.  This was the man who’d lied to him, coerced him into the unthinkable, and then convinced him it had been his own free and willing choice.  For years and years, he’d believed that lie.  Murder would have been a mercy by comparison.  Thornhill was the reason why Blake couldn’t look at Eselder the way an uncle should look at his nephew…and he wasn’t the least bit sorry.  What had he wanted from Blake in the brig?  What would have been the price for Eselder’s safety?  If Blake had caved to Thornhill’s threat, would he have become his lackey, like Thornhill was Kurzon’s, controlled by his fear of the hangman’s noose and Eselder’s wellbeing?

      The man was a devil.

      Blake heard Thornhill head toward the door and nearly bolted from his hiding place.  Then Thornhill paused.  It was now or never…

      “What’s that?”

      “Nothing!” Eselder squeaked, and Blake’s heart did a cartwheel.  Thornhill had discovered the suicide note!  So, why didn’t he make sure that Thornhill got his comeuppance before they got theirs?

      “The quill!”  Thornhill’s exclamation was triumphant.  “It’s been used…where’s the parchment?”

      Eselder had been quick enough to hide his letter?  Bravo, lad!

      “You’re hiding it!” Thornhill declared.

      Eselder said nothing, as there wasn’t much he could say.  And still Blake hesitated.

      “Hand it over,” Thornhill ordered him sternly.

      “I don’t have it on me,” Eselder replied icily.

      “With that ball and chain, there’s nowhere else it could be.”

      “I d-don’t have it on me!” Eselder insisted.

      “Oh, really?” growled Thornhill, sounding a little too eager, “Let’s see about that, shall we?”

      Eselder gasped, stumbling back into the curtains and effectively squashing Blake, who desperately grabbed the windowpane to keep himself and Eselder from tumbling into a heap.  In the midst of their scuffling, the door opened again.

      “Captain Thornhill?” asked Cheddar, very hesitantly, “Mr. Kurzon’s asking for you.  He wants you right away.”

      “What?  But I…oh, very well, I’m coming!  We’ll settle this later, Your Highness.”

      No, you won’t!  I’m taking him, Thornhill!  You won’t have me, and you won’t have him!

      Thud!  Thud!  Thud!  Blake’s heartbeat matched Thornhill’s heavy footfalls.  Last chance, last chance, last chance…

      Then the door shut, and Blake’s opportunity was gone forever.

      Eselder drew back the curtains and happily announced, “He’s gone!”

      “I know that, dumbsquat, why are you stating the obvious?”

      Eselder recoiled, leaving him ashamed.  What, had he wanted to sacrifice Eselder to get his revenge?  No, he was glad Eselder was such a quick thinker…and a fairly good liar too, when it came down to it.  He got that from his uncle.

      “All right, here we go,” Blake said, forcing a lighthearted tone back into his voice, “Ready to commit suicide?”

      “I suppose as ready as I’ll ever be,” replied Eselder, looking relieved.

      “That’s the can-do attitude I’m looking for!” said Blake, sticking his knife in his belt, “Now hold still.”

      He was afraid he really would have to lug Eselder, ball and chain and all, across the sea.  To his relief, the lock finally turned, and the manacle fell from Eselder’s bony ankle.

      “We’ve got to jump together.  If there’s more than one splash, it’ll be suspicious,” Blake explained.  With a grunt, he hoisted up the ball and chain.

      “Ready, boy?”

      Blake didn’t give Eselder time to respond.  He grabbed the boy’s neck and shoved him toward the door.

      “Then let’s go!”

      For a split second, through the cabin door’s glazed window, Blake thought he saw a shock of bright red hair.  Then he and Eselder were out on the balcony, hurling themselves overboard.  Wind whistled in Blake’s ears, and then—sploosh!—they hit the water.  Dropping the ball and chain, Blake quickly latched hold of Eselder.  After a couple of thumps on the head, the boy got the message and stopped clawing for the water’s surface.

      Blake did his manful best, paddling like mad through the water with one hand and grasping a ball of dead weight with the other.  He’d never tell Eselder, but he was very thankful that the boy had lost so much weight.  Even so, his back and muscles burned like fire.  Everything was a bright blue blur.  Blake spat curses, taking them as far as he could before responding to Eselder’s frantic tugs on his shirtsleeve.

      They came up for air beside the Sandpiper’s stern, Eselder spluttering like a boiling kettle.

      “Grab hold!” Blake gasped.

      Coughing, Eselder latched onto a loop of chain running down the schooner’s keel.  Blake panted, “With any…luck…somebody will have…heard our splash…and found…your note…by now!”

      “What…now?”

      “Working…on it!”

      They floated in the schooner’s shadow, out of the Swift’s line of vision, while Blake came up with phase two of his fabulous plan.

      “Mr. Ransom?”

      “Eh?”  Couldn’t Eselder see he was thinking?

      “Mr. Ransom!”

      “What, boy, what?”

      Blake angrily looked over and blinked.  Treading water, he stared at the seagull perched on Eselder’s shoulder.  It was the most hideous bird he had ever seen, being mostly bald, with a knobby stump for a leg and dirty, crooked feathers.  Then it squawked, and Blake and Eselder simultaneously flinched.  The bird sounded like it had been chain-smoking cigars its entire life.  Blake tried to scare it away by flapping his arms and instead splashed Eselder in the face.

      “Shut up!” he hissed, “Go away!  You’re going…to get us…caught!”

      The seagull cawed and pecked irritably at his hand.  Blake jerked it back with a hiss as the bird spread its wings and took to the air.  It flew down the ship’s starboard side and through a square porthole, straight into the schooner’s belly.  Blake’s eyes lit up.  That was it!

      “Eselder, follow me!”

      “I can’t.”

      “Oh. Right.”  Blake’s heart sank.  “Grab hold, then.”

      With the last of his strength, Blake towed his human cargo over to the porthole and grunted, “Check…first!”

      Eselder struggled to clamber up, and Blake cursed as he smacked him in the eye with his foot.

      “It looks clear!” Eselder said softly.

      “Then…climb…in!”

      Eselder tumbled inside.  Blake followed, feeling like a much-abused pack mule.  The reek of decaying fish immediately hit his nose.  Why?  Why did they have to stow away on a fishing boat?

      The deck was filled with empty, overturned barrels.  Perched on one of them was their seagull friend, watching them closely with its beady eyes.  Blake glared at it, but amazingly, it didn’t make a sound.  He helped Eselder clamber into an empty fish barrel.

      “Stay there,” he instructed, wagging a stern finger.

      “Where on earth would I go?” Eselder muttered as Blake sealed him inside.  Making a mental note about the cheekiness of princes, Blake climbed gingerly into the next barrel, trying not to barf.  And not a moment too soon.  Footsteps thudded down through the hatchway and into the lower deck.

      “Seems that’s everything.”

      “Seems so.”

      “What d’you think, Limey?”

      “’Bout what?”

      “’Bout His Royal Highness.”

      “Baloney.  All of it.”

      “Young ‘am Cheddar.  Swore ‘ee saw it with ‘is own eyes.  Went barmy an’ jumped clean overboard.”

      “Now why would ‘ee do that?  Besides, that Cheddar’s always been a daft one.”

      Heavy steps pounded down the hatchway, followed by a furious howl.

      “’Ow dare you!  We worked on this ‘aul fer three bleedin’ weeks, an’ ya come an’ steal it, ya pack a’ bleedin’ thieves!  You get yer bleedin’ arses off this ship, or—”

      Blake winced irritably, for the shrill yowl was more grating than nails on a chalkboard.  Clearly, the other men thought so too, for one of them barked, “I’d shut my pipehole if I was you, boy, ‘less you want to be crammed in a barrel and taken along with the fish!”

      A petrified silence followed this threat.  Then the boy fled back above deck.  The men chortled.  When they stopped, one of them remarked, “Poor fishskewers.  Looks like they’re out of business, eh?”

      “Not our concern.  Come on, Harry!”

      Harry and Limey pounded onto the top deck, roaring, “All’s loaded!”

      Blake could imagine the reaction that provoked from the Sandpiper’s cabin boy.  Probably up there cursing the Swift’s crew to bleedin’ pieces.  It was true that the fishing schooner’s run-in with the Swift was bloody bad luck for her crew.  But it was a stroke of mighty good fortune for Blake and Eselder, so he couldn’t feel too sorry for the fishermen.

      With a tired grin, Blake rested his head against the barrel.

      He had done it.  He had snatched Eselder from Thornhill’s claws.  He’d kept the boy safe, and not in the way Thornhill had proposed.  Eselder would never know how much it had cost him.  Charles Thornhill was still alive and well, and would probably be so for many years.  But Eselder was also alive and well, and that was what mattered.

      Now they were on their way to freedom, and sunnier horizons.

      Wouldn’t Jaimes be so thankful if he knew?  Wouldn’t he fall at Blake’s feet in gratitude for saving his son?  Wouldn’t he humbly beg Blake’s forgiveness for being a selfish, double-crossing arse?

      Wouldn’t he be proud, of them both?

      Blake felt a wistful pang.  It was a childish, and rather embarrassing wish.

      But he wished Jaimes did know.
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      There was a raging storm that night.

      Rain hammered on Blake’s window such that he could no longer see the moon.  A knock sounded on his door, but he didn’t move, staring at the white torrents striking the glass.  He heard the door handle turned.

      “Everyone outside can hear you carrying on, you know!” Jaimes snapped at the boy dressed in a snug silk cravat and fashionably tight breeches.

      Blake’s bedroom looked like a tiger had been set loose in it.  Everything was torn apart, ripped to shreds, shattered to bits.  For a moment, Jaimes looked overwhelmed with grief.  Then he yanked off his spectacles.

      “This has to stop, Blake.  It’s going to stop.”

      Blake fingered the shell in his pocket, not acknowledging the veiled threat.  Then, shaking his head he clucked, “It’s so sad, Jaimes.  Am I the only thing you can actually control?”

      “I b-beg your pardon?”  Jaimes’s stilted voice cracked.  Blake turned around.

      “I’ve heard them whispering,” he said, savoring every poisonous word, “They talk about you behind your back, you know!  That you’re Parliament’s puppet, plucked right off the streets of Yaletown!  That it was a choice between you or someone who’d actually pose a threat!”

      The two brothers glared at each other.  Their eyes were red, swollen, and utterly exhausted.  Then Jaimes took a deep, steadying breath and began through gritted teeth, “You listen to me, Blake, and listen well.  Our parents are dead.  You’re my brother, and it’s my responsibility to raise you as they would have seen fit—”

      “You’re one hell of a failure.”

      “You’re going to Cribbshire Abbey, Blake, and you’re going to wake up from these damn silly dreams you’re lost in!” Jaimes barked, “I know they helped you cope on Moanamiri.  But you’ve got to let them go and live in reality.”

      Blake’s face was ablaze, but his eyes were dull and haggard.

      “If this is reality, I want no part in it,” he whispered, “I’d rather be drowning in the deep.”

      Jaimes exploded.  “Oh, wonderful ambition, Blake!  I’m sure killing yourself is a far superior prospect to attending Cribbshire Abbey and living the same kind of life as everyone else!”

      “You don’t understand anything!” Blake shouted, his eyes bloodshot and his hands balled into fists.

      Jaimes gave him a hard, penetrating look.  “You’re not telling me something, Blake.”

      Blake felt a sharp jolt but gave no indication of it.

      “But I can’t force you to confide in me, and I’m not going to beg you to do it!  If you have something to say then speak up!”

      So much rage boiled up within Blake that he didn’t know what to do.  There was so much to say!  But all he could remember was how dark it had been in that storeroom on Moanamiri.  That was something he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—say, so instead, he shouted, “You weren’t there for me!”

      “I wasn’t there for you?”

      Jaimes looked absolutely furious.  Blake didn’t flinch, but inside he recoiled and fled down deep to a place where Jaimes couldn’t touch him.

      “After all I’ve done for you…if that’s what you really believe…”

      Blake’s chest heaved.  He braced himself for the pain that was coming, but Jaimes only snapped, “Here’s a thought, Blake!  Perhaps it isn’t always about you!  I could really have used your support these last couple months, did you ever think of that?  Instead, you’ve been nothing but a thorn in my side, the whole…damn…time!”

      His words cut Blake to the quick, but he didn’t show it.

      “Are you surprised, Your Majesty?  You know where I come from, who raised me!  And you can’t change me.”

      Jaimes stared long and hard at Blake.  Then he looked sad, like he realized the truth of what Blake said…and it broke his heart.  The look made Blake’s mind spin with fury.  He ground his teeth and spat at Jaimes, losing all resemblance to the child Jaimes had once consoled.

      “You’re not my brother!  I have no family left!  I’m going far away across the sea!  You’ll never see me again!”

      He expected Jaimes to blow up at that, but Jaimes just sadly remarked, “When you used to speak of the sea, you were always chasing after something.  Now you speak in terms of running away.  What are you running away from, Blake?”

      Sharp knives stabbed Blake’s chest.  He opened his mouth, but the truth—the filthy truth—stuck like dirt in his throat.  He spat, “Maybe you, ever think of that?”

      It was time to bring this chat to a swift end.  He shoved a hand into his pocket and drew out the “lucky shell” he had given Jaimes on Moanamiri, so many years ago.

      “Aye, I broke into your room and went through your things,” Blake confessed brightly, “Look what I found in your wardrobe, all covered in dust!”

      Jaimes grew pale, and Blake laughed.

      “That’s right, Jaimes!  This isn’t all I found.  I also stumbled across a letter from your dead mother to her dead father.  It talks about her son’s claim to the throne.  Her son.”

      Jaimes’s expression wilted.  He looked devastated.  He didn’t even ask who Blake had enlisted to decipher the letter.

      “Who was she, Jaimes?” Blake asked in a low voice. “You know.  I know you know.”

      Jaimes hesitated.  Then, looking resentful, he revealed, “A Sharid woman, who read palms for a living and called herself the Sea Queen.  Father fell in love with her on one of his voyages…if you call that love.  She was already pregnant when he brought her back to live on Moanamiri.  I was seven at the time.”

      “But why did she leave me?  Where did she go?”

      “She didn’t go anywhere,” said Jaimes harshly, “She died, giving birth to you.  Father was going to let you die too, squalling on the bed beside her—”

      He stopped short, noticing Blake’s eyes, which were wide and wild.  His eyebrows drew in.  Adjusting his spectacles, he continued in a much gentler voice, “Mother pleaded with him on your behalf.  She got Father’s permission to care for you.  I remember…”

      Jaimes paused, looking dazed with pain.

      “I remember standing outside, listening to it all.  Then Mother called me inside.  Father laughed and told me to come greet my baby brother.  I was so angry…”

      Jaimes shook his head at the polished floorboards.

      “I replied, as nastily as I could, that I didn’t want to.  You can imagine how angry that made him.  But Mother called me over and, whether I wanted her to or not, laid you in my arms.  She went to find someone who could help take care of you.  That left me alone with you, and I was not pleased.  But then…then I looked down at you.  You had a tiny nose, and a whole bushel of black hair.”

      Jaimes smiled a little.  Blake did not smile, but his face lost much of its venom.

      “You were sleeping, but you’d been crying, and there were tears on your face.  I kept staring at you, and I couldn’t stop because I think…I think that was the first time in my life I had ever encountered innocence.”

      Jaimes’s countenance softened.  Blake looked away, his face beet-red.

      “And I remember whispering to you, right before Mother came back, that I would not let anything bad ever happen to you…”

      Jaimes’s voice broke off abruptly, leaving an awkward, sorrowful silence in its wake.

      Innocence…

      The mere echo of the word gouged itself deep into Blake’s brain, until he wanted to pull his hair and scream.  Swallowing a hard lump, he looked up.  Jaimes wanted to soften him up with that sentimental little speech, but it wouldn’t work.

      “That’s sweet, Jaimes,” he sneered, “Sorry I lost my innocence so soon, seeing as you found it so enchanting.”

      Jaimes glanced at his furious face.  Quietly, he observed, “I don’t think it’s lost.”

      “It is!  It’s gone, gone forever!” Blake screamed, stamping his foot.  Jaimes stepped back, looking shocked. “Gone forever, and who gives a shit?  We can’t all be saints, like you!  Wasn’t I a lucky whelp to have the royal family stooping down from on high to save me?  Then again…I guess I am your subject, aren’t I?”

      “My mother saved your life!” roared Jaimes, “Do you have any idea how much your presence made her suffer, day in and day out?”

      “Of course not, she only showed it every damn day!”

      “Well, I’m sure she’s sorry now that she didn’t shower you with kisses!  You know, I might just be wrong about Cribbshire Abbey!  What I think you really need is a good whipping!”

      “Then do it!” Blake screamed, stamping his foot, “Whip me!  Then I can hate you even more!”

      “Is violence the only language you understand, Blake?” Jaimes yelled, his spectacles slipping down his nose.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Blake shouted.

      Jaimes’ nostrils flared.  He shoved his spectacles back up his nose, demanding, “What precisely was I supposed to say, Blake?”

      All the resentment and fury Jaimes had kept hidden all his life poured out of him in a poisonous flood and threatened to sweep them both away.  He sang out, “Good news, Blake, I’m the rightful heir to the throne!  Oh, and by the way!  I’m bringing you along, my father’s bastard son, because he dumped you on me before sailing off to pillage and plunder and produce more bastard children!  You’d be an urchin begging on the streets if it weren’t for me!  I made the decision to take responsibility for you!  I didn’t have to do it!  But if I didn’t, nobody else was going to!  Nobody else wanted you—”

      Jaimes quickly pressed his lips together, but it was too late.  He pressed a shaking hand to his forehead.

      “It all makes sense now,” Blake murmured, his head bent.  His tone was subdued, even reasonable.

      Jaimes lowered his hand.

      “What makes sense?” he asked uneasily.

      “Why you’re so keen on getting married.  Didn’t waste any time getting engaged to that foreign wench, did you?  Now I know why.  You need an heir!  A legitimate heir.  I don’t qualify.”

      Jaimes winced, but his reply was firm.  “No.  You do not have royal blood.”

      “I see.” Blake’s face was a stony mask, but his eyes betrayed him.  “Well, good luck with that.”

      Then his fury got the better of him.  “Damn, I hope that Nordan bitch winds up barren!”

      Jaimes turned white.

      “You take that back, Blake Percimillus Ransom,” he whispered.

      “Why?  I don’t have to obey you, Your Majesty…though I be but a pirate’s bastard.”

      “Don’t look so proud, Blake!  You may have been the first, but you were hardly the last!”

      Blake’s face morphed in the blink of an eye.

      “Shut up!” he shouted.

      “No, Blake,” Jaimes countered, folding his arms, “I wanted to treat you like an equal, but you’ve made that impossible.  I can’t even let you go your own way!  You’ve shown me what you’d do with such freedom.  I never wanted it to be this way, Blake, but you’ve given me no choice.  And you will obey me, and do as I say.”

      “Like hell I will,” Blake said nastily.

      Jaimes stormed forward and struck him across the face.

      Blake stumbled back.  Jaimes froze, looking horrified at what he had done.  Then Blake regained his balance and looked up.

      “Someday, you’ll pay for that,” he said softly, a horrible smile twisting his lips.  Reaching into his pocket, he drew out Jaimes’s “lucky shell”, dropped it, and crushed it with one vicious stomp.  Jaimes flinched.

      “Oh, did I mention I hate you?” Blake breathed, “That I’d do anything to get away from you?”

      Jaimes looked like Blake had thrashed him as their father had done once long ago.

      “But…why?” he asked helplessly.

      Blake’s bottom lip briefly quivered.  Then he spat, “Do I have to have a reason?”

      Jaimes didn’t look angry anymore.  He glanced at Blake and, for a brief moment, allowed him to see all his pain.

      That glance awoke something deep inside of Blake.  A glimmer of light, and a faint whisper like the ocean tide.  A thought came to his mind, one that seemed to come from a different person, or another life.  It hurt so much that it penetrated the hate clouding his mind.

      If you love me, you won’t let me go.  If you truly love me, you will not let me go.

      Blake’s eyes went wide and desperate, begging Jaimes for a reason to reject the shadows and turn back.  But Jaimes never saw the look.  He walked to the window and folded his arms.

      “Guards!” he shouted, his voice stern and kingly again.

      Two redcoats entered the room.  Blake’s trunk had already been whisked away earlier that evening.  In the courtyard, a carriage awaited the King’s bastard brother, to ferry him away to Cribbshire Abbey.

      “My brother is ready to leave,” said Jaimes coldly with his back turned, “Actually, he’s made it clear that he’s been ready to leave for quite some time.”

      Blake’s transformation was frightening.  His eyes darkened until they were filled with nothing but shadows.  The soldiers approached him from behind.  Then they grabbed his arms, and Blake let out a strangled scream.  Jaimes spun around, looking frightened.

      “I’ll get back at you someday!” Blake shrieked as the guards hauled him away, “Just wait and see, Jaimes!  I’ll escape, and when I do, I’ll follow in Father’s footsteps!  I’ll become a pirate just to spite you!  I hate you, Jaimes!  I hate you!”

      It was two against one, but the teenager put up a horrible fight.  Jaimes winced, watching his brother thrash and snarl like a baited bear.  The Court would have a new scandal to gossip about.

      “You will never see me again!” Blake screamed, his eyes spitting flames and his face twisted up like a demon’s.  The redcoats dragged him through the door, but his screams echoed down the gilded hallway.

      “Did you hear me?  You will never see me again!”

      A guard slammed the door, muffling Blake’s cries.

      For a long time, Jaimes stared at the door.  Then he turned back to the window.  Rain pounded on the windowpanes, and purple lightning flashed.

      A quarter hour later, King Jaimes watched as the carriage bound for Cribbshire Abbey rolled through the gates and was lost to the night.  Yet long after it had departed, he remained standing there, silent and alone in Blake’s bedchambers.

      The room now seemed frighteningly empty, inhabited only by shadows.
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      A fish barrel was a miserable place to spend a night and the better part of a day, especially when one’s muscles were already sore from lugging the Crown Prince around.  Until now, Blake had thought that a ship’s hold in the middle of the Palean Sea was the most stifling place on earth.  He was wrong.  A barrel in a ship’s hold in the middle of the Palean Sea was far, far worse.

      By morning, his arms and legs were screaming in pain, demanding to be stretched out and used.  He had fought hard all night not to fall asleep, since apparently he snored (or so he’d been told).  As a result, his eyelids were so heavy he could barely keep them open, and his mind felt like sunbaked clay: dry, fevered, and cracking.  He spent the last hours aboard the Sandpiper with his head between his knees, his whip marks throbbing, his legs aching like the dickens, and his stomach threatening to upchuck its contents (the fishy stench was horrendous).  Naturally, Blake blamed Eselder for everything.

      It was a mercy when the crew’s muffled voices over dinner distracted him from his sufferings.  By pressing his ear against the barrel’s side, Blake managed to catch snatches of their conversation.  It seemed that, after getting her provisions looted by the upstanding Eliothan Royal Navy, the Sandpiper had headed straight for the nearest anchorage and was even now sailing into port.

      One by one, the fishermen finished eating and tramped above deck to help dock the Sandpiper.  Blake waited until he thought the coast was clear.  Then he slid his barrel’s lid to the side and tentatively poked his head out of the barrel.  The hold was abandoned.  Blake grinned.  They’d made it!

      He clambered out of his barrel and in one swift bound was next to Eselder’s.  He pried off its lid, hissing jubilantly, “Eselder!  Come on, lad; move your sorry arse, it’s time to—”

      Blake went dumb.

      Eselder was fast asleep, curled up at the bottom of the barrel like a sardine in its can.  A bolt of fear struck Blake out of nowhere.

      Staring at Eselder, he thought, I can’t do this.

      His eyes darted toward the open hatchway.  Afternoon sunlight spilled in, staining the ladder a deep, warm yellow.  It beckoned him invitingly, promising that freedom was but a leap and a bound away.  As Blake knew from experience, the world was so conveniently big…such an easy place to get lost in.

      He looked down at Eselder, and saw Jaimes.

      “You should have come after me!” he whispered furiously, pain blistering his chest, “You shouldn’t have let me go!  Maybe then I wouldn’t have turned out this way.  If only…”

      For years, Blake had refused to think about the “if only’s” because they were too tormenting.  But now regret bombarded him with iron fists, and each blow was so painful Blake could hardly breathe.  If only things hadn’t turned out this way…if only Jaimes hadn’t sent him away…if only Blake had said something that night…if only it wasn’t too late…if only…if only…

      If only you knew…

      A shiver ran down Blake’s spine.  Unbidden, unwanted, tears sprang to his eyes.

      He still remembered the last time he’d seen Jaimes’s face, as clearly as though it was yesterday.  How it had hardened, grown cold…and how it had turned away, right when Blake had finally been ready…ready to turn back from the dark road he was headed down.  Ready to ask for help, come what may.

      It was too late for that now.  That’s what Jaimes had told him anyway, on the seafloor.  But a small, tentative voice within him wondered:  Was it really too late?

      Blake set down the barrel’s lid, his heart cartwheeling.  A feeble but very real hope stirred inside him.  Maybe…just maybe…it wasn’t too late.

      You’ll never make it back to Kingston without hurting the boy, whispered a familiar voice.

      Blake winced and cringed back, grabbing his ears like he meant to rip them off.  Then he froze.  His eyes crackled like twin storm clouds.

      “No,” he growled, lowering his hands, “No more of this.”

      He glanced at Eselder and then at the hatchway.

      It was time to leave.
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      “Ayyy!”

      At the surprised hiss, Eselder shifted in his sleep.  His eyelids flickered drowsily open.  Then they went round as ship’s wheels.  Somebody was leaning over his barrel.

      The sailor’s face was weatherworn and deeply tanned.  His black mustache curled, revealing a row of pearly teeth.  The smile was friendly enough, but after all he’d been through, Eselder didn’t trust it.  It could mean anything from “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance” to “I can’t wait to sell the Crown Heir for a thousand gold pieces!”

      Gibberish began pouring from the fisherman’s mouth.  Shaking his head helplessly, Eselder struggled to his feet and said as aggressively as he could, “Where’s my shipmate?”

      The fisherman looked confused.  Then he spoke.

      “We go through every barrel, amigo,” he answered in broken Eliothan, “No one else here.”

      Noticing Eselder’s shattered expression, he added quite kindly, “Why do you not come out of the barrel?”

      On the verge of tears, Eselder complied.  His legs were stiff from spending the night squashed into a ball.  Climbing clumsily over the barrel’s lip, he stumbled onto the deck and looked desperately around.  Every barrel in the hold had its lid off.  Eselder’s heart sank down to his toes.

      The mustached sailor took off his cap to scratch his head.

      “I guess I should take you to the capitán,” he conceded, “Oye!  I hope he is in a good mood.”

      Eselder didn’t know what to do.  He stood limply, feeling like a discarded catch of fish.  Blake wouldn’t leave him behind!  He wouldn’t…would he?

      Then Eselder noticed the open hatchway.  If he could dodge around the fisherman, he might be able to—

      “Run, boy, run like the wind!”

      A fierce push sent Eselder staggering forward.  Then a steely hand locked about his forearm, towing him along.  It was Blake!  Eselder tripped over his feet with a cry of relief.  He hadn’t been abandoned after all!

      “Ay!  Who’s this?” demanded the startled fisherman as Blake and Eselder shot past him.  “Oye, come back…stowaways!”

      His cry followed the pair on deck.  Seeing them, a crew of motley fishermen froze.  So did Blake and Eselder.  Then Blake roared, “Run, Eselder!” and shoved him forward.

      The crew simultaneously leapt into action, but before they could seize them, Blake and Eselder were across the deck and down the gangplank.  Sprinting across the harbor front, they were quickly swallowed up in the commotion.  After months aboard the Swift, the cacophony of foreign sights, sounds, and smells befuddled Eselder’s senses.  Struggling to keep up with Blake, he darted past burly, barrel-toting seamen; crates piled high with green bananas; a trio of well-dressed gentlemen bickering over a purser’s list; a rumbling wagon filled with purple, bamboo-like stalks; and a sleepy-eyed mule that hee-hawed in fright and nearly overturned its cart.  An angry shout sounded, and Eselder glanced fearfully over his shoulder.  A stout man was climbing down from the cart’s seat, shaking a fist after them, while round green fruits rolled off the cart’s end and down the street.

      “Sir Willie’s wig, watch it, lad!”

      Eselder turned and gasped, as did the bewigged merchant who had hollered the warning.  He jumped out of the way before they collided and crashed into a stack of chicken coops.  The merchant’s papers went flying and the caged hens squawked in terror, flapping their wings in his face.  Blinded by feathers, his hands scraped and bleeding, Eselder scrambled to his feet, just as the shrill blasts of a harbormaster’s whistle sounded behind him.  His heart somersaulted.  He was on the run from the law!  But he didn’t know how to run from the law!  Everything was a dirty, feathery blur; he’d lost sight of Blake; he was going to get caught!

      As Eselder started to panic, Blake appeared out of nowhere.  Growling something impolite, he seized the back of Eselder’s neck and pushed him forward.  They bolted across the harbor front, past two redcoats lounging sleepily at their post.

      “Hey!  Those are stowaways!  Stowaways!”

      The redcoats started.  Seizing their pikes, they sprang guiltily to their feet, pushing back their tricornes.  Their heads swiveled to and fro, but the ragged pair had already vanished down one of the seaport’s sandy streets.

      Panting furiously, Eselder fought to stay close to Blake.  The seaman streaked like a bullet through the port-town, darting around random corners and ignoring the men and women shouting indignantly after them.  By the time he deemed it safe to stop running, Eselder’s lungs were ready to burst.  They rounded a corner and staggered to a halt along an empty street, sucking down air like it was ambrosia.  Then Blake straightened and looked around, frowning in bewilderment.

      “Where the hell are we?”

      That triggered Eselder’s curiosity, and he also examined their surroundings.  The late afternoon sun beat down on the narrow alley.  Small houses made of gray stone and sunbaked wood lined the street, shaded over by woebegone palm trees.  The white sand was littered with clamshells and tufty green weeds.  To their right was a small homestead: a two-storied house, derelict horse shed, and front yard with a sun-scorched garden.  Chickens pecked at the sand around the house’s front porch, where the week’s laundry had been left unfinished: an overflowing hamper was sitting there abandoned, while a row of feminine shifts (Eselder looked hastily away) had already been strung up to dry.

      Eselder looked up, past the clay-tiled roofs to the emerald mountains in the distance.  Despite the danger they were in, his heart skipped with excitement.  This must be a colonial establishment, one of those tropical port towns he had always dreamed of visiting!  What luck!

      Distracted by his exotic surroundings, it took Eselder awhile to notice that Blake was glaring at him.  When he did, his smile vanished, for the seaman looked forbidding.

      “So,” said Blake coldly, “You’re the prince.”

      Eselder’s shoulders drooped.

      “That’s right,” he said, feeling he ought to apologize for the fact.  What would happen now?

      There was a pause, during which his stomach growled loudly.  Blake ignored it and folded his arms.

      “Lord Birkenbee?” he demanded, raising thick eyebrows.

      Eselder pondered the wisest course of action, and then offered Blake his meekest, most apologetic smile.  Blake narrowed his eyes, scrutinizing Eselder’s docile countenance.  Then he grunted, as though unimpressed.  But Eselder saw a look of amusement flash across his face.

      “Lying little toerag,” muttered Blake, “I should leave you to fend for yourself.  Serve you right!”

      “What if they catch us?” Eselder asked quickly, not masking his fright very well.  Blake stopped making callous threats to reassure him, “The harbor was packed, Eselder.  I doubt they got a good look at us.”

      Eselder frowned doubtfully.  Between his tattoos and maimed back, Blake looked very memorable indeed.  To his surprise, Blake frowned back at him, eyeing him like he was a loose cannon that might suddenly explode.

      “Keep a lookout, would you?” he suddenly asked.  Before Eselder could ask why, he slipped into the yard and reemerged moments later, wearing a baggy shirt that was soiled under the armpits.  When Eselder saw it, his conscience smarted.  He couldn’t approve of thievery, though they were in a tight spot.  But he didn’t want to say anything either, for fear of angering the only soul for miles around who cared about him.  Blake was quick to notice his disapproving expression.  Looking very displeased himself, he snapped, “Don’t be a prig, Eselder, I left behind some money…a dem sight more than this shirt’s worth, too.”

      He sniffed his sleeve, and his nose wrinkled.  “Smells like blue cheese.”

      “What money?”

      With a roguish grin, Blake pulled a blue velvet pouch from his pocket and shook it.  Eselder heard coins jingle about, and guilt pricked him even more sharply.  Now they were paying for stolen goods with stolen currency; that hardly made things better!

      “What?” Blake demanded in mock surprise, observing his crestfallen look, “You weren’t aware that our escape is being funded by a most generous benefactor?  A certain Captain Charles Thornhill?”

      Eselder blinked.  Then he grinned, rather wickedly.  Well, he didn’t mind that.

      Blake seemed pleased by his reaction.  Returning the grin, he put the pouch away and remarked briskly, “First things first.  We’d better find food before we pass out.  What d’you say, Eselder?  Unless, of course, you ain’t hungry?”

      Eselder’s smile widened.  Perhaps things weren’t going to be awful after all!  His stomach enthusiastically seconded Blake’s proposal, and they set off down the street.

      Blake located a bustling harbor side market and proceeded to stroll confidently past vendors selling seafood, fresh fruit, and dried beans.  Eselder trailed after him, casting nervous glances at the ships docked nearby and keeping a lookout for any short, mustached fishermen.  The smell of fried dough lured them over to a peasant woman’s cart, before which they hovered like vultures.

      “Fresh mango turnovers, sir,” the woman supplied in response to their hungry stares.  Eselder looked hopefully at Blake, who drew out his velvet pouch.

      After purchasing a mountain of turnovers, they found a spot on the low dockside wall and scarfed down their first meal in two days (not counting, in Blake’s case, Thornhill’s beef and cheese, which had really been more like a light snack).  By the time Eselder had gobbled up two turnovers, his fingers and chin were a slimy, sticky, yellow mess.  Imagining with pleasure what Kingston’s courtiers would think if they could see him now, he ate another, and another, and another, until mango nectar ran down his wrists and oil stained his fingers shiny.

      “It’s like feeding a horse!” Blake exclaimed in amazement.

      “Ahm ‘ungry!” Eselder insisted.  It was difficult to sound pitiful with one’s mouth stuffed with sugary dough.  After he demolished another turnover and gave no indication of slowing down, Blake declared, “Make that a team of horses!  Dammit, boy, you’re going to eat all our coin!”

      Eselder paused, an unbitten turnover halfway to his mouth.  His stomach was already distended, making him feel very greedy indeed.  Very slowly, he placed the flaky pastry back onto its paper scrap.

      “Never mind,” Blake said, more kindly, “Go ahead, Eselder.”

      Eselder gave the turnover a ravenous glance.  Then he snatched it up.  It was gone in the blink of an eye.

      Meanwhile, Blake eyed the setting sun.

      “We’d best find somewhere to bunk for the night,” he remarked, “We’ll look for a ship in the morning.”

      So that was what they did.  Together, they left the dingy seaport and tramped down the white shoreline until they came across an old boardwalk.  At its end was a lonely merchant’s brig being loaded with crates of fresh fruit.  It wasn’t exactly Kingston Palace.  But it would do.

      As the sunk sank wearily below the horizon, Blake gestured underneath it.

      “Tonight, we’re sea-gipsies,” he said, “And we sleep under the stars.”

      Eselder liked the sound of that.  He ducked under the gray planks, scaring off a couple of tiny crabs.  He quickly discovered that sea-gipsies had to settle for hard, lumpy beds.  Still, he thought, he’d rather be here under this creaky wharf than in his four-poster at Kingston Palace.

      To his great irritation, Blake drew a line in the sand and peevishly announced, “That is your side; this is my side.  Keep your royal arse off my side!”

      Eselder scowled.  He wanted to be the child right now.  Frowning sulkily, he nudged the sand with his toes.  Nor did he appreciate being reminded of his royal backend.

      “We’re free and clear, boy!  What’s the matter with you?  Still hungry?”

      Eselder shook his head.

      “Then what, boy, what?  Spit it out, or let’s get some sleep!”

      Eselder shook his head again, angrily.

      “Ah…”

      Blake blew him off with a disgusted wave of the hand.  Flopping down on the sand, he shut his eyes, but Eselder remained where he was, propped up against a splintered beam.  The crushing weight he had felt at Kingston Court was returning, and with frightening speed.

      His father and mother were alive and well.  He was glad about that, of course; he wasn’t a complete wretch.  But the news that had been such a relief aboard the Swift now filled him with a guilt-ridden dread.  His father still needed a confounded successor.  That meant he had to go back to Kingston.  He hadn’t a choice.

      “Oh, yes, I do,” he muttered.

      “Shut up, boy,” Blake snapped, not opening his eyes, “I’m sleeping!”

      “I don’t want to go back to Kingston!”

      The declaration spilled right out of Eselder’s mouth.  Blake sat up quickly and stared at him.  Eselder flushed.  He had sounded so foolish, like a whiny infant!  Probably he had just lost all of Blake Ransom’s respect…if he’d had any to begin with.  But it was too late to back down now.

      “You’ve never lived at court,” he said desperately, almost pleadingly, “You don’t know what it’s like!  So many people, so many diversions, with every possible luxury a person could want…and I was so miserable I wanted to die.”

      His tone made it clear he was not exaggerating.  For once, Blake withheld a snarky quip.  He quietly asked, “What about your father?  Surely he must be worried sick, with his son missing.”

      Eselder snorted, though he wiped his eyes.

      “With how much attention he paid me, I’d be surprised if he’s noticed I’m gone,” he muttered.  There was a long silence, during which Eselder formed sandy mounds with his toes and listened to King Jaimes’s prickly voice in his head.

      You’re exaggerating again, Eselder.  I have a kingdom to run, and that takes up a great deal of my time.

      Eselder knew that all of those claims were true.  Justifiable, even…maybe.  But it didn’t change the way he felt inside.  It didn’t take the hurt away.

      “So you don’t want to go back to Kingston,” Blake spoke up, “What do you want, then, Eselder?”

      Eselder looked at him, stunned.  Nobody had ever asked him that before.  He didn’t hesitate long but stretched his hands out toward the fiery sunset and red, roiling waves.

      “I want that!” he cried, with as much passion as he could muster.  When he turned back to Blake, he found the seaman grinning at him.

      “What?” he asked, turning bright red.

      “You may have been born at Kingston Court, Eselder,” Blake observed, “But you weren’t made for the shallows.  Your spirit belongs to the deep.  That much is clear.”

      Eselder went warm with pleasure.  He smiled shyly, his fingers digging through the sand.  He rather hoped Blake would go on.  Nobody had ever said anything so kind to him before.  At Kingston Court, no one in their right mind would have suggested that the Crown Heir was made for anything except a privileged, bourgeois life, where the dearth of familial affection was made up for by second helpings at the supper table.  Eselder shuddered.  He couldn’t go back to that—he couldn’t!

      “Can’t I stay with you?”

      The exclamation burst out of him in his misery.  At first, Blake looked startled.  Then his face relaxed into an expression that was almost gentle.  He offered Eselder his usual crooked smile, but this time, his eyes didn’t flash with lightning.  A disturbing sort of darkness marred them, though it seemed to Eselder it wasn’t anger.  It looked more like sadness.  Or pain.

      Eselder frowned, fighting back tears.  He had no right to go throwing himself as a burden on anyone.

      He opened his mouth to beg Blake’s pardon and ask him to forget about it just as Blake opened his mouth, and Eselder was so desperately interested in what he was going to say that he closed his mouth right as Blake did the same.  They both looked down at the sand, flushing.  It was incredible how loud insects could be at night.  Eselder had never known.

      At last, Blake broke the uncomfortable silence.  “Eselder…your father…”

      Eselder’s heart sank.  Here it came.  Blake was going to tell him, and probably very kindly too, that he dared not keep Eselder around lest he get accused of kidnapping the Crown Heir, and so suffer the King’s wrath.

      “King Jaimes,” Blake added, as if Eselder didn’t know who his father was.  Eselder steeled himself for Blake’s objections while preparing to argue the opposite case: that King Jaimes likely thought his son was dead, and honestly wouldn’t care if he was so long as he could just get himself another heir, and that there was still hope for that, so…so…so Eselder ought to stay with Blake.

      Since most of that was a lie and Eselder knew it, it was probably a good thing that he never got the opportunity to say it.

      Blake swallowed and went on, “I don’t think he’d—”

      At the very worst time, Eselder’s mouth decided that it was time for a huge, gaping yawn.  Blake saw it and pounced.

      “Look at you!” he crowed, “It’s way past your bedtime, young man!”

      “But—”

      “What did I tell you before?”

      “Um…”

      “Children should be seen and not heard.  Actually, they…”

      “Shouldn’t be seen either, if it can be helped,” Eselder finished irritably.

      “Your memory is spot-on.  Shut up and go to sleep.”

      “I’m not tired!” Eselder snapped and yawned again.

      “Well, I am,” retorted Blake.  He flipped onto his stomach.  “Stay up all night, if you like.  But it’s going to be another long, hot day tomorrow, and I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      Eselder scowled at Blake.  Then he felt a pang, seeing thin red lines crisscrossing Blake’s shirt.  Blake’s wounds must have reopened; they had to hurt terribly.  Eselder stared at the bloody splotches, feeling something close to veneration.  Blake had gotten those wounds defending him, trying to protect him from harm.  Would his own father have done the same?

      Eselder frowned.  Though part of him wanted to deny it, deep down, he knew he would.

      He looked away, down the seashore.  The sky was dark now.  One by one, stars were coming out to twinkle over the ocean.  Their heart-to-heart was over, and so was the day.  Perhaps it was time to get some sleep.  But why couldn’t they sleep down by the water?  It was so beautiful out, with the full moon and the stars shining and the—

      “Ouch!” he hissed, slapping his neck.

      “Shut it,” came Blake’s low grumble.

      And the buzzing, biting mosquitos!

      Rubbing his neck, Eselder lay down.  For a while, he struggled to find a comfortable position on the sand.  In the end, he decided that lying on his back was his best bet.  Unfortunately, that was right when Blake started snoring like a wounded rhinoceros.  Accepting the prospect of a long and sleepless night, Eselder stared at the black sheet over his head.  He couldn’t believe that he was actually here, on this beach, sleeping under the stars, in the middle of the Palean Sea, halfway across the world from Kingston Court!  If King Jaimes could see him now…he’d never recognize his son.

      You weren’t made for the shallows…

      A shiver ran down Eselder’s spine.

      Your soul belongs to the deep!

      Eselder smiled, his eyes bright and full of hope.  Then he closed them, and quickly drifted off to sleep.
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      All was dark, and silent as a tomb.

      From his window, Blake watched the carriage bound for Cribbshire Abbey roll out of the palace courtyard, under the light of a crescent moon.  Then he stole out of his massacred bedroom and down the hall.

      In the nighttime gloom, Kingston Palace reminded him of a haunted house.  Eerie shadows danced across the baroque moldings and marble pillars, and from their portraits, the eyes of dead noblemen seemed to track Blake’s every move.  He dared not even glance at the gold candelabras, for fear that they would transform into the heads of demons.  All through his dark journey, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, because he had the horrible feeling that a host of dark creatures were trailing after him, watching his every move, waiting to see what he was going to do.

      He tiptoed up a marble staircase and down a long red carpet until he stopped outside of the doors to the King’s study.  Blake hesitated.  His trembling fingertips lightly brushed the door’s handle.  Then, gathering all his courage, he turned the handle and crept inside.

      The King’s study was dark, lit only by moonlight and a candle stub.  Blake’s heart started to thud when he saw Jaimes sitting behind his ornate desk, half-buried under mountains of parchment, his spectacles all but dangling off his nose, scratching away with a goose feather quill and an intensely furrowed brow.  For a moment, Blake wanted to back silently out of the room, back into the shadows.  Instead, he closed the door behind him.

      Startled, Jaimes glanced up.  But when he saw the ragged little waif from Moanamiri, he went back to his writing.

      “Didn’t you just leave for Cribbshire?” he asked irritably.  His callousness hurt more than a whiplash.  Blake inwardly recoiled but took a timid step forward.

      “Jaimes, I—”

      His blood ran cold.  Keel Cutlass now stood behind Jaimes, glaring at Blake with his horrible snaggletooth eyes, his red scar shining like a blood moon.

      Or was it Keel Cutlass?

      The maple trees outside the windows rustled, causing moonbeams on the floor to ripple like sea waves.  Shadows moved across Keel Cutlass’s face, and then young Charles Thornhill was in his place.  The fair-haired midshipman shook his head at Blake, his eyes flashing a terrible warning.  Blake shrank back, .

      The wind moaned, shadows wavered, and the specter transformed back into Keel Cutlass.  The demon drew out his butcher’s knife, and in its reflection, the trembling boy saw a red crescent-shaped welt on his forehead.  Jaimes’s quill kept scratching away.

      “I—”

      Jaimes flipped the parchment over and began scribbling again.  Sweat ran down Blake’s arms and sides.  He grabbed his throat, gasping for air.  He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe!  Then Keel Cutlass raised his knife, and Blake’s eyes grew wide.

      Charles Thornhill put a finger to his lips.

      Blake squeezed his eyes shut and screamed the truth.

      Jaimes’s quill stopped scratching.  Fearfully, Blake opened his eyes.  Jaimes stared blankly back at him, candlelight reflecting off his spectacles.  Behind him, Keel Cutlass looked enraged.  His white eyes blazed with hellfire.

      A finger jabbed Blake’s chest.

      Blake whimpered.  It jabbed him again, harder.  Then a host of demons joined in, poking and prodding him all over.

      “Jaimes!” Blake sobbed, doubling over, “Help me, help me!”

      He heard a chair topple over and footsteps rapidly cross the room.  Then a big adult body wrapped itself around his, hugging him tight.  At first, Blake screamed and tried to strike the person holding him, but his arms were trapped; he couldn’t break free!  Then he suddenly went still.  The poking, he realized, had stopped.  Shielded by Jaimes’s strong arms, the demons couldn’t get to him.

      “You promised to keep me safe!” Blake wailed.  He grabbed Jaimes’s waistcoat in his small fists and buried his face into it.  Tears and snot quickly stained the gray silk.  “You promised; you promised!”

      Jaimes hugged him tighter.

      “Come home, Blake,” he whispered.  His breath was warm against Blake’s ear.  “Come home!”

      Blake felt an agonizing stab like his heart had ruptured.  All his pain gushed forth in a black raging torrent, and he blindly sobbed, “I will, Jaimes; I promise!”

      All at once, he felt a change in the arms that held him.  No longer did they feel like the walls of a fort, strong and protective and manly.  They were still strong, yes, but gentler and tenderer…feminine.  Like they belonged to a mother.

      Blake gasped and looked up.

      The Lady in Blue smiled down at him, her ocean-blue eyes aglow with pride.  Reaching up, she cupped his face in her hands and wiped away his tears with her thumbs.

      “Come home,” she whispered, and Blake awoke.
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      Blake sat up and hit the boardwalk with a head-splitting thwack!

      Hissing, he clutched his throbbing skull, but his curse died on his lips as he glanced at Eselder.  The moonlight was bright enough that he could see clearly.  The boy was still out like a rock.  His mouth was wide open, and his limbs were splayed out like a rag doll’s.  Eselder had broken his rule and crossed the line, Blake noted with amusement.  Then his smile died away.

      What the hell he had been thinking, when he’d planned to leave the boy aboard the Swift?  What if he’d done just that?  What if Eselder was still chained up in Thornhill’s cabin right now?  Blake felt sick at the thought.  With a furious shudder, he pushed the image out of his brain.  No matter what would have happened, Eselder would have been justified in hating him.  Jaimes would never have forgiven him if he ever found out.  And he shouldn’t.  Over and above all those things, Blake never would have forgiven himself.  He knew that now.  Eselder was better off with him, on this forsaken beach under this rickety old pier than in that luxurious cabin with Captain Charles Thornhill.

      What truly amazed Blake was that, despite all the people who’d turned out to be greedy, self-seeking swine, the boy still trusted him, still chose to trust him.  And Blake desperately wanted to live up to that trust, more than anything.  But…

      He shook his head and looked sadly at Eselder.  How would he react when Blake told him that he had to go back to Kingston?  That he couldn’t sail off with Blake, and visit the coasts of Nordinnland, and do all the things he’d always yearned to do?  Blake hadn’t told Eselder that his soul belonged to the deep just to soften him up.  He’d meant what he said.  But he’d mean what he had to say tomorrow too.  How would Eselder take it?  How would he feel?

      Betrayed?  Blake wouldn’t blame him.

      Angry?  After all the dazzling promises he’d made, Blake deserved to be despised.  But he couldn’t—wouldn’t—keep his promise, for Eselder’s sake.  He was a danger to his brother’s son.  Maybe that was his own fault; maybe it wasn’t, but in the end, it didn’t matter.  He’d protect the boy from his own twisted self, even if Eselder hated him for it.

      Of course, Eselder didn’t have to return to Kingston.  It wasn’t like Blake intended to drag him there kicking and screaming, as Jaimes had done to him.  Eselder could strike out on his own if he so desired.  Blake had done that as a boy, years ago.  To his own astonishment, however, Blake found himself fervently hoping that Eselder would not decide to follow in his uncle’s footsteps.  Because Blake feared what the world would do to him.  Eselder didn’t know how to defend himself from those who would hurt him, or abuse his trust.  Hell, the boy didn’t have a hardened bone in his body.

      “You don’t understand,” he whispered to the sleeping boy beside him, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Even now though, Blake’s body suggested other things to him, reminding him like he was not like other people.  Quietly, the pirate crept from under the pier and plodded barefoot across the soft white sand, down to the sea.  His soul felt tired, tired and heavy, as if weighed down by an anchor that had impaled his heart.  He walked along the seashore, gazing up at the sky as he did.

      There were so many stars.

      He could see the same constellations he used to search for on Moanamiri when the nights were warm and clear: the sparkling blue Asterias, the mighty Gigantas, the Aetos, the Polemistis, the Astrapi…

      They filled up the black emptiness, a host of heavenly lanterns twinkling all the way to the distant horizon.  Far below them, the tide looked like a woman’s flowing tresses, shimmering white and silver and deep blue-gray.  The lonely seashore felt to Blake like another world, one of silence and solitude, a borderland between reality and mystery, charged with a beauty found only by the sea.  Everywhere he looked, the world was blue as the Lady’s mantle or white as her radiant light.

      Then Blake looked out to sea and beheld a full moon, white and radiant, floating over the waters.  His heart skipped a beat and then burned with an impossible hope.

      He looked down the seashore, and he saw her.

      His mother.

      She looked the same as she had that night, thirty years ago: A beautiful lady standing beside the ocean, her head bowed, her figure wrapped in a mantle of midnight blue.  And just as he had back then, Blake began tiptoeing toward her, as stealthily as he could.

      The Lady in Blue looked just as pure, just as lovely as ever.  The only difference was that she was much shorter now.  Or perhaps, Blake thought sheepishly, it was that he had grown taller.

      He had grown up.

      Blake felt a sharp pang of realization.  He was a man now, not a little boy.  What would the Lady do when she saw him?  Would she run away…from him?  The thought was an awful one.  Blake didn’t want to believe it.

      Then the Lady in Blue turned.  She lifted her veiled head, and Blake froze.

      For a long time, they stood there, silently facing the other, the tall pirate in rags and the woman clad in ocean-blue.  It was unnerving to Blake to tower over the woman who’d once held him in her arms.  Especially when he still felt like that unhappy boy in so many ways.  It was like going back in time to the night when his voyage had begun.  Back to the beginning.

      For years and years, Blake had obsessed over what he would say to the Lady in Blue if he met her again.  How he would call her out for her treachery, and reject her as she had once rejected him.  His eyes hardened, and he opened his mouth.

      “I love you, Lady,” he said.

      The Lady said nothing, but a tear slid down her cheek.  She knew.  She knew everything he had done, what her child had become.

      Blake went beet-red.  He wanted to flee, run away, hide somewhere he couldn’t see her tears!  He turned, kicking up sand.  Then he stopped.   Gritting his teeth, he turned around.  And started shouting at the top of his lungs.

      “Why didn’t you come for me?!”

      The dam burst.

      “I believed you!  I waited for you!” he roared, “But you never came back!  You left me on Moanamiri and because of you—”

      Blake pointed a finger at the Lady in Blue like it was a sword he could drive through her heart.

      “Because of you…”

      He couldn’t say it, even now.  Shame and disgust surged up within him.

      “I know, Blake,” the Lady said quietly, “My heart bled for you that night.”

      A thunderstorm brewed in Blake’s black eyes.

      “Do you have any idea what happened to me that night?” he growled.  The look in his eyes would have made most people back off with fear, but the Lady merely looked at him, ready to listen to whatever he had to say.  That made Blake even more furious.  He didn’t want her to listen; he wanted her to do something, anything that would make the pain go away!  He accused her, “If you’d kept your promise, everything would have been different!  This is all your fault!”

      “I did keep my promise, Blake,” the Lady sadly replied, “I came back for you, but by then, you could no longer see me.  How I longed to hold you in my arms and comfort you!  Yet all I could do was remain at your side through it all and hope that someday you would see me.”

      Blake laughed bitterly.   “Well, that’s shithouse lovely!  I’m sure that would’ve been a great comfort to me then!”

      Spreading her arms in a pleading gesture, the Lady went on, “So long as you stayed close to the sea, I stayed close to you, and I tried my best to comfort you in a language you could still understand.  When you were grieving, I bid the ocean sing for you.  At night, when you were loneliest, I spoke to you through the whale’s cry.”

      “Then why can I see you now, all of the sudden?” Blake demanded challengingly.  He thought he would have the Lady stumped.  But she just looked at him and softly replied, “Because you have opened your heart again to love and be loved.  Blake.  You do not even know what you have done.”

      A pair of tortured eyes looked at the sand, the waves…anywhere but at the beautiful Lady.

      “I know damn well what I’ve done!” hissed Blake.

      “No, Blake!” countered the Lady.  There was a steely edge to her gentle voice.  “No more of Cutlass’s lies!  I endured them for twenty years, but no more.  Listen to me, your mother, not to him.  Your wounds run deep, Blake, deep as the ocean.  But they are not the summation of who you are, and they cannot stop you from embracing your destiny.  It is time to listen again, Blake, to the call within you.  It is time for you to answer the call of the deep.”

      “I’ve been to the deep,” Blake growled, his hands balling into fists, “I am never going back there!”

      “You have been to Keel Cutlass’s domain,” the Lady corrected him, “That is not the Deep, the true Deep, though Cutlass wants you to believe it.  In your heart, you have always known that.  The Deep calls to you, Blake.  In the crashing of the tide, in the roaring of the waves, it cries out with impossible tenderness.  Do not be afraid to answer that call!  It will not betray you.  It will lead you to your heart’s desire.”

      “How do I know that?” Blake retorted in a hiss, “I thought…there was one person…who would never betray me…and then he did.”

      “His aim was never to hurt you,” the Lady softly replied, “Your father left your brother to fill his place, and he did the best he could.  But he was just a boy himself, with deep wounds of his own…though you couldn’t understand that then, little as you were.”

      She looked at him with compassion.  “He needed you, Blake, as much as you needed him.”

      All the rage in Blake’s face died away, leaving it tired and haggard.

      “Jaimes?” he croaked.

      The Lady nodded.  “You were not the only child awaiting my return to Moanamiri.  As long as you watched for me, your brother kept vigil too.  Ready to fight if I tried to take you away.  He needed you desperately, Blake!  And so, for his sake, I waited to fulfill my promise.  If you had left Moanamiri then, your brother would have died there.”

      “I…don’t understand.”

      “You gave him a reason to live through all those dark years.  If you only knew how much he needed you!  And you did not let him down.  You have not let any of us down.  I am so proud of you, Blake.  My dear son.”

      Furiously, Blake swallowed the lump in his throat, but it was no use.  The tears came spilling out anyway.  Somehow, it wasn’t shameful for the Lady to see them.  He asked, with a reticence he would never have let anyone else see, “Lady in Blue, are you really…are you really my…”

      The Lady gently interrupted him.

      “I am truly your mother, Blake, and you are truly my son.  But I am not the one who gave birth to you.”

      “You didn’t mistake me for Jaimes?”

      The Lady smiled and shook her veiled head.

      “Why did you choose me, Lady?” Blake asked, his voice betraying his longing.

      The Lady’s gaze was unspeakably tender.  She replied softly, “I didn’t choose you, Blake.  You were given to me.”

      Blake’s chest constricted.  He stared at the Lady, not sure how he felt about that.

      “You are a gift, Blake.  I didn’t deserve you.  But from the moment I saw you playing on the shore, I wanted no one else but you.  Without even trying, you stole my heart away.”

      The Lady smiled.  “And you accepted me at once, with your whole heart, as your mother…”

      “How could I not?” Blake croaked.  The Lady’s smile grew.  Her voice was triumphant as she declared, “And on that night, I was swept away, because in you I saw an ocean of light that could flood the whole world.”

      Blake’s face instantly darkened.  Looking away, he retorted harshly, “You’re wrong, Lady!  There’s no light in me.  Just darkness.  I’ve felt it there since I was a boy.  It’s never gone away.”

      “There is darkness within you, Blake,” agreed the Lady, “But you did not put it there.  An enemy has done this.  Blake, look at me.”

      Blake did, unwillingly.  His eyes were red and blazing.

      “You were a little boy, in unimaginable pain, who wanted his brother to protect him and love him,” the Lady said quietly, “There was nothing tainted or dirty in that desire.  Do not compare such a pure love with the horror you suffered as a boy.  They are not the same.  Do not listen to Cutlass’s lies anymore.”

      Two fat tears slid down Blake’s cheeks.

      “Like the coward he is, the Butcher of Souls attacked yours when you were little, far too little to defend yourself.  He knows that you are a threat, and he fears you.  That is why he has tried so hard to drive you to despair.”

      “Then I didn’t imagine all those visions in the deep?” Blake croaked, “Keel Cutlass, the shadows, the demons…they were all real?”

      The Lady nodded.

      “Then you can’t leave me again, Lady!  Let me come with you!”

      Blake moved swiftly for the Lady in Blue, but she gestured warningly.

      “No, Blake!” she said, quite fiercely, “You may not touch me anymore!”

      Blake stopped short.  “Why?  Because I’m a man?”

      The Lady nodded.  Blake was so hurt he was tempted to disobey her.  Angrily, he demanded, “What do you think I’d do to you?  You’re my mother.”

      “Oh, Blake.”  The Lady regarded him tenderly.  “I don’t fear your touch.  I do this for your sake, not mine.”

      “My sake?”

      “As a boy, you gave me your heart, and I accepted it.  To keep it safe.  Up until now, I have been the only woman in your life.”

      Blake couldn’t look the Lady in Blue in the eye.  He replied bitterly, “Trust me, Lady, when I say there have been plenty of women in my life.”

      There was a very long, sorrowful silence.  Blake sensed that his confession broke the Lady’s heart.  In response, his own heart welled up with grief, fury, and deep, deep shame.

      Then the Lady asked him, very quietly, “Do you remember when I told you that your sea longing would lead you to the ocean’s greatest secret?”

      Blake nodded, still red in the face.

      “You wanted to discover it right away,” the Lady continued, “But I told you that you would need to help of another for that.”

      She smiled.

      “She will help you do that, Blake.”

      “She?”

      With his big eyes, slack jaw, and flabbergasted expression, Blake looked just like the little boy from Moanamiri again.  The Lady did not elaborate further but merely smiled her motherly smile and turned toward the sea.  It was still very dark, but a pale ribbon rimmed the horizon.

      “Though I grieve for your lost childhood, Blake, I see such great hope for your future.  Know that I would give anything to take your pain away.”

      Blake saw Thornhill’s smirking face in his mind’s eye.  With red, streaming eyes, he hissed, “They were supposed to be the heroes!”

      He collapsed on the sand, his shoulder blades shaking violently.  In an instant, all the Lady’s restraint was thrown to the wind.  Running to him, she stooped down and wrapped her mantle around him, her soft cheek pressed against his brow.  Blake sank back onto her breast, sobbing, while she ran her fingers through his damp, tangled hair.  Lost in the Lady’s embrace, he could have remained there forever.

      Then he sensed a familiar presence nearby and shuddered, though not with fear.   Looking up, he saw the Sea Captain’s shimmering, translucent form.  The ghost’s ghastly appearance still sent a shiver down his spine, but to his surprise, Blake discovered that was no longer afraid of him, nor did he experience the hate-filled rage that had consumed him on the seafloor.  He’d done what the Sea Captain had asked.  He’d warned Charles Thornhill that he was on his way to the Sunken Slaughterhouse…and, for his father’s sake, he had spared Thornhill’s life when he’d had the chance to send him there himself.

      The Sea Captain no longer frightened Blake.  But his face did.

      It was utterly devoid of light or life.  A terrible darkness had eclipsed the light that had saved Blake’s life in the Sunken Slaughterhouse.  His eyes, where the morning star had once shone, were now twin black pits.  They stared at Blake, not blinking, but Blake refused to look into them.  He hid his face in the Lady’s robes, because he was afraid that if he looked into them he would fall into that darkness and never come out again.  He wanted to beg the Sea Captain to go away, leave him be!  He’d done what he’d been asked!

      He knew that the Sea Captain wanted him to match his gaze, but he couldn’t do it, for fear of where it would take him.

      The Lady brushed back his hair and whispered in his ear, “Don’t be afraid, Blake.  Now that I have you again, I promise, I won’t ever let you go.”

      Only those words could have given Blake the courage to look up and into the Sea Captain’s eyes.

      Just as he had feared, the seashore, the Sea Captain, and the Lady in Blue all vanished.  He no longer saw moonlit waves or felt the Lady’s gentle touch.  Instead, he saw bulwarks of dark paneled wood; a black-and-white tiled floor; an ornate silver mirror; and a lavish mahogany table and matching cellaret, both varnished to perfection.  All this was lit by a single ship’s lantern, so that a sickly orange gloom shrouded the cabin.  He knew this place; he’d just come from here; it was Thornhill’s cabin.

      Blake’s stomach twisted up at the sight of a tall, heavyset man in a blue uniform stalking around the cabin.  It was Charles Thornhill.  What was he doing up at this late hour?  Shouldn’t he be peacefully asleep, laboring under the delusion that he had successfully rid Elioth of yet another piece of vermin?

      But Charles Thornhill, Jr. looked neither restful nor peaceful.  He prowled around the spacious cabin, agitated and bleary-eyed, like a man who didn’t know what to do with himself.  He passed by the table, and Blake recognized the paper lying on top of it.  It was Eselder’s suicide note.  Surprised, Blake looked at Thornhill and, for the first time, noticed the pistol in his hand.

      Then Thornhill wheeled around and looked right at him.

      All the terror of a helpless ten-year-old came flooding back.  Crying out, Blake raised his arms to shield himself from that blue-eyed stare.  All the blood drained from Thornhill’s face, except for his lips, until he looked like a sick corpse.  In the man’s bloodshot eyes, Blake saw his terror reflected back at him.

      Then Blake noticed the mirror’s reflection.

      There was Thornhill with his back turned, gaping at Blake.  Only Blake wasn’t there.  At least, not the adult Blake Ransom.  Instead, an urchin with shaggy locks quailed in front of a horrified Charles Thornhill, his bare arms upraised, his face stricken with mindless terror.

      Blake watched Thornhill’s expression go positively wild with despair.  The potbellied captain backed away from the cowering child, but when he turned away, the boy stopped quaking, looked up, and shot a devilish grin at Thornhill as the man stumbled across the cabin toward the mirror, gripping his pistol in a white-knuckled fist.

      Thornhill looked into the mirror.  His bloodshot eyes darted left and right, and Blake saw his demonic ten-year-old self approach the anguished man, managing to look terrified and terrifying at the same time.  But that wasn’t the only demon Blake saw.  He also saw a big burly man wearing an ugly smile.  He saw Admiral Ashby, Lieutenant O’Shea, and a small, fragile-looking girl who resembled young Charles Thornhill very much.  With a jolt, Blake even saw his own father, Captain Drake Ransom.

      All of Keel Cutlass’s demons closed in around Thornhill, hissing encouragements at him as he continued to hesitate.  Blake couldn’t tell whether Thornhill saw them or not.  Then, with a look that chilled Blake to the bone, the captain raised his pistol to his head.  Gnashing their teeth in a hideous fashion, the demons shrieked in triumph and started dancing around Thornhill.  Their eyes radiated a freakish kind of ecstasy as they celebrated with abandon, all the while goading their despairing victim on.

      Then the vision dissolved and Blake was back in the Lady’s arms, his face buried in her chest.  He refused to move or speak.  The Lady whispered in his ear, “Blake, he is going to take his life.”

      “Let me know when to pop the champagne!” Blake snarled back at her.  His heart felt like it was being ripped to pieces; he expected to look down and see ribbons of bright crimson running down his shirtfront.  How could they do this to him; how could they show him that; how could they expect him to do anything but celebrate the passing of the man who’d stripped him of his clothes, his dignity, and his innocence?

      “He will be taken by Keel Cutlass.  He will be lost, forever.”

      “‘To escape from his hands, you must die by your own’!” Blake hissed, “He’ll escape that way!”

      “Keel Cutlass is a liar,” said the Lady gravely, “That song is one of his most cunning lies, designed to speed men even faster into his embrace.  He has captured many souls that way.”

      Blake shuddered, remembering his actions aboard the Polaris.  He cried desperately, “Let his father go to him!”

      “He cannot see his father, for the same reason you could not see me,” countered the Lady, “And even if he could, it would only drive him further to despair.”

      Blake snarled wordlessly and curled into a ball.  Tears streamed out from under his eyelids as memories flashed through his mind’s eye.  Each one stabbed and bit and clawed at his heart until it was a bloody, torn, mutilated mess.  Then it was torn wide open, and Blake plunged down into that black abyss.

      He whispered, “Then you must go to him, Lady.”

      The pain that followed was indescribable.  He was a boy; he was a child again; he could only squeeze his eyes shut and tremble.  The Lady hugged him tight and whispered, “You have your mother’s heart…”

      Very gently, she detached herself from Blake’s grasp.  Rising, she took Blake’s calloused hands into her small white ones and caressed them like they were precious treasures.

      “You have my hands, and you have my heart, Blake,” she told him, “Do not be afraid to use them.”

      Blake’s head shot up; he looked shocked and childlike.  Somehow, he found the strength to rise to his feet.  It was all Blake could do not to beg the Lady to stay.

      The Lady in Blue stepped onto the water.  Then she paused and turned.

      “Blake?” she asked in a low voice.

      “Aye…Mother?”

      “He still needs you.”

      Blake stiffened and looked down at his toes.  When he looked back up, he saw the Lady in Blue flying like a seabird across the waters, her mantle gathered in her hands as she raced to do battle for a soul against the Demon of the Deep.

      Even when he couldn’t see her anymore, Blake still looked out across the sea.  Then he felt the Sea Captain draw to his side and looked over.  The ghost pointed at the crashing surf.  The tide surged toward Blake, its foam white and bubbly.  It lapped his toes and then retreated with a whisper, beckoning him to follow it into the sea.

      A gentle shiver in his ribcage, like the wings of a bird expanding.  A deep, aching pang.  And a mysterious thrill, like he had been waiting for this moment all his life, and now it had finally come.

      “To the sea?” Blake whispered, his spirit trembling with a wild, impossible hope.  The Sea Captain smiled and nodded.  He could not have looked tenderer had he been gazing at his own son.  Blake’s heart skipped a beat and began to match the crashing of the waves.

      Suddenly, his entire face lit up, brighter than the sunrise.

      “To the sea, to the sea!” he murmured.  He took a step forward, and the ocean came racing to meet him.

      As a pale pink light slowly brightened the horizon, the Sea Captain led him down into the water.  Dawn was not far off, but the full moon still shone white and fair, and next to it was the bright morning star.

      Blake fought the incoming waves, but when the tide came up to his waist, he hesitated and halted, turning his head to look down the seashore.  In the distance, he could see the merchant brig and the pier’s shadowy outline.  He glanced at the Sea Captain with uncertain, questioning eyes, but the Sea Captain merely gestured with a smile.  Perplexed, Blake imitated him, indicating the water around him.  The Sea Captain nodded, so Blake got down on his knees, privately thinking that he was about to get a salty blast up the nose.

      The Sea Captain took Blake’s head in his ghostly hands.  To his surprise, Blake could feel his touch: it felt like a cool wind against his brow.

      Then the Sea Captain plunged his head underwater, and a world of silence and solitude engulfed him.

      Blake opened his eyes to a hazy eternity of midnight blue.  He could hear nothing from the world above but the muted thundering of the waves.  Beneath the water, the deep, steady thuds sounded like a human heartbeat.

      Blake wasn’t under the water for very long, only a few seconds.  But when he came up out of the water, he knew that he was not the same.

      He wasn’t the only one to have changed.  The Sea Captain was no longer a pirate’s ragged, emaciated victim.  Rather, he stood tall and proud, looking handsome in his navy-blue uniform and gold-trimmed cocked hat.  Every trace of Drake Ransom’s tortures had been wiped away.

      He had been made new.

      The Sea Captain looked at Blake.  A father’s pride shone in his beautiful eyes, along with the bright morning star.  Then he turned and began walking out to sea.  Blake’s heart wrenched fiercely, seeing him go.  He almost called out after him, but then he remembered the boy fast asleep under the boardwalk, and for Eselder’s sake, he remained silent and watched until the Sea Captain faded from sight on the golden wings of the dawn.

      The morning star disappeared as the mother-of-pearl sky slowly brightened to a radiant, blushing pink.  It wasn’t long before Blake caught sight of a small figure walking down the seashore toward him.  He grinned, rubbing his bristly chin.  It appeared he had been hunted down.

      Blake’s amusement dwindled away.  He could almost imagine that he was standing on Moanamiri’s white shores, and the brown-headed urchin heading toward him was Jaimes Ransom on his way to play pirates with Blake, like a good older brother.  It was funny though.

      Blake took a deep breath.  His expression turned solemn and wistful.  He didn’t want to play pirates anymore.

      Silently, he watched Eselder plod down the seashore.  Then, without warning, the strangest, most wonderful feeling enveloped him.  It was unlooked for and utterly overwhelming: a sort of astonished joy, bright and radiant, like the first white rays of dawn.  To his amazement, Blake realized that he was no longer afraid.   He could take Eselder with him wherever he was going.  He could look after the boy.  He could protect him from harm, without having to protect him from himself.

      Because the dark desires within him were gone.  They had been taken far away, far out to sea.  Blake didn’t know how, but inside, he felt it.  The black pall, which had suffocated him for years, had been washed away, and he could breathe again.  In that brief time he’d spent under the water, he had been healed.

      Like the Sea Captain, he had been made new.

      And suddenly, Blake could look back over all his exchanges with Eselder without fear…and even farther back, to those nightmarish days at Kingston Court…and he could finally see past the lies to the truth.  And it was like unlocking a prison door and stumbling out into the sunshine, into the glorious, golden light of freedom.

      It wasn’t the touch of another Charles Thornhill that he’d craved then, or now.  It had never been that, not really, not deep down where his true desires laid buried beneath an ocean of confusion, and hurt, and pain.  It had been—it had always been—the love of a brother, his brother, his big brother Jaimes, the one who had protected and cared for and watched over him since his birth…that he had wanted.  Aye, his feelings had been confused.  Twisted by the things he’d seen and experienced.  But at its core, the longing had been pure.  And he could keep it that way if he chose.  It was his choice.

      Blake smiled.  The same held true for his relationship with Jaimes’s son, and he would cling fast to that knowledge and hold it tight; he’d never let it go.  He wasn’t a monster.  He wasn’t vermin.  He wasn’t broken, or filthy, or vile.  He would never believe those lies again.

      Blake softly rubbed his fingers together.  He had his mother’s hands, and he didn’t have to be afraid to use them.  And he would use them, to protect the one who’d been entrusted to him, for however long their voyage lasted.  Blake’s eyes softened, remembering something that Jaimes had told him, many years ago.  He’d never forgotten, though Jaimes would have been astonished to know it.

      Looking at Eselder, he whispered, “I will never let anything bad happen to you.”

      His throat went tight and his eyes teared up.  Quite alarmed, Blake coughed and grunted until he managed to dispel the treacherous lump.  Eselder was perilously close now, and if he saw Blake blubbering like a …no, no, that would never do.  The boy was still Jaimes Ransom’s son, which meant that he was no doubt a hoity-toity little snot too clever for his own good, and if Blake was going to be the captain of this voyage, he’d have institute a reign of terror to keep the little toerag in line.

      “Keep it together, man,” Blake advised himself in a low mutter, rubbing his wet eyes like any poor, exhausted fellow might do.

      Minutes later, Eselder came tramping up.

      “I keep waking up and thinking that you’ve left me,” he said with a jesting air, though his face betrayed his relief.

      Blake felt like a bunch of crabs were scuttling inside his stomach, but he was much better than Eselder at hiding his anxiety.  He offered Eselder his best nonchalant look, which made the boy’s face turn pink.  Folding his arms, he faced the ocean.

      “Don’t tempt me,” he grunted, “I don’t know how I got roped into babysitting you.  It’s an embarrassing role for any self-respecting pirate.”

      There was a stunned pause.

      “Then, you are a pirate!” Eselder exclaimed, “You lied to me!”

      “Well, first I told you the truth—”

      “You lied.”

      “So did you, if you recall, Mr. Birkenbee,” Blake shot back, before he remembered that he was supposed to be a humble penitent.  He was not very good at this.

      “That’s not the s-same th-thing,” Eselder retorted.  He looked troubled and frightened, just as Blake had feared he would be.  “Captain Thornhill t-told me that you w-were a p-pirate, but I d-didn’t want to b-believe him…”

      The way he stared at Blake made his insides shrivel up with shame, though he knew the look was deserved.

      “I’m telling the truth now!” he pointed out rather desperately, “Doesn’t that count for something?”

      Eselder kept staring at Blake like he expected him to start pillaging and plundering on the spot.  Blake looked down at the sand, frowning like a guilty schoolboy.  Then, with the barest trace of quiver, Eselder asked him, “What do you intend to do with me?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Blake replied irritably.  He kicked the sand.  “What do you want me to do with you?”

      “Are you g-going to hold me hostage?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to hold me for ransom?”

      “No.”

      “Don’t lie to me!” Eselder snarled, “I’ve been outside Kingston Court for nearly three months—”

      “My goodness, nearly a lifetime.”

      Eselder’s nostrils flared, even more chillingly than his father’s.  “—and everybody I’ve met so far has wanted something from me!  I know quite well by now that I’m nothing but a walking, talking gold sovereign to most people, and you’ve already lied to me before!  Why should I trust you now?”

      “Because, boy, I wouldn’t want to press your father too hard!” Blake snapped back, his well of remorse sucked quite dry.  “What if he thought you weren’t worth the money and I got stuck with you forever?  No, no!  That wouldn’t do!  Unless, of course…”

      He turned to Eselder, looking very serious.

      “My offer still stands, you know,” he said sheepishly, “Even though I’m a pirate.  Or was a pirate…I don’t know what I am anymore.”

      Eselder’s countenance softened slightly.  His compassion was annoying.

      “If you want to return to Kingston, I won’t stand in your way,” said Blake gruffly, “But if you don’t, I won’t be the one who forces you to go back against your will.”

      The anger and suspicion faded from Eselder’s face.  He tugged on his jacket sleeve, and Blake could tell he was getting ready to announce something big.  He was right, for Eselder spoke up hesitantly, “To tell you the truth, I…I’ve been thinking about last night.  I’m sure I sounded very spoiled.”

      Blake opened his mouth, but Eselder pressed on, “And I suppose I was…anyway, I guess what I mean to say is when I woke up this morning, I realized.  I can’t run away from my responsibilities.  I have to go back to Kingston.  To my family.”

      Relief and dread crashed through Blake like opposing waves.

      “I was hoping you’d accept my offer instead,” he said half-heartedly.

      Eselder looked away.  “Thank you.  I wish I could accept it…but I know what I have to do.”

      Fiddling with his jacket sleeve, he softly added, “My father and I didn’t part well.  I said some things before I was pressganged that I…I didn’t think I’d ever be able to take back.  Now I have that chance.”

      Blake’s brow furrowed.  He looked down, glaring hard.  No doubt Eselder thought he was boiling mad at him, but he wasn’t.  He was furious for many reasons, but Eselder wasn’t one of them.

      He thought about Hawkeye.  About his stolen Crown and his lost Kingship.  About everything he’d gain if he went after Hawkeye, and everything he’d lose if he saw Eselder safely back to Kingston.  He made his decision.

      “I’ll take you,” he said.

      Eselder’s jaw dropped.  “What?”

      Blake took a deep breath.  “I’ll take you to Kingston.”

      “No!” Eselder yelped, like Blake had offered to drown him, “You c-can’t take me to Kingston!”

      Hiding his hurt, Blake angrily demanded, “Why not?”

      “You’re a wanted pirate!” Eselder exclaimed, flailing his arms, “If my father learns that, he’ll have no choice but to…to…”

      His voice trailed off.  Then he continued, “I thought Thornhill h-had you executed aboard the Swift.  I don’t care w-what you’ve done…I couldn’t bear it if…if that actually happened…”

      Blake’s anger melted away, and fear took its place.  It hadn’t even crossed his mind that he couldn’t waltz through Kingston Palace’s double doors and be received by his estranged brother with open arms.  He felt like the idiot his father had always told him he was.

      “The King wouldn’t hang me,” said Blake hesitantly.  There was a very bad feeling growing in the pit of his stomach.  “Not if I brought his son back to him safe and sound...”

      “He may pardon you because of that,” Eselder agreed, uneasily, “That is, if Parliament permits it.  He may not be given the choice.”

      Blake’s stomach twisted into a tight knot as an image of a gallows flashed through his mind.  He saw that circular rope, ready to throttle the life out of him.  Of all the deaths he could envision, that was the one he feared the most: that, in the end, he’d suffer the same fate as Drake Ransom’s crew and go for a dance with Jim Twining.

      Blake shuddered.  For a short and glorious time, he thought he could cast off the shackles of the past.  Now they threatened to chain him up again…and this time, he didn’t have anyone to blame but his stupid self and his own awful, awful mistakes.

      They both stood there, heads hung.  Blake’s spirits sank lower and lower until they plunged back into the black fog he had just escaped from.  He couldn’t stand it.  Why?  He felt like roaring it at the top of his lungs.  After feeling, for a brief time, what it was like to be set free, to be chained back up was unbearable.  His hands balled into fists, but before he completely lost it, Blake remembered what the Lady had told him before departing.

      He still needs you…

      Her words were like a breath of fresh air, banishing the shadows away.  Blake’s shoulders drew back.  His regret didn’t leave him, but the despair surrounding it did, and that was enough.  It was the strangest thing…he knew that Eliothan law demanded his life as payment for his crimes, but the more he repeated the Lady’s words to himself, the more he felt a strong conviction that, if he followed the Lady’s direction and trusted her completely, everything would turn out all right.  He didn’t have to be afraid of what awaited him in Kingston.

      “I’m taking you to Kingston,” he declared in a tone of finality.

      “I refuse to accept your help!” Eselder hastily retorted.

      “Refuse away.  I’ve never obeyed the royal command.”

      “I’d never forgive myself if—”

      “It ain’t all about you, Your Highness!  In fact, if you prefer, we can travel to Kingston separately!  How does that sound?  Good luck getting there alive without me!  But I’m going to Kingston Palace, whether or not I have to babysit a cheeky little toerag along the way, and I’m going to bang on its ivory doors—”

      “Burnished bronze.”

      “—on its burnished bronze doors until someone lets me the hell inside!”

      “That’s unlikely,” Eselder muttered.

      “And if they don’t, I’ll blast my way in!” Blake declared, “I have some unfinished business with your father.”

      “My father?  The King?”  Eselder sounded flabbergasted.  “The King of Elioth?”

      “Aye, that four-eyed, silk-shod, self-righteous prig!”

      Eselder’s expression suggested that he had no idea how to respond to such an irreverent description of His Royal Majesty King Jaimes the Fourth.

      “I…he…you…what business could you possibly have with the King?”

      Summoning every shred and scrap of courage he possessed, Blake said, “Sit down, Eselder.”

      “Why?”

      Blake bit back a harsh retort.  His limbs were all jittery and his heart was aflutter, for this revelation was far harder than admitting his piratical past.  He replied heavily, “I have another story to tell you.”

      Eselder shot him a penetrating look.  Then, without another word, he sat down on the sand and wrapped his arms around his knees.  Blake sat down beside him and glared at the ocean.  Where could he even begin?  Not with himself.  That was too hard, too painful.

      Blake opened his mouth and forced himself to speak.

      He told Eselder a fantastic tale, about an Eliothan princess who’d been swept off her feet by a dashing young pirate.  How she had abandoned her family and her nation to elope with her lover, only to realize her terrible mistake when he showed himself for the villain he really was.  How the pirate captain had left his newly wedded wife on an uncharted island—his crew’s secret haven—and how, soon afterward, she had borne him a son.  How he had come and gone for years until eventually there were two little boys running around Moanamiri.

      “I can tell you their names too.  The little bloke was Blake Percimillus Ransom.  And his brother…that was Jaimes.  Jaimes Wilhelm Fitzgeorge Ransom.”

      Eselder’s eyes grew round as saucers.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth?” he whispered, looking like he wanted to believe Blake but didn’t want to be made a fool of.  Blake scratched his chin.  He supposed this was all rather sudden.

      “Just wait until we reach Kingston,” he replied breezily, “I’m sure your father’s reaction to my piratical presence will be very convincing.”

      “My father never said a word about having a brother,” said Eselder slowly.  He asked suspiciously, “Are you pulling my leg?”

      “Why would I do that?” Blake demanded, “You think I want to be related to you or that barnacle-eyed clotpole?  That’s right, boy, I know your father’s blind as a bat!  He started taking off his spectacles in public when he became King.  S’pose he still does that, then?  And I’m guessing he still fingers that stupid pocket watch?  It’s a nervous habit of his.  He’s fussy about his handkerchiefs, too; they have to be starched stiff, and woe to the man who slurps his tea in His Majesty’s presence!  There’s no point in speaking to him in the morning because he’s an intolerable grump, so if you want something, you’d do better to wait until he’s congratulating himself for something clever he’s done.”

      The longer he spoke, the more Eselder looked convinced.  He even started to smile, and Blake could tell that his description, based on decades-old observations, was still accurate.

      “He likes almond tarts, new quill pens, and his own handwriting.  He keeps a bottle of liquor in his study because it looks sophisticated, but he doesn’t drink a smidgeon of it.  He thinks he’s smarter than everyone else in the room, and that’s because he usually is.  In his defense, though…he honestly cares about the common welfare and tries to do the right thing.  He takes his responsibilities seriously, especially when that responsibility is a person.  He’s not very expressive by way of affection, but he shows it by providing all the things he wanted so badly as a boy: fine clothes, a safe home, a top-notch education…does this sound like anyone you know, boy?”

      Eselder glanced at Blake.  His eyes were suspiciously wet.

      “It would explain several things,” he admitted quietly, “Like why my father never talked about his father.  He spoke about his mother from time to time, but the one time I asked about my grandfather, I got hushed up.  I always figured it was some sort of scandal…and probably a very interesting story…”

      Blake cleared his throat.

      “Never mind,” said Eselder hastily, waving his hand, “This...this is a lot to digest.  Go on, please, with your story.”

      Blake picked up where he had left off, describing how Drake Ransom had taken a Navy captain prisoner and brought him back to Moanamiri for sport.  He watched Eselder’s eyes light up with wonder and pride as he related how Jaimes had stood up to his father and valiantly defended the Navy captain.  With pain in his own eyes, Blake described how the Eliothan Royal Navy had tracked Drake Ransom back to Moanamiri and, not finding him there, had destroyed his haven but spared his two sons, taking them back with them to Elioth.

      He spoke of their struggles in Yaletown, how for three years he and Jaimes had lived in a cold, leaky attic room while Jaimes provided for them both, working hard in Master Simmon’s shop from morning to nightfall to put food on the table.  At that, Eselder looked down at his knees with a solemn, troubled frown.

      Blake continued with his story, relating how Jaimes had succeeded in delivering his mother’s letter to the ailing King George the Sixth, who had sent the Head of Parliament (and a squad of soldiers) to escort his estranged daughter’s only son to Kingston Court.

      “Only son?” piped up Eselder, “I thought you said you were brothers!”

      Blake nodded.  “Drake Ransom was our father.”

      Eselder’s eyebrows drew in.  “But I don’t understand, why did you say…oh…”

      He looked like he wished he could bury himself beneath the sand.

      “Oh…”

      Blake saw no reason to elaborate on that any further, so instead he related how Jaimes had forced his younger brother to accompany him to Kingston Court.  How Blake had hated it there.  How the rift between them had grown and grown until, one day, their relationship had shattered completely.  How Jaimes had sent him to Cribbshire Abbey, how Blake had escaped a few days after his arrival there, and how Jaimes had never seen or heard from him again…until, many years later, King Jaimes the Fourth had heard tell of a new menace to the Eliothan Crown: a pirate, who went by the name of Blake Ransom.

      “Then the pirate got pressganged into the Royal Navy and met this irritating lump of a boy who got him flogged, hung, and…what’s the matter with you, boy?  Why are you smiling?  This is a deeply moving and highly tragic story!”

      Eselder stopped grinning.

      “I was paying attention!” he protested quickly, “Actually, it’s quite a bit to take in…”

      He glanced at his uncle as though reveling in his familial luck of the draw.  Blake was delighted.

      “But when I saw the water, I couldn’t help but think about what you said last night.  About how I wasn’t made for the shallows.”

      Eselder sounded shy, and rather proud.

      “Aye…?”  said Blake.  They were getting off the subject.  “And?”

      “And that’s funny…because I never learned to swim.”

      A wicked grin lit up Blake’s features.  His expression stayed frozen like that until Eselder noticed it.  With great delight, Blake saw fear flash across his face.

      “No time like the present,” Blake declared, and sprang into action.

      Grabbing Eselder’s collar, he dragged the yelping, protesting boy toward the water and, summoning all his strength, flung him in with a gigantic splash!  A second later, Eselder came up, shivering and spluttering, to behold Blake coming at him with outstretched arms and a truly terrifying smile.  Hollering like mad, Eselder splashed back ashore and then shot like a bullet down the beach.

      By now, the sky was a bedazzling tangle of color and light, the ocean ablaze with golden fire, the sun shooting its blinding rays across a cloudless, crystal-blue sky.

      Blake pursued him, and it was only then that he realized: his stripes were gone.  His back was whole and hale once more, and Blake could well guess its healer.  With a smile, he looked up at the full moon, still bright and beautiful in the daylight.  His eyes flashed like lightning.

      Then, spraying sand in every direction, he took off after his cabin boy, roaring with laughter as he went.
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