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Prologue


As the man in the shadows watched the Carmilla leave the Port de Rochefort, he wondered what the events of the last several weeks had done to her.

The deep sleep he’d put her in at the castle should have kept her dreamless. His hope was that she’d go to sleep in her home and wake up thousands of miles away in the new world without any recollection of the journey. But that clearly had not happened. Somehow, as the Dark Gift had coursed through her veins and the Light fought it, her mind was able to travel outside the confines of the sleeping spell. She’d not only been able to speak to him telepathically, but she’d heard things he could not. He wondered what she had felt during their long escape. Had she felt the death of Tristan or the anguish of Lady Giselle? Had she felt the evil of Magnus or the depravity of the beings he’d made?

Would she have turned on him, her own uncle, had he not put her into the deep sleep?

Had she felt the power of the silver cross? Would she have been burned by its holy light? Was she drawn to the dark power of Isabeau? Did she feel the deaths of the night creatures?

These questions, and many others, would haunt the man in the shadows the rest of his life. But one question would haunt him more than any other.

What would she become?
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Chapter 1


October, 1979, New Orleans

“The storm,” said Lucy. “It’s getting worse.”

She held back the curtain of the second-floor window, peering into a darkening sky. There were no bars here to obstruct her view, only a kaleidoscope of rain drops.

“I thought I heard something knock against the window,” she said, almost to herself. With a child’s lack of grace, she pushed lank blonde hair away from her hazel-eyed face; a few freckles already dotted her nose. She was neither beautiful nor ugly, but had a hearty, good-natured look about her cheeks. Nearing her twelfth birthday, she had become awkward in her movements. Budding breasts and widening hips announced an early puberty.

In a tidy kitchen, just off a comfortable living room, a tea kettle struggled to sing. She’d heard it many times, spitting angrily into the air, but that energy was gone.

An old voice beckoned her. “Come away from the winda, child,” Nana Irma said. “And pitch another log on the fire. I’m drawin’ cold.”

Nana Irma had been drawin’ cold a lot lately, Lucy thought. And she didn’t seem to be as robust as she used to be. Certainly not like when Lucy was a little girl. When she was little, she imagined Nana could make the sun set with a nod of her head, or the moon rise with a flick of her finger. Flowers would sprout out of the ground overnight, bread would rise instantly, and the bowl of fried potatoes always had one scoop more than anyone could eat. Nana had even saved her from a rabid dog with a garden hoe once.

But that magic was nearly gone now. In fact, a large piece of it had recently left. And when it had, Nana seemed to have shrunk overnight. Funerals had a way of deflating even the strongest person. It had only been a month, after all.

Lucy let the curtain drop, but not before fingering the embroidered design on the inside corner. All of Nana’s curtains had something stitched into them like this. Mostly she thought it was just a design, but sometimes—on cold nights when rain spattered the windows—she imagined there were messages stitched there. Secret messages that could only be read from the outside. Nana had never explained the designs fully. “Just a bit of good luck,” Nana would say. “Nothin’ for you to worry over.” And the conversation would end there.

The second floor was drafty tonight. The storm was seeing to that. A late October storm, sneaking up from the Gulf of Mexico, had been building for several days. The rain had started earlier in the day as ominous clouds piled up over the Crescent City. New Orleans was in for a gale.

Pitching two logs onto the fire, Lucy sent sparks cascading up the chimney. She watched as they flickered out of sight, one by one, sometimes several at a time.

Where do sparks go when they die? she wondered.

Do they light fires in heaven?

Can Mama see the sparks?

Is it cold in heaven?

These thoughts, and many others, had plagued Lucy’s mind the last several weeks. It had all been so sudden. The wasting disease that had taken her mother happened so quickly. The doctors hadn’t known what to do. By the time they’d recommended a specialist it’d been too late. Mama had sparked out, but not like a bright ember up the chimney, but rather more like a lightbulb whose electricity had slowly been dialed down. Then off.

A gust of wind buffeted the house, causing the walls to complain quietly. The window rattled again, pulling Lucy’s attention back to it. For an instant, she thought she saw something beyond the glass, something other than a rain-distorted view of the neighborhood, but she couldn’t be sure. The incessant kettle beckoned her.

She absently turned and walked to the kitchen. There, the sputtering thing sang its feeble song. Like most things in this old house, it’d had a good life, wore its battle scars proudly, and was doing its best now, but was tired. Its song was nearly at an end. Just like Nana’s, Lucy feared.

She poured the steaming water into two slightly chipped teacups, dropped in teabags and carried the tray into the living room. Setting the tray onto a glass-covered coffee table, she went back and poked at the fire.

“Sit, child,” Nana said, as she dipped her teabag up and down. “You gonna fidget the whole night?”

Lucy jabbed the logs a few more times, then leaned the poker against the brick. She sat on the other end of the ornately flowered Victorian sofa, pulled a crocheted Afghan over her knees and up to her chin, and sighed.

The fire threw orange flickers into the dimly lit room. They jumped helter-skelter across the floor, up and over furniture, then into the gloom. There, in the dark, they disappeared, perhaps dying the same death as the sparks up the chimney.

“What do you think happened, Nana?” Lucy asked.

Nana sipped at her tea and looked at the fire. “About what?”

“You know,” Lucy said, pulling the blanket more tightly around her legs. “About Mama.”

“She went to heaven,” Nana lied. “Like all mamas do.”

Lucy looked down as one of her fingers poked up through the loose knit of the Afghan. “But why so soon? She wasn’t sick. I mean, she was hardly ever sick a day in her life.”

Nana Irma rubbed her hands as if a strong cold had settled into them. Firelight flickered over her creased face, highlighting years of worry. Those years had dug harsh creases, creases of knowing, creases deep enough to hide family secrets.

Old women were like that, carrying hard-earned knowledge silently on their face. But not all secrets were meant to be kept silent. Sometimes they had to be shared.

Somewhere offshore a ship’s horn sounded a faint warning. The October wind swallowed it whole and carried it away.

Was it October already? Irma thought. How had it come so soon? It had been summer for so long. Yes, she’d had an amazingly long life of summers. But she now feared that was at an end. Not just her life, but that of her family’s. That of her granddaughter’s. She feared a year of Octobers was now upon them. And she had so little time left.

“Did you hear that?” Lucy asked, ear cocked toward the hallway door. “I think someone is knocking downstairs. Who would be—?”

“Pay that noise no never mind,” Nana said, sharply. “It’s just the wind.”

The hallway door in question sat at the top of an enclosed stairwell that ran down to the front of the house. The door at the bottom of the stairwell—after a short landing—was the outside door that opened to the street. The landing also had a door that went into the downstairs apartment below them, but that had been secured with padlocks long ago.

The house was modest, but better than most in the area. Irma called the upstairs floors her apartment, despite owning the entire building. The first-floor rooms—where she and her late husband had started their family, while renovating the top—had also been a separate apartment once, with actual renters. But several years ago, Irma had stopped renting it. That was the year the bars had been put over the downstairs windows and the doors padlocked. Her daughter, Marguerite, had tried to convince her to sell and move in with her and Lucy, or at a minimum move to the first floor. But Irma knew there was still a secret to be told. So, for that reason, and despite her aging knees, Irma had refused to move downstairs.

“What is it, Nana?” Lucy coaxed. “What’s wrong?”

Irma suddenly felt as if the hour had grown late.

Why’d I wait so long? she wondered.

A brief tinge of panic tightened her chest at the thought of not having enough time to tell her story.

(Because the secret was meant to be Marguerite’s burden, not Lucy’s. Not yet.)

I’ve been weak.

(Perhaps the burden already is Marguerite’s.)

No!

Irma clenched her hands and began to rock a little. Then she sighed and spoke.

“Did your mama ever talk about our family?” Irma asked her granddaughter.

“You mean about Papa after he died?”

“No, child,” said Irma. “About your way-back family. The ones that come over on the boat.”

Lucy’s mouth curved down at the ends as her bottom lip puffed out. “No ma’am,” said Lucy. “I mean, they came from all over, I heard. So, not that I recall.”

“No, not the ones that came in later,” Irma said. “The very first ones. As far as we can trace back. The Gagneuxs’.”

Lucy shook her head but eyed the window when she did. The rain was starting to come down harder.

“There’s something about that family—our family—that you need to know.” Irma finished her tea and inspected the bottom out of habit. Before the invention of teabags, she was used to looking at her tea leaves, watching for omens. She shook her head. Silly, she thought. Then set her cup down.

“Most of what I’m going to tell you has been told this way for generations, from mother to daughter. But… not until a certain age. It pains me to be tellin’ you, when it should be your mama sittin’ there listening. But it’s got to be told.”

“I’m almost a woman now,” Lucy said with innocence. “I can—”

Irma waved her granddaughter quiet. “Just listen, child. It’s hard enough already. And when I heard it—of course your grandpappy didn’t believe a word of it—he had to go off and research about it. Find out what he could. And he found out, alright. Bits and pieces. Enough to fill in some gaps. Enough to send him to drinkin’ and…” Irma wrung her hands again and cleared her throat.

“Our story begins in…”
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Chapter 2


August, 1780, France

1

The Port de Rochefort in Southwestern France lay utterly quiet in the early hours of an August morning.

A man cloaked in shadows observed the silence. He’d been standing there for several minutes, but was so attuned to the dark, he was nearly a shadow himself; only his eyes betrayed any movement. His tall, gaunt figure cast a crooked, crawling profile against the stone wall behind him. If his shadow had been observed, one would think it had been cast from more than one person.

The man sniffed the air with two flaring nostrils. He smelled the nervousness of the four black horses hitched to his carriage and silently bade them silent. Their rolling eyes searched the darkness for their master, but they held quiet. His will was powerful. He had gone to great lengths to make his plans and keep them secret. He would not risk everything now with haste. Another minute of silence passed. Then, with an imperceptible motion, he signaled. The transaction was to begin.

Nestled inland on the Charente River, the port town had easy access to the Atlantic Ocean but was hidden from ocean view by fog and river bends. The people of the town preferred it this way. The recent war with England and the current involvement with the American Revolution meant the larger ports of Brest and Toulon were commandeered for wartime naval logistics and heavily guarded. The Port de Rochefort was not.

The Charente River and its main tributary snaked into the French countryside for hundreds of miles, providing a natural passageway for all manner of things to be smuggled into the Port de Rochefort aboard small, fast-sailing ships. Once outside the mouth of the Charente these pirate ships—and their cargo—would disappear into the vast Atlantic. The man in the shadows knew this. He had planned well.

The two-masted brigantine sat sleek in the water, its square sails stowed tight for a few more hours. The ship was shorter than others of this style, but still stout enough to withstand the long journey. Barely twenty men would be needed to sail it, and of those, only a handful were present now. This versatility—and the easily bought silence of these few men—was important to the man in the shadows.

Only the undulating fog betrayed the smugglers as they worked. They were silent as the night. Boxes were moved, cargo was stowed, oaths were taken. Finally, just past four bells the deed was done, and payment was made. Now the ship named Carmilla could begin its long journey, carrying its precious cargo to the new world.

The man in the shadows cast a final look over the small black ship, then boarded his carriage. With a jerk from the horses, he disappeared into the darkness, never to be seen again.

2

“Mother, is that our ship?” Zoe Gagneux whispered, touching her mother’s arm lightly. It was just past breakfast and the Port de Rochefort bustled with activity. Twelve-year-old Zoe gaped at the spectacle before her. The morning fog had burned off, leaving way for a litany of sounds and smells to replace it. She had never seen so many people in one place before. Having grown up in the small mountain town of Rocamadour, many hours east of here, she’d never even seen a port, much less a ship. Wonder sparkled across her brown eyes.

The smells that assaulted her senses were specific to this port town. Being a tidal river, the Charente rose and fell with the tide multiple times throughout the day. The brackish shorelines covered with seawater were host to all manner of clams, mussels, and crabs, but during low tide would find freshwater fish from inland, stranded on its banks. Being sheltered from strong sea winds and their cleansing saltiness, the smell of the exposed riverbanks would blanket the town. The air was thick with the smell of fish.

Victoria Gagneux took inventory of their belongings as a dock worker unloaded the carriage. “Please be careful that the trunks stay dry,” she said to the worker. “Those are the only belongings we—”

“Dey get stowed where dey get stowed, madame,” the worker said.

Victoria eyed the throngs of people streaming along the docks. Paris fashion hadn’t taken hold of this town, she noted, and was grateful; her simple but well-made dress wouldn’t draw attention either way. She’d never adopted the towering pouf hairstyle like so many other ladies; besides the ridiculous height some of them attained the cost of maintaining them was not a luxury she could afford. She did not wear jewelry; it simply wasn’t wise during these troubled times. And makeup had been left behind, as it did little for her natural olive skin. But neither Victoria nor her daughter needed these accoutrements to appear beautiful. A defined jawline, bright eyes, and thin, straight nose defined them both. The smartly formed, lush blue hat she wore now favored her dark brown hair and accented her dress. People strolling the docks would have no trouble identifying mother and daughter.

“Take care you doan get wet,” the dock worker said. “September is nigh and ya wouldn’t see me sailin’ in da face of da winter witch.” He tallied the luggage, marked it on the cargo manifest, then handed her a receipt. “G’day, madame.”

“Mama,” Zoe insisted, “is it?”

“What, dear?” Victoria said.

“Our ship. Is that it?” Zoe pointed.

“I’m afraid so,” Victoria said, following her daughter’s gaze. “It’s the only one we… well, it was our best option considering the war and cost of sailing these days.”

“I think she’s wonderful,” Zoe said, skipping in place. “What is she called?”

“The Carmilla,” her mother said.

“The Carmilla,” Zoe repeated. The name cast a spell over her as it rolled off her tongue. “That’s a lovely name for a ship. I’m sure she’ll see us safely to father and our new lives.”

Victoria Gagneux only gazed at the small black ship. A new life was indeed before them. But try as she might, she had no vision of what it would be.

3

Sheridan Thomas Broussard exited his coach, tipping his hat down to shield his eyes from the sun. Its rays had just topped the trees in the East, pointing a feeble path over his head, westward. His new direction.

To an observer, Sheridan was dressed in his country riding clothes: tan breeches, loose in the hips for flexibility, tall leather riding boots, high-collared shirt, and a medium length coat with tails that hung well from his shoulders. An observer would note that he did not sport the scarlet red coat of a hunting gentleman, but a more subdued charcoal gray; his waistcoat was accented with dark green. Nor did he wear the powdered wig of a noble. Instead, Sheridan wore his medium-length brown hair tied back in a loose ponytail. He was clean-shaven and tan.

To Sheridan, he felt he looked a bit like a peacock. He was not unfamiliar with finer clothes or the prescribed event to don them, he simply didn’t care to wear them. The breeches and riding boots were his, although the new layer of polish on his boots had been recently applied by his younger brother, Leon.

“They’ll think yer a farmer, with yer shit-covered boots,” Leon had said.

“What do I care if someone thinks I’m a farmer?” Sheridan replied. His younger brother only shook his head and scrubbed harder.

The topcoat was his late father’s, to be worn at his mother’s insistence. He was glad to have it but felt he didn’t fill it out properly. On this he was mistaken.

The waistcoat had been given to him by his younger sister, Clara, after she’d painstakingly repaired it over many evenings. “Sheri, you can’t attract a wife looking like an undertaker’s apprentice,” she’d said. Clara was the only one who could use ‘Sheri’ as a nickname for him. “A peacock uses all its colors to attract a mate. Besides, it pulls out the green in your eyes.”

Sheridan and Clara had a long-standing debate over the color of his eyes. “Brown is brown,” he would say. To which her reply was always, “Hazel is a real color.”

“The green in my eyes?” Sheridan had asked her. “What am I to do, wear it on my head?”

“Yeah, Shee-rrrii,” Leon would crow. “You could wear it as a veil on your wedding day. It could match yer dress!” At which point Sheridan would chase Leon out the door with threats of brotherly harm.

His family had bid him farewell early that morning. Leon had asked a few questions as the carriage bumped along on their journey, but nothing they hadn’t already discussed. Finally, the brothers had said their last farewell and Leon had left, leaving Sheridan to his new life.

All of these things played through Sheridan’s mind as he inspected the ship from the shore. Its sleek black lines, its stout profile, its air of mystery.

Carmilla, he thought. What a fine name to begin an adventure with.

On this point, he was not mistaken.

4

Later that morning the docks were teaming with people. Boarding was to begin soon. Cargo had been loaded onto the Carmilla all morning. An optical illusion made the ship appear to sink slowly into the water with each new crate. In reality, the tide was coming in, having been at its lowest point much earlier. The ship needed to have all its cargo, crew and passengers on board by noon to catch high tide. The captain would wait for no one.

Captain Alexander Blackburn cut a dark silhouette against the morning sky. At just over six feet tall, his height was exaggerated by his elevated position on the poop deck. He watched silently as the last of the cargo was loaded. His sharp eyes scanned the sparse crowd of passengers milling around the dock. He knew the passenger list would be light and was glad of that; it was getting late in the year for such a long voyage. It was likely to be a rough trip. He was dismayed at the mother-daughter pair he saw—especially considering their beauty—but they’d paid their passage, so there it was. His eyes went back to the cargo and the men loading it.

Captain Blackburn’s watchful face was that of a sea captain’s: weathered and hard, with a prominent scar down the left cheek an Arab sailor had given him. His shoulders were broad but starting to hunch due to age. His salt and pepper beard ran up to his temples but ended there. He was bald beneath his hat. The tip of his right pinky had been bitten off during a skirmish years ago, but that didn’t affect his sword hand. A pipe hung from the side of his mouth, smoke snaking around his face.

Watching the crew, he mentally noted how many sailors were new to him, practically everyone except two officers and a wheelman. He’d known it would be hard recruiting men due to the war and time of the year but had hoped for at least half of his old crew. Knowing less than five in a crew of twenty men were unfavorable percentages.

The Carmilla and its captain had seen honest work in the past; neither were associated with piracy. But all things change over time. The line between honest and dishonest work blurs over the years. And as a man ages, the weight of toeing that line, working to keep it well defined, becomes heavier, stooping the shoulders. The years march on and like water over stone, softens one’s resolve, wearing away the sharp angles of right and wrong. Eventually, definitions of acceptable and unacceptable become pliable.

And finally, when tragedy strikes a man, even the line between good and evil begins to fade. And that is when he is at his most vulnerable.

5

Robert Goffe climbed the wooden steps to the poop deck; he had just come from the cargo hold. As the first mate of the Carmilla he was responsible for everything on the ship, just below the captain. He had sailed with Captain Blackburn for the last five years and had obtained the rank of first mate faster than most. Robert was a smart man and realized that had it not been for the war and shortage of sailors, he would not have obtained this rank for several more years, but his grandfather had always told him that fortune favors the bold, and he lived by that creed. On each occasion that Alexander Blackburn had called upon Robert, he had agreed to sail with him. Any time. Any place. So, when he was summoned to crew a late voyage to the new world, he did not hesitate.

“But this late in the year?” Elizabeth Goffe had asked her husband the night before. She’d just returned from laying little Robbie Jr. to bed and had joined her husband in the front room of their apartment. A low fire cast his boyish face in harsh shadows.

“It’s fortunate to have work this late in the year,” Robert said. “Especially such a long one.” He stared at the fire with distant eyes. “The captain is a savvy man. He said this trip will pay double what we’d make for a normal voyage. We can use the money.”

“Double? What cargo would demand double shipping costs?”

“It’s not my place to ask.”

Elizabeth walked to the fireplace and set her hands upon the mantle. She tried to draw strength from the ancient walnut, but it felt unusually cold. “But it’s dangerous, Robert.” She spoke into the flames. “It’s late in the year. The war is on. The English are patrolling further south. Port de Rochefort will fall under scrutiny soon. Must you—”

“Yes,” Robert interrupted. He didn’t need to hear the rest. “Yes. I must.”

Elizabeth straightened her back and glanced toward the heavens. Her silent prayer was quick. “Very well,” she said, then turned towards her husband. They’d been married less than two years. “Whatever you think is best. I’m sure it will be fine.”

She sat next to her husband and observed his serious face. Her fingers touched the wrinkles forming on his forehead, hoping to make them disappear. They did not relax.

“I’m sure everything will be fine,” she said, doubting her words before they were spoken.

Robert let this conversation play briefly through his mind as he climbed the steps to the poop. Then his focus was back on his duties.

“Captain, there seems to be a discrepancy in the cargo hold.”

Captain Blackburn let his eyes sweep from the queuing passengers to the unknown sailors scurrying amongst the decks. “Discrepancy?” he said.

“Yes sir,” Robert said, trying to follow his gaze. “Shipping manifests call for one hundred and forty-seven crates. But we’re short.”

“Short? By how many?”

“Near twenty by my count,” Robert said. “And the count per merchant don’t balance either.”

“Meaning?” The captain wasn’t surprised that his first mate had come to him with this anomaly. He was a thorough man. But the fact that he’d already narrowed the discrepancy past that of a missing shipper did surprise him.

“Captain? Meaning that—"

The captain reached his pinky-less hand towards the first mate. “I’ll look over it.”

The surprise on the first mate’s face could not be hidden. “Sir? You?”

For the first time this morning the captain’s eyes showed a glimpse of impatience. It was gone in an instant. “Yes, Mr. Goffe. I’ll look into it.”

Robert reluctantly let loose of the cargo manifest. “Yes sir,” he said. “I’ll see to the navigator. The tide is rising.”

“Yes,” the captain said. The manifest disappeared inside his coat. “See that the passengers are boarded quickly. The tide does not wait.”

6

Zoe Gagneux was exploring a nearby stand of trees when the ship’s bell rang to announce boarding should begin. She had been whistling quietly into a growth of scrubs that had grown up along the back of a mill house. A group of birds jostled for position in the trees above her, waiting their turn to flit down to a lower branch or shrub, occasionally tweeting back at her.

Birds often behaved this way around her. At home—the small but clean house she’d left earlier that morning—the village people would often find her whistling into bushes and trees. Some thought it was just an amusing talent she’d developed, being a rather odd girl in their minds. But others, the ones that knew and feared the ways of the forest spirits, had a different opinion. Those folks thought she’d been touched by the forest the summer she’d gone missing. At only three years of age, it was a miracle that little Zoe had survived a full day and night in the mountain forest after wandering away from home. Her parents had been distraught, and half the village had searched for her. But when night fell, and the forest creatures awoke, singing their dark songs to the moon, hope was nearly lost. The next morning, just as the first rays of sun touched the peaks of the mountain village and the townsfolk prepared for another day of searching, little Zoe walked out of the forest with nothing more than a dirty face and skinned knees. It was said that a small flock of bluebirds flitted out before her, as if guiding her way. Later, some folks—the more suspicious ones—said there were also buzzards trailing high behind her. But all who told the story agreed that she was heard to be whistling to the birds, despite never having whistled before, and that the birds whistled back.

This event changed Zoe’s standing in the community, casting her, even at the young age of three, into the shadow of doubt, as someone to be avoided. If she’d indeed been touched by the forest spirits, or worse, enchanted or possessed by them, the villagers could not risk having their own children possessed by being near her. The practice of burning witches had passed when Zoe’s mother was a child, but the fear and distrust of unnatural abilities was deeply ingrained in the people. For hundreds of years they’d heard dark rumors whispered; things far worse than witches had been found in the distant mountains of Romania. Undead things. And over time, that darkness had moved steadily westward, covering the whole of Europe. No one could be trusted.

Little Zoe knew nothing about becoming a social pariah, preferring to spend her time in the forest anyway, but her parents did. They experienced it firsthand. Auguste Gagneux, her father, left for the new world after losing his leather tanning business. He had established a foothold in the growing port town of New Orleans, eventually sending for his wife and daughter. Victoria had spent the last year slowly selling off possessions, preparing for the long journey. That the day had finally arrived was bittersweet.

“Zoe,” Victoria called. “Come along, child. It’s time to board.”

Zoe held out her hand full of seeds and watched as the birds skittishly lit upon her wrist, quickly pecking a seed, then flying away. She did this in the shadows, for she had come to learn that this ability was unusual as well.

Zoe queued onto the wooden dock with the other passengers and waited patiently to board. She waved to her mother when Victoria turned to look for her. I’m fine was the message.

Finally stepping upon the deck of the Carmilla, Zoe could no longer contain her excitement and burst into a singsong array of whistles. The sounds were based on an old Celtic melody she’d heard somewhere but had transformed over the years in her own strange way. The result was a beautiful but melancholy sound, old and haunting.

“Shut up yer burd mouth!” yelled a sailor. The reprimand came from high above. Startled, Zoe looked up to see the silhouette of a man descending toward her. His movements were spider-like as his long arms and legs gripped the web of ropes strung above her. Grady Enderby stopped and hung suspended above her. Despite being separated by several feet, a strong smell of uncleanliness assaulted her nose—something worse than rotting fish—and Zoe nearly wretched. Grady’s face was pocked and leaking. Years of hard drinking, poor eating and heavy exposure to sun and wind had permanently damaged him. Unable to adequately expel the poisons from his body, Grady’s skin broke open in large bleeding pustules and sloughed off in gray, wet patches.

“Whad’ya want ta do, whistle up a storm?” His words slushed out between decaying teeth. A tongue, discolored with greenish-black scum, poked the cracking skin in the corners of his mouth.

Zoe looked ahead for her mother but did not call out, fearing to draw the attention of other sailors. She knew that sailors were superstitious of many things, but the idea of whistling up a storm was silly to her. At that moment a warning from her father came to mind. “An ignorant man is a dangerous man, for he fears more than he knows.” And at the time he’d said it she wasn’t sure she understood it. But looking into Grady’s yellow eyes now, its meaning was suddenly clear.

She tried to ignore Grady and move up toward her mother, but the crowd was stalled. She didn’t like the smelly man and wished he’d stop looking at her.

Grady looked around and, realizing the captain and officers were busy with readying the ship, felt emboldened. Still clinging to the ropes above her head, he let one gangly arm dangle towards Zoe. Poking his face sideways through a square of rope, his hand stroked the air as if his gnarled knuckles were petting something soft and delicate. His watery eyes smiled at her as his tongue absently prodded his cracked skin. “Lil’ burdy,” he whispered. “Soft lil’ burdy…”

Then with the speed of a spider, he scurried back up the web of ropes, melting into the cacophony of masts, beams and sails that would propel them to the new world. But their delivery was still weeks away.
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The passengers were allowed on deck as the ship pulled away from port. A few well-wishers had waved their loved ones a safe journey, but for the most part, the ship left with little fanfare.

Standing on the fo’castle deck at the front of the ship, Sheridan took his pipe from an inside pocket and began to clean it. He watched the trees slip past as the ship wound along the final turns of the Charente River. Would this be the last time he saw his mother country? he wondered. He had no foresight into this question but thought it may be. His plans were large in his mind and for now blocked any thought of a return.

Most men his age had been lured into the French army at this point. Some enlisted out of patriotism, but many out of sheer necessity. The endless wars and lavish spending by the aristocracy had placed a heavy burden on the French people. Louis XVI had been king of France for six years now, during which France had experienced great civil unrest.

Upon his father’s death, and considering the state of the country, Sheridan, being the eldest, took his father’s inheritance with a sense of duty. The decision to travel to the new world was easy for him, infected with an adventurous spirit as he was. However, the decision to leave his remaining family in an unstable country was not. He had toiled over the decision for many months, but in the end, always came to the same conclusion: he would forge a new path for his family in a new country. So, with this in mind, he watched the shoreline of his homeland slip into his past.

A sense of movement behind him caught his attention and he turned to see a young girl climbing the stairs up to the deck. From this vantage he caught a quick glimpse of the captain standing on the poop deck at the stern of the ship, but his image was quickly hidden by the unfurling sails. Sheridan watched as the sailors responded to arcane commands shouted by the first mate. They moved with an easy grace but were no less organized than a military ensemble. Hard men for a hard journey, he thought.

Hopefully the captain is harder.

He wasn’t sure why the thought had come to him, but it was there, like a splinter under his thumbnail—barely felt. But it was there. The unruliness of sailors was well known during the best of times, but they weren’t sailing during the best of times. In fact, he’d almost postponed his voyage, hoping for better weather—both the natural and political kind. His mother had pleaded for him to wait until the revolutionary war in the New World ended, but things weren’t looking much better in France. He felt his time had come. So, he’d made the decision to set sail late in the season.

The young girl attained the deck he was on and skipped to the nearest railing, leaning far over it. Her gaze followed a flock of seagulls swooping over a small island near the mouth of the river.

“Look at them, Mother,” Zoe said, kicking her legs out behind her as she balanced on the rail. “Aren’t they wonderful?”

The girl’s mother joined her at the rail, peering cautiously over the side. “Don’t lean so far over,” Victoria warned.

Sheridan lit his pipe and looked the other way. He was not trying to eavesdrop, but voices carried easily over the water. The girl began to whistle softly to the birds.

“Stop it!” the woman said. Her voice was low but stern. “You remember what I said about sailors and whistling? And stop all that prancing. You draw too much attention to yourself.”

The girl fidgeted to an awkward pose, somewhere between a child and a young woman. “Do you think they’ll follow us to the New World?” Zoe asked.

“The birds?” Victoria said, looking around to see if they’d drawn attention to themselves. “I should think not. It’s quite a long distance without land. I don’t know of any bird that can fly that far.”

Just then, Sheridan felt a quick cross-breeze and heard a soft whump from somewhere above him. The sails snapped a warning, then he heard a sickening thud on the middle deck. He would have thought someone had fallen, but for the small sound the thing had made.

A smattering of cries went up among the sailors. The closest left their posts to crowd around the object that lay on the deck. Robert Goffe, the first mate, having quickly descended from the poop, yelled for them to return to their duties and took over the inspection of the object.

Sheridan descended the fo’castle stairs and joined the first mate at middeck.

Something had fallen out of the sky.

The first mate stood with his hands on his hips as if unsure what to make of the thing. Shading his eyes, he cast a weather-gaze skyward, then looked back at the deck. A large bird lay dead at his feet.

“What is it?” Sheridan asked without thinking. He was suddenly embarrassed, realizing he was unfamiliar with the protocol for addressing a ship’s officer. Not wanting to sound familiar in front of the sailing men, he stiffened slightly and said, “Begging your pardon. Sheridan Thomas Broussard.” And gave a slight bow of his head.

“First mate Robert Goffe,” the man said. “At your service.”

The two men shook hands.

“This, Mr. Broussard,” Robert stooped and picked the thing up, “is a dead albatross.” He held it at face level by one of its legs. Although crumpled and broken, the wings hung down past the first mate’s knees.

“Good God,” said Sheridan. “The thing is enormous.” He estimated that the wingspan must have been six feet across.

“Indeed,” Robert said. “Not the largest I’ve seen, but impressive.”

“Do they often fall from the sky, dead?”

Robert looked at Sheridan, then both men noticed an eerie quiet from the sailors. They were being observed, not directly by sight, that would be too brazen, but a peculiar tilt of the head could be detected. The superstitious sailors were intensely interested in the object that had just fallen aboard their ship. Robert pitched the bird overboard and dusted his hands.

“No,” he said. Then turning, he quickly regained the poop and began barking orders.
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Sheridan returned to what he silently thought of as his ‘spot’ at the bow railing. Even though he’d been standing there less than an hour, something comforted him about that spot. He could see a good deal of the ship, watch some of the sailors perform their intricate dance amongst the tapestry of ropes and sails, but most importantly, when he turned around and stared out before him, he could see his future rushing towards him, knowing his past was flying away. He closed his eyes and breathed in the salty smell of adventure.

“Excuse me, sir,” Zoe said. Her gentle voice danced musically on the air. “What type of bird was that?”

Sheridan noted the curious nature in the girl’s face. And the naivety. She’d simply walked right up to him without a thought.

“Zoe,” Victoria said quickly. “Come here. It’s not polite to—”

Sheridan raised a hand. “Please. Permit me.” He addressed Victoria, although Zoe was right in front of him now. “Sheridan Thomas Broussard.” He bowed his head slightly and extended his hand. “The trip will be far more pleasant with a bit of conversation.”
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Chapter 4


Below deck, men and cargo swayed and creaked to the rhythm of the ocean. The Carmilla had just cleared the Passage of Antioch, a straight that connected the mouth of the Charente River with the Atlantic, and was now at sea.

“’At’s a bad omen, what ‘appened,” said Jean Baptiste Guedry. He was a big, ugly man picking shards of salted pork from his teeth. His unattractive face was mostly hidden by a thick, dark beard that went high up his cheeks, but his bulbous nose and neanderthal brows encapsulated his overall visage. Even they could not be hidden by the unruly mop of dark hair on his head. Sitting on a crate that made part of a rough circle, his legs—even bent—took up as much space as two of the other sailors in their little huddle. “’At Albatross fell straight out’da sky. Ain’t natural.”

His large sausage fingers plumbed his mouth once more, then retreated to scratch his scrotum.

Each man sitting around the hidden circle was similar to but different than Jean Baptiste Guedry. Each one had made sailing their profession, but for different reasons. Each one had beliefs rooted in old stories from their family’s limited understanding of the world. Each one was heading to the New World, but not all had plans to return.

Squatting next to Jean Baptiste, Johnathan Thomas sipped at his ration of wine and attended a cigarette he’d just rolled. He was a quiet man with quick eyes. Resting on his haunches, his veined arms hung, thin and ape-like, between his knees. Strong, nimble hands tended the tobacco pouch and drink that sat between his feet. Stringy brown hair hung listlessly around his face. “Aye, don’t see ‘em over de ‘Lantic what weren’t blown off course.” He dragged at the cigarette, letting the smoke cloud up around his face and through his hair, but said no more.

Jonas Raven, seemingly misnamed on account of his thick red hair—Red Raven had been a childhood joke—listened to the two men, then ventured an opinion. “Mayhap it was sickly, or tired out… you know, from being blown off course.”

Jean Baptiste grunted his disapproval at the young sailor’s opinion. He hocked up an answer from his phlegmy throat and delivered it with a splat at Jonas’ feet. “Who asked you?”

Jonas started to reply but thought better of it. He’d seen enough ship beatings in his time as a sailor. Besides, an intelligent man had other ways to rise in station. He just needed to bide his time.

William St. Barbe, the youngest sailor, fair-skinned and bright-eyed, pulled at the sparse blonde hairs on his chin and wished they were thicker. Sitting near this circle of hardened men—he hadn’t ventured fully into the ring of light cast by the swinging lantern but floated like a phantom in its periphery—he wondered if he’d made the right decision to join the Carmilla. He had nothing in common with this seasoned crew besides the need for money. He wasn’t sure if he believed in the superstitious stories they traded like jokes, but he was only halfway engaged anyway. His thoughts were on his new wife, lying naked and warm in their bed. The strain in his breeches calling out to her night and day. He was barely aware of the discussion.

A foul stench entered the circle of men: Grady Enderby’s leaking face floated out of the shadows and his slushy mouth opened. “Aye, dat albatross weren’t just any omen. It were ah warnin’ from da winter witch.” The men grumbled and scooted their bare feet against the thick wooden planks, a secret language. Grady’s yellowish eyes hung glistening in the dark like tiny moons, smiling wickedly. “She demands toll for passin’ o’er her grave and disturbin’ her winter sleep. If she ain’t got it from anudder ship, she’ll be gettin’ it from ours.” He paused to swig down the last of his drink. “And who’ll give it to her?”

At this, the men did not answer.

Ida Crane, grizzled and weathered white—the oldest sailor on board—silently swung in his hammock. He cast his one good eye over this crew of miscreants, watching the superstition take hold of each man in its own way.

He believed the dead albatross was an omen, but not for the reasons Grady espoused. The bird was now a symbol, something the men had seen and could have touched had the quick-thinking first mate not thrown it overboard. But the damage was done. It had opened the sailors’ minds to the unknown.

Ida knew that was the real risk. A man could be brave in the face of danger he could see, danger he could understand. That type of danger strengthened a man, rousing him to fight. But in the dark, in the middle of the vast ocean, there were things a man could not understand, things he could not see, and that was when he came unnerved. The mind drank in the unexplainable like a drug, hating its dark bitterness but unable to quench its thirst. It gorged upon the unknown, feeding its fears and nightmares, drowning itself until it lost sight of reason. And beyond the shores of reason, in the dark oblivion of the mind was a sea of monsters, and the worst monster of all was called Madness.
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Chapter 5


Diary of Zoe Gagneux

14 Aug, 1780 (Day 1) – Aboard the Carmilla

Finally, we’re on our way! I can’t wait to see the New World. Mother has been so anxious preparing for our journey. I’m sure she misses father. I do terribly. I feel I shall miss our little village, but for my life can’t think why. I hope there are plenty of children my age in our new city. I’m sure they will be much more pleasant than my old farming town, and we’ll all become fast friends.

Our ship is the loveliest thing ever. She is stout and grand and should make short work of our trip, I think. Mother didn’t seem to think too fondly of her, but I don’t know why. There is a very ugly sailor man aboard with oozing pustules and terribly foul breath. He barked the silliest reprimand at me today while boarding, telling me to shut my bird mouth. How rude and foul he is. Imagine, believing in the silly myth of whistling up a storm. I shall stay away from the ugly spider.

And there was a very odd thing that happened just as we were leaving port. A poor bird fell down dead upon the deck. I wanted to go and see it, but mother forbade me. Instead, the captain (or maybe it was the captain’s man) went to fetch it. He and a passenger, a rather handsome man, inspected the bird then tossed it overboard. The sailors, although busy, were very interested in the bird as well. I thought the ugly one was staring at me when this happened, but could not tell what he was looking at.

After the bird was cleaned away, the handsome man, Mr. Sheridan Broussard, spoke with mother and me. And ugly as the sailor man is, Mr. Broussard is twice as handsome, and thrice the more charming.

He explained parts of the ship to me and what we may expect during our journey. This was his first time crossing the Atlantic as well, but didn’t seem a bit concerned.

He told us to listen for the bells (how they announce the time on a ship). A bell rings incrementally every half of an hour during a watch. Eight bells to a watch counts four hours. Then a new watch begins, restarting the bells to one. They’ve cleverly named each watch differently, beginning with First Watch (8 pm to midnight), Midnight Watch (midnight to 4 am) and so on. I’m going to count the bells each time I hear them and mark the time. Perhaps I’ll become a sailor someday.

Mr. Broussard is going to make his fortune in the new world venturing up the great Mississippi River, into the heart of the wild country. He plans on establishing a trading route along the river and hopes to have a shop in every city! I think he will succeed wildly. I suspect he’ll throw grand parties in his mansion (once he has it built) and all the ladies and gentlemen will fall over themselves for an invitation! He’ll probably marry the most beautiful woman in the country, and they’ll have four children, two boys and two girls— no, they shall have seven children I think, (four boys and three girls) due to his unbridled passion and—

—and…

I should wish to marry a man such as this.
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The Carmilla sailed smoothly for the first week. Finding a mostly westerly track, the ship only had to tack north or south on occasion to make the best of the wind.

Captain Alexander Blackburn was pleased to see his new crew fall into line so quickly. Perhaps the trip would be uneventful after all, he mused. From the poop he watched the men clambering up and down the rat’s nest of ropes, adjusting the sails upon the first mate’s command. The lookout boy was high above, clinging to the perch of the main mast, waiting to ring the alarm bell if anything was sighted. Second mate Alan Shelding was on the wheel, spelling the wheel man who had been sent on another errand.

With the sun on his face and salt in the air, Alexander suddenly thought about Priscilla.

Their courtship had been an unusual one. Her father, Lord Gregory Hampshire, owned one of the largest private fleets of ships in the area. Alexander had been apprenticed to Lord Hampshire at the age of ten by his father. “Ye make somethin’ of ye’ self,” his father had said. “And bring honor to thy father’s name.”

“Yes, Father,” young Alexander had answered, not knowing those would be the last words ever spoken to him. His father would drown in a shipwreck the following month.

Over the next several years, Alexander learned about ships, primarily working the docks and warehouses for Lord Hampshire. The first time he’d seen Priscilla was during a gathering at a new warehouse where a press announcement was to be made. He was fourteen and she was twelve, not quite a woman yet but showing the signs. Lord Hampshire was expanding his empire. So, instead of moving boxes, he was instructed to move tables and chairs for the guests. A short ceremony was to be made in the new facility, followed by a cocktail hour which included the workers. Lord Hampshire was known for his respect for the working class. However, the main event of the evening would be held back at his estate. The warehouse workers were not invited.

During the cocktail hour, after the announcements had been made and people were invited to roam the sprawling warehouse, Alexander found himself in a backroom searching for a cask of Amontillado that was to be taken to the main estate. Lord Hampshire was known to move all manner of goods through his warehouses, but his movement of fine spirits was nearly unrivaled—Amontillado being one of his specialties. It was said that a man would go to surprising lengths for a single cask of the magical elixir. The sounds of a struggle drew Alexander’s attention away from the cask. Somewhere above him, muffled pleas and scuffling feet could be heard. He first thought it was a pair of amorous lovers—the wine had been flowing for over an hour now—but something unsettled him. When the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, he decided to investigate.

Creeping up the stairs, he found an older boy and a younger Priscilla struggling in a backroom. He hesitated only a second, reluctant to interfere with royal happenings, but when the terrified eyes of the young girl found him, pleading, he acted without hesitation.

Lunging forward, he seized the antagonist, freeing Priscilla just as the others entered the room. The entire event ended without any physical harm being done. The antagonist was a cousin staying with a wealthy family who was associated with Lord Hampshire. He was whipped mercilessly the following day. That night, Alexander was formerly introduced to Priscilla.

The ringing of the warning bells brought Captain Blackburn back to the present. The lookout boy was shouting something from his high perch.

From lookout to sailor the message was conveyed. From sailor to second mate, then to first mate, then to captain. The boy had spotted something ahead of them.

“A strange cloud,” first mate Robert Goffe informed the captain. He barked orders back down the communication line.

“The boy is spooked,” the captain said, but adjusted his position on the poop to see around the sails. Extending his spyglass, he caught glimpses of the mysterious cloud. It was moving quickly.

Before a second round of information came back from the lookout, the cloud was upon them. Hundreds, possibly thousands of black birds swarmed the ship. Bat-like in their movements, the small birds flitted frantically around the ship, crashing into one another. Great waves of birds rose and fell in unison, then split into confusing streamers, turning back upon the flock. An air of utter confusion pervaded the whole scene. The air was filled with a loud insectile clicking sound punctuated by high-pitched calls, the song of the storm petrel.

There was nothing the sailors could do but bat their hands at the swarming mass. Men yelled and cursed as they covered their heads. The few passengers that were on the fo’castle deck screamed in terror, not knowing what to do. The birds twittered and screeched in confusion, crashing into sail, mast and sailor. For a brief moment, the sun was dimmed by the unnatural horde. Then a soft scream was heard followed by a loud thud. The lookout boy had fallen from his perch.

As if this single act was contrition enough to heed their dire warning, the swarm of black seabirds passed beyond the ship as quickly as they had come. In a moment it was all over.

The captain and first mate descended the stairs and ran to the base of the main mast. There, the lookout boy lay, lifeless, staring towards the heavens with empty eye sockets. The eyes had been pecked out. His face and arms were pockmarked with hundreds of small punctures.

All about the ship lay remnants of the strange encounter. Hundreds of storm petrels, the small swift seabirds with the strange cry, lay scattered about, dead.

Captain Blackburn watched in silence as blood pooled beneath the boy’s broken skull. He was no stranger to death, but this boy had practically been a stranger to life; he’d barely lived it at all. As the thought clouded his mind, the boy’s blood crept ever outward, first forming a large pool, then running along a crevice formed by two planks. Then, to the captain’s astonishment, the blood disappeared through the deck as if it had been sucked into the bowels of the ship by a great breath. He stared at the planks, looking for a crack or loose knot of wood. The Carmilla’s deck had been sealed just weeks before they’d set sail and no liquid—especially one as thick as blood—should act like that.

“Aye, that’s a curse, that is!” Grady shouted from his nest of ropes. His leaking face was shinier than normal due to some birds having popped several new boils when they collided with him, but otherwise looking the same. “Somethin’s aboard what’s cursed us dead!”

“Hold your tongue!” First Mate Goffe shouted. “Or I’ll hold it for you! You men there,” he pointed to several including Grady, “get down here and sweep these birds overboard. Mr. Shelding, take some men and tend to the boy. He gets buried before sunset.”

The men jumped to their orders. They all knew Robert Goffe was not a man to be trifled with. But the grumbling under their breath could be heard for the better part of an hour.
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Back in the captain’s quarters, after a full inventory of damage had been made—a few sails were being repaired or replaced due to the number of holes that had been punched through—the captain lit his pipe and spoke. “What do you make of that, Mr. Goffe? Have you ever seen a swarm like that?”

“Nay, captain,” Robert Goffe said. “Never in my days have I seen the likes of that. Storm petrels are long navigators. They don’t lose their sense of direction.”

“A storm?” the captain asked. He knew that building storms could have strange effects on animals and birds, but had yet to see this behavior before.

“Aye, mayhap be one a-brewin’.” Mr. Goffe turned and peered out the port-side window of the captain’s cabin. “But we ain’t seen no other signs.”

The captain puffed at his pipe quietly, following the first mate’s gaze out the same window. He contemplated mentioning the strange actions of the blood, but quickly thought better of it. Surely, there’d been a hole between the planks he simply hadn’t seen. Besides, his men were spooked enough. He couldn’t afford to have his officers sway to their concerns.

“Tend to the boy,” the captain said. “The quicker we lay the lad to rest, the quicker we get the matter behind us. After that, have the men scrub every inch of the deck, masts included, then give ‘em a double ration tonight. Work the fear out of them, Mr. Goffe. Then drown it.”

“Aye, captain. That I can do.”

After the first mate left, Captain Blackburn sat at his desk, smoking. His thoughts passed slowly over the events of the last week: the soft scream and loud thump of the boy, the blood, the eerie chittering sound of the swarming birds. (Did they sound like voices?) And of course, the dead albatross falling from the sky.

Then, for a reason he couldn’t explain, other than the hair standing up on the back of his neck, his thoughts went to the boxes of cargo secreted away in the bowels of the ship.
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Mr. Goffe was true to his word. After an impromptu funeral for the lookout boy—burial at sea took little preparation—he set the sailors to scrubbing the deck from top to bottom. The first sailor to complain—Grady—was assigned mast duty and promptly sent to the lookout perch where the whole event had started just a few hours earlier.

Upon reaching the perch, a usually nimble Grady slipped when his bare foot found the platform. It was covered with blood and bird shit. He’d nearly gone crashing to his own death with one careless step.

After sweeping most of the muck away with the side of his foot—and allowing his heart rate to settle—Grady quietly signaled a sailor near him. He feared the first mate was still listening for dissent among the ranks. “Mark’ee words,” Grady said, “this here ship’s been cursed, it has. We be carryin’ sump’in or sum’un that we ought’en be. Sump’in that’ll drag us to hell, I say.”

The other sailor was the young, beardless William St. Barbe. “Shut up, Grady,” William whispered harshly. His clear, pale face was splotched red from the exertion of hauling up the new mainsail. He was hot and tired, but more importantly, he was scared. The throbbing in his breeches—the constant yearning for his new wife—had been a distraction right up until the point the birds had descended upon him. Then it was a terrifying mix of sensations. His mind was still trying to separate the two. “Mind yer work or we’ll be up here all night.”

Grady grumbled under his breath but took heed to look for the spying eyes of that ass-lickin’ first mate Goffe. If he ever had his chance—it would have to be once they were in port—he’d let Goffe know how he felt about the mast duty he’d been given. In the meantime, no greenhorn sailor was going to reprimand Grady, not when Grady had ten years of sailing and twice as many women on the kid.

Grady had already collected several dead storm petrels from the lookout perch, meaning to dump them overboard when he descended. Trying to throw them over the side of the ship from this height would most likely result in them falling—due to the wind—onto the poop deck where Goffe was standing. Instead, Grady pulled his knife from its sheaf and slowly began cutting off the heads of the birds as he held their bodies over the canvas sack tied around his waist. Each severed head, with its dead black eyes peering ever outward, went into the pockets of his breeches. After filling his pockets with six petrel heads, he slipped his knife back into its sheath, took the final headless body in his hand and sopped up the remaining blood and shit coagulating on the perch floor. With a quick look below him to spot the whereabouts of the first mate and captain, Grady flung the headless, shit-covered bird at young William, catching him on the right ear. With a startled yelp, William jerked, almost toppling his balance from the footropes beneath the yardarm, only to recover with a second to spare. William sent an angry glare back towards Grady. Sickly yellow eyes stared back at him as a discolored tongue pressed at cracking lips.
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That evening in the cargo hold, after the second ration of rum and wine had been doled out, the Circle of Miscreants was attended. With less than twenty men on board, only a few unofficial factions had been formed, but they could be categorized into the standard groups: the religious, who spent their time in prayer and quiet contemplation, the buggery group, whether ‘comyttid with mankynde or beaste,’ and those who floated somewhere in between. Outside the three main groups were the officers of the ship, although comparatively few in number. Typically, one or two miscreant groups formed on every ship. The Carmilla had only one.

The ugly Jean Baptiste Guedry swigged his ration of wine just as the ship rocked to one side, sending half his wine splashing into his thick black beard and running down his neck. He belched, then reached behind him into the shadows between the crates, finding a leather flask. He refilled his cup.

The makeshift meeting place of the Circle of Miscreants had grown organically. One such as this could be found on every ship, never the same, but recognizable to a trained eye such as a first mate. The sailors were careful to clear away signs of their attendance each evening, but clues could be found.

Although there were many lanterns aboard a ship, one lantern would be hanging close to the circle during the day, slightly out of place from the others. During evening gatherings, it would be lit and hung over the center of the circle. A low flame casting just enough light to outline vague shapes of dark men.

Crates and sacks would be positioned carefully to not appear as seating. Tall walls of tightly lashed cargo would rise up around the circle and dampen the evening’s conversations. Entrances into the circle would shift from time to time. But the telltale sign of where the center of the speaking ring was could always be found by looking at the floor. Soft marks of shuffling feet—the secret tell of the superstitious sailor—would point to the center.

Common contraband could be found in the shadows around the circle: flasks of wine or rum, some tobacco, a bit of extra food, all to be shared amongst the group. More personal items were hidden away from the circle, and were rarely found, even by the sharpest first mate, for if sailors knew one thing, it was where things could be hidden on a ship.

Squatting next to Jean Baptiste, Johnathan Thomas appeared to barely move with the rocking ship, his center of gravity swiveling smoothly within his hips. His ropy, veined arms characteristically hanging between his knees were a perfect pendulum. At the ends of his arms, knuckled fingers clasped a cup of wine in one hand and a cigarette in the other, as if weighing their benefit on an internal scale.

“Do ya think it were demons, what sent da birds?” asked Johnathan. Cigarette smoke curled up from between his fingers.

Jean Baptiste grumbled, then farted loudly. “Eh, mayhap a demon. Mayhap a curse.”

“Maybe it was just lost birds,” young William St. Barbe ventured from the back of the circle.

“Shut yer hole!” Grady’s stinking words polluted the stale air. Then he tossed the small head of a storm petrel into the center of the speaking ring. Its black eyes reflected the dim light of the lantern. “Da devil can use they eyes fer spying. He’s lookin’ for sump’in, I say. And it’s on this ship!”

Grumbles rippled around the circle.

“Devil don’t need no birds to see,” said Johnathan Thomas as he inhaled smoke. Spent ash from his cigarette fell onto one arm as he spoke. He began to scratch a rude cross into the floor with a hard fingernail. “He can see right into yer soul. It’s sump’in else.”

“Or sum’un,” Grady said. He thought back to the day the passengers boarded. He’d been aloft all morning reworking the rigging for the mainsail. He remembered watching a commotion by the old millhouse. A swarm of birds had been after something. He remembered them acting peculiarly all morning but never—

The thought came to him in a flash. It was the girl. The whistling girl he’d reprimanded. She’d been wearing the same type of blue dress that her mother had worn. A deep blue color that had melted into the shadows of the millhouse. Were they witches, he wondered?

“It’s evil, though,” red-haired Jonas Raven said. “I— I been feelin’ poorly since the birds come.”

More grumbles of agreement.

Determined to edge into the conversation, young William voiced another opinion. “I hear tell the cargo count ain’t right. Contraband, maybe.”

The men grumbled and eyed one another. Tepid acceptance of the young sailor.

Buoyed by this small victory, William continued. “I even hear that other things have been snuck out on ships of late.” He swallowed and glanced around the hard faces. “Undead things… like vamp—”

SMACK!

Before William could finish his sentence, Grady had spun and slapped him in the mouth. Instantly he was on the boy, one hand over his mouth, the other holding a knife to his throat.

Grady growled between his teeth, “Shut yer fool—”

Just then the ship pitched violently, throwing the men in all directions.

Yells of shock and surprise were drowned out by the groaning ship. Top-side men could be heard yelling commands.

The ship pitched the other direction, righting itself but overcorrecting, and the sailors regained their feet with awkward stumbles and steps. William, being free of Grady, scrambled backward into the dark; like a crab he crammed himself into a protective hole in the cargo.

Johnathan Thomas said, “Rogue wave!” He sprung up from his haunches and disappeared up the steps to the deck.

The other sailors followed Johnathan. Only Grady and William remained.

The ship had been pitched so violently the one lit lantern had gone out. Now the only lighting was what drifted in from the open hatch. The two men were left in darkness.

“Damned fool,” Grady grumbled. His knife hand was extended before him in the direction he’d last seen William. If he found the idiot, he’d slice his throat and throw him overboard in the confusion. Grady felt his way through the dark. “Sure to bring hell on us now,” he whispered. “Ya don’t never speak the name o’ evil on a ship. Ya’ll be callin’ it to us fer sure.”

Then, just as quickly as Grady had slapped William, he disappeared up the steps.

And young William was left to consider if he’d survive to see the New World.
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Chapter 8


Following the incident of the rogue wave—which no sailor could predict or explain—the captain had forbidden the passengers from being on deck. Days dragged by until the Carmilla passed into better waters. Only then were the passengers allowed back topside.

Sheridan Thomas Broussard leaned against the ship's railing, watching the waves as the sun-dappled waters sent light dancing over his eyes. The salt-sprayed wind carried whispers of adventure and great fortune—promises that resonated within him. He yearned for a life beyond the provincial confines of his birthright, and the New World seemed to offer just that.

In recent years, Sheridan had become increasingly fascinated by the prospect of international trade. The idea of connecting distant lands through commerce ignited a fire inside him. With the small inheritance he'd received, Sheridan saw an opportunity to carve out a name for himself in this burgeoning industry. He envisioned fleets of ships transporting exotic goods between the Old World and the New, bearing the proud name "Broussard Trading Company" emblazoned on their sails.

As the Carmilla cut smoothly through the waves, Sheridan realized he knew little about the practical aspects of maritime trade. Determined to remedy this gap in his knowledge, he resolved to explore the cargo hold and learn firsthand the intricacies of stowing and organizing goods on a ship.

Descending into the dimly lit underbelly of the vessel, Sheridan felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation. He wasn't exactly trespassing, but would not want to be found and accused of sneak-thievery.

He understood that to build a successful business, he would need to familiarize himself with every aspect of shipping, from the weight and dimensions of various cargoes to the best methods of securing them for long voyages.

The creaking of the ship's timbers filled Sheridan's ears as he descended into the cargo hold, his boots striking the damp wooden steps. The air was thick with the smell of sea salt and oil-soaked ropes—a heady cloying smell that Sheridan believed could only exist in the belly of a ship.

As Sheridan's eyes adjusted to the dim light, he began to make out the shapes of crates and barrels stacked neatly along the walls. There were hulking bales of a rough woven material, bound for the southern colonies. Wooden chests filled with household items. Casks of rum and wine, some branded with familiar shipping emblems, others not.

Sheridan marveled at the precision with which the cargo was arranged, each piece fitted together like an intricate puzzle, maximizing the use of space. He ran his fingers across the rough surface of the hemp ropes used to secure the stacks, admiring the sailors' skill in tying the knots that kept them steady during tumultuous storms. He stepped carefully around a crate that had splintered under the weight of the cargo stacked on top of it.

As he ventured deeper into the hold, Sheridan couldn't shake the feeling that he was being watched. He paused, listening intently for any signs of movement amongst the shadows. It struck him then how easy it would be for someone to hide in this labyrinth of cargo, secreted away from the prying eyes of the crew.

Sporadically lit lanterns, swinging gently, hung at irregular intervals from the giant curved ribs that supported the deck above—this floor's ceiling. Occasionally a cache of tools: a hatchet, crowbar, and hammer, could be seen accompanying a pile of rope. Surely for use securing the cargo, he thought.

On his right—port side as he traveled from bow to stern—a narrow gap suddenly appeared, and venturing into it, following its twists and turns, he came eventually to a wooden wall which appeared to be a dead end. But Sheridan’s sense of place was better than most and a gut feeling told him there should be more passage here, or at least a solid wall of crates, for he knew he was not facing the port wall.

He backtracked several turns to a point near the center aisle of the cargo hold. Here his view was unobstructed into its depths and judging on where he felt he’d just been, reinforced the idea that the hidden path should continue on for a considerable distance. There was no reason for a wall to be hidden amongst the crates.

He reentered the narrow gap and watched the ribs arch overhead as he followed the same twists and turns. Soon, he came upon the same apparent dead end.

Turning around to look behind him—and just as the ship rocked—he stumbled backward and bumped the wall blocking his path. He felt it give. If it was a wall, it was not completely solid.

Turning to Inspect it closely—little light penetrated this far in—he began to feel around for a hidden latch. Nothing from his outer senses suggested anything beyond this point, as he could barely see, but with each passing second, he was more convinced there was.

Something seemed to be pulling him forward.

Then, as if by providence, the ship pitched again, causing his hand to rise. When it did, it hit a hidden lever above his head and a latch opened with a silent click.

As if on hidden springs—although the rocking of the ship was more likely the cause—the secret door slipped back a few inches and rolled smoothly into the wall.

It was a pocket door made to look like a wall.

Sheridan looked behind him, as if his secret discovery was suddenly in peril of exposure, then looked into the dark room. It was nearly pitch black, but he had the sense that it also had crates—he felt their weight in front of him and his heart leapt with adventure. He quickly backtracked to a hanging lantern, borrowed it for further exploration, and returned to the secret room.

Holding the lantern aloft, he saw that the room indeed ran the direction of the cargo hold but was further hidden from the main cargo area by a long wall now running back on his left. The ribs of the ship were still on his right.

He inspected the inner wall quickly and discovered that it also had hidden doors—much larger—that ran on similar metal tracks.

Odd that this cargo would be segregated in such a manner. What is the room’s purpose?

He found the end of the room, then returned to his starting point. The hidden compartment held nearly twenty large crates, but there was room for more.

Another oddity, he thought.

The crates appeared to all be made of the same wood—they were new—and of the same construction. He turned the lantern flame up higher and looked for a shipping mark. And was stunned at what he discovered.

All the crates—that he could see at least—had been branded with the same symbol: a string of pearls, all etched in black from the searing brand.

Sheridan backed away from the crates quietly. He had the feeling again of being watched, and felt he’d risked much through his prolonged inspection. He pulled the door shut until he heard its latch click, then exited the maze.

Returning the lantern to its original hook, he proceeded down the center of the hold, deeper into the ship. “Imagine being a stowaway,” he mused, his voice barely more than a whisper. “Someone could hide down here forever and most certainly avoid discovery. The secrets they'd learn…”

"Secrets..." a voice whispered from the darkness. The word echoed and died as if cast into a deep cavern.

Sheridan spun, looking behind him. His heart pounded as he strained to make out the source of the disembodied voice. "Who's there?" he said quickly. He spun in another direction. "Show yourself."

The only response was the lonely drips of water as they fell from places of light into the darkness of the ship. This thought caused him to shiver, as he imagined what other mysteries could lie within the bowels of the Carmilla.

A mild sense of dread crept into Sheridan's chest as he continued to navigate the dimly lit maze of cargo. The air in the hold was damp and heavy, the scent of sweat hanging in the stale atmosphere, announcing that men had been here at some point. Although his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, the shadows cast by the flickering lanterns seemed to dance and twist around him, almost taunting in their elusive nature.

"I'm simply studying the construction of the ship," Sheridan said. Some control had come back to his voice. "I mean no harm." That very word, harm, seemed to hang on the air, unnaturally long, as if the ship were breathing it in, tasting its essence.

"But harm is coming," the voice whispered. It sounded much further away this time. Maybe in another section of the hold. He could not tell if the voice was male or female. Oddly, he thought, it could be either. Although, he didn’t understand why he thought that.

"What harm do you speak of?" He ventured forward slowly. “Show yourself, I say, and end this game of riddles.” Passing a cache of tools, he quietly picked up a hammer, holding it close to his leg. He didn't want to present himself as threatening, but all his senses screamed protection.

“The girl,” whispered the voice. “Harm will come to the girl.”

Zoe. Sheridan knew, as surely as he drew breath, the voice meant Zoe. He spun on his heels, and letting the hammer slip from his grasp, made haste back the way he’d come to find Victoria and inquire about young Zoe.
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Chapter 9


Grady Enderby leaned over the side of the crow’s nest, his eyes glazed over in thought, as he absently pissed into the air before him. He knew that young William was somewhere below him in the rat’s nest of ropes and was amused by the idea that he wouldn’t know piss from salt-spray as it hit his face.

The thought of sending some spunk down to William caused him to pull at his greasy penis. When there was no response, he pulled harder, trying to imagine one of the few women he kept in his mind. One of the clean ones. But they hadn’t stayed around long, nor had they left much of an impression. It was the others that always came to his mind first.

As if being pulled back by invisible strings, Grady remembered himself as a young boy, in the seedy part of Paris where his first erections had occurred. Born to a prostitute, he grew up in a brothel, a place that reeked of desperation and violence. Fragments of memories haunted him; the sour smell of sweaty sex turned his stomach but aroused him. The smell of bodies expelling bad wine and other bodily fluids hung thick in the air like an all-consuming fog. He could almost hear the grunts and moans coming from the rooms behind closed doors – sounds that had been the twisted lullabies of his youth.

"More wine, boy!" the voice of a man, one of the brothel's patrons, echoed in his mind. He remembered how they would shove at his face with smelly, sticky hands, their faces contorted with lust and impatience.

In that squalid place, Grady learned at a young age that life was nothing more than a cruel game of survival. He bore witness to the depravity of mankind, and it left an indelible mark on his soul. The years spent in that hellish environment had shaped him, molded him into the man he was today – a man who knew no remorse or empathy, only the bitter taste of vengeance and the innate need to survive.

The sound of the waves crashing against the hull of the Carmilla snapped Grady back to the present. With no relief, he quickly buttoned his trousers and wiped his sweaty palms on the legs.

"Haul the main sheet!" someone barked from below. The command barely registered with Grady. He had little responsibility in the crow’s nest.

“Helms alee!” came another order. Grady automatically turned his body towards the new direction the ship would soon be headed. His body language spoke as if he was in the present, but his mind was years in the past.

It was in that den of iniquity where Grady had first learned the art of manipulation and deceit—lessons that would serve him well on the Carmilla. And it was there, in the dark corners of his youth, where the seeds of his psychosis had been sown, leaving him with the sinister gift of delusions and hallucinations.

"Come 'ere, boy!" one of them slurred, beckoning him closer with a filthy hand. Grady, young and vulnerable, hesitated but obeyed, knowing that defiance would only bring more pain.

"Look at 'im," another patron sneered, pulling Grady forward then twisting his genitals painfully. "Ain't nothin' but twig an’ berries on this one!"

"Let's see if we can put some color on those cheeks," a third man chimed in, striking a match and holding the tiny flame dangerously close to Grady's face. He flinched away, his heart pounding in terror as the men laughed and jeered.

"Please…" Grady whispered, choking back tears, but his pleas went unheard. He felt the scorching heat of the match as it was pressed against the delicate skin of his forearm, searing through his flesh and leaving an angry red welt in its wake.

"Ha! That'll toughen him up!" The men laughed, kicking him aside like a mongrel dog. As Grady lay there, sobbing quietly, he promised himself that someday, he wouldn’t be weak. Someday he’d be the one who would punish.

Another memory wormed its way into his consciousness—the night a prostitute named Celeste slipped a drop of opium into his drink. She giggled maliciously as she watched him transform from a wary, guarded child into a twitching, hallucinating mess.

"Ain’t that adorable?" Celeste cooed. She’d spotted Grady’s small erection. Her voice dripped with false sweetness as Grady stumbled around the room, tearing at his trousers to understand the deformity he’d just grown. His mind saw monsters where none existed. He was one of them. His eyes darted from one terrifying apparition to another, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he fought to escape their clutches.

"Please… make them go away…" Grady begged, tears streaming down his filthy cheeks. “Make the monsters—"

"Poor little birdy,” she cooed again. “Come to me, honey. Celeste will make your monster go away. You poor little birdy…”

And she did. From a young age, Celeste would cause Grady’s monster to appear, only to volunteer to make it go away.

Again.

And again.

And again.

As the memories faded and Grady returned to the present, he realized he was not only clutching the rail of the crow’s nest, but that he finally had a real erection. His first in a long time. He crumpled to his knees to relieve himself and quickly scanned the deck for anyone watching. As his trousers opened, he spied Zoe far below him, sitting on a pile of ropes with her face thrown back to the sun.

As his hand began to work, the opium-twisted faces of Celeste and Zoe melted together in his mind. He was young again, and Celeste-Zoe was soothing the monster.

“Mmmm… lil’ burdy,” he murmured. One rotten cheek lay against the railing as his yellow eyes gazed into a childhood hallucination.

“Ohhh, soft lil’ burdy…” he whispered. His discolored tongue poked out, exploring the rail as it had been made to explore so many other things.

“Aahhh, lil’ burdy, aahh lil’ burdy…” He pressed his face hard against the railing. If he didn’t, someone else would do it for him.

“Oh.. oh…” he moaned quietly against the wood. Celeste-Zoe had taught him how to stifle the pain.

“…burdy, burdy, bbrrrr…”

As the pain left his body, so did the demons. At least for a short while. The only signs they’d ever existed were the excretions on the floor of the crow’s nest and the gelatinous mass of rotting skin that had been scraped off onto the rail.

Far below, Zoe absently wiped away something wet from her cheek—a drop of ocean spray perhaps. She opened her eyes to a bright sun which burnt away everything above her. At that moment, she couldn’t imagine anything better than being on the Carmilla.
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Chapter 10


Journal of Captain Blackburn

24 Aug, ~80

Having kept meager notes, and due to strange happenings, will record all of note since departure.

On 14 Aug – large albatross fell dead upon the deck like a stone. Never seen this before. Sailors suspicious. Would prefer to have my old crew back, but Mr. Goffe handled it quickly. Some passengers witnessed the incident, but they’re not as fickle. Mother and daughter pair have got the whole ship talkin’. Quite handsome they are. Reminds me of P— Have asked Mr. Goffe to keep an eye on them. Something about them…

First week was smooth sailing. The Carmilla is handling well. Some leakage reported but will seal up. Mr. Goffe asked again about discrepancy on cargo manifest. Told him I’d inspect myself, but he seemed put off by this. Doubtful he’s miscounted.

On 21 Aug – despite a clear day, we sailed into a cloud of storm petrels. Largest swarm I’ve ever seen. Lookout boy called ‘ahoy,’ but they were on us the next moment. Eerie sound. Voices on the wind. Boy fell to his death, spooked the sailors. Some damage to sails—How many birds does it take to damage a mainsail? Prompt burial then bade Mr. Goffe to set the men to work. He’s a good mate. Rogue wave hit us portside four bells into the first watch and near sent a man overboard. He was lucky. Second Mate Shelding hauled him back aboard. Sailors beginning to gossip. Ordered all passengers to stay below until the water calms. Something has felt amiss these last few days. Too early in voyage for omens.

On 22 Aug – Near sleepless night. Woke with— Atlantic is restless. I feel an early winter in the wind. Sailors whisperin’ about the Winter Witch. Poor timing, I say. Passengers still ordered to stay below. Water doesn’t look right. Will check the cargo later.

24 Aug – Waves steady on East from the northern gyre but a Westwind is pushin’ us hell to high water. Nine to ten knots being made. Ship is reaching her stride. Passengers allowed back on deck. One of them, a Mr. Broussard, came topside with the scare of the devil on his face. Will ask Mr. Goffe about him tonight at sup. Need to check the cargo soon.
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Chapter 11


“Mother, come see,” said Zoe, skipping up the steps to the fo’castle deck. She was an old hand at the intricacies of the weather-worn staircase already, bounding from one place to another as if born on the ship.

Victoria Gagneux was slower to follow. It’d taken her a week to get her sea legs beneath her and even then, they were unstable. That was due more to her rolling stomach than the strength in her legs, but it amounted to the same thing: she felt half the person she’d been before boarding.

“Slow down, child,” Victoria called. “You draw—” But the reprimand went unstated as Victoria’s head swooned. Grabbing the nearest rail, she steadied herself, then lurched towards the front railing where Zoe stood. There she settled herself, turned away from the churning waves before them, and stared forlornly at the sea-soaked vessel that was their home. She nearly broke.

“Mother,” said Zoe, “are you—?”

Victoria waved her quiet. “Hush,” she said weakly. “You draw too much… too much attention.” Her cheeks flushed as she pulled at the dress collar around her neck.

Zoe lowered her voice. “I’m sorry you’re ill.” She placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “Would you like me to sing a tune? They always made Father feel better when he felt poorly.”

A faint smile colored Victoria’s face. It was true. Zoe could sing a tune about the wood pile and Auguste would love it. ‘Come, child,’ he’d say. ‘Come sing us a fancy for me achin’ feet.’

‘But I don’t know any, father,’ Zoe would say.

‘Sure ya’ do. Somethin’ about the soft grass ticklin’ me aches away.’

And Zoe would manage to put something together that Auguste would rave about. Often falling asleep (or pretending to) in his chair in front of the fire.

“That’s ok, love,” Victoria said. She knew that Auguste would have held strong on the trip for Zoe’s sake. In a way, he already had. He was already in the New World awaiting their arrival. She needed to show the same strength. “The fresh air is clearing my head. It’s what I needed. I’ve been below deck too long,”

Zoe smiled and skipped in place at the news. Then stopped, looking around. She was trying to contain her excitement for the journey. But it was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” Sheridan said as he stepped onto the deck. He tipped his hat as his brown ponytail flapped in the wind. With long strides he crossed the deck quickly and stood at a respectable distance away from them at the railing.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Broussard,” Victoria said.

“Good afternoon!” Zoe blurted and curtsied.

“Fine day for sailing, wouldn’t you say?” said Sheridan. His eyes scanned the horizon of water, searching for a glimpse of his future there.

“If you’re a sailor, I suppose,” Victoria responded. “For me, I’ll be glad to get back on dry land.”

Sheridan turned and nodded.

“Or a good day if you were a dolphin,” Zoe said. She beamed at Sheridan.

“A dolphin, you say?”

“Yes. If you were a dolphin, you could slip through the water without a care.”

“Indeed,” said Sheridan.

“Yes. And then you could swim down and visit the mermaids and learn all the secrets of the ocean and—”

“Zoe. Enough,” Victoria said. Her voice was quiet but stern. “Stop prattling on so.” She quickly scanned the scaffolding of nets and ropes above them. She may not have been a sailor, but a mother always has a weather eye out for danger to her child.

“Yes, Mother.” Zoe walked over to a pile of rope and sat down. She’d come to think of this pile as her special place where she could watch the workings of the ship and occasionally feel a spray of salt water on her face.

Victoria turned to Sheridan. “My apologies, Mr. Broussard,” she said in a low tone. “She’s at that age… well… she’s at the age where she ought’en be speaking of fairy tales.”

“No apology necessary,” Sheridan said, thinking back to his younger sister Clara. She’d also gone through that awkward stage—as all girls must, he supposed—where a young girl’s thoughts came from a body that was beginning to betray her. A body trying to become that of a woman, despite the dreams of dolphins and mermaids. “I have a younger sister, not… that young. Of marrying age. But… well, that must be put on hold until we get… reestablished.”

Victoria nodded. “I understand.” She had detected the hesitancy in his voice and understood all too well the need to get reestablished.

They stood in silence for a while, Sheridan looking forward into the unknown, Victoria looking back into the past. Neither of them seeing what they desired.

“Mrs. Gagneux,” Sheridan said. His eyes were on the deck planking. “If I may say something.”

He paused.

“Yes?”

“Well… perhaps… your concern about Zoe drawing too much attention is…”

He paused again, wondering if his father would broach this subject with a near stranger.

“Go on.”

“…is not completely unfounded.” He looked up and caught her eyes.

Victoria straightened. Any sign of motion sickness was gone. “How so, Mr. Broussard? Tell me.”

“Please, call me Sheridan. Otherwise, I feel like people are asking for my father.”

Now it was her turn to pause.

“Very well, Sheridan. But I still prefer Mrs. Gagneux. I hope you understand.”

“Of course,” Sheridan said. “I wouldn’t—"

“Perhaps you could meet my husband after we arrive. Until then, what of Zoe?”

Sheridan didn’t know how to continue. He wasn’t even sure whose voice he’d heard in the cargo hold. But he was certain he hadn’t imagined it.

“I can’t say for sure,” Sheridan began. “But I’d be mindful of the sailors.”

Victoria watched him closely. “Any in particular?”

Sheridan tried to hide the fact that he didn’t know, but feared it showed on his face.

“I can’t be sure. Just that—”

“Mother?” Zoe’s voice broke in, near hysterics. “Mother?!”

Sheridan turned and saw a look of shock on a face where just moments before had been wistful dreams. Zoe’s upturned hands dripped with blood. Her dress was stained red.

“Oh, God,” Victoria whispered, just as Zoe reached her mother. “It’s fine. It’s fine,” she said quickly. The words barely making it past her clenched teeth.

“Good day,” she said tersely to Sheridan without turning around.

Grabbing Zoe’s arm, Victoria swiftly led her down the stairs, disappearing into the shadows that led to the cabins.

Sheridan watched in dismay as the sun glinted off the tiny scarlet droplets that stained the deck planking. Zoe’s body had betrayed her. Dolphis and mermaids would no longer inhabit the realm of her dreams.

As he pondered this turn of events, he watched the scarlet drops twinkling from the deck. Such small things they were, but with such power. Tiny drops of life they were, scattered about like seafoam. A person near death, he thought, could be sent over the abyss or saved by these few drops. Then, to his astonishment, he watched as the drops began to disappear, one by one.

When it first happened, he thought the sun and wind had simply dried the blood to a ruddy stain. But his curious nature caused him to inspect this theory. He walked to the point where Victoria had intercepted a frantic Zoe—not far from him—where the blood should still be fresh. He knelt to where the spot had been and rubbed it with his fingertip.

Nothing came away.

He saw that several more spots had seemingly disappeared, just as the first had done.

How is this possible? Am I going mad?

He strode quickly to the fo’castle stairs where the blood was fresher by a few seconds. There he wiped his finger across a spot and came away with a tiny smudge. At least he’d found one example where it acted as he’d expected. But to his increasing amazement, he watched as the other spots around it disappeared in a manner similar to the first. Without a trace.

He rubbed furiously at the deck where the spots had been. They could not all have dried to nothing, leaving no stain, simultaneously. Standing up and absently wiping his stained finger on his trousers, he watched as the accusing trail of droplets disappeared, one after another. It was as if the ship, getting a sense that blood had been spilled, had finally located the precious drops, and needing them for someone, or something, at the edge of their own abyss, had drawn them inward, collected them, to secret them away for another time.

Just then, a small shadow passed over Sheridan, causing him to look up. The sun was high in a cloudless sky. The only thing above him to cause a shadow were the billowing sails, and the scuttering sailors.

Sheridan suddenly shivered. He had the sense that the shadow of a spider had crawled over him. And he wondered which sailor had cast it.
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Chapter 12


The weather changed quickly as the sun sank. The mild day had gone from clear and breezy, to cold and brooding within a matter of minutes. Mr. Goffe, the first mate, pulled his collar around his neck and watched the last rays of the sun pierce the burgeoning clouds, before fading away to civil twilight.

He spelled the steersman who was sent below for an early supper. It wasn’t the first mate’s responsibility to take any position on the ship, unless directed by the captain, but he missed the feel of the wheel in his hands. The heartbeat of the ocean pulsed there. Like a living thing he felt its temperament through the wood. Sometimes it purred contentedly, like a sleeping woman. Sometimes it seethed on the edge of fury and vengeance. And sometimes it was as silent as death, hiding its nature from those who came to know it.

Today, in the early twilight hours, it was anxious, Mr. Goffe thought. Something in the wood didn’t feel right, and this unnerved him. He’d sailed around the world and through many storms, but he failed to recall a time when he felt so much tension collecting in the wheel. Something was coming.

He made a mental note of it in the event the captain wanted to record it in the log the next morning. But they were in the northern gyre of the Atlantic—the largest of the five great gyres—so to feel tension on the rudder wasn’t uncommon. The five great gyres—massive ocean currents that circled the whole of the Atlantic—were used by man and beast to traverse the great water. The captain had chosen to sail headlong against the northernmost gyre instead of following the currents clockwise. Sailing south from France at this time of year would have not only lengthened the trip considerably but would eventually have taken them directly into hurricane waters brewing in the Caribbean. Sailing headlong into the northern gyre meant once you got past the midpoint, it’d be easy to sail diagonally against the current and wind. They’d be on dry land in another six weeks if all went well.

Eirik Bjornsson, the quartermaster of the Carmilla, returned from his supper. Nearly as quiet as the deep waters he navigated, he said nothing to Mr. Goffe, only stood with his hands in his pockets, pale blue eyes staring ahead. As quartermaster, his primary responsibility was that of navigating the ship, which is why he always assigned himself the night shifts. They were the most treacherous.

“Well, I didn’t run us aground, Mr. Bjornsson,” Robert Goffe said.

“Ja,” Eirik responded.

Robert rarely joked with the captain, and never with the hired men, but had varying degrees of cordial relationships with the other officers. This small attempt with Eirik was more a concession of navigational knowledge than anything. Eirik Bjornsson came from a long line of Norwegian navigators who were renowned for their understanding of the oceans. He conceded the wheel to the tall Norwegian and stepped to the side.

“You have the wheel, Mr. Bjornsson,” Robert said.

“Ja.”

Robert continued. “A bit of tension in the rudder, I’d say.”

Eirik listened closely to Robert’s words. The translation was slow in coming. Then he performed a ritual handling of the wheel. It was as if he were stroking a nervous horse, calming it to his presence.

“Odin’s kall,” Eirik said finally. His eyes flicked down to the wheel as if for confirmation, then back to the darkening sky. He nodded almost imperceptibly at his own conclusion.

“Odin’s call?” This was a new superstition for Robert.

“Ja. Vi seiler taket—”

He stopped, searching for the English words.

Robert aided with his own broken translation. “Seiler. Sail.” And made a motion with his hands: up and down, over the waves.

Eirik nodded, then added. “…taket av… er… Tak.” And made a slicing motion with his hand over his head.

“Tak? Roof?” Robert made a pitched roof symbol with both hands over his own head.

“Ja. Rroof.”

“We sail the roof…”

“…den store sirkelen.”

Robert squinted and shook his head.

Eirik eyed Robert quickly, then, controlling the wheel with one strong hand, began to move his other in a large clockwise circle. “Sirkelen. Sirkelen.”

“Ah! Circle.”

“Ja. Store,” wide arms, “sirkelen.” Circle. “Store sirkelen.”

“Oh. Big circle?” Robert made his own large circle in the air. Then thought back to the broken sentence. “We sail… roof… of a… big circle?”

“Ja.” Although the sideways bob of Eirik’s head told Robert his translation wasn’t exactly right, but close enough.

“We sail the roof of the great circle,” Robert said.

“Ja. Ja.”

Of course, Robert thought. The ocean currents.

Eirik was referring to them as the Great Circle. Robert now understood the analogy, but not its context to the Odin reference.

“Odin’s call?” Then he added, “Great circle?” He shrugged, showing he didn’t fully understand.

Eirik’s face, chiseled from pale Norwegian stone, seemed to lighten another shade at this reference. He reached beneath his overcoat and grasped something there. Robert could not see what. Then, as if performing an exaggerated sign of the cross, he touched a closed fist to his forehead, then his chest, then left shoulder and right shoulder.

“Tangmennenes øy,” he said quietly.

Robert shrugged again and shook his head.

“Island of the seaweed men,” Captain Blackburn said.

He’d gained the upper deck just in time to hear the reference made to the mysterious island.

“Evenin’, Captain,” Robert said.

The captain nodded. “Mr. Goffe. I see you’re gettin’ a lesson in Norse mythology.”

“Aye. It appears that I am,” said Robert. “But I’m a slow study. Where is this… island, and what has it to do with Odin’s call?”

Captain Blackburn looked questioningly at Eirik.

“Ja,” Eirik said and stroked the wheel again, then jiggled it back and forth. “Odin’s kall.”

Captain Blackburn turned towards Robert. “You’ve sailed with me many times, Mr. Goffe, but there are many places we’ve yet to explore. Have you ever been through the Sargasso Sea?”

Robert’s face went pale. “The Sargasso Sea? Nay. I would not knowingly go into that place.”

“Then a wise man you are, Mr. Goffe,” the captain said. He looked to the darkening sky, a wistful look, and appeared to listen to the burgeoning clouds. “But sometimes a sailor does not have that choice. As Mr. Bjornsson is pointing out, sometimes Odin calls a sailor to that wretched place.”

“So, it’s real then?” asked Robert. “You’ve been through it?”

“Aye. It’s real. And I’ve been through it. Only once. Europeans know it as the Sargasso Sea, but some call it…” He hesitated, as if apprehensive to expose this thought to another man. Sailors and their secrets. “Some call it… the Island of Seaweed Men. And some say that the Atlantic gyres, or Great Circle if you like, pull ships into it. Currents, Mr. Goffe. Giant currents that move the Atlantic, not unlike a slow, silent hurricane. And inside it, the eye.” Here the captain pulled in a great breath, a deep, shuddering breath, as if his last before his head slipped below the water for the final time. “A dead place in the ocean as tall as the land mass of Great Britain and thrice as wide as her height. The birthplace of the doldrums is said to be somewhere in her center.”

Mr. Goffe shuffled his boots uncomfortably. A secret language. He’d never known the captain to go in for superstition, but this had all the earmarks of a sailor’s tall tale.

The captain pulled out his pipe and packed it. He was beginning to remember. Uncharacteristically, a sailor’s slang crept into his voice. This was no longer a gentleman’s tale.

“It’s quiet there, Mr. Goffe. The most unnervin’ quiet I’ve ever heard. Waters so silent you forget yer on a ship a’tall. No wind. No sound. Nothin’ except for the sound of the seaweed.”

The captain lit his pipe and drew deeply. He looked into a memory that only darkness could contain, for that is where men hide their worst fears. He was silent for a long time.

“Sound of the seaweed?” Robert finally prompted.

“Aye… It’s a sound that words can’t describe, Mr. Goffe. But in that place, when yer ship is mired in an island of seaweed—.”

The captain looked deep into Robert’s eyes. “An island, Mr. Goffe. As far as the eye ken see. It’s as if the entire ocean suddenly up and turned to a greenish brown slime that stretches on fer miles. And there’s nothin’ but the bakin’ heat—heat so heavy a man could die standin’ on his feet. And in the heat and silence all you do is listen. First, you listen to the clouds, fer the smallest hint of a breeze, hopin’ it’ll fill yer sails. When that doesn’t come, you listen for any sign that the seaweed is shiftin’, hopin’ it will suddenly part and allow you to row fer yer life. When that doesn’t come, you begin to listen to yer own heartbeat. It’s in the ears, you know. In that silent place, in the bakin’ heat, you begin to listen to yer own heartbeat, happy to hear it so you know yer still alive. And that’s when you hear it… that’s when you hear the seaweed… growin’, stretchin’ towards the ship, whisperin’…”

A slight shiver seemed to run the length of the captain, mostly hidden beneath his heavy coat.

“Mr. Bjornsson is sayin’ that he feels the pull now. But never you mind that, Mr. Goffe.” The captain, coming out of his dark dream, slapped him on the back. “We’re well north of her.”

“But captain,” Robert said after a stunned moment, “seaweed men?”

“Good night, Mr. Goffe,” the captain said, and headed for his cabin.


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 13
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Two bells into the midnight watch and Mr. Goffe lay awake in his bunk thinking about the strange tale the captain had shared just two nights past.

Robert had always seen Alexander Blackburn as a bulwark of a man and a twice-better captain. Never could he remember a time when he acted like anything other than a textbook sailor. And the Sargasso Sea was known by any seaman with a bit of salt in his skin, but rarely did you find one who’d claimed to have sailed through it. Robert did not doubt the captain’s claim to have done so, but still wondered at the fantastical part of his tale.

He’d seemed rather wistful, Robert thought. Not quite melancholy, but...

Then for no reason he could think, the discrepancy with the shipping manifest came to mind—the shortage of boxes. In the past, the captain would have had Robert audit the cargo all night until the count came in line. But why had he stated that he’d address the matter?

And had he?

Robert knew it wasn’t his place to question him, but thought perhaps it was time for him to take a walk through the cargo hold himself. Just to check on things.

2

When the alarm bell sounded, Robert thought he was dreaming. In the first moment of preconsciousness, he imagined the captain’s face hovering over his own. A gaping mouth full of seaweed, silent as death, stretched out to swallow him. In Robert’s dream the captain was a seaweed man.

He flailed awake and the apparition faded. Jumping from his bunk, he was topside in a matter of seconds. Eirik was at the helm. A night fog had settled in during the time Robert had gone below. The alarm bell was ringing hell to high water.

“Ship,” Eirik said, nodding behind him. “Boy say.” Then nodded to the crow’s nest.

Robert squinted skyward but could only see the feeble light of the lantern high above. The bell stopped for an instant, then the boy’s voice came. “Ship, Master Goffe! They’s a ship trackin’ us!”

The frantic ringing resumed.

“Stop that blasted ringing, boy!” Mr. Goffe yelled. “You’ve woken the dead already.”

The bell fell silent, echoing away into the darkness.

“What is it, Mr. Goffe?” Captain Blackburn asked, as he pulled his coat around himself.

Robert noted the deep creases under the captain’s eyes. Startling a man during the deepest part of sleep was said to be the easiest way to kill him, as he was already so close to death. Robert shook away the thought.

“Boy claims he saw a ship, captain,” Robert said, drawing a spyglass.

The two men scanned the dark water behind them for several minutes. The lookout boy had joined them.

“Dead astern, captain,” the boy said. He pointed into the darkness.

Both men continued searching.

“Did it signal?” the captain asked.

“Nay, sir. It just slipped up.”

“Mr. Goffe, do you see any lights?”

“Nay.”

“It weren’t burning lanterns,” the boy said.

Both men lowered their spyglasses.

Mr. Goffe turned to the boy. “If it weren’t burnin’ no lamps, then how did you see it?”

A waning moon slipped in and out behind the clouds as the fog rolled past them. Visibility was bad.

The boy looked down at the deck. “I wasn’t sleepin’, Mr. Goffe. No sir. Somethin’… well, I heard somethin’ on the wind. A voice, maybe. But somethin’ told me to turn around. And I did. And just then, I saw a strange flash of light, you know, like heat lightin’ when there ain’t no storm. Only…”

“Only what?” Mr. Goffe said. He was quickly losing patience for the tale. His mouth settled into a thin, tight line.

The boy looked from first mate to captain. He knew he was on the precipice of punishment. “Only… it weren’t high enough for heat lightin’ Mr. Goffe. The light came from just above the ship. Uh, maybe behind it. I’m not sure. But that’s how I spotted it.”

Mr. Goffe snatched the boy up by his shirt almost before his sentence ended. “You been drinkin’, boy?” He sniffed the boy’s mouth. “Sneak somethin’ up there to keep ya warm? If you have, I’ll have you—”

“No sir, I aint’!” the boy yelled. “I swear, I ain’t! I saw it, Mr. Goffe. Sure as I see you. My eyes are sharp. And my ears… well, I heard somethin’, Mr. Goffe. I did.”

The men exchanged glances. Mr. Goffe released the lookout boy. “Back to your post.”

The boy was down the steps in a heartbeat.

“And you better be sure the next time you ring that bell!” Robert yelled after him.

Already halfway up the rat’s nest the boy called back, “Yes, sir! I’m gonna find that ship, sir! I’m gonna find her!”

It was the first mate’s job to control the men and Captain Blackburn was a firm believer in not interfering with that command, so he said nothing. Returning to the stern railing, the captain raised his spyglass again and scanned the darkness.

“Mr. Bjornsson,” Robert said. “Did you see a ship?”

“Nei,” Eirik said, with a short shake of his head. He’d been quiet through the whole interrogation.

“What about lightin’?”

“Nei.”

“You think the boy’s lying?”

Eirik looked at Robert, then raised two fingers to his face, then pointed them straight ahead. He’d been navigating forward, not looking backwards, was the message.

Robert conceded the question. “Of cour—”

“Nei,” Eirik said with a shake of his head.

Robert looked at Eirik, trying to read his stolid face. “No? You don’t think—?”

A faint flash of light flickered far behind them.

“AHOY!” the boy yelled. His voice cracked into a high register. “AHOY ASTERN!”

Robert looked up to see the lookout boy pointing behind them from the crow’s nest. He spun around in time to see Captain Blackburn turn from the railing and collapse his spyglass.

“There’s a ship following us, Mr. Goffe. Set a watch.”

3

In a wine-fueled stupor, Grady slept through the warning bells. His air-starved snores echoed from the wooden beams like the death-snarl of a wounded animal, ferocious and feeble at the same time. Twisted visions of pain and pleasure swirled in his mind, struggling to rise above the wine-fog. A toxic mixture of hatred and self-loathing churned within him, always just one incident away from boiling over. A wine-fueled stupor was his cure for nightmare-driven insomnia.

In another part of the ship, Zoe slept in her own stupor. That of youth who, exhausted from a day of experiencing life, can lay their head on a rock and still have wonderful dreams. Only her dreams were not wonderful. They’d become troubled adult dreams almost overnight.

Becoming a woman such as she had, through a baptism of blood, on display for all to see, had shocked young Zoe’s senses. The veil of childhood had been pierced the day her blood had flowed. A protective membrane had been torn away, exposing her to the world. And she knew it would never return.

She tossed fitfully in her red dream. In it, she was alone on a ship that sailed through an endless red ocean. An ocean that she supplied.

When the voice came to her, she wasn’t surprised. For it was the red voice of her dream.

When the voice came to Grady, it was a male version of Celeste. And it gripped the back of his neck with a large, calloused hand.

(Give her to me,) the disembodied voice said.

Zoe and Grady flinched simultaneously. Their dream worlds connected, but not by the traumas they’d experienced in their youths, nor the proximity they shared on the ship. A filament had found them. Something so small it could pass through the dreams of a thousand others, ignoring and being ignored. Something so fundamental that only Time held sway over it. But once connected, it locked them in a tidal path, like the great gyres of the oceans, where ultimately all things are pulled to the bottom.

Zoe and Grady gasped and opened their eyes. Darkness greeted them. Eyes scanned empty rooms. Heartbeats pounded warnings. The rocking ship lulled them back toward the deep of sleep. Slapping waves sang a lullaby of the dead. All things come to the bottom, it sang, in its ancient watery voice.

The night slipped back into their minds.

(Give her to me,) the night voice said. (The lady in the water.)

Their eyes sprung open. A scream caught in their throats.

(Give her to me and all shall be spared.)

The ship rocked and nodded its acquiescence, for it knew its destiny. The sails snapped in the wind. She’s here, they cried, she’s here. The timbers complained and debated: Should they split apart now over the deep waters? Or should they wait for the Sargasso Sea, where the same end would come to its inhabitants, but where it could live on in its current form for a few hundred more years?

Zoe and Grady listened for their entwined fate.

(Give her not, and all will be doomed.)

Zoe and Grady were not the only ones to have had their sleep interrupted. Captain Blackburn, upon returning to his cabin, had just closed his eyes to contemplate the discovery of the mysterious ship. It wasn’t strange to see another vessel. They were on a familiar route, after all. And perhaps the lamps were low for some reason. But what he couldn’t account for was the strange light which had profiled it to his vision. The boy had been right: it was a flash of light similar to heat lighting, but not. He’d slipped back to sleep with the vision of this strange image.

With a sailor’s sense of fight or flight, he’d awoken almost immediately to the voice. His discipline would have prevented him from being lulled back to sleep anyway, regardless of the sound that awoke him, but his body was on high alert now. His skin crawled with goose flesh.

His eyes quickly scanned the dimly lit room as he listened carefully to each ominous word. Then his eyes fell upon a single object. He knew he wasn’t dreaming. He wasn’t sure how he was hearing the voice, but there was no question he was awake. He propped himself up on one elbow, feeling the tension in his ship; a strange vibration had just run through it. He’d sailed this ship for many years and never felt anything similar. And while his body sensed the vibrations, and his mind heard the strange words, his eyes never left the painting that hung upon the cabin wall. The painting was of a ship, a beautiful brigantine such as his own. Its sails were lashed as it rode out a rough sea, an ethereal light illuminating it from behind. As he stared at it, he was not wondering where the ghostly light in the painting came from, as he often did; a light not unlike what he’d seen behind him earlier. He was thinking about the safe in the wall hidden behind the painting. The safe, and the strange object it protected.

As Zoe, Grady and Captain Blackburn all considered the meaning of the message, the Filament of Fate had moved on, for it had one more to touch. The end of its journey, for this moment in time. In fact, the reason the filament came into existence at all. The Filament of Fate had neared its intended destination.

Touching the main mast, the Filament showed its presence briefly. It gathered around the mast, first as a light fog, then something more.

Eirik, standing steadfast on the wheel, felt its presence before he saw it. The hairs on the back of his neck alerted him. Looking up, he watched as ethereal blue light collected around the mast.

St. Elmo’s fire, he thought. Quietly he performed the closed-fist routine, first touching his head, then chest, shoulder and shoulder.

Other sailors noticed the light as it grew in intensity. Up and down the length of the ship, whispered warnings were shared.

“Look, look. The fire.”

“An omen it is.”

“Nay, St. Elmo’s come to warn us.”

“Doomed, we are.”

The blue light grew in substance, collecting mass.

“It’s growin’,” someone whispered.

“It means to sink us,” said another.

For several tense seconds the light hung silently, and the sailors experienced a false hope that the omen would pass them by. But just as quickly, their hopes were dashed. The cloud suddenly swelled and began to spin. Fingers of static electricity arced from the main body, sending blue light creeping out in all directions. It jumped from sail to sail. It wove grotesquely long fingers into the rat’s nest of ropes. It had come alive and was moving under its own power. It was searching.

As it crept down the great masts, along the sturdy planks, it touched each sailor. Frozen with fear, the sailors clutched at ropes, crossbars and beams, silently begging their deaths to be quick and painless. There was no escaping the blue light. But nary a sailor cried out. The light didn’t consume them in holy fire. It didn’t shock them. In fact, most would report later that the caress of St. Elmo’s fire was little more than a charged wind. Then it moved on.

It saturated the deck of the ship, illuminating the weathered planks with blue light. Briefly they glowed, then it seeped into the cabins below. There, in the dark, the strange energy explored the soft minds of the sleeping, stretching its phantom fingers ever deeper. Zoe, Grady, Captain Blackburn, then all others on the ship. The Filament of Fate, arriving at the Carmilla as St. Elmo’s fire, touched each person, searching for its destination.

Down, down along the carved wooden ribs it crept, deep into the bowels of the ship, through the cargo hold, past the nets, into the crates. The supernatural fire, either sent to this place or drawn to it, gathered around a particular place in the bowels of the ship. Somewhere below the waterline of the deep ocean, kept out of the place by mere inches of wood. Here it collected, filling the hold, calling itself forth, gathering its energy. It hovered, then with a loud crack the blue orb of St. Elmo’s fire shot through the ship—for there in the darkness it had found its destination—and disappeared into the depths of the Atlantic, having set fate on its new course.

And something awoke.
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Chapter 14
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As the voyage wore on, the passengers settled into a predictable rhythm. Small groups had formed amongst them, not unlike that of the sailors. Polite discussions where had on deck to pass the day—when the weather was amenable. They spoke of the old lives behind them, and the new ones somewhere ahead, beyond the seemingly endless waters. The passengers and crew found natural ways to avoid each other, sticking mainly to the same paths and routines. Being on a cramped ship, there was no way for one group to completely ignore the other. Instead, they existed as if in a parallel universe, both occupying the same space, yet not really seeing the other, having only a vague recollection that someone else not of their kind was near, passing each other like ghosts.

This was how the days were lived. But the nights were left to the sailors.

And night lay heavy over the Carmilla. Each one seemingly borrowing something from the last, a bit of unused darkness or dream fragment not fully explored, leftover shards woven together with what the new night brought, and it lay over the people like a heavy shroud.

The only sounds in this shroud-world were the creaking of timbers and the lapping of waves against the hull. The gently swinging lanterns in the sleeping areas had all been turned down low. Guttering flames struggled to burn. Feeble light fought against the endless darkness—an eternal struggle that could not be won.

High above the ship, for no one to see, a shooting star—a teardrop from heaven—streaked the night sky. It inspected the vast darkness below it, the great Atlantic Ocean, and seeing only vast emptiness, it moved on.

Stirring, as if called to life by the oppressive darkness, and still agitated from the strange dream the night of St. Elmo’s fire, Grady opened his yellow eyes. His greasy hand moved protectively to his penis, then dropped away. He was restless, but that physical act felt like too much useless work. Wiping his hand over his cracked lips, he flinched as a bony knuckle scraped a sore spot along his gumline. Probing it gently, he felt the boil that had formed there during the night. He would lose another tooth soon. He recognized the sign. Pushing a dirty fingernail into the boil, he felt a sharp tinge of pain, then warmth filled his mouth. The combined taste of puss and blood quickly had his mouth watering, and despite having swallowed gallons of whisky in his life, this combination he could not stomach. It reminded him too much of his younger days with Celeste—before he’d gained a taste for the exotic.

Quietly exiting his hammock to spit the excretions into a corner, he saw young William St. Barbe in his low hammock. He was rocking gently, sleeping the sleep of babes. Grady paused, looking down, letting his yellow gaze move over the young man and his glowing skin, wondering about the straight white teeth he knew to be behind the full lips. He even observed what he imagined to be a healthy erection beneath the thin blanket. The result of a wifely dream, no doubt.

Without hesitation, Grady spat the mouthful of bile onto the thin blanket. He’d expected a furious response and was ready for it, but it didn’t come. Instead, he was amused to see William’s erection spring up slightly towards the warm pressure when it hit the blanket.

His yellow eyes passed over William once more. Then he slipped into the shadows and began to prowl.

2

Passing unseen out of the communal sleeping berths of the sailors at the front of the ship was no longer a challenge for Grady. He’d learned to be a shadow early in life, long before he’d taken a step onto any ship. So, there was no thrill in it any longer, and no real threat of punishment. Because of this, and mostly due to his curious nature, Grady found himself moving amidship, towards the passengers’ sleeping berths. There was mild excitement here, for beyond the passengers’ area, one would eventually reach the back of the ship and the captain’s quarters. There, you did not want to be found lurking.

Below the passengers’ area, in the lower parts of the ship, was the cargo hold. The Circle of Miscreants convened somewhere in those dark caverns, but there was no council to be held tonight. Tonight was for Grady alone.

He knew immediately when he’d crossed the invisible threshold between the sailors and passengers; the air wasn’t as foul here.

Instead of month-old sweat, gaseous bowels and rotten feet, the air was better, easier on the lungs. A cleaner sweat—not over a week on the skin—tinted the air. And there were powdered feet and shoes here too, something to fight off the crud. Remnants of pipe tobacco hung like friendly ghosts, passing unseen onto a place where pleasant memories lived.

Moving deeper into the sleeping berths, silent as a shadow, a soap smell brought the flash of a childhood memory to his mind—a bathtub scene. Slippery soap. His cheeks flushed with a remembered embarrassment as his stomach turned a warning. How many bathtub scenes were in his past? None, his mind said quickly, you saw it done to some other boy. And he pushed the thought away.

Someone coughed in the dark and Grady froze. His yellow eyes, suspended in the dark like sickly moons, narrowed to slits. The thrill of discovery warmed his senses. Silence strung out. Then another spasm plagued the hidden sleeper, a wracking cough, deep in the lungs. A low moan.

Consumption? Grady wondered. If that was the case, the ship may indeed be cursed. He moved on quickly.

Deep amidship—nearing the back of the passengers’ hold—his skin rippled with goose flesh, but it wasn’t the fear of discovery. A sensation had just hit him, a pleasant one. But what was it?

A sound?

A smell?

Yes, it was a smell. His nostrils flared, pulling at the air. Something was on it.

What was it?

Perfume?

Not exactly.

His mind reeled, searching his wine-soddened memory for the answer. He moved forward silently. He was one with the creaking movement of the ship.

The smell grew stronger. Imperceptibly, his blood began to race and his breathing quickened. For the first time in ages, he was unaware of the struggling movement in his breeches. His mind was on fire.

What is it? What is it?

His yellow eyes bulged from the increased blood pressure the deep memory had caused. It was a perfume of sorts. A strange intoxicating mixture of smells.

With almost a sixth-sense, Grady knew he’d come to the end of the passengers’ hold. He was very close to passing the invisible threshold into the officers’ area. Danger and punishment lay mere feet away.

There was only one final berth marking the area between passengers and officers. At some point in the ship’s past, this sleeping area had been crudely walled off from the hammocks of the communal passengers, perhaps to demand a higher passage fee. It offered more privacy, with walls made of old shiplap, but no real increase in security; the ‘cabin’ door was poorly hung and had a latch that opened from either side. The makeshift room was little more than a privacy closet with two hammocks. But the perfume was there.

As Grady crept forward—pulled by the invisible thread of memory—a spark ignited in the deep folds of his brain. He knew what was producing the smell—that pungent perfume that stained the night air. It was a strange image his mind had conjured, as he’d never actually seen it before. Although, he’d seen the results of it a thousand times. Someone was menstruating.

As one yellow eye found an open knothole in the shiplap wall of the room, his nostrils were assaulted with the aroma. So strong it was—the smell and sensations washing over him—he nearly swooned. His fingers trembled as he gently pressed his hands against the boards, his fingers slowly tracing the gap between the planks. He’d found heaven.

Inside the cabin slept his lil’ burdy and her mother. Zoe and her blooming womanhood filled the room with the perfume of youth.

Grady stood at the knothole for several minutes, his body trembling with anticipation. From inside the little room, only the faintest change was visible at the knothole, if someone had looked. One minute, a yellow eye, almost pushed to bulging through the knothole, stretched for more view. The next minute, a flaring nostril sampled the smell of young, unwashed flesh.

A bulging yellow eye.

A whimper of longing.

A flaring nostril at the hole.

Salt tears leaked from Grady’s eyes. His head was pounding now, rushing blood sounding like a maelstrom in his ears.

A bulging yellow eye.

He had to get closer.

He felt along the wooden cage, looking for another knothole. He knew very well where the door was, and the flimsy latch, but a deep-seated childhood insecurity kept him from it. Somehow, the thought of opening the door was associated with watching his mother ply her trade in the brothel. And he’d never wanted to open that door again, although it had haunted his dreams for the rest of his life. He was drawn and repelled at the same time, and like a starving animal too frightened to grab a morsel of food from the alpha, he cowered in his skin.

Grady slunk down to hands and knees and circled the little berth. Sniffing like an animal, he looked for a larger knothole. Around the back put him dangerously close to the officers’ berths. He did not linger there. But on the third side, well hidden by shadow, he found his vantage point. The worst of the shiplap had been used on this side near the underdeck. A large portion of board had splintered away from some previous impact, and it had been put along the bottom of the wall. His hand slipped through the hole.

Quietly his fingers patted the floor, feeling for anything he might snatch as a trinket. He didn’t know if he’d have another opportunity to come back to his lil’ burdy—although he intended to try—and wanted a way to remember her.

Pressing his head against the wall, he stretched his arm further into the hole. He felt the splintered wood scrape the skin of his arm. By fortune, his face had come near another open knothole and he drank in his burdy’s scent as his fingers explored the darkness inside the berth. Although he knew the mother and daughter slept side by side in low-slung hammocks, he imagined his fingers would find her somewhere in the darkness, find her and her new wetness waiting for him. Opening to him.

Then his fingers did find something. A knapsack. Quickly his hand found its way under the flap, grasping an item. Anything. It didn’t matter. And just as he pulled his hand back the ship rocked unexpectedly, causing the hammocks to swing widely to one side. A soft thump hit the other side of the wall right where his face was. Something moved briefly across his knothole. A short little gasp—a girl’s gasp—accompanied the movement.

Grady froze in his kneeling position, listening for other movement. But at the same time, he couldn’t take his bulging eye away from the knothole. He wanted to know what had moved inside.

Another stiff rock of the ship. Another soft thump at the knothole.

Grady recognized the pattern of waves beating at the ship. Due to a change in course, there’d be several more violent tilts such as the last two, threatening to wake the girl or her mother. He’d have to leave soon.

Just then, the faintest light flared somewhere far behind him. An officer had roused either to the movement of the ship or to take the next watch and raised the lantern wick. The light had not exposed him—he was well hidden—but it had performed a miracle for him. A holy mother miracle. Just enough light had filtered back to him, such that he could barely make out what was thumping his knothole. Zoe’s foot.

With the rock of the ship her foot had slipped out from under her blanket, and off, or through, the hammock. With each pitch of the ship it brought her toes swinging across the arc of the knothole.

This little piggy come to market.

Now the little piggy was gone.

This little piggy come to mock him.

Then the little piggy was gone.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

Grady’s mind blocked out all other senses. He was unaware of the stirring officer with the lantern, somewhere behind him. His mind was wholly fixed on the knothole and the sweet morsel that taunted him just out of reach.

This little piggy come to tease him.

Woops, the little piggy was gone.

His mind drifted. A faint screaming echoed in his mind’s ear. A warm memory from long ago that flooded his body.

This little piggy is squirming.

This little piggy did wrong.

This little piggy is screaming.

Now the little piggy is gone.

In his mind, Grady had all the little piggies he could ever eat. And they came through a magic hole in the wall.

A splinter stabbed his tongue as he poked it into the knothole. He didn’t taste the blood. His nose was already full of the smell. Besides, his mind was hunting for taste and feel, not smell. Further and further his tongue strained. Shallow cuts etched into both sides.

Very little light filtered through the spaces of the shiplap and into the sleeping berth. But had someone opened their eyes at that moment, they’d have imagined a fat, decaying worm, or fuzzy mushroom, was pushing its way through the hole. And it wavered in the air.

Grady’s cracked lips were pressed fully against the board as his tongue strained to its limit. Yellowish saliva stained the board around the hole and dripped from his chin. He whispered softly, calling the piggies to come home.

“Thi’ lil’ ‘iggy…”

The ship rocked, and Zoe’s foot swung past, just out of reach.

“Thi’ lil’ ‘iggy…”

The mushroom tongue waggled in the dark.

“…lil’ ‘iggy…”

Her hammock swung. The tongue stretched. Her foot rolled, dipping just beneath the dripping tip.

“…uunnngghhhh, lil’ ‘iggy…”

The ship rolled. A soft thump at the knothole. Zoe’s toes squished the mushroom out of existence.

Ahhh… lil’ piggy…

Grady slumped back in exhaustion, with legs folded beneath him. He sat with his eyes closed. His head hung back on the weak thread of a neck. Basking in the warmth of piggy magic, he had no fear of being discovered. He sat like that for several minutes, memorializing the experience. In his mind, he could see both inside and outside the little room, with perfect vision, as he replayed the scene in his mind.

Finally, with the euphoria of a man who had just cheated death, Grady rose. And like a drunkard, still reeling from his heady experience, he stumbled through the dark corridors of the cargo hold, back to his hammock, still clutching his prize from the knapsack.
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Chapter 15
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Captain Blackburn was just finishing his breakfast when he heard a knock at his cabin door.

“Enter,” he said.

First Mate Goffe and Second Mate Alan Shelding entered.

The captain set his coffee cup down. “Gentlemen.”

“Sorry to interrupt yer breakfast cap’n,” said Mr. Goffe. “But there’s been a theft reported.”

“Eh?” The captain looked from one man to the other.

Clutching his hat from his head, Alan Shelding said, “Aye, cap’n. Just this morn’. Mrs. Gagneux reported a—”

“Gagneux?” the captain said, squinting. He played the images of the passengers through his head. “Handsome mother and daughter pair? In the private berth?”

Alan nodded. “Aye. Handsome indeed. She come to me this morn’, first light. Said her bag had been spilled out and sump’n took. Reached through a hole in the wall they did. Was just able to reach her bag. Said her silver comb is missin’. Showed me the matchin’ brush. Said it’d be easy to pair ‘em, what with them havin’ the same etchins and all.”

The captain let out a disappointed breath. There was always the possibility that the item had just been lost, or that another traveler had swiped it. But he doubted both. The passengers that made these voyages had so few belongings to start with they kept them very close. It was most likely a sailor.

He’d hoped this new crew would come together and they’d get through this voyage without incident, but it was turning into just the opposite. Swiping a few extra rations of rum could be overlooked. He was fine to let the sailors have a few secrets. But theft from paying passengers could never be allowed. And the sailors should have known that.

“I already inspected the berth, captain,” Mr. Goffe said. “It’s as Mr. Shelding reports. You can see where the person knelt outside the wall. Ventured damn near into the officers’ section, they did.”

The captain looked up at this. Brave indeed, was the thief. A person that bold would have no concern with doing it again.

“Conduct a thorough search, Mr. Goffe,” the captain said. “This cannot go unpunished.”

“Aye, captain,” Mr. Goffe said. Both men left the cabin.

With the door closed, Captain Blackburn leaned back in his chair and sipped at his coffee. It had gone cold.

2

Grady Enderby, suspended high in the ropes, watched as Mr. Goffe and Mr. Shelding left the captain’s quarters and headed to the front of the ship. Along the way, the officers commandeered several others, then descended into the hold.

Something was afoot.

He looked at the palm of his right hand and the little row of dots that ran along the fat part of his fingers. His hands were callused from work and gnarled from age, but the dots had shown through, nonetheless. Last night, transfixed in his search for a little piggy magic, he hadn’t realized how hard he had squeezed the trinket in the dark. He in fact hadn’t realized it was a comb he was holding until he was nearly back to his hammock. Then he panicked.

An item such as this, expensive, shiny, and embossed with engravings, would be easy to identify. He thought about throwing it overboard, but heard men talking overhead. The watch was changing.

Then an idea came to him. A perfectly plausible idea.

3

It didn’t take Mr. Goffe the first mate long to discover the culprit. He was thorough.

The search was conducted methodically by a small group of men. Mr. Shelding acted as the ship’s witness, and Ida Crane, the one-eyed patriarch, acted as the sailor’s witness. Mr. Goffe would have no implication of bias.

“Why, there it is,” a sailor said. “Sittin’ as pretty as you please.” The man pointed to a worn rucksack laying beneath a hammock. Its loosely tied top had slipped over, exposing one end of the comb, which glinted like a beacon.

Mr. Goffe stepped forward, plucked the comb from the sack, then upended the whole thing on the floor. “Mr. Crane, whose sack is this?” he asked.

Ida pointed his one good eye at the meager contents as if he needed a moment, but he didn’t. He knew where everyone of the Circle of Miscreants slept. But he was surprised by the findings. “Why, that be young William’s sack, Mr. Goffe.”

“Young William?”

“Yes, sir,” Ida said. “St. Barbe.”
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Chapter 16
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“Thank you for finding my comb,” Victoria said to Mr. Goffe. She clutched it tightly in her hands. A small group was gathered on the main deck.

“It was my grandmother’s and…well, I just couldn’t bare to part with it before the journey.” Victoria turned to her daughter. “Come, Zoe.”

Zoe nodded.

Robert looked from mother to daughter. What a striking pair, he thought. A man would have to be crazy or desperate to have his wife and daughter make this journey without a proper escort. Times must have been hard for the Gagneux family. The silver comb and matching brush was a small fortune for them.

Robert nodded to the pair. “Madame. Now they’s only one more bit o’ business.”

“And that is?” Victoria said, puzzled.

He turned and looked up to the poop deck. Captain Blackburn stood there presiding over the exchange. He nodded to his first mate.

Robert Goffe turned and motioned to two officers standing to the side. The men turned and brought forth another man from the shadows. Bare chested and shackled at the wrists, William St. Barbe stepped into the light.

The crew had slowly been gathering during the exchange. The sailors knew what was about to occur. Victoria suddenly realized it for herself. “Oh,” she said in a small voice, pulling Zoe to her side.

The two officers and William turned and looked up at the captain. Captain Blackburn unrolled a scroll. An oppressive silence fell over the ship. Even the slapping waves seemed to quiet, awaiting the verdict. The captain’s words rolled out like thunder.

"Under the authority vested in me by maritime law and the rules governing this vessel, William St. Barbe, you stand accused of the crime of thievery, a grievous breach of trust and a violation of the code by which we all abide on this vessel."

William began to tremble. Wide eyed, he shook his head in silence.

The captain continued. "A silver comb belonging to Mrs. Gagneux was found concealed in your belongings. Such actions threaten the very order and discipline upon which our lives at sea depend. How do you plead?"

William didn’t realize he’d been given a chance to speak. He continued shaking his head.

“Speak up, man!” the first mate said. “The captain asked how you plead.”

A glimmer of hope came to William’s face. He was being asked if he committed the crime. He may still escape punishment.

“I never,” he blurted. “I swear captain, I never seen that comb before.”

Murmurs crept from the crowd of sailors.

“Thief.”

“Strip him.”

“Mercy.”

“A pretty trinket for a young wife.”

This last statement hit William like a cannonball. Although he couldn’t see the men who spoke—the sailors were careful not to get their own reprimand—he knew the voice. The sickly yellow voice that matched the sneaking yellow eyes. In that moment, William knew it had been Grady Enderby who’d planted the comb.

The captain continued. “Mr. Goffe, produce your witnesses.”

With a flick of his hand, Robert called the men forward. Alan Shelding, Ida Crane, and the two other sailors who’d conducted the search stepped forward.

Robert said, “Were you men all present during the search for a silver comb?”

“Aye,” they called out in unison.

“And did you men witness the discovery of the comb?”

“Aye.”

“And was the comb discovered in the belongings of the accused?”

“Aye,” the men said. Only Ida hesitated with his response. At that moment he’d caught sight of Grady, who was staring intently at William. His fur-covered tongue poking anxiously at his cracked lips.

Hearing the evidence, the captain spoke. "William St. Barbe, you are found guilty of thievery. As such, it is my solemn duty to impose upon you the punishment deemed fit for this transgression. You are to receive six lashes and denied a day’s rations, as a reminder of your duties and responsibilities, and as a warning to all who might consider such actions in the future."

The two officers holding William turned him around and lashed his arms around the mast.

“But I never seen that comb before!” William yelled, trying to look back over his shoulder. “I swear it, captain. I didn’t take it!”

“Mr. Goffe,” the captain said from above. “Let’s be done with this.”

“Aye, captain.”

With that, the first mate pulled the cat o’ nine tails from a leather bag and approached Wiliam.

“What is that?” Zoe asked her mother quietly. Her brain didn’t understand what her wide eyes were showing her.

The instrument that hung from the first mate’s hand looked like a medieval torture device to Zoe. From a short wooden handle hung nine knotted cords of leather. Each cord was approximately three feet long. The six lashes sentenced to young William would feel like far more.

“Look away, Zoe,” Victoria said quietly.

“But what is it?”

Because she was the victim of the crime, Victoria was expected to attend the trial and punishment. But Zoe was not. However, given the rising tensions on the ship, and Mr. Broussard’s recent warning about the sailors, she didn’t feel safe having Zoe go back to their sleeping berth alone.

CRACK!

When the first lash fell, the sound was so sharp Zoe jumped as if she’d been slapped.

“One,” said Mr. Goffe. Although few heard him over William’s pained cry.

“Mother?” Zoe said, trembling.

“Look away!”

CRACK!

“Two.”

William cried out again.

Zoe began to cry, but try as she might, Victoria couldn’t pull her away from the scene.

Sheridan Broussard, having finally made his way through the crowd of people, stepped in front of Zoe, blocking her view.

CRACK!

“Three.”

“Look at me, Zoe,” Sheridan said and put his hands over her ears. Wide and watery, her eyes swam in their sockets.

CRACK!

“Four.”

Zoe and William flinched at the same time. She could still hear.

“Look up at the sky, Zoe,” Sheridan commanded. “Look at the—”

CRACK!

“Five.”

Zoe and William, as if connected by something unseen, both let out low moans, simultaneously. Her eyes rolled back in her head as he began to shake uncontrollably.

CRACK!

“Six. Punishment served,” Mr. Goffe said quickly, and turned away.

William, slumped against the mast, let himself slide down to a crumpled heap at the foot of the mast.

Sheridan caught Zoe as she slowly fainted.

2

Later that day, Sheridan came to the sleeping berth of the mother daughter pair. For most of the paying passengers, it had been their first maritime punishment, and the duo had suddenly become infamous because of it. Not only was the theft and punishment the center of every conversation, but the location at which it had occurred.

Sheridan found Victoria pacing outside the berth. She stopped when she saw him and motioned him forward.

“I don’t mean to disturb you,” Sheridan began, “and… I suspect you’re tired of seeing people.”

Victoria looked around for eavesdroppers. “I guess there’s no better entertainment,” she said dryly.

Sheridan nodded. “I just wanted to check on Zoe.”

After she’d fainted, Sheridan had scooped her up and carried her through the crowd. Victoria had led him to the berth and he’d laid Zoe in her hammock.

“She came around a few minutes after you left,” Victoria said. “Nothing that a cold brace of water couldn’t fix.”

“I’m sorry she had to see that,” Sheridan said.

“As am I,” said Victoria, “but the girl has to learn the ways of the world.”

Sheridan nodded. For some reason he wanted their conversation to continue, but didn’t want the appearance of impropriety, especially with the heightened attention on the pair.

“Yes,” he said. “They can be hard.”

“Yes,” said Victoria, then added, “and for some more than others.”

Sheridan nodded. He wasn’t sure why she’d added that last phrase. Perhaps it was just metaphorical musing. Or perhaps there was something beneath it. “Yes, for some the ways of the world are much harder than for others.”

“Good evening, Mr. Broussard.” At that, Victoria entered the sleeping berth and closed the door.
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Chapter 17


Later that evening, as the ship rocked the passengers to sleep and the waves slapped a watery lullaby against the sides, Zoe’s mind wandered. After her fainting spell, her mother had made her stay in her hammock and rest. Zoe told her that she felt fine, but her mother had insisted. “Besides,” Victoria had said, “you draw far too much attention to yourself. And now with this unfortunate business…” She’d trailed off.

Zoe was sorry for that. She had been looking at the silver comb and brush earlier that day, but thought she’d stowed them away properly. How could she have known that someone would come to snatch them that very night.

But now, being quite awake after her forced rest, and feeling the cool air of night caress her skin, her mind spun. She was a ball of energy, and that energy would keep her awake late into the night.

She thought about writing in her diary. She’d neglected it the last several days. But the lamp was turned low, and her mother was asleep. She didn’t want to wake her.

Faint sounds drifted through the shiplap walls. She was used to the creaks of the ship by now, but the people-sounds were always different. Someone came and went just above her. Things were moved. Fragments of conversations came to her. And all these things settled in her youthful, creative mind, taking root. There was a whole other life outside these shiplap walls; many of them. And she wondered about those lives and the people in them.

Suddenly the crack of the cat o’ nine tails echoed in her mind. It was so sudden that she flinched and threw her foot out against the side wall. Her mother stirred slightly, breathing deeply in her sleep, but didn’t wake up. Zoe noted the open knothole where her foot had struck the wall. She hadn’t noticed it before. Had it always been there? And so prominently?

She poked at it with her toe. Someone could spy on her through that hole, she thought. Perhaps the thief in the night, the handsome blonde sailor, had spied on her through that very hole while snatching the comb from just beneath her.

Her skin prickled.

It had done that a lot, the last few days. She couldn’t tell why. It was if she had suddenly awoken in someone else’s skin. A skin which was sensitive to touch. A skin that tingled at every movement. And it wasn’t just her skin that was different; her thoughts had changed too.

There were no boys her age on the ship, and in her heart, she knew that Mr. Sheridan Broussard was too old for her. But there were others she’d noticed on the ship. The blonde-haired sailor for one. Had he peered in at her last night while reaching for the comb? Had he gazed upon her face and thought about… thought about kissing her?

Zoe’s face flushed and she pulled the wool blanket over her head. She didn’t care how scratchy it was. If her mother awoke and saw her hot swollen face, she’d never get to leave the berth.

What was wrong with her? Why was her body acting like this? She’d been embarrassed before, but never like this. Not with… thoughts of boys running through her head.

In her mind, the face of the handsome blonde sailor floated away from the peeping hole, and suddenly convulsed in pain.

CRACK!

She flinched again and the events of the punishment flooded into her. She remembered being confused at the crowd, the formal gathering of people. There were hushed conversations between her mother and that man, Mr. Goffe. Then the people closed in. The captain read the charges.

CRACK!

The blonde sailor’s flesh was red, had turned red. It had been cut by that short whip.

He’d been bleeding…

Then she woke up in the berth.

Zoe sat up the best she could in her hammock. The blanket felt cloying to her now. She was going to be sick.

Standing up, she realized she was wearing her sleeping gown. Her mother must have changed her. Pulling the blanket over her shoulders, she leaned against the wall, willing her stomach to settle. She’d been warned about not going out by herself, especially at night, but her head swam as her stomach did flips. She had to find a place to be sick in private.

Looking back at her sleeping mother, Zoe quietly lifted the latch of the door, slipped outside, and closed the door behind her.

Her feet followed a now familiar path and led her through the twisting corridors to the stairs that led out of the cargo hold. Fresh air wafted down from the open hatch. She ascended quickly.

Just outside the hatch, the night air did its magic, quickly clearing her head. She’d come on deck near midship, towards the back, on the starboard side. To her right was the bow of the ship. To her left, she was closer to the deck where the helmsman stood. The captain’s cabin was behind that. She didn’t know if it would be worse getting caught by a sailor or an officer, but decided she wouldn’t stay long, just long enough to clear her head.

She wasn’t aware of the time. She was learning the system of the bells, but without knowing which watch the sailors were in, counting the bells didn’t help. It was dark and the ship was very quiet. Most of the sailors were below. Was it First Watch still? That would be between 8:00 pm and Midnight.

Instinctively she moved into the shadows. The wool blanket around her shoulders was dark, but her night clothes were not. If she wasn’t careful, they’d surely be seen.

Looking up at the sky, she saw stars and a low moon. That didn’t help determine the time, but she felt—for some reason—that it wasn’t yet past midnight. She hadn’t heard a bell since she’d woken up, and that had been ten minutes or more. She knew they rang the bells every thirty minutes, so she’d be hearing something soon. And the number of bells would tell her what the hour was (the first hour of the watch through the fourth) which would tell her the time. So, all she had to do was wait.

She smiled slightly in the dark, proud of her understanding and application of time keeping. Perhaps she’d be a sailor when she grew up, she mused. The first female sailor to traverse the Atlantic. The romance of it made her giggle under her breath.

From her shadowy nook, she watched the faint movements on deck. She knew there was someone in the crow’s nest, as she could see a faint light high above. Low voices floated back to her from the bow area, two sailors talking. Then a whisper brushed her ear and she spun, looking back in the dark.

What had she just heard?

Pulling the wool blanket tighter around her shoulders, she made herself as small as possible and peered into the shadows. The midship deck was a confused kaleidoscope of shadows and shapes. Low lanterns cast out feeble light in ghostly patches.

Another sound. Something like a moan.

“Who’s there?” she breathed, faint as a whisper.

“…whaa… …terr…”

Zoe squinted in the direction the voice had come from. As her eyes adjusted to the mottled darkness, she realized where she was, which only made sense considering the hatch she had ascended every day since her journey began. She was very near where she and her mother had stood earlier in the day when that awful punishment had been meted out. The voice was coming from near the main mast.

After a quick scan above her, she deemed it safe to move towards the sound. And with the lightness of a cat, her bare feet padded her quietly into the next shadow bank, closer to the mast.

“Hello?” she whispered, daring a bit more volume. “Who’s there?”

Something moved at the base of the mast. A slumped mass. Then a head turned towards her.

“…water… please.”

It was the blonde-haired sailor!

Zoe stared in disbelief. What had happened to him? Why was he hugging the mast and begging for water?

Then it came to her, words the captain had read: denied a day’s rations. But she hadn’t realized that meant he’d be tied to the mast. How barbaric!

Like a mouse, she scampered from one hiding spot to the next. She stopped at the base of the main mast, facing astern. The mast was between her and the wheelman who stood silently looking ever forward. The blonde sailor, whose arms had been lashed around the mast, looked up at her in confusion.

She put a finger to her lips to quiet him.

“You shouldn’t be ‘ere, mishus,” William whispered. His words slushy from a dry swollen tongue. “Bad fer both ush.”

“Why are you tied up?” Zoe asked. “Because of the silly comb?”

William’s eyes caught hers. “I di’nt take yer comb, mish. I shwear. But… water...”

Zoe looked around. There was any number of boxes and barrels lashed around the deck, but she had no idea what they were for. “Where’s the water?”

William looked past her shoulder. “Midship station,” he whispered, trying to point with his eyes. “But someone will see.”

Zoe turned and looked in the direction William had nodded. Twenty paces up was a cluster of crates and barrels. It looked like a temporary staging area where a day’s supplies would be brought and distributed. There must be water there from today, she thought.

The path from the main mast to the staging area had little to no coverage. Fortunately, the only person she knew to be on deck, beside the blonde-haired sailor, was the stoic wheelman. If she could keep the mast and shadows between her and him, she could probably make it unseen.

She pulled the bottom of her flapping nightgown up beneath the wool cover. This way only her legs may betray her. She looked around once more. Then, with quick silent movements, she crossed the twenty paces like a shadow.

She waited a moment, listening for someone to call out her discovery, but nothing came. It didn’t take long to find the barrel of fresh water with its ladle dangling from the side. She looked around briefly for a leather flask, but finding none, filled the ladle from a spigot stuck into the side of the barrel. She then began the careful balancing act back to the blonde-haired sailor. She spilled some of the water, but still had half a ladle when she held it to his lips.

William drank thankfully and meant to send Zoe on her way, but by the time he opened his eyes, she was halfway back to the midship station.

He wanted to reprimand her, send her back to her mother, but wouldn’t risk getting her in trouble. He stayed as still as possible, not wanting to draw attention from Eirik, who always navigated at night.

Zoe came back with a nearly full ladle this time. A smile of triumph illuminated her face. But instead of holding it to his mouth, she leaned over him, staying close to the mast, to look at his back. She couldn’t risk moving around behind him because that would put her in full view of the wheelman. But, striking the awkward pose that she did to see over his back from the front of the mast, William’s head was covered on both sides by the wool blanket and nearly by her own nightgown. It never occurred to Zoe how the act could be interpreted.

She carefully poured water over his exposed back. Only a few of the whip marks had broken the skin, as far as she could tell, and she concentrated on those.

Satisfied with her quick cleanse, she scampered back to the midship station. Another quick fill of water and she was on her way back when a sailor joined the man standing at the wheel.

She stopped midway between the station and the mast in the darkest shadow near her. From her hidden vantage point, she watched as the other sailor fumbled with something, finally striking a match, which briefly illuminated his face. Then he gazed out at the night and began to speak quietly with the wheelman.

After several long seconds, his gaze went to the heavens above, and Zoe completed the journey back to the mast. She was panting slightly when she arrived.

Before William drank, he looked at her as sternly as he could manage and whispered, “No more. Leave after this.”

Zoe looked almost hurt, but understood that he was trying to protect her. The tight line of her mouth curled up on one side, a conspiratorial smile, and she nodded.

William drank and a look of contentment washed over his face. The last few hours of his punishment would pass quickly now due to the charity of this young girl.

“Bless you,” he whispered. “Now, go.”

Zoe looked over William’s face once more. Something in her eyes had changed during the moments of their secret rendezvous. A maturing, inner knowledge had begun to shine through. She would later remember this episode as her first experience between a man and the woman she was to become.

She quickly turned and disappeared towards the midship station. After returning the ladle to its peg, she followed a path of shadows back towards the hatch. Just as she was nearly safe, a loud clatter rang out behind her. The ladle had fallen its peg.

“Ho there!” barked the wheelman. “Who’s afoot?” Then an order was given to the smoking sailor, who quickly descended the stairs.

Without thinking, Zoe moved from shadow to hatch, descending half the stairs as quick as her feet would carry her.

Exhilarated from her adventure, she turned and looked back towards her patient. She saw nothing but the mass of shadows at the base of the mast. The blonde-haired sailor had stayed quiet and still so that she could make her escape. With a flutter in her stomach, she nearly floated down the rest of the stairs and back to her sleeping berth. Once inside and safely swinging on her hammock, she allowed herself to relax. A flush colored her cheeks as she flapped the heat away from herself. She was very warm despite the cool night air. Her dreams would wander dangerously close to forbidden territory tonight. But like her flushing cheeks, she had no control over where her mind went.

And like Zoe, Grady had no control over his seething mind as he crawled back into the shadows of his hiding spot. He’d been on his way to visit the knothole again when he spied Zoe’s exit. Thinking he’d make a fortuitous meeting with her somewhere in the cargo hold, his mind had raced with anticipation. But when she’d made her way to William, risking discovery to ease his discomfort, that anticipation had soured in Grady’s stomach. Now, the jealous hate radiated from him like poison.

And Grady’s mind saw only red.
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Chapter 18


October, 1979, New Orleans

“So gramma Zoe was kind and brave,” mused Lucy.

The October storm settling over New Orleans had strengthened over the last few hours. Nana Irma had instructed Lucy to throw several more logs into the fireplace, which Lucy was happy to do. Besides, there was a crazy amount of wood stacked up in Nana’s second-floor apartment. She had paid a boy who lived down the street to haul it up, after a local lumberman had dumped a whole truck load on the street out front.

Something in Lucy’s mind said that Nana did this every year around this time. Her mama, Marguerite, had always asked Irma why she needed so much wood stacked up inside, when there was a perfectly good garage right out back. Even if the garage had been full, which it hadn’t, why couldn’t the wood sit outside? It’s not like they got snow in New Orleans. And it really never was that cold. But Nana had waved her off the subject and paid someone or another to haul it up and stack it wherever there was room. It had seemed to Lucy that Nana didn’t really care for Octobers. Thinking about it now, she couldn’t remember a single time they’d come trick-or-treating to Nana’s house—not once. She always did up the other holidays in grand style, though. It was almost as if coming out of her October blues, she felt renewed for another year. There was plenty to be thankful for around her table during Thanksgiving, and Christmas was just as joyful. But October held a strange darkness over Nana and Lucy saw that it weighed heavily on her face now.

“Nana?” Lucy coaxed.

“What’s dat, child?” Irma said. She’d been staring out the window for several minutes.

“That gramma Zoe was kind and brave. For her to help that sailor by sneakin’ him water.”

Something dawned on Irma at that very moment. Had that one event been the start of everything?

Her eyes searched the skittering rays of firelight that danced across the floor. Had young Zoe not helped that sailor, would all their lives have been different? Normal?

The thought was too deep for the old woman to comprehend. The problem was too complex to untangle. Her burden was to tell the tale. That was proving hard enough, and they’d barely begun. There was so much… so much more.

“I s’pose she was a lot of things,” Irma finally said. “Kind? Perhaps. But she was just a girl. Girls are supposed to be kind. She was… hmmm… about your age now, I ‘spect.

“Brave? I s’pose that too. But not because of the sailor. Disobeying her mama—”

Irma stopped. She’d almost said, Disobeying her mama is what started the whole thing. But one could never be sure. Besides, what would Irma have done in the situation Zoe found herself in? She chuckled to herself. Shit fire. Keeled over and died.

(But if you found out later? What would you have done?)

“You mean like walkin’ over the railing?” she said out loud.

“What?” Lucy asked.

Irma looked up, startled. Lucy was standing before the window, fingering the strange embroidery on the curtains. She’d grown bored waiting for her nana to answer. And although the strange comment had caught Lucy’s attention, it hadn’t been enough to pull her away from the window.

“Nothin’, child,” Irma said. “And how many times I got to tell you to come away from that winda?”

“But there’s someone out there,” Lucy whispered. “Nana, someone’s standing in the rain.”

With surprising quickness, Irma was at the window pushing Lucy aside. She almost looked outside, almost looked into the shadows where the stranger lurked, but feared if she did, she wouldn’t have the strength to continue. There was still a long night ahead of them, and she’d need her strength. Strength for her and Lucy both.

She pulled down an old spring-loaded vinyl shade. Then did the same to the other window in the room. Ending in the kitchen, she filled the old tea kettle again, then grabbed a small bottle of brandy from the cupboard.

“More tea?” Lucy asked. “Nana, I’m gettin’ sleepy and—”

“This story’s got to be finished now that it’s started. Just pitch a log and sit down.”

Lucy did as she was told but kept an ear open to sounds outside the building. She was certain she’d just heard a new noise.

“About your granny Zoe,” Irma started. “Actually, she’s a way-back granny, you know that right?”

Lucy nodded.

“How many times back, I don’t rightly remember. I’d have to count ‘em. But that ain’t no never mind. As far as what she was, good, kind, brave, I suppose a lot of those things. She must have been. But she was far more than that.”

Irma set the fresh tea and brandy on the glass-covered coffee table, then sat down with a grunt. “Yes, she was much more than that.”
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Chapter 19


“She’s a witch, I tell ya.” Grady wiped breakfast gruel from his chin as he held court over the Circle of Miscreants. “They both are. I saw a terrible thing last night.”

Young William had been released from his punishment early that morning and helped back to his hammock. Men had come and gone as the watches had changed. The nucleus of the Circle had gathered around a pot of porridge.

The ugly black beard of Jean Baptiste Guedry thrust at Grady. Johnathan Thomas’s knuckles, hanging between his bent knees, wrapped the floor. Red-haired Jonas Raven looked up. Even the stoic Ida Crane cast his one good eye upon Grady. Each man’s way of telling him to continue.

“I seen ‘um plain as I’m sittin’ here,” he continued. “I woke with voices whisperin’ in the dark.”

Here, some of the sailors shifted their feet and looked around, silently. Had others been hearing voices? Not just them? The unspoken questions flashed from face to face.

Grady caught the subtle signs. “Aye, voices is right. Only not spoken ones, but in yer head. In yer dreams. A sure sign of witches,” he whispered, nodding his suggestion at them. “Them voices started when the ghost ship was spotted.”

The men grumbled again. The story of the ghost ship following them had traveled quickly through the crew.

“But last night,” Grady said, “after the witch voices woke me, I got up to see what was afoot. Was goin’ to report ‘em to Mr. Goffe, I was.” A sickly yellow hole opened in Grady’s face, something between a sneer and a grimace, as if speaking that name had left a bad taste in his mouth. “But before I could, I was struck dumb in my tracks. The awfullest fear come over me and froze me in place. I’d barely made it out the midship hatch, when up floated a shimmerin’ apparition. Silent as the grave it was. It was that handsome maid and her pup.”

The sailors nodded. They all knew the handsome maid and her daughter.

“Unnatural beauties they are,” Jonas Raven said. “But what do you mean by floated?”

“Aye,” Grady said, nodding, “unnatural indeed. And just as I said, floated like wraths right onto the deck, they did. Silent as the specter of death.”

The sailors eyed Grady, skeptical of the wild claim.

Undeterred, Grady continued. “First one, then the other. The bitch and her pup out for a bit o’ night feedin’. Would have been me if I’d made a sound. But they had their hackles up for somethin’ fresh, I suppose.”

“Night feedin’?” Jean Baptiste asked and started to spit.

Grady looked over one shoulder, then the other. The sailors, cautiously attending to the story, looked over theirs as well. You could never be too careful on a sailing ship.

Grady leaned in, conspiratorially. “Feedin’ on young William’s wounds, they were.”

The sailors drew back. Jean Baptiste held his spit. Nervous hands were stilled.

Grady nodded. “Aye, cleaned his wounds up nice and proper they did. Looked like he may of done some feedin’ himself, from them, seeing’s how they swarmed him and held his head to their bosoms.”

“To their bosoms?” Jonas Raven said. His lips curled with disgust. “Even the youngin’? Why she ain’t got no—”

“Especially the youngin’,” Grady said, remembering how Zoe had nearly cradled over William while tending his back. “The bitch has to teach the pup.”

Grady inspected each man’s silent face and saw fragments of questions lingering in their eyes.

“Well, who cut him down?” Grady said. “Weren’t it one of you? Didn’t seem to be thirstin’ for much, did he?”

The men were silent for a while. Each one measuring the story in their own way. Each one waiting for someone else to confirm or deny the story.

“I did,” said Johnathan. His face was hidden beneath stringy brown hair that hung toward the deck. A long finger scratched a mark in the plank between his feet. “And he was hurtin’…”

Grady started to respond.

“…but… not like you’d think a man would be,” Johnathan finished. “Not after spendin’ all night lashed to a mast. And with no rations.”

The sailors grumbled at this news. Johnathan Thomas was no storyteller. In fact, the man said very little, which gave more weight to his words when he did share them.

“And what of his back?” Grady asked. “Weren’t it cleaned up nice and purty like?”

Johnathan’s finger paused against the plank. A hard nail poised to scrape a shallow line in the wood. “Mayhap it was. But I wasn’t there to tend to his back.”

Grady capitalized on the momentum. “Just ask that big swede, Eirik. He was on the wheel, same as every night. He near caught sight of ‘em when they fled William, knockin’ the water ladle off the midship station. Eirik sent another man to see who was pilferin’ the supplies. But they’d already disappeared by the time he came around. You can ask him too.”

This tangible news, something verifiable, hit home with the sailors. None of them had a desire to question Eirik directly. The quartermaster was held in high esteem with the captain and Mr. Goffe. But it was there if they’d wanted to ask. A witness other than Grady. Practically an endorsement from the captain himself.

“It were the voice that spooked ‘em,” Grady said. More for the sailors to consider. “It was just a whisper on the wind to me, but the bitch and her pup jerked up like they’d heard their master’s call. Probably saved William’s life, the voice did, for they were feedin’ good on him. I ‘spect they had to flee before they killed him dead or sucked him dry. Oh, it was a pitiful sight!”

The sailors tried to imagine the sight. And they did.

Black wraith forms swarming over a helpless, bound sailor. Dripping wounds on his back being washed with long tongues and sealed with unholy saliva. A nocturnal feeding from one to the other, pumping young William full of unnatural sustenance so that he may live to feed them another night. And somewhere on the wind, from the black unknown, a voice commanding them not to feed too well. Warning the witches against an alarming body count. There was still a long journey ahead.

After several minutes of imagining the horrors of the night before, Jean Baptiste spit, then spoke. “What do we do about the witches?”
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Chapter 20


Diary of Sheridan Broussard

1 Sep, 1780 (Day 19) – Aboard the Carmilla

Barely three weeks into our journey and so much has already happened. What still lies before us? I fear to wonder.

Strange occurrence a few nights back. St. Elmo’s fire was reported to have hovered over the ship for several minutes, then shot down the main mast, engulfing the ship. Yes, the man actually stated it that way according to my source. Wish I could have seen that.

There was a report of a ship spotted behind us that very same night, 25th of August, I believe. I should keep a better journal. Mr. Goffe, the first mate, stated that it’s not uncommon to have ships tack together. But I feel he’s not telling me everything. He seems to be a fair man, but tight lipped. A useful trait in his profession, no doubt. He stated that they’ve tried signaling the ship, but to no avail. Perhaps it has taken another course by now.

I’ve made acquaintance with several passengers on board and a few sailors. Making good contacts for my import/export business. Passengers look tired. Rations are accommodating—for the most part. We’re certainly not starving, but the meals are beginning to taste the same.

The sailors, although worked quite hard every day and every night, seem to be sensing something. I can’t put my finger on it, but there seems to be a current of nervousness running through the ship. I spend every hour possible observing the duties of the sailors and officers, so as to know what to expect when I hire such a crew. The superstitions run deep with these men. There is a hulk of a man, a Norwegian if I am correct, by the name of a Mr. Eirik Bjornsson. He’s the quartermaster and nighttime navigator—a responsibility I would not take for a thousand pounds. An impressive understanding of the stars he has, to be able to navigate as he does. Rarely have I seen him use a sextant. It’s as if he is feeling his way through the wind. Ridiculous supposition I know, but you get the sense, when you’re near the man, that he is truly one with the ocean. He is a powerful sight. But he has quite archaic superstitions, even more so than the average sailor. Talk of Odin and a supernatural pull, or call, through the wheel of the ship. Good God, do they not have churches in Norway? Odin indeed. I must brush up on my Norse myths once my feet touch dry land.

Speaking of land as it is, I heard another strange tale, but this came from the captain himself. Granted, the tale wasn’t told to me, but neither was I eavesdropping. It was told in a voice that did not portend it to be a secret. A grand tale of an island, the size of Great Britain—if you can believe it, which I certainly do not—but that which is made of nothing but seaweed. I’ve heard of the Sargasso Sea, a forbidding place somewhere in the middle of the great Atlantic that is missed by the winds and currents, but an island of seaweed? And the piéce de résistance is the tale of men who live on this island. Men made of seaweed! I must say, when I heard this last part I nearly laughed out loud, but held my tongue out of respect. Had it been a known acquaintance that spun me that yarn, I’d have told them to set down the wine bottle and dry their head out.

But on a more serious note, I have been short of sleep lately. It must be the monotony of the voyage weighing on my mind, but fitful dreams have plagued me for several nights now. Could it be the food? I must remember to ask the others if they’re plagued by the same uneasiness. Bowel movements are normal, although a few cases of consumption have been discovered, and those people are quarantined.

Oh, a sailor was whipped for theft the other day. Stark and brutal it was, but what else but swift discipline can keep men such as these in line? The young girl Zoe—can’t recall if I’ve mentioned her earlier, will have to look—fainted and I carried her to her to her mother’s sleeping berth. There’s something about her…
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Chapter 21


1

“Are we ever to be free of this fog?” Alan Shelding asked. The second mate was at the wheel when Eirik returned from his late supper. Eight bells of the first watch had just rung, the last toll of the bell still ringing on the edge of night. It was midnight.

Eirik took the wheel, performing the same strange ritual he did every time he returned to it. There was the belief among some sailors that a ship knew whose hands it was in. Like a horse or a dog, the animal reacted accordingly to its master’s temperament. It was likewise with a ship. The temperament of Eirik Bjornsson, born from a long line of Norwegian navigators, was as calm as any on the seas. And Eirik knew it was now time for a firm, calm hand on the wheel. He’d felt tension growing in the rudder for days. Odin’s kall was getting stronger.

“How do you manage it, Mr. Bjornsson?” Alan asked. “Sailin’ us headlong through this soup?” He looked at the night sky, or at least, where it should be. He saw only the feeble light of the lanterns reflected back from the thick cloud of fog that hung around them. “I’d be tempted to stow the sails and drift us, rather than risk running us onto—"

Eirik glanced at Alan, something he rarely did when navigating. Alan paled slightly in the dim light, realizing his poor choice of words. “No offense, Mr. Bjornsson. I was only inquiring as to—”

WHAM!

A hard thud rattled the ship, followed by a short cry somewhere in the fog.

“Faen!” Eirik cursed as his eyes shot forward. He tightened his grip on the wheel, as he silently cursed himself for being distracted by the nervous second mate.

A series of loud thumps and scrapes sounded down the starboard side of the ship—a message most sinister.

The warning bell began to ring from high above. Its normally brash, braying sound was nearly muted to silence by the heavy blanket of fog. It had a dead sound now. The tolling of the bell was ominous, but the words following were terrible. “Man overboard!”

“Ga!” Eirik said, nodding his head.

Alan stood for a moment, frozen with surprise.

Eirik urged him on. “Ga! Look!” Finally, he managed a more appropriate word. “Crack.”

Crack? Of course. Damage! And although Alan was technically a higher rank than the navigator, he knew the man to be right.

Suddenly shouts and commands could be heard from all directions. Sailors arrived on deck half-dressed and haggard but instantly awake. Their lives may very well have depended on quick actions in the next few minutes. A thud as hard as what they’d felt was not just ocean debris. They’d hit something substantial. The fact that it had skipped down the side of the ship meant the object was smaller than they were, and moveable—a blessing in itself. But it'd be a miracle if they escaped with no damage at all.

However, what concerned the men most of all was the cry of Man overboard. No matter the grievances between sailors, no matter the perceived slights that had been made, all came together when they heard those words. Dying a watery death, slowly sinking into the unknowable blackness of the ocean, was a horror that made the hardest man tremble in fear. And each man was owed the same chance of survival.

Captain Blackburn had attained the poop deck and received a broken update from Eirik. He confirmed to the captain that they had hit something hard, which most likely surprised some poor sailor standing by the starboard railing, sending the man overboard.

Mr. Goffe already had a group of men hauling up the main sail to slow the ship. Another group of men was lowering the rowboat to begin a search for the missing man, whom no one knew the identity of.

Alan Shelding returned promptly with a report. His eyes were wide with fear.

“What is it, Mr. Shelding?” the captain said.

Alan tried to collect himself. His lips trembled like a child’s. “Buh, buh, bless me cap’n, but… wee… we hit another sh—ship.”

The captain stared in disbelief.

Alan’s hands began to shake as he stuttered on. “Its buh, buh, bowsprit came clean th—th—through the hull. There’s a h—h—hole in the boat, captain!”

The captain stepped towards Alan and clamped his hands on the man’s shoulders. He stared down into Alan’s face and in a low tone said, “Collect yourself, Mr. Shelding.” He slipped a flask from under his coat and handed it to Alan. After two large swigs, the flask was returned, a bit of color showing on Alan’s pale cheeks. The captain continued. “Now, continue your report.”

Alan reported again that a bowsprit, the forward-pointing spar of wood that looked like a short horizontal mast, had penetrated the bow of their ship about five feet above the water line. There were other cracked planks on that side, just at the water line, which was beginning to leak, but Alan thought that could be repaired. The hole, however, he wasn’t so sure of.

“Return to the point of impact, Mr. Shelding, and—”

“There’s… one more thing… captain.” Alan’s voice had suddenly become weak and slow.

Annoyed by the interruption and incomplete report, the captain barked his annoyance. “Damn it, man! Spit it out!”

Whether it was the whiskey or the shock affecting him, Alan’s demeaner was opposite of the stuttering man from just a few minutes ago. His eyes searched the thick fog somewhere behind the captain. His words were barely audible above the din of commotion. “A sailor, sir. I don’t recall his name. God help us, but he’s been impaled.”

“Impaled?” Incredulously the captain stared at Alan for a moment, then turned him by the shoulders. “Show me.”

Below deck, both the captain and Alan held lighted lanterns as they approached the point of impact. Water could be heard splashing through the breach. As the men came around a corner of crates, a gruesome sight met them. A seven-foot section of bowsprit had punctured their ship, impaling a sailor through his midsection. Somehow the poor man had been at the worst possible place at the worst possible time.

The tip of the bowsprit jutted up towards the ceiling, while the rest of it remained outside the ship. From this view it was impossible to tell how much of the other ship was still connected to the Carmilla. There was still a chance for additional damage if they didn’t get the bowsprit removed soon.

The captain crossed himself as he looked at the dead sailor and said a silent prayer. Impaled through the midsection with arms and legs hanging limply on both sides of the giant spike, the captain couldn’t dispel the idea of a merman or some other sea creature that had just been harpooned. A look of shocked anguish was frozen onto the man’s face. His arms seemed to be reaching towards the captain for help, as if one swift tug would pull him free of his skewer.

The ship, likely due to its rapid decline in speed, hit a series of waves that rocked it badly, sending the bow up and down in quick succession. The skewered man’s arms and legs began to flop in time with the motion. It suddenly looked like he, as a skewered sea creature would do, was trying to flop himself free.

Then he began to speak. “Giiive herrr tooo meee…”

Alan screamed and fell backwards.

The sudden chaotic movement of the bow seemed to be shaking words from the dead open mouth. The men stared in horror as the swelling tongue lolled out of the mouth and the arms flailed like a doll’s, shaken by a naughty child.

“The laaddyyy innnn the waaatterrr….”

Alan’s screams of terror, no matter how shrill, could not drown out the voice that came from the dead mouth. The arms and legs, no longer flopping uncontrollably, seemed to have gained some coordination and began moving in fits and jerks.

Alan ran, screaming, from the cargo hold.

“Givvve herrr tooo meee… and aalll shall be spaarrrred.”

Another hard wave hit the ship and the bowsprit jerked wildly down, then up, causing the friction between the dead man’s body and wooden spit to break loose. It slid up, then back on the spar. His body was beginning to grease the wooden spit.

“Givvve herrr nott…”

Up and down went the bowsprit. This time the body slid forward enough to tip the balance. The body hung suspended like a macabre scale, just one bounce away from sliding backwards against the ship wall, or forward toward the tip, and ultimately, freedom.

“Aannnddd allll isss dooommmeddd…”

And with that, the top arm reached out towards the captain, tipping its weight forward. The bowsprit sagged and the impaled body began its slow slide towards freedom.

2

On deck, Mr. Goffe had the ship slowed as much as possible without dropping anchor, and all the lanterns were ablaze. Every available sailor was assigned to a task, and even some of the passengers were holding lanterns aloft, scanning the dark seas for the missing sailor.

After an hour, the captain called off the search. When he’d reappeared from his inspection of the bow, Mr. Goffe had thought he’d been gone a long time, but couldn’t claim to have kept a strict account. In a situation such as this, one’s perception of the length of time was often distorted by the severity of the event itself.

When the men in the rowboat were safely aboard, the captain bade Mr. Goffe, and only Mr. Goffe to follow him. A selection of men was assigned to assess the damage to the ship from the outside. The captain needed to know if something was indeed still attached to his ship and how they may extract it.

“What is it, captain?” Mr. Goffe said, once they were safely away from the men. He’d never seen the captain so secretive. Then Robert corrected his thought. He’d never seen the captain so secretive other than when he’d reported the discrepancy with the cargo manifests before they’d set sail. Did this clandestine trip have something to do with the cargo?

Below deck, the captain instructed Robert to find a sailor’s canvas and to bring the sewing needle. Robert said nothing and quickly gathered the items from storage. This could only mean one thing, however: there was another dead man to attend to.

“Prepare yourself, Mr. Goffe,” said the captain, and led them around the final turn. Holding his lantern high, the captain said nothing. No words could explain the scene.

Robert stared in disbelief.

Protruding through the side of the ship was a long bowsprit, but it was made of a material that Robert had never seen before. It shone wet in the lantern light. Some congealing liquid shimmering on its surface. The spear-like tip was pointed towards the floor, occasionally rising, then falling back down with a hard clack against the floor. The waves were causing it to move. Several feet from the deadly tip was the body of a sailor with a ragged hole through the midsection. Robert’s stomach turned over slightly. He now understood what was dripping from the oversized spear. But what he couldn’t understand was why the sailor’s head was nearly severed.

Silence separated the two men, but still they were connected, connected by an event that neither would ever truly understand. But for their own sakes, their own sanity, in that instant, they forced themselves to believe the most logical narrative.

“He wasn’t dead when we found him,” the captain said quietly.

Robert’s eyes widened in horror as he quickly performed the sign of the cross. “God save us,” he whispered. “Wasn’t dead?”

The captain hung his lantern from a peg and folded his hands in a solemn gesture. “Mr. Shelding found him run through and fetched me henceforth. We thought the man dead upon first arrival… but then…”

The captain removed his hat and with a trembling hand wiped sweat from his bald head. The hat nearly fell free, but he clamped it to his leg at the last moment. Jamming it back onto his head, he wiped both hands briskly on his coat tails, as if something foul were on them.

“He started gibberin’ at us,” the captain said.

“Gibbering?” Robert stepped back.

“He was mad with pain. Arms flailin’.”

“He was movin’?” Robert paled and steadied himself on a post.

“Aye, it was a terrible sight. Mr. Shelding broke and ran. I hold no ill will towards him, though. Most men would have run.”

Robert looked back and forth from the corpse to the captain. No words could describe the mix of horror and awe he felt at that moment.

The captain continued. “The worst thing was when he slipped off the bowsprit.” Here the captain wiped his head again and let out a low shuddering breath. He closed his eyes as if trying to make himself believe his own words. “He was tryin’ to crawl away.”

“Good God, captain! Crawl?” A warning flush colored Robert’s neck and face as his bowels loosened a degree. “With a hole in his belly?”

“He couldn’t have known what he was doin’… or sayin’ for that matter. The rockin’ of the ship caused him to get as far as he did. Only his arms were workin’.”

“But he was still speaking?”

The captain shook his head. “Only gibberish.”

Robert gauged the distance from the end of the bowsprit to where the man lay. It was nearly two yards. How could a man with a cannonball-sized hole in his belly move at all?

“So I put him out of his misery,” the captain said.

This brought Robert’s attention to the nearly severed head. The whole time they’d been speaking, Robert had tried to ignore the fact that the man’s head had tried several times to roll away from his body. Another gift of movement from the rocking ship. Only the few tendrils of skin and muscle had kept it from escaping.

The head seemed to cast an accusing look at Robert.

Behold what has befallen me.

He imagined the eyes to be following him.

Behold and despair!

Finally, after a long, internal debate, Robert asked the question that had been plaguing him since the moment he looked upon the macabre scene. “Captain, how many times did you...?”

Captain Blackburn remembered the scene, remembered the crawling man, remembered the words he spoke. He couldn’t recall how the hatchet had come into his hand, but he knew the location of every tool crate on this ship, so it was no surprise he should find one. However, the one thing he had no memory of, nor explanation for, was how many times he’d had to chop the neck of the crawling man—the dead crawling man—to put him down. But the marks on the back of the man’s neck said it must have been several.

And for that reason, the captain felt no need to answer Robert’s question.
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Chapter 22


“Do ya think it proper?” Jonas Raven asked. “That she be poisoned?” He glanced from one man to the next. Several new faces cast their eyes downward. The elders of the Circle of Miscreants did not.

After the horrific events caused by the collision with the rogue ship, the Circle of Miscreants gained mass like a tropical storm hitting warm waters. They’d lost two sailors during the event, but counted themselves lucky it wasn’t more—and one of them. And despite the heavy-handed discipline that Captain Blackburn and that ass-licker Mr. Goffe doled out, some of the sailors had heard the siren call of Grady Enderby, and believed the ship was cursed. And according to Grady and the other elders, the source of the curse was on their ship: the bitch and her pup.

The day following the collision, after makeshift repairs had been made and the funerals completed, Grady had made his rounds, tapping certain men on their shoulders, or giving a knowing nod, they had been invited to a secret meeting. That night, the meeting was conducted.

“What, we should wait until we’re all dead?” Grady said to Jonas. “Or worse, sucklin’ the teat of a witch so’s that she owns yer soul?”

Jonas mumbled something under his breath and looked at the floor.

Johnathan Thomas stretched out a long finger to scratch a shape in the planks. Cigarette ash fell between his feet. “Why poison?”

Grady continued. “Jean Baptiste knows why. He’s been thinking on what to do with the witches for awhile now, ain’t ya?”

The ugly face of Jean Baptiste looked around the growing circle of men. His beard matted with remnants of food. He noted the sailors who looked in his eyes and those who didn’t. “Cain’t throw ‘em overboard ourselves. But when someone dies of the pox…”

No further explanation was needed. Smallpox was highly contagious and feared above anything else on a ship. And being French, Jean Baptiste was well-versed in poisons. It was their legacy.

The Circle was silent for a long time, hard men with dark thoughts smoldering in their minds. Finally, concerned about the lull in conversation, Grady threw a little oil on the embers. “Tell ‘em what you saw,” he said to Jean Baptiste.

The big man spit a stream of tobacco that didn’t fully clear his beard, took a gulp of wine and looked around the Circle again. This time he noted that all eyes were on him.

“His head weren’t on,” he stated as plainly as if to announce the sun was up.

“Whose head?” Jonas asked.

“BAH!” Grady said, “Who do ya think? The man what got his belly holed by that ghost ship.”

“You seen it?” Jonas asked Jean Baptiste.

“Mr. Shelding seen it,” Grady said. Then his voice went to a whisper. “Took the cap’n down when we was hauling out the skiff. Said the man was run clean through with a bowsprit the likes he’s never seen. Right through the—” And here Grady made a sloppy sound and a stabbing motion into his own stomach. “I heard him blubberin’ to that big Swede later that night. Ayup, like he was confessin’ on Sunday morn’ he was.”

“But you ain’t seen it?” Jonas asked.

“He was sewed in his canvas before Mr. Goffe sent me to fetch him,” Jean Baptiste said.

Grady continued. “Cap’n and the ass-licker sewed him up themselves. Had to sew him back together, they did.”

The men looked from Grady to Jean Baptiste.

“I’ve hauled plenty o’ dead men,” the Frenchman said. “And I know a severed head when I feel one.”

Feet shuffled in the dark.

“And Mr. Shelding din’t say nothin’ to the swede about his head,” Grady added. “Only that it was talkin’.”

“Talkin’?” someone said.

“God help us,” said another.

The men watched Jean Baptiste. Despite the strange tale, but possibly because of the fearsome look of the man, no one sensed a falseness in him, only a deep-seated concern.

“When do we do it?” Jonas asked.

And that seemed to suffice for the Circle of Miscreants. Without a formal vote, the matter had been settled.

“Tonight,” said Grady.
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Chapter 23


1

Journal of Captain Blackburn

4 Sep, ~80

Dark tidings are upon us, of this, I am sure.

My mind struggles with where to start this entry, or how it may be understood if it is to be read by someone. But I am of sound mind, as I write this. Perhaps my nerves are thinner for the wear, but they are not threadbare. Not yet.

Is there a starting point of late? It is difficult to tell. My mind searches for that event which changed our course, our destinies, but it is drawn back to the man in the shadows. Thus, that must be the event.

What can I say of him? Not that he was a man of ill-favor. I did not sense that in him. Was he cursed? I cannot say. But there was something unnatural about him. There was a pall, unseen, that hung about him. He carried a heavy burden. I know this now. I know this because I am certain he has passed it—to some small degree—upon me. Yet, I know not how. I feel that he is still here somehow. I feel his shadowy presence each night. It grows stronger. God forgive me, but what have I done? What has been loaded onto this ship?

Whether the man from the shadows is following us or not, I cannot say, but a ship does follow us. The lookout spots it on occasion, always directly astern. Never any closer or further away. I’ve kept a weather eye on her and occasionally glimpse her before the lookout does. It’s as if I have a sense of where to look now. Sometimes I feel there are two ships behind us, one following the one following us. But I’ve yet to confirm this. I’ve said nothing to Mr. Goffe. The man has enough to deal with.

Sailors have been coming to him reporting strange sightings. Some report hearing whispers at night, always about a lady in the water.

Who is this lady? I know not, but some men have claimed to have seen her. One man came to Mr. Goffe a few nights past, woke from his sleep and nearly stumbled overboard waving for his wife, whom he said was swimming alongside us. He kept calling to her, ‘Come out! Come out before ye drown yerself!’ But she just swam away. Poor soul. Another man claimed to have seen a school of mermaids, only with red eyes and fangs, leering at him. I’d dismiss the story to a malaise of the mind, or delusion from drink, if Mr. Goffe hadn’t known the man.

There are rumors of men hearing voices of loved ones, dead ones, calling them home. Calling them overboard. Mr. Goffe is working them as hard as he can. If he can keep them tired and drunk mayhap they’ll have no energy for their minds to worry. We’re not even halfway through our voyage yet and still need to get on the backside of the gyre. If we can keep the crew together just a while longer…

Crew is short two men. One went overboard when we collided with the derelict—

—the derelict—

Death In The Fog – The Derelict

The night of 3, Sep we were wrapped in a heavy fog and Mr. Bjornsson was on the wheel. Eight bells into the first watch and we collided with an unseen object. One man overboard and (as we discovered later) one man impaled by the bowsprit that came through the hull. The man thrown overboard drowned at sea. The other was given a formal burial before Midwatch ended. Morning watch was spent tending to repairs of the hull. That’s when we discovered what we’d hit.

At civil dawn, and with lanterns ablaze, we saw the remnants of an ancient bow attached to our own, connected at our starboard bow by the bowsprit that pierced us. The piece clung to us like a giant barnacle and made hell for Mr. Bjornsson as the weight wanted to pull us off course. We caught sight of the old derelict bobbing along behind us, drifting to some other end. It was the most decrepit thing I’ve ever seen, and by her design, would guess her to be over a hundred years old. Mayhap more!

How did she stay afloat so long? What brought her to be abandoned in the first place? She was a pitiful sight when we spied her. No mast remained standing, thus no sails. She was the color of ocean spray, which is to say, she nary had any color at all. She would have been hard to see in the daylight, so there was no chance of seeing her at night, nor in the fog.

One would think a ship that old, exposed to the weather as she was with no one to care for her, would have splintered like kindling upon us striking her, but it weren’t so. It was the opposite. That bowsprit was nearly like iron. Whether it was constructed like that or hardened through its years at sea, I cannot say. God! To think of what that ship has seen. It sheared off from its bow when it collided with us. That sailor—

Where did the blood go?

2

Captain Blackburn sat back in his chair and looked at his journal. He thought about the sailor that had been pierced by the bowsprit. The ship had hit a series of waves when he was still impaled. The flopping of the arms, the movement of the head, those things could be attributed to the movement of the ship. But what of the voice?

He put the quill back in its stand, blotted the page, then closed the journal. His eyes moved to the painting.

He stared at it for several minutes, letting his gaze settle over it. With each rock of the Carmilla, his gaze fell further into the painting. Subconsciously he could see the ship in the painting rock to the motion of his own ship. In fact, in a rare flight of fancy, he let himself imagine that the ship in the painting was the Carmilla. But something suddenly drew him from his fancy.

Hadn’t the ship been riding up a wave?

He was almost sure of it. His mind told him that the painting showed the bow of a ship crashing up over a cresting wave.

But now it was different.

Now it was running down the backside of a wave, diving headlong into a dark trough.

Captain Blackburn, not a man with an eye for art, had come across the painting in a port town he no longer remembered the name of. Fairly certain he was drunk at the time, he’d given up trying to work out which port it was or why he’d even gone into the shop. And if memory served him correctly, an old gypsy woman had given him the painting.

But his memory stopped there.

He rose from his seat, carrying the journal with him, and walked to the painting. Swinging the painting sideways on its hinges, he exposed the safe in the wall and unlocked it. He slid the journal in and felt for another object he knew to be there. His hand lingered for a moment, fingers touching the soft material. He intended to remove his hand, leaving the object hidden, but when his hand emerged, it was holding the object anyway.

A black silk bag sat in the palm of his right hand. His fingers curled gently around it, feeling the outline of its contents. The man in the shadows, on the dock at the Port de Rochefort, had given him this bag when their transaction had completed. The bag and its contents were to be kept hidden during the journey. Once safely in port, the captain was to perform a very specific set of tasks—just a few—and he’d have completed his end of the bargain. The object seemed to grow heavy as the captain remembered the man. Tall and gaunt he was. The carriage, the horses, even his clothing, they had all seen a long hard journey. He was sure of it. But he also remembered feeling an urgency from the man and his horses. Their journey hadn’t ended when they’d arrived at the port town. They’d seemed to be looking for something in the shadows. It was if they were expecting someone or something to come out of the shadows at any moment.

The captain fumbled with the drawstring of the silk bag. Before thinking more wisely about his decision, his big fingers had the top of the bag open. Its contents spilled out into his hands.

A long string of black pearls hung from his left hand. They were exquisite. Their color was so deep a strange iridescence seemed to shimmer from them. He could have stood there, staring at the string of pearls all day, except for the dread that suddenly washed over him. A creeping dread was crawling up his left arm from the hand that held the pearls. Like sudden frostbite, he’d failed to feel the cold creeping into his hand, until it was already buried there, and spreading. But he felt it now. Something was wrong with the pearls.

He almost flung them away in his rising disgust, but feared the unnatural consequences that may come with such an action. Yes, he fully believed, in that very instant, that unnatural consequences would befall anyone who harmed the pearls. With trembling fingers, and a rising gorge in his throat, he managed to get the pearls back into their bag and secure. Flinging the bag into the safe, he slammed the door, locked it, and swung the painting back in place.

Lightheaded, he stumbled to his desk and grabbed a decanter of brandy. He took one long swig for his stomach, then spit some of it into his left hand. He rubbed his hands together vigorously as if trying to scrub away a foul substance. After several minutes, feeling came back into his hand. He squeezed them together, hearing the familiar crack of old knuckles as his heartbeat came down.

Leaning against his desk, he looked back at the painting, wondering if he’d open the safe again even to extract his journal. But before he could decide, his stomach rolled over once more.

Now the ship in the painting was cresting the wave again. Only this time, he imagined it had a hole in its starboard bow.
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Chapter 24


1

In the middle of the night, Victoria was jolted awake from a terrible dream. An unknown assailant had stabbed her. A shadowy figure made from a hundred versions of night stalking men had just driven a long blade into her stomach.

Gasping for breath, she swam up from her dream, clutching her stomach. Was there blood? Where’s the handle?

Slowly, she recalled where she was, rocking not so gently in her hammock aboard the Carmilla. She was in her sleeping berth. Reaching a hand into the darkness, she felt for Zoe, and heard her murmur when she touched her arm. All was well, she thought. As well as could be on this—

Another stabbing pain shot through her stomach, and she gasped aloud. She had to get out of the berth quickly. She didn’t want to soil their sleeping area, but knew her body was preparing to expel everything in it. Stumbling over Zoe in her hammock, she banged against the door and fumbled for the latch. She snatched their toilet pot up and headed for the stairs. She made it halfway.

In the shadows of the cargo hold, Victoria fought against a convulsing body. When her bowels loosed she was fairly well positioned with the toilet pot, but when her stomach revolted, the only thing there to catch it was the ships planking. And like all liquid spilled on the Carmilla, it drank it up greedily.

2

Eight bells into the Midwatch—four a.m.—and the sailors were swapping duties. Some were finished for the evening, some were changing stations, some were just coming on. A few of the officers were moving as well, which was fortunate for Victoria. If the watch had not changed when it did, she would have laid, exposed to the damp sea air, perhaps all night.

“Mr. Shelding,” the third mate said, shaking him gently from his sleep. “Wake up sir, it’s a passenger.”

Alan Shelding, like most well-trained officers, was mobile instantly. He was up and partially clothed before he was fully awake. “What is it?” he said sluggishly.

“A woman, sir. That handsome woman, I believe. She’s deathly ill.”

“Why didn’t you alert the surgeon?”

“I’ve sent a man, sir,” said the sailor. “But you need to come see. Something is bad wrong with her.”

Alan’s senses were fully awake at this point. “Show me,” he said.

Just inside the officer’s sleeping quarters, near the private sleeping berth of the handsome woman and her daughter, lay Victoria. Still in her sleeping clothes, with no blanket or coat, she’d stumbled out into the darkness some hours ago, and collapsed. Now she lay on the cold wooden floor, pale as a ghost.

“Good God,” Alan said. “Is she still alive?”

“Barely sir,” said the sailor. “But she’s weak. God knows how long she laid here.”

The ship’s barber-surgeon arrived, the smell of used alcohol announcing him like an omen. The smell followed the man wherever he went, whether he was amputating a foot, pulling a tooth, or shaving a lice-ridden tangle of hair. Considering the amount of alcohol the man drank, it was possible his own body produced the smell. Regardless, it was clear when the man was near.

He stood over her a moment, looking down, as he pushed a morsel of food into his mouth. The amazing thing about the man was that as brutal as his profession was, it had no effect on his appetite, although his bedside manner often affected others. A rite of passage for the sailors was getting to witness the man amputate a limb, or perform some other equally gruesome bit of surgery, while continuing to eat whatever lay on the plate next to him; his hand moving from plate to patient without pause.

He rolled Victoria onto her back. Large fingers with cracked skin probed at her mouth. Casually wiping the chunks of vomit from his fingers to her nightgown, he occasionally sniffed his fingers, murmured to himself, then probed her mouth again.

“Have someone clean this mess up,” Alan said to the third mate. Then he turned his attention to the barber-surgeon. “Is she… contagious?”

The surgeon stood up and belched. “Cain’t say. But she needs to be quarantined.”

“She has a daughter with her,” Alan said. “What about her?”

“She sick?” the surgeon asked.

“I don’t know. They’re both in the private berth.”

The surgeon shrugged. “Keep ‘em both in there, I suppose. She’ll prolly be dead by evenin’ anyway.”

And with that, he left to go find breakfast.
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Chapter 25


1

Sheridan Broussard paced the main deck with thoughtful, purposeful steps. This part of the ship was typically off limits to the passengers to avoid interruption to the sailors’ duties, but Sheridan, on his daily quests to understand the workings of the ship, had been granted unofficial permission to wander. The ghosts of different universes, as the passengers and sailors were to each other, had a walk-in of sorts amongst them. Sheridan was that walk-in; a man who now had the ability to travel unhindered between the worlds of passenger and sailor.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Goffe,” Sheridan said to the first mate. “Any word on Mrs. Gagneux?”

“Good day, Mr. Broussard,” Robert replied. “I’m sorry to say there has been no real change in her health. If she doesn’t improve soon, I fear she’ll perish. She cannot go on without nourishment for much longer.”

Sheridan nodded. He’d watched his grandmother waste away to consumption as a small boy. The slow decay of the body, the hollowing of the cheeks, the dimming of the eyes as life leaked from the body, were images one did not forget easily, if ever. The earlier reports from Mr. Goffe had described these very symptoms.

“How long has it been now?” Sheridan asked.

“This is the fourth day since her discovery,” Robert said. “Surprisingly strong, she’s been, but…”

Sheridan nodded.

“And how is young Zoe?” Robert asked. He knew of Sheridan’s wanderings about the ship. It was his job to know everything that went on. He also knew—had witnessed it himself—that Sheridan had taken a protective posture towards Zoe. Sheridan had explained that he had a younger sister, although not quite Zoe’s tender age, and that he’d want someone to watch over her if she were on a similar journey. Sheridan felt it was only right—especially now with her mother having fallen ill—that he help in any way he could.

“She’s terribly distraught,” Sheridan said. “Wouldn’t you be, having to stay day and night in a closet with your dying mother?”

Robert heard the frustration in Sheridan’s voice.

“My apologies,” Sheridan said. “I did not mean to imply—”

Robert raised his hand, slightly. “No need, Mr. Broussard. But you must understand, it is my duty to ensure—”

Sheridan raised his hand in return. “I understand completely, Mr. Goffe. Your responsibility is great. Our lives are in your hands. But Zoe has shown no signs of sickness. I speak with her daily—through the planks, of course.” He added this last part quickly. “Mightn’t she be allowed out now?”

Robert Goffe looked at Sheridan, a man he’d grown to respect during their time at sea. He rarely became familiar with passengers, but Sheridan, with his good-natured manner and almost boyish curiosity was easy to like. Robert saw how the sailors accommodated his questions, some even calling for him to come witness a task they thought he’d find interesting. And Sheridan was coming along with learning his seaman knots, a skill that every sailor prided himself on.

“Alright, Mr. Broussard. I’ll speak with the barber-surgeon and recommend we lift Zoe’s quarantine.”

“Thank you, Mr. Goffe.” And with that, Sheridan went to tell Zoe the news.

2

“Can you believe the ass-licker?” Grady said. He’d just ascended the rigging to where Jonas Raven clung, adjusting the halyard lines. “He’s lettin’ the witch-pup out so’s she can infect us all, or worse, curse us good and final!”

Jonas glanced at Grady, nodded for him to loosen a section of rope near him, then looked deckward to see who may be watching. Satisfied they weren’t being observed, he said, “And what of the mother?”

Grady spit without looking at who may be below him. In a low voice, as if an invisible presence may have just floated up to eavesdrop, he said, “The witch ain’t dead yet.” He looked over his shoulders, a superstitious act that had little value this high up, then continued. “Been feedin’ from the pup. I’ve heard them sucklin’ late at night.”

A look of disgust came over Jonas’s face. For three nights now, ever the since the witch-mother had fallen ill, the sailors had waited for the news that she’d died. They knew that when that happened, there would be a quick burial at sea, and they’d be rid of at least one of the witches.

But that hadn’t happened.

She hadn’t died. And in fact, some of the sailors now feared she was growing stronger in her poisoned body and that soon she would rise up and doom them all for their treachery. Reports from Grady describing the unholy, nightly feedings from pup to mum had turned his stomach. The slurping, suckling noises, reported by Grady to be worse than animals, had haunted Jonas’s dreams. And the elder members of the Circle of Miscreants had begun to meet privately each night, worrying over the outcome.

“What do we do if she doesn’t die?” Jonas asked. His eyes could not hide the fear that had begun to weigh on his mind.

“Time’s come for action,” Grady said. The calmness in his voice alarmed Jonas. It was as if Grady had suddenly foreseen his own death, had come to terms with it, and had decided to get on with it. “We have to throw them overboard ourselves.”

Jonas blinked in surprise at this statement. Although the sailors knew every inch of the ship, so did the officers. And there was always someone about. You didn’t just throw someone overboard without being seen. “And just how do we—?”

“We take over the ship,” Grady said calmly.

Jonas’s mouth dropped open. He wasn’t sure if he’d heard Grady correctly.

“Don’t tell me you ain’t heard the voices at night,” Grady said. “We all have. And that ghost ship is still followin’ us. Them witches is fleein’ somethin’, and it’s behind us. Tried to slow us down when it drove us into that derelict. Hell, we’d probably run aground by now if it weren’t for the… the poison.” The whispered words disappeared onto the wind.

Jonas was beginning to nod. Yes, he’d been hearing voices, of late. Yes, he’d heard multiple reports of a ship following them, never getting closer or further away. Everyone knew of the ancient derelict that skewered their hull, not to mention one of their own. And the signs had been there. Oh yes, he knew it to be true. Now that his eyes were open, it had been there all along: the albatross, the storm petrels, the dead cabin boy. And worst of all may have been when the pup spilled her blood on deck. Wasn’t that like an animal marking their territory? Had the bitch already marked the ship as her territory as well? He shuddered again. Grady caught the sign.

“It’s the only way we’ll survive,” Grady said, then added, “the others are ready.”

The others? Jonas was surprised by this statement. Grady had already spoken with the others? If that was the case, what chance did he have to go against them? If he did, if he warned the captain, and they succeeded anyway, he might get thrown overboard with the witches.

“We have to take over the ship,” Grady repeated. “When we do, we’ll throw ‘em over and the ghost ship can have ‘em back.”

A long pause strung out between the men. Finally, Jonas spoke.

“Take over the ship,” he said. “You mean—”

“Mutiny,” Grady finished.
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Chapter 26


1

Young William St. Barbe had kept to himself after the whipping. He still slept in the same area as several of the Miscreants, but he’d been silently excised from the group. Perhaps it was of his own making, or perhaps he hadn’t really been a part to begin with. Regardless, he now kept to himself.

Only given one day to recuperate after his punishment, he was sore for several more. His duties seemed harder. His watches seemed longer. And during this short time, he longed to be home with his young wife even more. And his hatred for Grady had grown.

His days and nights were tormented with little to no sleep. The wounds on his back kept him awake when he lay in his hammock, so he was forced to try sleeping on his side or stomach. This was nearly impossible with the way the hammock hung. As the days passed, he grew wearier from the poor sleep and the endless duties. The thought of how Grady had tricked him, not just him, but everyone, goaded him. The thought of Grady sneaking around the sleeping quarters of Zoe, reaching his diseased hands towards her, pilfering through her things, gnawed at him. And she’d been so kind to him, sneaking him water, at her own peril. William’s stomach dripped with hateful acid for Grady.

When he’d heard that Zoe’s mother had fallen ill, he immediately suspected Grady. How he wished he could prove the illness was at Grady’s hands. Let him be whipped for the foul thoughts in his head. Let him be whipped simply for being Grady.

It was these thoughts that drove William to follow Grady that evening. Since his punishment, the other sailors had seemingly forgotten that William existed. He came and went with his head down. He rarely spoke. And in this manner, he seemed to blend with the other detritus of the ship, drawing no attention to himself, for he was nothing.

2

Grady had volunteered for the second dog watch that ran from 6:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. The entire four-hour watch from four to eight in the evening was deemed the dog watch because it interrupted supper. For that reason, this was the only watch that was split into two halves, the first dog watch from four to six, then the second dog watch. This way sailors could sup at fairly normal times. Grady didn’t mind this watch because it often meant he had the first watch, from 8:00 p.m. to Midnight, free to roam. And tonight, he had some place special to visit.

During his nightly explorations, Grady inspected whatever he could. There was always something to find on a ship, and there was always a place to hide it. Getting it off the ship was an occasional trick, but he’d lined his pockets with more than a few dollars by being clever. Besides, tonight may be his last chance at finding anything good for a while. The plans for taking over the ship had been decided. The time had been set. There were a few items that still needed to be gathered, but others had been assigned those tasks. So, Grady roamed.

Deep into the cargo hold, Grady ventured. He turned at familiar corners, climbed familiar crates, and nearly left this section thinking it had nothing new for him when the lantern from his light fell upon something. An odd shadow glared back at his lantern light. It was darker than the others and gave a sense of depth, as if an opening lay behind it.

Had the cargo shifted, causing a fake opening to appear? Shifting cargo—even that which was lashed tightly—was notorious for causing tricks of the eye to appear one day, then disappear the next. Only an experienced seaman could detect the subtle changes.

Grady shimmied around a narrow corner and was surprised to find an actual passage between the crates. Moving around another corner, he was surprised and exhilarated to come to nothing more than a wooden wall. He was surprised because it had escaped his mind to look for this. He was exhilarated because he knew exactly what it was: a secret pocket door.

He knew that all ships had secret compartments, some more secret than others. But this type of room was fairly common. It wasn’t meant to hide away the captain’s valuables, but was used to keep special cargo out of sight of general wanderers. Normally, there wouldn’t be an aisle leading directly to the wall, which was a hidden door, but loading circumstances sometimes caused it to happen.

With lantern raised, it took little time for his hand to find the hidden lever above his head. A small click echoed in the tight hallway as the internal latch released. Hidden springs pulled on the secret door, and it rolled smoothly into the wall. Light fell upon the specially stowed cargo. Grady’s eyes widened as he gazed at the cargo boxes. Each one of them was branded with the same symbol: a strand of black pearls.

3

William had followed quietly for several minutes. He carried no lantern, for none was needed, as the light from Grady’s lantern was enough. Occasionally William felt the need to fall back into the shadows, fearful that Grady was about to turn around, but Grady never did. Finally, tired of hiding and tired of being afraid of Grady, William followed more boldly. Had he not, he may not have seen Grady slip into the narrow passage that led to the secret door.

William could hear Grady mumbling to himself. He was probably drunk, William thought. Grady often mumbled strange things, and some sailors doubted every word that came out of his mouth. But for a reason William could not understand, Grady held sway over many men. Despite his wretched, rotting face and his foul breath, Grady could capture the attention of men. Perhaps it was how Grady had survived for so long, an innate survival mechanism beat into him over the years. Had he been born to different circumstances, William thought Grady could have been a politician. They were both equally wretched in his mind.

Grady spun and held his lantern high. William stopped a few feet from the hidden door. Inside the storage room, behind Grady, William saw well-made crates. They were all of similar construction and new wood. Someone had spent a small fortune shipping whatever was inside. And they’d all been marked by the same shipper. A set of black pearls was branded onto the sides of those he could see.

A yellow hole opened in Grady’s face, the sneer-smile that William had seen before.

“I was wonderin’ when you’d come sniffin’ ‘round,” Grady said. “Come to get a real punishment, did ya? Well just bend o’er these crates ‘ere and I’ll show ya’ some real pain.”

William stood his ground, measuring the size of the secret room and hidden passageway as he did. There was little room to move here, but he could manage.

“Lookin’ for something else to steal?” William said.

Grady leaned back against the nearest crate. Several of them had been stacked two and three high, but two on the bottom row were longer than the others and jutted out a few feet towards him, a makeshift wooden ledge. He’d just been thinking about prying open one of the long boxes when he’d heard someone behind him.

“And what if I am?” Grady switched the lantern from his right hand to his left, intending to set it down. He wanted his hands free. “You here to stop me?”

William stepped closer. “I don’t give a damn what you do, you thievin’ son of a whore. But I do give a damn about what yer plannin’.”

Grady’s eyes widened slightly, and William knew he had him in a bind. Despite no longer being in the Circle of Miscreants, William still had ears, and he knew something was afoot, something about Zoe and her mother. He intended to report his suspicions to Mr. Goffe right after he finished his business with Grady.

“Boy, yer about to get yerself on the wrong side of—”

William lunged. A fast right hand met Grady’s leaking face, sending his head rocking sideways. The lantern fell from Grady’s hand, shattering its globe on the wooden planks. The wick sputtered but stayed burning. A small pool of oil began to leak from the metal canister.

Grady leaned back on the crate and kicked out with both feet, hitting William in the stomach. Air rushed from the young man’s lungs with a low ooooffff.

Another kick from Grady was intended for William’s ribs, but it was absorbed by William’s left arm, trapping Grady’s leg. William yanked the leg forward, trying to wrestle Grady to the floor, but a left-hand fist caught William on the temple by surprise. He saw stars. Grady grabbed William’s hair and yanked his head forward as he squeezed his right leg in. William felt his balance being pulled forward and tried to take advantage of the momentum, throwing himself towards Grady.

William’s right elbow met Grady’s forehead, just as Grady’s knife hand found William’s left kidney. Both men were wracked with pain. But only one was bleeding.

In the dark, both men scrabbled for the other’s eyes, but the crate shelf limited their movement. William landed another elbow to Grady’s head, but weaker than the last. They were face to face in the dark, each intent on killing the other.

William’s head lay against Grady’s and despite the smell of rotting flesh, he tried to bite off any part of Grady he could find. He managed only to gasp for breath.

Grady, fighting to keep from blacking out from the blows to his head, grappled to find his knife, only to realize from William’s groans that it had found its mark the first time. He pulled it free of William’s body and stabbed again and again. Young William’s body convulsed with each killing stroke. Then it slumped onto him and convulsed no more.

Grady struggled to free himself from beneath William’s body, which had become nearly dead weight. He was still breathing, Grady thought, but wouldn’t be for long. Grady rolled William towards the back of the crates, which pushed his own body forward, and eventually onto the floor. The broken lantern had just begun to spread to the pool of oil when Grady snatched it up. He stomped at the low flame with his foot, spreading the oil as best he could to put it out. From the darkening room, a sudden thump startled him. He thought it was the final death throes of young William and held the lantern high to watch the light fade from William’s eyes. Instead, Grady was horrified at what he saw.

William’s crumpled body lay curled upon the tops of the two lowest crates. They were barely wide enough to accommodate his body in its fetal position. He had fallen over so that his torso lay upon the crate on the left; his legs hung off the front of the crate on the right. As the blood leaked from his body, it soaked through his shirt, then pooled briefly into a puddle beneath him, on top of the left crate. There, instead of shimmering in the dark, waiting to congeal, the fresh blood of William disappeared into the crate—one of the many black-pearl crates that crowded the room. It was as if the wood was drinking in the blood as quickly as it flowed from William’s body.

Then another thump. Only this time, it wasn’t just a sound. Grady saw the crate on the left shudder in unison with the noise. Something was inside.

Two more thumps. The crate shuddered again.

Something was trying to get out.

Grady screamed and ran.
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Chapter 27


1

Sheridan had gone to sleep with an uneasy feeling that night. It hadn’t been one particular event that had set him on edge, but a slow buildup of odd occurrences throughout the day.

It had started that morning. He’d grown fond of getting up early and witnessing the different phases of dawn. He still couldn’t detect the difference between astronomical dawn and nautical dawn, which occur when the sun is still well below the horizon. But at some point, the stars began to wash out, and objects on board took shape. That, he’d learned, was civil dawn, the last phase of darkness before actual sunrise.

On that morning, as he’d stood, looking eastward, he heard a grumbling sailor. “Red sky at night, sailor’s delight; Red sky in the morn’, sailor be warned.”

Sheridan looked up into the rigging. A sailor whom he’d seen but not met was peering westward. Sheridan turned and looked in that direction.

Ahead of them—it was impossible for him to tell how far—was a low, but very red, angry sky. And to his eye, it seemed to stretch from the north pole to the south. He saw nothing but a wall of red clouds.

That had started the sailors talking; there was a storm on the way. Whether it was moving directly east towards them, or moving at some northerly or southerly track made no difference. It was as wide as the horizon, so there was no way around it. They could only hope it petered out before they got to it. Otherwise, they were in for rough weather.

Later that morning, Sheridan detected something. On more than one occasion, he was certain he’d heard sailors mention the sick woman. He only caught bits and pieces, but felt as though they were wondering why she hadn’t died yet. Perhaps it was because Zoe had just been released from her quarantine and had been seen briefly on deck yesterday. He didn’t like the attention the sailors were paying to the mother and her daughter. He'd grown fond of them, and felt more like a protective older brother to Zoe with each passing day. His sense of danger was on alert before noon.

After having checked on Zoe, he’d returned to his wanderings, but with a sharper ear. He prevented himself from daydreaming and focused on the sailors. He grew more alarmed as the day went on.

He could easily discern two distinct groups of sailors, the officers excluded. One of the most wretched men he’d ever seen, Grady something was his name, seemed to be the unofficial envoy of the more experienced sailors. He wasn’t exactly a spokesperson, but some type of activity orbited about him. The second group was made of seemingly normal men, but whom had an uninteresting air about them. It was as if they faded into the background by some strange quality. But what Sheridan found alarming on that day was that some of these unknowns had suddenly fallen into Grady’s orbit. He couldn’t put his finger on why this alarmed him, but he couldn’t deny the growing sense of dread he felt.

By suppertime, he’d convinced himself something was afoot. The angry red clouds had grown alarmingly close through the course of the day. The storm must be moving fast, he thought. The pace of the sailors seemed to increase as well. There had been no command that he had heard to quickly lash the sails or perform some other safety measure, but a palpable agitation could be felt, nonetheless. And the whole time, just off the periphery of his vision, he felt the orbit of Grady pass through the sailors, one by one.

Finally retiring to sleep, Sheridan tossed fitfully in his hammock. His thin layer of sleep was only held in place by the blanket of worry which lay upon his mind.
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The eighth bell tolled an ominous warning—midnight.

Sheridan woke with a start. “What?” he said to the darkness.

What was that?

A sound.

As his eyes searched the darkness, his mind raced after the sound, but it fled before him, flying away on the wind.

He lay still in his hammock, breathing quietly, searching his memory. The sound was familiar to him, but sleep kept him from placing it. His eyes began to close back towards sleep. What did they care for sound? It was of no use to them.

A small amount of time passed.

The ominous tone rang out again. He recognized it immediately. It was a pistol shot.

Sitting up, his heart was already racing, tightening his chest. His stomach began to churn watery acid. All this, before his mind had time to worry. His natural instincts knew something was amiss.

Then he heard the voices, first muffled and infrequent, then growing. Something was happening on deck.

Were they signaling another ship?

Had the rumored ghost ship finally caught up to them?

Were they under attack?

It took less than a second for these thoughts and others to flash through his mind, then he was moving. His trousers were on. His feet were in their boots. Coat and hat. He took two steps towards the stairs and froze.

Another shot rang out. He heard men running. There was yelling. There was cursing. Whatever was happening was not good. And it was occurring just above him.
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Mr. Goffe had been on the foredeck peering into the dark sky; it was nearly eight bells into the first watch—almost midnight—and he was looking forward to sleep.

All day he’d watched the storm building before them. It was a wall of clouds that had steadily grown, a mountain that hung in the sky, waiting. A monster.

At some point in the day, he’d felt they’d been lucky. Sailing this late in the season had its risks, but besides a few strange occurrences, they’d been fortunate. Maybe, with the captain’s experience, his own stern hand, and Eirik’s weather eye at the helm, everything would turn out fine.

He thought about his wife, Elizabeth, and their newborn son, Robert Jr. What were they doing just then? Robert knew they were in an earlier hour of their day compared to him, but didn’t have the mental fortitude to work out the time. ‘Earlier’ was good enough for him. Maybe they were just waking up, he thought. Or perhaps it’s a fine September mid-afternoon and they’re sitting in the sun chatting with a neighbor.

He imagined his wife’s face, as he had every night at sea, and felt a familiar longing for her. How long it would be before he was back to her, he didn’t care to think about. But when he was, after this voyage, perhaps he’d hang up his sea legs and start a small business of his own. He knew plenty of sea captains, and he had a little money saved. He could start exporting to the new world. And who knew? Mr. Broussard seemed to be of upstanding character, perhaps the two of them could strike up an agreement.

Then he heard a sound.

Only, unlike Sheridan, Robert Goffe knew the sound immediately. He also felt it.

A pistol shot had gone off right behind him, and suddenly his back was on fire. He turned and looked at his assailant.
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Captain Broussard had spent the better part of his evening sitting at his desk and staring at the painting. His journal lay open before him. At some point, he’d intended on writing an entry there, but had gotten distracted. It was the painting.

Ever since the day they’d encountered the ghost ship which stabbed a hole in his ship’s bow, he’d become more fascinated by the painting.

Had the waves of the painted storm always been so high?

He imagined they’d gotten larger since the last time he’d looked.

And what of that hole in the bow?

His crew had patched the hole the best they could. And for a while, the bow of the ship in the painting had showed a hole—or seemed to. Now, however, in the painting, where the hole used to be, was a glowing red circle.

Why would the artist put a red circle there?

It was as if something glowed red from within the ship, and that light was leaking out of the hole in the bow.

He’d pondered over these thoughts for hours. Several bowls of pipe tobacco had been smoked while staring at the painting, for each time he looked up at it, he was sure something was different about it.

At some point late in the evening, as his eyes could no longer stare into that wretched scene—he now fancied the painted ship would founder and sink in some later rendition—he looked down at his journal. There was no new journal entry there, but what he saw perplexed him even more than the painting.

The empty page had been filled with circles. Hundreds of circles had scribbled and scratched onto the pages. Sometimes they were done in ink, sometimes the quill had been dry. Regardless, his hand seemingly worked for hours making circle after circle. And they all looked like pearls.

Closing the journal, the captain didn’t bother with changing into his night clothes. He’d begun to wonder if he’d dozed off at his desk. Perhaps he’d dreamt the whole business about the painting. Who could tell at this point? And with that thought, and heavy eyelids, he stumbled to his bed and fell into a troubled sleep.

So, when the strange noise woke him, and his eyes struggled to discern dream from reality, he wasn’t altogether surprised to imagine seeing a shape falling over the rail of the painted ship.
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Robert Goffe, however, was surprised.

When the pistol shot rang out, he was surprised. He’d just been thinking about his wife.

When the pain in his back registered in his brain, he was surprised. Oddly, he thought it would have been worse.

When he turned to witness his attacker, he was surprised. Had his eyes really failed in an instant, leaving him blind to the world?

When he became weightless, he was surprised. Where had the deck of the ship gone? Had he really been that careless?

And when his body hit the cold water, he was surprised. His life had ended so quickly.
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Chaos broke upon the ship named Carmilla.

The Circle of Miscreants and their new acolytes unleashed hell in swift decisive moves. Ridding themselves of the ass-licking Mr. Goffe had been a key part of the mutiny. And that had gone surprisingly well. It was almost as if Fate itself had known their plans and coordinated the elements to assist with the killing stroke. The dark clouds that rolled towards the ship had distracted Mr. Goffe, taking him off his guard. The mysterious painting and the contents hidden behind it had cast a malaise over the captain, otherwise, he may have felt the nervous energy that ran through the men. And for the few sailors that the Circle had deemed untrustworthy—or unwilling—they were being dealt with.

Grady knew there was a bare minimum of sailors needed to safely control the ship. And although his mottled mind had struggled with the logistical assignments, Johnathan Thomas, with his ape-like arms hanging between his knees, knew them immediately. As his hard fingernail scratched a crude outline of a ship on the wooden floor, he called out the key assignments they would need. And the plan had been set.
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Alan Shelding, having taken his supper with Eirik, was just putting his bowl away when the bells tolled midnight. The pistol shot sounded like a snapping piece of wood to him, causing him to pause. His mind went instantly to the hastily patched hole in the bow of the ship. Had it broken loose?

Or even worse.

God help us, did we hit something again? Alan’s mind raced through the possibilities, but try as he might, it would never consider the real source of the sound.

Eirik, on the other hand, looked up from his mutton stew on full alert the moment the sound reached him. Being the only two men in the galley, and considering the poor communication between Eirik and most sailors on the ship, there had been no other noise to muddle the sound, only the thick planks of the main deck above them. He knew that a single pistol shot didn’t immediately mean mutiny, but a ship had protocol. One did not hear random shots aboard a ship. Orders were called out before the signaling cannon was fired. Warnings were announced when fishing by long rifle was needed. And besides, nothing could be seen in the water this time of night, anyway. Besides these commonsense thoughts, Eirik had been listening to his other senses for the last several days. Odin’s Kall notwithstanding, he’d felt a negative energy building in the Carmilla of late. It ebbed and flowed, as it did on most ships, but it had been steadily growing in this one. It swirled around the ship like an invisible fog. It wasn’t as tangible as smoke, but a ship had her own personality and feeling. Eirik had learned this as a little boy. And something was making the Carmilla sick. The pistol shot was just the first outward symptom to finally burst through the skin.

Or was this really the first symptom? Hadn’t there been others? Perhaps the Carmilla had been sending signals the entire time, and even he had failed to see them.

Eirik was up and looking through the open window a second after the shot registered with him. The galley was one level below the main deck, but Eirik was looking for other sailors. If this was the start of a mutiny, he doubted all the sailors would be in on it.

Alan had turned around with a questioning look on his face, to see Eirik crouching, scanning the midship cargo hold. “What—?” Alan started, but Eirik’s hand flew out in a quick, chopping motion. Then it waved him down.

Alan crept to the galley window and squinted into the dark hold, listening.
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On deck, several things happened at once. The pistol shot had come from the bow, which drew the attention of a sailor on deck. He moved towards the sound, but was met by the big ugly Frenchman, Jean Baptiste, who sprang out of the shadows. One swift arc and the club in the Frenchman’s hand landed a killing blow to the sailor’s head. He crumpled to the deck, lifeless.

Two sailors, coming on board at the eighth bell to begin their midwatch, were surprised by the sudden chaos. It was normally dead silence at this time. Quickly realizing something was amiss, and witnessing the attack on their mate, the two sailors shouted and moved towards Jean Baptiste.
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“What… what do we do?” Alan whispered.

Although Eirik didn’t fully understand the man’s words, the fear in his voice was universal. Eirik said only one word, “Cap’tan.” He flicked his eyes toward the ceiling, indicating the captain’s quarters above them.

Exiting the galley and moving up the inner stairs, the noise of the commotion grew. Arriving on deck, Eirik quickly surveyed the scene. Two sailors were fighting with the large Frenchman at middeck. Two others were locked in a struggle on the foredeck, but just then, a second pistol shot rang out and one of them fell dead. The man with the pistol turned towards the stern.

The second helmsman, Sven, another Norwegian, but with better English than Eirik, had the wheel. Eirik and the younger man glanced at each other but said nothing. Sven’s wide eyes said all Eirik needed to know: he was not part of the mutiny. Eirik held a finger to his lips as he passed the man by.

Then Grady’s yellow voice rang out. “The captain!” He waved the pistol, pointing toward the captain’s quarters. “Get the captain!”

Jean Baptiste hoisted one sailor in the air as the other wrestled his legs. All three toppled over.

Johnathan Thomas, the Miscreant who’d been saved by Grady’s second shot, headed down the foredeck stairs.

Eirik and Alan had been moving amongst the shadows until they heard Grady’s command: Get the captain. Both men sprang from their cover and sprinted up the stairs to the poop deck. There, Jonas Raven, having laid in wait for this very occasion, blocked their path.
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Sheridan stayed in the shadows of the hold for several excruciating minutes. Out of all the research he’d done while aboard, this scenario had never crossed his mind. Why had he not considered it?

What would it have mattered? What could you have done about it?

Nothing was the answer.

Not without understanding what was really happening.

So, what are you doing here?

Whether it had been his father’s voice in his head or his own, it propelled him into action. Sheridan crept up the stairs and onto the middeck. Crouching low, and keeping to the shadows, Sheridan surveyed the deck. He’d arrived just in time to see Eirik and Alan meet one of the other sailors on the poop deck.
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“Now, listen lads,” said Jonas. “It’s the only way, don’t ya see?”

Before Eirik or Alan had a chance to respond, Captain Blackburn stepped from the shadows of his cabin door and clubbed Jonas over the head with the butt of his own pistol. The man blinked twice as his knees buckled. He staggered, then crumpled to the deck in slow movements.

With a deft flip of the pistol, Captain Blackburn pointed the barrel at the two men and strode toward them.

Alan’s eyes flew open as his hands went up. “Captain?”

Eirik stepped aside.

With one more step the captain was between the two men and the pistol went off. Below him on middeck, Grady flinched away from the captain’s shot, causing his own third shot to fly up through a sail. Both men looked at each other. Neither tried to reload. They both knew it was pointless.

The captain surveyed the crew. Where was Mr. Goffe?

Johnathan Thomas, Ida Crane, and several other sailors joined Grady at middeck. The captain saw no other men.

“The witches,” Grady shouted up to him. “That ghost ship wants them witches and we aim to give ‘em what they want.”

Whether in agreement or protest to this statement, the Carmilla dipped her bow, then reared up, crashing through a wave. This sent the mutineers stumbling about the deck, cursing. The seas seemed to have an opinion on the events of the evening.

The captain looked at the buffeting sails, then to Eirik. The quartermaster had already noticed. The winds had changed. A storm was bearing down on them.

The Circle of Miscreants, now the Circle of Mutineers, edged closer. They were still near middeck, but the captain knew some of those men could cross the remaining distance and scale the stairs in mere seconds. The stairs were far easier to ascend than climbing a rat’s nest of ropes.

“Where is Mr. Goffe?” the captain asked.

“Oh, you shouldn’t worry yer’self ‘bout Mr. Goffe,” Grady said, his voice rising with glee. “He went to go see the ghost ship fer himself!”

The image of the painted ship and the falling man flashed into the captain’s mind. Behind his hard face, he said a silent prayer for his first mate.

“You can’t sail her with the men you have,” said the captain. “A storm is coming.”

In response, the ship bucked again, causing the men to dance a stumbling ballet. They inched closer.

“You send down that big Swede,” said Grady, “and we’ll be fine. We’re savin’ yer’ ship cap’n. Savin’ ourselves.”

Another rock of the ship and a flash of movement caught the captain’s attention. The large hand of Jean Baptiste had just gripped the port-side rail of the poop deck. The whole time he’d been watching Grady and the others, the big Frenchman had been climbing along the outside of the ship, for just this purpose.

The captain turned and shoved Alan towards his cabin. Their only chance of survival was to barricade themselves inside.

“Get him!” Grady yelled.

Jean Baptiste growled as he struggled to top the rail. The rocking ship had nearly cast him off.

The captain grabbed the shirt of the still unconscious Jonas Raven and with one heave, tossed him through the door of his cabin. “Come!” he yelled to Eirik.

Eirik, trapped between his readiness to fight the Frenchman and his self-preserving desire to navigate the ship, halted for only a second. He relied on his training, and followed the captain’s orders. He turned and lunged for the open cabin door, just as Jean Baptiste cleared the rail.

“No!” Grady yelled as the cabin door slammed shut. Jean Baptiste rammed a large shoulder against the door to no avail. It had been barred from the inside and had three strong men to hold it.

Grady fumed at their missed opportunity. Although the captain was sequestered, without the navigator under their control, they were severely hampered. Altering the voyage while escaping the ghost ship—which he’d truly come to believe was following them—would be perilous at best. Realizing he was only at the beginning of his plan to rid them of the curse, he yelled, “The witches! Get the witches!”
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Chapter 28
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During the short standoff between the captain and Grady, Sheridan had slipped from his hiding place on deck to the darker security of the cargo hold. He couldn’t believe what he was witnessing. In a matter of minutes, the lives of everyone on the ship had just changed. But it was the rapidly approaching moments that may seal everyone’s fate. The ship had sailed headlong into a storm without its chief navigator to guide them through.

A few of the lower officers had put up decent fights, but the mutineers had been prepared. Each one had a target and as far as Sheridan could tell, they each executed their parts according to a well laid plan. But was it true what Grady had said about Mr. Goffe? Sheridan felt a stab of loss in his stomach. He’d grown fond of the first mate, and certainly respected him. It was no wonder they targeted him first.

Slowly, a few of the other passengers emerged from their dark sleeping holes. Questions were raised to Sheridan as if he should have some answers. And why not? The other passengers had watched as Sheridan, with his natural ease and good nature, befriended the officers and several sailors on the ship. Surely, he would know what to do.

But Sheridan had no answers for them and urged them to go back to their berths. The mutineers were discussing their requests with the captain now, so perhaps the entire thing would be over soon.

But those hopes were dashed almost as quickly as he’d thought them. He suddenly heard raised voices and running feet. Men were scrambling towards the back of the ship. Sheridan ascended a few steps to middeck but kept his head low. Apparently, the negotiations had already ended. Then he heard the worst thing he could have imagined.

“Get the witches!”

Grady meant to do something terrible to Victoria and Zoe.

He jumped from the stairs and, despite the nearly pitch-black cargo hold, sprinted toward the sleeping berth of the two women, a mother-daughter pair whom he felt a strange responsibility for, especially considering Victoria’s recent illness. The low-burning lanterns cast feeble light, but he knew the path to their berth well. He’d taken to checking on them several times a day. He had only a short-bladed knife on his belt. All other passenger weapons had been stowed before they’d set sail. He wasn’t sure how he would defend the women against the mob of men, but would not stand by and do nothing.

Turning a corner, not expecting anyone to be in this section, he crashed into someone and sent them both flying. A startled cry echoed in the dark and he recognized the voice immediately.

“Zoe,” Sheridan said. “Are you alright? What are you—?”

Zoe, having been cushioned by a coil of rope, sat up and pulled her legs beneath her. “What’s happened?” she said. “I heard noises and went to see, but…”

Sheridan realized with horror that she’d been wandering again in only her dressing gown. Had she no concept of men? Silently chastising her decision, he stood and helped her up. He held her shoulders and whispered, “Are you hurt?”

“No, but what—?”

They heard voices coming from further up and Sheridan clamped his hand over her mouth. “Quiet,” he breathed. His voice barely a whisper. The voices were coming from the direction of Victoria and Zoe’s sleeping berth. The mutineers where ahead of him.

Quietly, Sheridan pulled Zoe backwards into the shadows. She didn’t struggle, but didn’t want to stay quiet either. She had questions, and began to pull at his hand.

Somewhere in the dark, Sheridan heard a mumble of voices and a wooden door thrown open with a loud crash.

“She’s gone!” someone said. “The pup is gone!” Sheridan’s stomach sank at the sound of Grady’s voice. He was already at the sleeping berth.

Zoe began to panic, struggling to get free. Sheridan gripped her tighter. “Shhh,” he whispered as he led their retreat. His mind spun. What he did in the next several seconds was a matter of life and death.

“Take the bitch,” Grady said. “I’ll deal with the pup.”

Then Sheridan began to panic.
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Grady watched as the men pulled an unconscious Victoria from her hammock. He’d been surprised she’d lasted as long as she had. Jean Baptiste had assured them the poison had been full strength—after all, Arsenic was in great supply on the ship, due to its varied uses. Yet, she’d survived it. Some even said she was recovering. And if that wasn’t proof enough that she was a witch, he didn’t know what was.

Once the men were gone, Grady surveyed the small sleeping berth. He felt a surge of power run through his body as he gazed upon the hammock where Zoe had slept. His mind slipped back to the night he’d stolen the silver comb. His eyes flashed to the knothole that was at the foot—literally—of her small sleeping area. Again, the fear of Zoe being a witch was overpowered by his desire for her. He’d been young once, and despite the sordid lessons he’d been given by Celeste in the Paris brothel, Zoe was a chance to start clean, in a manner of speaking. Zoe was what he’d wished Celeste had been during all those lessons.

Those long, agonizing lessons that he wished to relive once more.

“Lil’ burr-ddyyy…” he whispered to the room. His yellow words stained the darkness like a plague.

He wasn’t concerned that she wasn’t there. Not in the least. In fact, he felt a youthful flutter in his stomach which was quickly spreading to his groin. It was the anticipation of the first kiss. At some point in his youth, he’d felt this same anticipation, instead of pain or embarrassment. But this time would be different. This time the first kiss would be with someone clean, someone untouched, and his mouth watered from the anticipation. A black tongue poked at the corners of his flaking mouth.

“Oh, lil’ burdy…” he mumbled. No, he wasn’t worried that she wasn’t there. It made the game more fun. Besides, there was no place on the ship she could hide that he couldn’t find her.

No place.
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Deep into the cargo hold, Sheridan finally loosened his hand from Zoe’s mouth. For ten minutes he’d carried her with his left arm as his right hand kept her quiet. He occasionally risked discovery by whispering in her ear. “Shhh...” “It’s OK.” “Shhh…”

At some point he’d felt her body slump. He quickly stopped and listened for breathing, suddenly afraid he’d smothered her by accident. Holding her and keeping her quiet while traversing the caverns of the cargo hold was almost more than his mind could take. Had he even checked that her nose was clear? He was certain he’d been too noisy or careless, and that at any second Grady or one his acolytes would spring from the shadows and cut his throat.

Realizing that she was fine—even awake—and only succumbing to adrenaline overload, he repositioned her in his arms, as if carrying a small child to bed, who had fallen asleep on the carriage ride home. And was this very far from the truth? She was a child after all.

But that was the only similarity, he told himself. A carriage ride home likely would not have been a life-or-death voyage, which this one had just become. And this story had a real-life monster in it.

After several more minutes Sheridan stumbled and nearly fell. He was exhausted and had to rest. His own body was reacting to the adrenaline now, and he suddenly felt tired. He stood Zoe on her feet and leaned against a stack of cotton bales.

“What’s going to happen?” she whispered. She’d been listening to him closely for the last several minutes. Even in the dark she knew he was sweating; she could smell him. And he’d been breathing heavily for a while. She’d let herself go limp, hoping to make his job easier. For some reason she had complete trust in him.

Sheridan caught his breath, then listened to the darkness. It was too quiet, he thought. He almost wished he heard yelling, at least that way he could tell where the men were.

“There’s been a mutiny,” he whispered.

“A muti—?”

He put his fingers to her lips, still catching his breath.

“You have to hide,” he said. “We have to hide you. Just for a little while.” His breath came back. “You have to stay out of sight until the captain regains control.”

“But mama, who will look after her?”

Sheridan was shocked at this. Had she not heard Grady’s command? Did she not understand the danger she was in?

At that moment, Sheridan doubted that his plan would work. How could he keep this girl safe if she didn’t understand what was at stake?

How long has it been since the mutiny started? How much time do we have?

His sense of time was completely gone. With every ticking second, he felt they’d be discovered. He made a snap decision. “The sailors mean to kill you.”

Her sharp intake of breath told him she was listening.

“They mean to kill you, or…” He took a long, shuddering breath. “…or worse.”

Something palpable passed between Zoe and Sheridan at that moment. He felt it. And somehow, he knew she had also.

Finally, after several seconds, she said, “I see.” For a moment, Sheridan thought he heard Victoria’s voice, just a flash of it. It was as if Zoe had matured ten years in the short span of time it took her to think over his words.

Then she said something to him that nearly knocked him over. His knees buckled as his heart leapt into his throat. Her words were ones of utter belief and complete trust. “Where shall you hide me?”

After the initial shock, Sheridan looked around this part of the cargo hold. His blind escape with Zoe had happened so quickly, he hadn’t thought about where to take her. He had just taken her. But the Filament of Fate runs through all things, even deep cargo holds.

Risking lighting a lantern, he held it high and surveyed his surroundings. In a flash of relief, he couldn’t believe their good fortune. They were at the hidden passage that led to the secret door. Behind the secret door—a pocket door really, made to look like the wall—was a room filled with crates. Special crates, he thought, for they had been carefully stowed and hidden. He led Zoe forward, until they reached the wall. Silently, he pointed at the lever high up, flipped it, and let the door slide open. Zoe gaped at the trick.

Before them sat the special crates which had been so carefully packed and labeled. The Black Pearl Trading Company, Sheridan imagined. What exotic goods had they shipped? Perhaps, if they got out of this terrible predicament he would research them, tell them a harrowing tale with their crates at the center of it, and strike up a business agreement. But for now, they had a different purpose.

Sheridan gave the lantern to Zoe and began inspecting the large stack of crates. He was looking for the best hiding place, but these were packed side to side and lashed tightly. He didn’t have time to rearrange them. Most stacks rose three crates high, with the exception of the two on the bottom; they were longer than the others and jutted out a bit, forming a natural wooden ledge of sorts.

He stood atop the ledge, one boot on each crate, trying to peer over the top and behind them. Little did he know that not long ago this same ledge held two other men, one bleeding, one not. But Fate was strange that way.

It was too dark to see anything, and the lantern light didn’t help from the low angle which Zoe held it. But other forces were at work now. And whether from a sudden rock of the ship, or the Filament of Fate, Sheridan’s right boot slipped from the edge of the crate he stood upon. When it did, he heard a faint but familiar squeak, a loose nail moving through wood.

Still clinging to the rope lashing around the higher crates, Sheridan let his weight settle into his right leg, then he did a sort of hanging squat on the front edge of the crate. It squeaked again. It was loose. He jumped down and stared at the wooden boxes.

A wild idea came to him. The ultimate hiding spot was right in front of him. Not even the most seasoned sailor would think to look there.

He’d hide Zoe inside the crate.
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“Stay here,” Sheridan said. “Just for a moment. I need to gather a few things.”

And without waiting for a response, Sheridan left Zoe in the hidden room with the special cargo, with nothing but a low-burning lantern.

His heart pounded in his chest as made his way out of the bowels of the ship. He couldn’t afford even the smallest mistake. There was too much riding on the next several minutes.

The ship tossed and rolled as he ascended the twisting corridors. His sea legs were well established by now, but the rolling motion was taking a toll on him. That, and the overwhelming stress of the situation. He wondered briefly how the captain was faring and started to venture topside to see. Perhaps the mutiny had been quelled in the last several minutes, he hoped. But when he came within earshot of the deck, he knew it had not. What he heard set a knot in his stomach.

There were shouts of protest carried on howling wind.

Were those passengers shouting? Were they standing up to the mutineers?

Something banged around middeck, then a barrel came crashing down the set of stairs he was near. Items on deck had come untethered and were sliding about. They were apt to lose more men in this weather, he thought. If that happened, could they control the ship?

As if in answer, a shriek of wind howled through the ship, just as another wave hit the boat. This one was hard enough to send a torrent of water across the deck and down the hatch. He was soaked with cold sea water. But more than the shock of water, something else shocked him more.

Was that cracking wood?

The thought had no sooner entered Sheridan’s mind than it was obliterated by a blinding flash of light and a sharp crack of thunder. The sound rang in his ears.

Another pistol shot?

His confused mind tried to make sense of the sounds, but there were too many. He knew the situation was spiraling out of control. His time was very short. The rolling of the ship told him they were in worsening weather, or the helmsman was distracted by the fighting. Perhaps both.

He quickly gathered what items he could find, then descended, without delay, back into the bowels of the ship.

Looking only once behind him, in case he was being followed, he slipped silently into the hidden passage, opened the sliding door, and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Zoe sitting atop the wooden ledge clinging to the lashing ropes. Her feet were pulled up beneath her.

“How’s mama?” Zoe whispered. Her face was turned to the floor, but he still saw that it was pale. He thought she’d been shivering either from fear or the increased rocking of the ship.

“I didn’t have time to check on her,” Sheridan said. He pushed wet hair out of his face. “I’ll do that later.” He hoped Zoe couldn’t detect the uncertainty in his voice, but what if she did? He controlled very little at that moment.

“Jump down,” Sheridan said, and sat a cloth sack on the floor. He quietly closed the hidden door until it latched. He needed to muffle as much sound as possible.

From the sack, he pulled out a short crowbar and a hatchet with a flat head on one side. He hadn’t needed the sack for these. He knew tools such as these were stowed all throughout the ship. “The rest is yours,” he said, nodding to the bag. Then he started prying at the front of the crate.

As Sheridan worked silently on the crate front, Zoe rummaged through the sack. Inside it were two flasks of water, a loaf of bread, and what felt like cheese wrapped in a finer cloth. A tiny moaned slipped from her throat, “…ohhhh…” as realization dawned over her. She slumped back against the door.

Sheridan heard the moan but chose not to acknowledge it. Her life depended on it.

With one strong pull of the crowbar—and one dangerously loud creak from a nail—the front corner of the crate came loose. Sheridan worked the crowbar down along the front side, creating a widening gap as he went. He slowly pried the front open.

Silently he prayed for luck that the crate wasn’t full of something corrosive or dangerous. Small squeaks echoed in the dark room, but were minimized by the slow pressure he applied. Once the gap was wide enough for his fingers, he gripped the open edge with his hands and pulled. Slowly, slowly the gap widened.

Once the front side was free, the other nails across the top and bottom released easily. The nails on the other side of the front panel acted as a hinge, and the front swung partially open.

Sheridan reached inside cautiously and was surprised beyond belief at what he felt. The long crate was stacked full of reams of material!

He smiled at their good fortune. His plan might work after all, he thought. He pulled several folds of material from the crate. Some were folded lengths of cotton, but some were silk. And the silk felt of high quality. Estimating the number of crates marked with the black pearl brand, Sheridan thought there must have been quite a large fortune in material here, assuming the other crates were packed with similar items.

After clearing half of the material from the crate, he held the lantern to the opening and peered in. The floor of the crate still had a foot of material lying on it, and a few squares of cotton were pushed up against the back wall. There was a two-foot clearance from the material up to the top of the crate. It was tight, no doubt, but Zoe was small. She could fit and be comfortable, but she’d have to be quiet.

An image of a girl flashed in his mind. Right in the middle of the empty crate, he saw an image of a girl. She was lying quietly on the bed of silk. He had the sudden and overwhelming feeling he was looking into a coffin from the foot end. He saw her quite clearly. Her feet were bare. Her ankles stuck out from a thin dressing gown. Small hands lay calmly at her side. The rest of her disappeared into the darkness of the coffin. But she was there. And she was being such a good girl, he thought. She was lying so very still.

The surreal scene held Sheridan like a trance. He felt oddly comforted by it, a calming, weighty comfort, as if he’d been cast into a strange dream. He almost imagined himself crawling into the little coffin and lying down next to her to sleep. He was tired, after all.

His mind struggled against the scene. He tried to pull away. But who was the girl in the vision? He wanted to see her face. For no reason he could think, he wanted to see who she was. Was she sleeping? Was she dead? If he could just—

Her toes moved. Not a nervous twitch, not an imagined movement, but a playful wiggle. First one foot, then the other, began to rock back and forth on the heels, toes crisscrossing each other. Moving to the rhythm of a child’s imagination.

Hmm-hmm-hmmmm. A musical little voice sang in his mind.

A lullaby? A child’s song?

Hmm-hmm-hmmmm. The little feet rocked, patting each other, one on top of the other.

What was that song? It pulled at his mind.

Hmm-hmm-hmm-hmmmm-hmm.

He started to crawl in.

The head of the ghost girl sprung up, red eyes glowing in the darkness.

Hmmmm… A low growl.

With a sharp gasp, he scrambled backwards. The secret door stopped his retreat. The trance was broken.

Zoe let out a quick little scream, her hands clenched over her mouth. “What?” she said.

Sheridan looked around, blinking. He almost didn’t recognize the room. How long had he been staring into the crate?

Then he registered that Zoe had asked him something. “What?” he whispered.

“What happened?”

He recovered quickly. “I…” Bending down and glancing back into the crate, he saw only silk and cotton. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. Empty.

“I… I pricked my finger,” he lied, and held a finger to his lips. “Did you hear something?”

Zoe shook her head.

“OK, quickly, you must—”

“I can’t,” Zoe muttered through her fingers. “I…”

“Please, Zoe, we have no time,” Sheridan said. “It will be just for a little while. Until the captain sets matters straight.”

She stared wide-eyed at the open crate.

“Come see.” He squatted down. “It’s like a little covey. You’ll be safe here. And warm.”

Zoe came away from the wall and peered tentatively into the crate.

“It’s silk,” Sheridan said, and fingered the edge of a square. “A bed of silk. For a princess.” A weak smile colored his face.

Zoe looked at Sheridan with silent, hopeful eyes. “Can I… will I be able to breath?”

Sheridan looked back at the crate. Surely it wasn’t airtight, he thought, but she had a point. Had he nearly overlooked a vital point in the hastily laid plan?

“It’s not airtight, but look,” he said. He picked up the hatchet and pointed to a knot in the wood. With a quick and well-placed swing, he knocked the knot from the front panel. Finding another on the exposed top side, he knocked if free, also. Two half-dollar-sized holes now adorned the jutting end of the crate.

“Plenty of air,” he said. “And sound. I’ll whistle, like this,” he whistled a quick little melody, “when I come back. That way you’ll know it’s me.”

She knelt in front of the opening, then touched the silk.

“It’s soft,” she said, looking up at him.

Sheridan nodded. He felt they’d lingered far too long. “Yes, yes, you’ll be safe. I promise.”

Zoe looked at Sheridan in the low light. “You promise?” she whispered.

The words stabbed his heart. That sound of innocent trust pierced him cleaner than any blade could. In that moment, he wanted nothing more than to protect Zoe.

“Yes,” he croaked, then cleared the tremor from his throat. “Yes. I promise.”

And with that, Zoe crawled into the crate.

Sheridan passed the sack of supplies to her. Surely there’d be enough, he thought, trying to convince himself. Surely this whole thing would be over in a matter of hours.

The argument hung weakly in the back of his mind.

She’d already curled herself into a ball and modestly dug her bare feet into a fold of silk. He threw a loose sleeve of material onto her legs; then gave her the biggest smile he could manage. “Sleep tight, princess.”

Zoe didn’t respond. She only watched with wide eyes as he slowly pushed the wooden panel closed.

With a piece of cotton fabric, Sheridan wrapped the hammer end of the hatchet, and as quietly as possible, began to pound the nails back into place, sealing the crate shut.

He couldn’t keep from thinking of coffin nails.
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Chapter 29


Captain Blackburn listened at the cabin door. It had been quiet for some time now, but he suspected that Jean Baptiste was still guarding outside the door. He turned and looked at the bound Mr. Jonas Raven who sat on the floor.

Jonas had a sizeable lump on the back of his head and had taken a long time to wake up. Now, he only moaned a little as the Carmilla rode rough through the waves.

Eirik paced the captain’s cabin, first putting his hands on the port side walls, then striding to starboard and feeling the walls there. He was listening to the ship through the vibrations in the wood.

“She’s strainin’,” said the captain. He knew it without performing the navigator’s ritual.

“Ja,” Eirik said, just as the ship rocked hard to starboard. The navigator stumbled, then let loose a tirade of curses that even the captain couldn’t follow until the last word. “…sidevays!”

“Captain,” said Alan. He’d been squinting out one of the small windows, trying to get a glimpse of what they were sailing into. “It’s beginning to rain, sir.”

The captain nodded but said nothing. It was a dangerous game he was playing. He knew the mutineers needed Eirik. The younger helmsman who happened to be on the wheel when the mutiny took place was learning, but he was no match for the more seasoned navigator. In fact, based on the movements of the ship, the captain thought the young navigator was probably pissing his trousers right about now. How long could he hold out before the pressure broke him? An hour? Two hours? The captain hoped it wouldn’t be that long. They could be well off course during that time. And with the storm upon them, every minute mattered.

Captain Blackburn walked back to Jonas and kicked him in the leg. It wasn’t meant to be a disabling kick, just enough to get his attention. Jonas yelped like a whipped pup.

“Tell me again,” the captain said.

The words tumbled from Jonas’s quivering mouth. “I swear cap’n it weren’t no idea of mine and I never wanted to hurt no one especially Mr. Goffe or them wi— wi— them ladies.” All this came out in one breath. His chest heaved as he sucked in air, then began again. “But bad things have happened since we left port and—”

“Enough of your blubbering,” said the captain. “You can save it for the tribunal. Where you’ll be hanged anyway. I want to know what Mr. Enderby’s intentions are.”

Jonas looked up at the captain like a man who no longer had anything to hide. His voice was weak. “He just wants them… them witches off the ship, sir.”

The captain still couldn’t believe it was superstition alone that drove the men to mutiny, not when everyone of them knew the consequences.

“And what then?” asked the captain. It had been a half an hour already, and everyone knew where the mother-daughter pair slept. He feared they were already dead and in the ocean. And if so, why continue with this madness? Why not attempt to make an accord to save the ship and themselves?

Alexander knew this most certainly meant his own death. If the mutineers could remove him from the equation, while retaining Eirik, they’d truly have full control of the ship. Now, their hold was tenuous at best. And the window for success was rapidly closing. Each rock of the ship told the captain this was true. So, what were they waiting for?
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Chapter 30


Back on deck, Grady was stopped by an unexpected sight. A few passengers had gathered to see about the commotion. When his men had gone topside with a limp Victoria, some of the men had confronted the sailors, wanting to know what this business was about.

There was a standoff.

But, due to the heavily rocking ship, the brave passengers were barely able to keep their balance. Some had fallen and were sliding all over the deck.

The sailors, however, were steady; their hips and knees felt the energy come up through the old planks and they adjusted, bending and swaying, to it like a branch in the wind. The sailors lived and died by that energy, which just seconds before had driven a wave crashing into the Carmilla’s bow. Energy that had perhaps been created by a leaf dropping into the ocean a thousand miles away. Energy that carried the power of life and death in watery droplets.

“What’s all this?” a passenger said. He edged forward. “What do you mean to do with that woman?”

A few other passengers grumbled in agreement, but none advanced. They were having too much trouble standing.

Two of the newest acolytes of the Circle of Mutineers dragged Victoria’s limp body between them. They held her under each arm, but she carried like dead weight. Her head hung forward, not moving, long soaked hair dragging the deck. Her bare feet strung out behind them, sliding over the wet boards. If she was alive, there was no sign from her, no acknowledgement of her change of circumstance.

“Piss off!” one acolyte said. “This don’t concern you.”

“We aim to rid ourselves ah dis witch!” Acolyte Two said.

Hidden in the shadows, Grady hastily reloaded his pistol.

The brave passenger stepped forward and to Grady’s surprise, the two acolytes stepped backwards.

Ass-lickin’ cowards!

Two other passengers stepped forward, not equal to, but close to the first man.

Jean Baptiste, who had been assigned to guard the captain’s door, watched the confrontation, debating what to do.

The men began to shout, trading insults. The brave passengers inching forward, the acolytes with their cargo, inching back.

Grady, finished with loading the pistol, stepped from the shadows. He pointed it, not at the brave men, but the cowering acolytes.

“You ass-lickin sons of whores, throw that bitch overboard or I’ll split yer—"

The wind howled then the ship heaved up in the air. A wave crashed over the ship, tearing barrels of water loose and sending them crashing across the deck. One toppled twice over end then disappeared down the open hatch and into the cargo hold.

The acolytes, with their limp cargo, had gone sliding towards the edge of the ship, scrabbling for hold. They were stopped only by the railing and came up terrified and sputtering. They lifted Victoria from the deck but seemed to now be holding her as if to protect her from going over.

Grady yelled out when he’d lost his footing, sliding in a different direction. But he came up fast enough to see the fear in the cowards’ eyes, and the way they now held the woman. There was indecision on their faces. He saw it as plainly as he saw the ship. Whether it was the storm, the rolling ship, or some unknown fear, the acolytes no longer believed, and as he well knew, it was dangerous when sailors didn’t trust in their captain. And in that moment, he decided he would take care of the witch himself.

The thought had no sooner entered Grady’s mind than it was obliterated by a blinding flash of light and a sharp crack of thunder. The sound rang his ears, just as it had Sheridan’s, who was hiding almost directly below his feet.

Then the Filament of Fate touched the Carmilla again, and with the slightest roll of the ship, the faintest change in wind direction, and the arrival of the tiniest droplet of water to an already soaked deck, Victoria and her two protectors lost their balance. Had the acolytes not been holding her upright and so tightly, the fateful variations would have been negated within the negative spaces between them. Instead, they were amplified. And for the briefest moment, the three of them were weightless.

Grady, already set on his task, fired the pistol at Victoria. But she had disappeared over the side just as the ball left the chamber.
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Chapter 31


1

Sheridan, having latched the secret door, left Zoe in the dark.

The ship rocked violently as he made his way up from the depths of the cargo hold. Every step forward was complicated with the sudden movements of the floor. The lashing ropes strained and squeaked as the cargo they held tried to break free. The narrow paths out of the cargo hold had become a long series of traps waiting to be sprung.

As he ascended, he was surprised by two things: he no longer heard the sounds of shouting, but he did hear the sound of water. It was everywhere.

Water splashed down through the open hatch doors—Captain Blackburn would have had them closed had he been in charge. Water dripped from the beams and squeezed through side planks. He even imagined he heard water sloshing far beneath him at the very bottom of the ship.

How much water can a ship take on?

How much more pounding can she take?

How deep is the ocean here?

Sheridan pushed the thoughts away as quicky as they came, but there was another and another waiting to surface. Like a cork in a lake, they bobbed to the top of his mind, but at some point, like all things, he knew they would stop bobbing, and finally sink.

Making it back to the general sleeping berths, he was surprised again. There was no one there.

When he’d boarded so many weeks ago, there had been nearly a dozen families. Some of them blessed with young children, some hindered with the elderly. Only a few had men of fighting or working age, considering the war.

The fighting—or at least arguing—that he’d heard earlier must have been initiated by the few strong ones, but what use were the others? They couldn’t perform any chores aboard the ship. There was nothing useful they could—

The thought hit him like a punch to the gut. Oh, merciful God, tell me this horror has not happened!

Surely, Grady hadn’t thrown them all overboard.

Sheridan searched frantically for any signs of the passengers. Berth after berth was empty and as always there was the relentless rocking of the ship, the hint of death just beyond the next wave.

2

After the witch and her escorts went overboard, there was no further resistance from the passengers. The fight had gone out of their eyes when they saw how quickly the water could take them. And Grady was thankful for that. He may need to use that same threat again, if they mounted another attack. Jean Baptiste could have made short work of the few brave ones then, but Grady knew the men may be needed. They couldn’t be killed. The ship was woefully short of sailors now.

The captain, Alan Shelding, Jonas Raven and Eirik were sequestered in the cabin, but Grady had expected to have the use of two of them. Mr. Goffe was gone, but would never have helped the mutineers anyway. The two acolytes who’d washed overboard were an unexpected loss. Ida Crane hadn’t been seen in a while and was either washed overboard or injured. At his age, he wasn’t much use, but could read the weather and take the wheel. And a third acolyte had been injured when the barrels went crashing across the deck. Six men in total—that he’d counted on having—were dead, missing or injured. That only left Grady, Jean Baptiste, and Johnathan Thomas, the only three who could really be counted on. For a moment Grady almost regretted killing young William.

They needed men, badly. They still had the junior helmsman, but he wasn’t exactly on their side. He was trying to save his own skin by keeping the boat above water, anyway. And there was no telling how long he’d hold out, or if he could even keep them from running aground. The only passengers strong enough to help had just tried to fight back; they’d need to be knocked down a peg before Grady would attempt to use them. What he really needed was to get Jonas Raven and Eirik back. Those two alone would swing the balance of power, if not totally in his favor, at least close. He couldn’t let the captain know how many they’d lost. If Captain Blackburn knew that, he’d waste no time mounting a counterattack.

“Round ‘em up!” Grady ordered. He pointed the empty pistol at the nervous passengers. A few wives had ventured up when the fighting had ended. “Into the fore galley with ‘em.”

Johnathan Thomas, wielding a cat o’ nine tails, slapped the deck and pointed forward. The passengers moved as quickly as possible, but several lost their footing and slid forward or back. Once again Grady was surprised at how easily the people took command.

His thoughts went back to the captain and his own deficit of men. If he only had something to trade for them. But the captain was stubborn. He’d as likely pull Grady overboard himself than trade with a mutineer.

Then he thought of Zoe. Time slowed when he thought of the endless possibilities of Zoe. Throwing the witch pup overboard to end the curse was least on his mind of late. And besides, maybe the bitch had been enough.

If so…

If the curse had been lifted, and he could keep her…

Oh, the thought of that made his head swim.

Then a sharp rock of the ship took his legs out and sent him to the deck, smacking his head. He cried out in pain and cursed, his daydream broken.

He sat up cursing, holding the back of his head. If he only had the damn girl! Then he’d have more options.

He had to find her. The crack on the head decided it for him. She was the answer.

In fact, she’d started everything, hadn’t she?

(Of course she did.)

Of course she did.

Once he found her, he’d have leverage. Surely the captain wouldn’t allow some cruelty to befall her, right on the midship deck, right in front of everyone to see. What kind of captain would allow that? In front of his own cabin door!

His path was clear to him now.

She couldn’t be far, he thought. She doesn’t have any help. True, she ran off and hid when the fighting started, but she should have come crying for mummy by now! She—

The thought rang in Grady’s mind as clear as a bell. She did have help.

That Broussard character, he’d been sniffing around the witches since they left port. In fact, he’d carried the pup to their berth the day William was whipped. Hadn’t he been tending to the mum as well?

Where had he been during the fighting? If anyone would have led a rebellion against Grady, he would have expected it to be Sheridan Broussard. But where was he?

He’s hiding. The coward is—

(No. He hid the girl.)

The voice in his head was familiar and not, at the same time. Grady had heard many voices over his lifetime and could recognize them all to some degree.

But this was a new one.

Grady got to his knees and turned toward the nearest hatch.

He hid the girl?

(Yes. He hid the girl.)

He hid the girl… to protect her.

Grady’s mind was grinding to a halt now that the adrenaline had run down.

(No. He hid the girl… from you.)

Grady’s yellow eyes widened. Stinging rain pelted them but he felt no pain. The thought of Sheridan hiding Zoe, having her, filled him with blinding, jealous rage.

“GAAHHHHHH!” he screamed and flung himself towards the hatch. He had to find Sheridan before he tarnished the girl, before he spoiled her. She was Grady’s, after all. He’d been the one who’d watched over her all these weeks. He’d been the one who’d gazed upon her in her sleep. He’d been the one to raise the mutiny for her, and rid the ship of the curse, her very own mother. He’d saved her from becoming something terrible. And she was his.

He’d find Sheridan and slit the ass-licker’s throat, but not before making him reveal Zoe’s hiding place. Yes, first Sheridan would lead him to Zoe. Then he’d have no use for the man. He’d have no use for anyone after that. Once he had Zoe, he wouldn’t even have use for the Carmilla.

Slipping and scrabbling across the deck on his belly, Grady took on the appearance of a thrashing, drowning man clawing for his life. Only Grady wasn’t headed for the shore. Grady was headed down. He scrambled to the hatch hole then slithered into it, an eel after an egg. The hole led him down and down, into a darkness that had been touched by the Filament of Fate. And in the darkness, the lady in the water waited.
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Chapter 32


Zoe lay in her silent, dark crypt, waiting.
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Chapter 33


“Wake up, ya’ damn fool!” Jean Baptiste said. He toed Grady in the armpit. Grady, laying on the cargo hold floor near the original meeting place of the Circle of Miscreants, cringed from the pain and curled into a tighter ball.

As he gained consciousness, he briefly wondered how he’d fallen out of his hammock, and if they should really go through with the mutiny tonight. It was a sketchy plan at best.

“I said, ‘Get up!’” Jean Baptiste said. This time the kick was to the stomach, and harder.

A knife flashed out from under Grady’s clothes. He held it out, eyes still closed. His way of saying that he was awake and capable of defending himself.

“You got us into this,” Jean continued, “now stand the wheel. The storm’s upon us!”

As if to emphasize the point, the ship bucked and rolled dangerously, first up, then sideways, as if it meant to do a somersault over the waves.

Grady scrambled to a seated position. “What happened?” he grumbled. “What’d you do?” The events of the previous evening were coming back to him.

“Do? By God, I kep’ us afloat and the cap’n at bay!” Jean Baptiste spit a large stream of tobacco juice at Grady’s feet. “The damned wheelman collapsed in a stupor. And that able sailor what got hit by the barrel, he’s dead.”

Seven down, Grady thought. And counting.

“I been palaverin’ with the cap’n,” Jean said. “If we surrender—”

“No!” said Grady. And he was on his feet. “No, we ain’t surrenderin’. I know what to do.” He looked around, dazed, still wondering how he’d come to spend the night on the floor. He rubbed his aching neck, then it came to him. “It was that Broussard bastard!” He felt the back of his head as if looking for a wound. “That ass-licker got to the pup first! He's hid her, so’s she can keep the curse on us!”

Jean Baptiste eyed Grady. His talk of curses was wearing thin on the Frenchman.

Grady’s natural ability to spin a tale out of thin air came rushing forward. “You seen how he was tendin’ to the witch. He’s doin’ the same fer the pup. Promised him somethin’, I ‘spect, to see her acrost. Or mayhap he was the secret guard all along. Come on board like they was strangers, they did.” Grady nodded, beginning to believe his own lie. “Yeah, that’s it. It was that sum’bitch that hit my head, he did. From outta the dark.” He rubbed the back of his head for affect. “You seen how he walked the ship like he was the very own cap’n.” Grady spat on the floor. “Him and Mr. Goffe always palaverin…” Grady’s eyes widened with realization. “By God, it was those two what tended that albatross that day in port! Now why do ya think they’s the first two at the bird?”

Jean Baptiste stood silent but listening.

“Because they both knew,” Grady hissed. His yellow eyes gleamed with inspiration as the corners of his cracked mouth curled up. “Them ass-lickers were in it together, smugglin’ them witches aboard. Prolly the cap’n too.” Grady began to pace, thinking. The story seemed plausible. More than plausible in fact; it was quite possible. Something had cursed the ship. And there was no easier way to smuggle something onto a ship than through a crooked captain.

The ship had been doomed from the beginning. And now someone, or something, was following them. The ghost ship was following them to make sure the cargo got to its destination.

No! That ain’t right! Grady grabbed his head with both hands. That ship wants somethin’ we got. It ain’t helpin’ us. He squeezed his head harder. He was on the trail, he thought. In fact, he felt he was very close to the truth, but couldn’t untangle the facts from the fiction in his mind.

Jean Baptiste watched as Grady paced and grumbled with his hands on his head, a kaleidoscope of emotion cascading over his face. The man was mad, he thought, dangerous, wily, and mad. He knew he could end Grady’s life with one quick blow. Maybe he should have killed him instead of waking him. But that time had passed. The Frenchman didn’t have the capacity to see how this would end, but in that moment, decided. Grady had set the path they were now on, and curse or no curse, they had to see it through, come what may.

As if Grady unconsciously felt the Frenchman mentally come back to his cause, he stopped pacing and looked at him. “Broussard. We find him, then we find the pup. That’s all the leverage we need. You find him, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Jean Baptiste stood silent, weighing Grady’s story. Then, he nodded and went in search of Sheridan.
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Chapter 34


The night of the mutiny had passed into a dark, angry day that soaked the Carmilla with rain. Low, black thunderheads pressed down upon the ship, obscuring the crow’s nest in a shroud of black.

Near midday, the top of the mainmast snapped off. Its mainsail being one the remaining sailors did not have the energy or courage to furl and lash. It had been taking full wind since the storm began. It fell clear of the deck but dragged along in the water like a dead whale tied by a rat’s nest of ropes. Odin’s Kall pulled the ship ever to port, and towards the eye of the storm.

When the sail hit the water, the Carmilla was pulled suddenly to the left. Sven, the junior helmsman, who had been revived by rum and threats of beating, was at the helm when the big wheel spun violently out of control, shattering his wrist. He cried out once, vomited, then passed out from the pain.

The passengers who had been gathered in the bow of the ship for safe keeping rolled and vomited at the whim of the storm. No longer worried about their dignity, men and women alike shit and vomited where they lay, clinging to some bit of rope or hammock to keep themselves from flying into a beam or sliding down a splintery floor. In the early hours of their sequester, the smell of the collective had risen to that of something between a brothel and a hospital operating room. In some dignifying way, they were grateful for a cold wave to crash over them and wash the stink away. Although not all would survive this baptism.

Somewhere in the bowels of the ship, strategically hidden, Sheridan lay unconscious after a shifting crate hit him on the back of the head. He was bleeding.

By midnight, the Carmilla was deep in the grips of the storm and went where the waves sent it.

Odin’s Kall was strong.
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Chapter 35


Zoe lay in her silent, dark crypt, whimpering.
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Chapter 36


When the top of the mainmast snapped off, Captain Blackburn recognized the sound immediately. Despite the howl of the wind and the pelting sound of the rain, the snapping of a mast was unmistakable.

The sudden lurch of the ship portside told him they were in danger of being capsized. They had to escape and take back control of the ship, or none of them would see land.

Having granted Jonas Raven a pardon on the condition of his assistance, Captain Blackburn thought he had a fighting chance, but still had no idea what the mutineers wanted. Communications with Jean Baptiste had ended hours ago, but not before a new hurdle had been placed in their way. At some point before the mast snapped, a sound had been heard outside the cabin door. It didn’t take long for the captain to recognize the sound of chains being dragged, then a loud banging. Someone was sealing them in the cabin by nailing a length of chain across the cabin door and onto the walls. In fact, two or three lengths, at least to the top and bottom of the door, had been added. The captain and his men couldn’t escape now if they’d wanted to. The door couldn’t be pulled open from the inside.

That day passed into night.

And the storm strengthened.
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Chapter 37


Deep within the cargo hold, at the end of a hidden corridor, behind a secret door, inside a wooden crate, lay Zoe.

The crate, although lined with linens and silk, had begun to take on a particular odor. It was not an odor of death, although death was near. It was an odor of life, a rich, torrid, sweaty odor that leaks from the pores of the young and blossoming. An odor that leaves a trail even after the person has left the area. In fact, it was a scent.

A scent that drew animals.

Please Lord, Zoe prayed silently, deliver me, your humble servant… Her voice cracked with dryness “…from the depths of despair.”

She’d lapsed in and out of consciousness for hours, perhaps days; she had no way to tell. There was no time, here in the dark. There was only the constant rocking of the ship. And in the darkness, all she knew to do was pray.

“Please save me and muh, mother,” that we shall see fa, fa, father again, “and be a” fa, family.

How long had she been praying? Why could no one hear her?

Trembling fingers brought the first water flask to her lips. It was half empty. She sipped at it, fearing to drink too much. Surely, Sheridan would be back for her any time now.

If there really was a Sheridan.

She’d begun to think she’d dreamed the handsome man who had tried to save her. Did he really exist? How long had she been in this place? Why had he put her in here?

She began to gulp air as her heart thudded in her chest.

Please let me out.

Her fingers, locked tightly before her face, dug into the flesh of the other hand.

Please let me out.

Her foot began to kick the bottom of the crate.

Please “let me out.” Her prayer, having been kept silent for too long, began to vocalize. Her voice echoed outside the crate and into the secret room.

(Hush—)

She kicked the crate harder.

(—child)

Zoe heard only her own panicked thoughts.

“Please let me out.” Her foot kicked again.

(Hush, chi—)

Her clenched fists pounded. “Please let me out!” A mournful plea escaped her mouth. “Ohhhh…. Pleeeasssse—”

(Child! Hush!)

This time, Zoe heard the voice. Or thought she did.

She lay utterly still in her crate. Had that been a real voice she’d heard, or a made-up voice? Had she been praying silently, or had she mistakenly spoken aloud, putting her hiding spot at risk? She listened to her own breathing, realizing it had been at a frantic pace. Without warning, tears spilled from the corners of her eyes, and two quick sobs escaped her mouth.

(Hush, child. And be still.)

The voice was clear as a bell, only it was not a voice that her ears could detect. Somehow, it had come straight into her mind. Trembling fingers wiped at the errant tears.

“Who—” she began.

(Shhhh…) the voice soothed. And Zoe began to calm herself.

(I can hear you, child. Don’t speak.)

Don’t speak? How could—

(That’s right. Don’t speak. Just think.)

Zoe thought she’d gone mad. But this hadn’t been the first voice she’d ever heard in her head. She’d heard whispered stories—from her parents when they thought she wasn’t listening—about stories Zoe had told them after being lost in the forest at the age of three. She couldn’t remember telling them, but apparently had spoken of listening to the birds singing in her head when she was lost. And that was how she found her way out. When she was older, she often spoke to herself, and sometimes spoke back, but never thought of that as voices. That was just the way her silly mind worked. But earlier—weeks earlier—she’d had that strange dream and with it, a very specific voice, a man’s voice, asking about a lady in the water. (Give her to me,) the voice had said. (The lady in the water. And all will be spared. Give her not, and all will be doomed.)

But this new voice wasn’t like the other. And even though her ears couldn’t hear it, she had the distinct feeling that this new voice was that of a woman, perhaps even a beautiful young woman. It was something in the voice.

But who was this woman, and what did she want with Zoe?

Who are you? Zoe said in her mind.

A long time passed, and Zoe began to wonder if it all wasn’t a dream.

Finally, an answer came. (I have no name.)

How can you have no name? Why are you here?

Another long pause. (Where is here?)

How strange, Zoe thought. Everyone on a ship knew where they were. You could be nowhere else.

We’re on a ship, of course. In the water.

(Why am I in the water?)

Zoe was taken aback by this. You’re not in the water per se, only—

Zoe stopped. What a funny little play on words that was. She’d thought, ‘you’re not in the water per se.’ But wasn’t she? Weren’t they both, right now? Deep in the cargo hold, Zoe in her crate, below the water line, with a voice in her head. Weren’t they both in the water, in a sense?

A vibration buzzed in Zoe’s head. The voice was annoyed at her little daydream.

(What is your name, child?)

Zoe.

(Zoe? How wonderful. Zoe means ‘life.’)

Yes, Zoe had been told that before.

(And your family name?)

Gagneux.

A feeling of surprised inspiration flashed in Zoe’s mind. It came from the voice’s presence, and it was strong, but it was clouded with confusion. Zoe could feel the voice in her head trying to work out the meaning of this information.

(Gagneux? That means, ‘to cultivate.’ Did you know that?)

No.

(Zoe Gagneux, Life to Cultivate.)

Zoe shuddered at the sound of this interpretation.

Why are you here?

(As I said, I know not—)

Are you my guardian angel?

Zoe felt the confused buzz in her head again, although it wasn’t annoyance this time. It felt more like genuine surprise.

(Guardian angel?)

Yes, I prayed for help, for deliverance. I almost exposed my hiding spot. And then I heard you. You calmed me. You saved me from exposure. You must be my guardian angel.

A long silence drew out. There was only the rocking of the ship and the creaking of the timbers. The creaking reminded Zoe she was in a crate, in a cargo hold, and with sudden clarity, she knew that Sheridan had left her here to die. Or perhaps she was already dead. Perhaps she’d gone mad inside the crate and died here. Perhaps they were already at the bottom of the ocean, and this was her purgatory. Perhaps she’d spend the rest of existence in this wooden crypt, talking to herself.

She screamed, then fainted.
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Chapter 38


Below deck, Grady and the mutineers had reorganized themselves, and had begun a methodical search.
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Chapter 39
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(Child, wake up.)

Zoe, unconscious in her terror, did not wake.

(Child. Zoe. I’m here. Wake up.)

The voice prodded Zoe’s mind. The voice—or perhaps, the feeling it left in her mind—was nurturing, but stern. It would not let her languish at the edge of her own madness.

Zoe woke and drew a breath to scream.

(Be still, child. Zoe, be still. I am here.)

A shuddering breath escaped her lips, and with it, a burning in her throat reminded her to drink. “…uhhhhh…” She fumbled for the flask. Trembling fingers brought it to her mouth, spilling some of the precious fluid across her face and into her mouth. Three-quarters of the first flask was gone. But the little that made it into her mouth was enough to sooth her throat.

I can’t.

She clutched at the sheets of fabric, pulling them around her body.

I can’t… Please let me out… “Please—”

(Listen to me.)

I can’t… I—

(You can, Zoe. You’re not the first to face terrible odds. There have been others before you.)

Zoe came fully awake. Although still pitch dark, she became aware of her surroundings and the rocking of the ship—had it eased a bit? She couldn’t tell. Regardless, she knew where she was and let her body relax.

Whom else had faced a terror such as this? The voice in her head was simply making up fables now.

(This is no fable. There have been others before you.)

Then what is your name?

Zoe knew there was logic here.

If you know others have come before me, then you have known people. Therefore, you must have a name.

(As I’ve said, I have no name. But not because I’ve forgotten it.)

No? Then you are an angel as I have said.

Zoe felt as if the voice chuckled in her head.

(I fear that is not my destiny.)

Zoe thought of the voice as her guardian angel nonetheless.

But—

(Hush, child. And listen to my story.)

Zoe closed her eyes and listened.

2

(Not long ago, there was a young girl who lived—)

Was she a princess?

(Yes, in fact she was.)

A beautiful one?

(Yes, many people thought she was beautiful. She lived in a castle on a mountain, in a faraway land.)

A fairytale land?

(No. The land is very real, as the mountain was majestic, and the castle was grand. This is a real story I tell you. A tragic story. So, you must listen.)

Zoe nodded in the dark but thought nothing.

(The princess was loved by her family and by all the people in the land. Her parents, the king and queen, where firm with her, but not unkind. This princess needed a firm hand, not because she was a loathsome child, but because of her sense of adventure. And, as we are to learn, because of her bloodline. Some things, you see, are part of one’s bloodline, and cannot be undone. So, they must be endured.)

What was her name?

The angel sighed. In her mind, Zoe felt the sigh, and silently promised not to ask any more questions, if she could help it.

(Her name was Ana, and when she came of age, she was expected to marry. But she had no desire to marry. She had only a desire for adventure, wanting to travel to faraway lands and see exotic places.

(There came a time when a great ball was held at the castle, her home, to present Ana as a woman of marrying age. Nobles came from all over the land, bringing their sons in hopes one of them would win her heart and her hand.

(After the feast, a great spectacle was made by the suitors, showing feats of strength and magic. But one of the suitors was blinded by his love for the princess, and having practiced a magic spell for this very occasion, went too far. In his fervor to impress the princess, he raised a spirit from the dead, and instead of sending it back to its eternal rest, bound it to a rose bush so that the princess may gaze upon it whenever she wished. The abomination was horrible to witness, and since a spirit cannot exist in peace as an inanimate object, Ana’s uncle Lucian, a powerful practitioner of the occult, destroyed it. Mortified by the prospect of such a gift, the princess berated the young man for his cruelty, and commanded him to leave her sight. So distraught he was at his unrequited love, and the embarrassment he felt before the court, he ran from the castle and threw himself from the highest cliff.

(Distraught by her son’s sudden and violent death, the suitor’s mother, a powerful practitioner of the black arts, went into the mountains, searching for an ancient evil. Upon finding the great evil, Magnus, and because of Ana’s bloodline, the old mother struck a bargain with him and learned a terrible curse. That curse was set upon a rose bush and delivered to the princess as a peace offering. But there was no peace awaiting the princess, for when she was pricked by a thorn, she was cursed with the Dark Gift. The gift of the undead who stalk the nights and live off the blood of others.)

The princess became a… a vampire?

(The princess was pricked by a rose cursed with the Dark Gift, but she was not bitten directly. Her uncle Lucian tried everything in his power to save his niece, but watched helplessly as the curse began to take its effect on her, but so very slowly. You see, the secret of Ana’s bloodline, the secret of the Dalca family, the thing she could not escape, was the fact that her father, and her father’s father, all the way back through the history of the family, was that they had unnaturally long lives. Some thought it was a gift, others a curse, to live so long, to age so slowly, and watch the world change around them. But there was a reason. The gift, or curse, was known by the Dalcas as The Light. It was their burden to carry, in their very blood, a force that could balance the dark.)

You mean—?

(Yes, within the Dalca bloodline was a force meant to fight the Dark Gift, and those who carried it.)

Zoe shivered in the dark. Whether it was the story that made her shiver, or some deeper feeling of being connected to this strange tale by fate, she couldn’t tell. Was there something in her bloodline that had caused terrible things to happen while aboard the ship? Was there something following her? That day in the forest, when she was three, was there something other than the birds that led her to safety?

As these thoughts passed through her mind, thinking of the forest and the birds and the animals that dwelt there, she suddenly became aware of—perhaps due to an errant breeze through the tiny airholes in the crate—the strong odor that had built up around her. A rank, unclean scent. She smelt like an animal.

As if sensing Zoe’s anxiety—or reading her mind—the angel spoke.

(Fear not, child. I sense no curse upon you. Does your name not mean ‘Life to Cultivate’?)

Zoe nodded, silently, in the dark, but the fear of confinement was beginning to settle upon her again.

(Although I cannot say why, I feel you have a long life before you. And you will affect many lives.)

Zoe snorted a tiny, strangled cry from the back of her throat.

I cannot even affect my own life. Or… or that of my mother’s. I… I know she is…

(Dead? In a manner of speaking. It is true she no longer walks this earth, but she is still with you.)

Dry tears burned Zoe’s eyes. The last of her salt, shed painfully for her mother. She lay silent for some time. Whether it was the exhaustion of her ordeal, or the thought that her guardian angel was protecting her now, and had watched over her mother then, the grief passed quickly. She didn’t have the energy for anything more. And in a way, she was comforted with the thought that her mother was no longer in pain.

Her eyelids fluttered as her breathing began to slow. But what was to happen to her?

(Fear not, child. You will persevere.)

But how? I can’t even—

Her own thoughts were sluggish to her, coming to her in thin fragments.

(Because Ana has persevered.)

She yawned.

She has? How?

The angel was silent for a long while. When she spoke again, Zoe felt—not heard—a wistfulness in her words, a melancholy, dream-like quality, as if she were remembering the story, instead of just retelling it. It pulled her ever closer to sleep.

(Ana was frightened as her life began to change. Just as you are now. Her uncle, try as he might to reverse the evil that was done to her, could not. At least, not in the time he had. There were rumors, you see, fear throughout the land. People heard and told tales of their beloved princess and how she had been cursed with the Dark Gift. And that she had become a monster, a creature of the night.

(And the people panicked. They demanded the king kill the princess to save the people, but the king refused. He would have thrown himself from the cliff before harming his daughter. The people knew this and revolted. They stormed the castle trying to break down its gates. They feared the Dark Gift above all else and would have killed the princess had her uncle not escaped the castle with her, fleeing his own home in the dark of night. Lucian knew they would never see their home again, for they had a long journey ahead of them. All of Europe feared the Dark Gift and those who walked the night with it. Towns everywhere searched for people thus afflicted, driving wooden stakes through their hearts, and severing their heads. But, as skilled as Lucian was, and with the revolt at hand, he had no time to cure Ana. So, they fled.

(It was a perilous journey, but one made more so by the curse that consumed Ana each day. In an effort to delay its effect, Lucian cast a sleeping spell over her, a long, deep spell that would hold her black thirst at bay. His plan was to secret her away to a land, a new land, far away, where people did not remember the fears of the old country. There, hidden in that new land, he could work—and use the gift of his long life—to search for a cure.

(But their escape had not gone undetected. Magnus, the one the old mother had bargained with, learned of their escape. And this could not be allowed to happen, for Magnus and Lucian had crossed paths before. The family who bore the burden of The Light, and the ancient evil which carried the Dark Gift, knew of one another, had known each other for millennia. And they were sworn enemies.

(Magnus called upon those he had made, all manner of beasts, and sent them looking for Lucian and Ana. They were nearly overtaken near a port town, where one of Magnus’s offspring—one who he had made—lay waiting. A great battle ensued and by the faintest of fortunes, the fleeing pair made it to the safety of the ship that would carry Ana to the new world.)

Was she saved? Did her uncle find a cure?

(Ana was very brave in the face of such danger, which is why I tell you the tale. You must be brave as she was, but I cannot tell you how it ends. The rest of her tale is unknown. And there is fear no one will ever know it.)

…why?

(Magnus was furious at their escape and swore to chase them to the ends of the earth. To undo the Dark Gift—if it was even possible—was blasphemy to Magnus. So, before parting, Lucian told Ana that she must give up her family name. It was too dangerous to bear it. Thus, she became nameless.

(And no one knows what has become of her. It is as if the world has swallowed her up, the princess with the gifts of dark and light running through her veins.)

Zoe snuggled into the linens.

I’d help her find her name, if I could. I’d he—

She fell into a dreamless sleep.

(I know you would, child. I know you would.)
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Chapter 40


1

Zoe!

Sheridan jerked awake with this one thought in his mind. Then another quickly followed:

What happened, and where was Zoe?

With great difficulty, he opened his eyes and tried to look around. He felt—and heard—his neck crack. His eyes were slow to respond. Darkness surrounded him, not absolute, but thick and fuzzy. He swam up from some place that was filled with bales of cotton dyed black. And they were endless.

“Aye, ya gah fala lot ki an bla lala…”

Words tumbled into his ears, only to tumble out again with no translation in between.

“Heh! Ca sompa fi, fi? Bally glotta do are ye?”

Sheridan squinted into the dark and made his own sounds. “…uuhhhhh… faaa… szum…” His head began to pound.

“Bah! Fidi som campa dawl, by Goshen.”

The black fuzz that was his eyesight moved in slow circles. Arranging itself as if by magic, the filaments of cotton first gathered, then began to separate. Somewhere, far away in the center of his vision was something like actual sight. He could see enough to recognize wood. His brain worked enough to think about a ship.

Zoe!

Finally, the ragged patch of clothing that moved back and forth in front of him began to stir a memory, also.

It was a sailor.

Then his eyes closed, and he was asleep again.

2

Intermittent periods of consciousness and sleep plagued him. Foreign words buzzed about his head like annoying flies. He struggled to catch them. He wanted to make sense of them. But each time, one more frustrating than the last, the words buzzed in his ears just long enough to spark interest in his brain, then they were gone, never staying around long enough for the all-so-important translation.

3

At some point in his dazed sleep, Sheridan dreamt of seaweed men. Moldy green faces peered at him through the darkness. Grotesque, gaping mouths moaned his name—a hollow, dead sound—beckoning him into the sea. He even dreamt that he could smell them. In his confused mind he smelt miles of rotted vegetation being churned by the bow of the ship. Nauseous gasses billowed out of the still waters of the Sargasso Sea, where the seaweed men lived. He smelt their dead and decaying.

4

“Are ya’ dead or alive, young masha?” The voice was finally making sense. At least most of the words, anyway.

Although Sheridan’s eyes were closed when the words came to him, he clenched them tighter in hopes they’d spring open from the opposing force, not requiring as much effort. It worked, as far as he could tell. He was now looking at a wooden ceiling, which he knew to be the underside of some platform above him. But other than that, he couldn’t tell which level he was on.

“…yap,” Sheridan said, in answer to the question.

“Yap? Well, which is it sonny, ‘live or dead?”

Sonny? Who would think to call him sonny?

He struggled to sit up.

“Bes’ lie there if’n… well, do as ye’ please.”

A helping hand tugged at his shoulder. When his top half came near vertical, his legs swung off (fell off) the platform he had been laying on. His feet, seemingly too heavy for his legs, hit the floor with a thud.

“Quiet, now,” the voice said. “Get yer head about ya, before ya go making noise.”

Zoe!

A wave of adrenaline shot through Sheridan’s body, filling his brain. His eyes were suddenly open and searching, taking in as much as he could process at once. He felt the rolling of the ship and fought back the nausea that followed so closely to each wave. A physical unease was beginning to build within him.

A one-eyed face stooped down and peered at him.

It was Ida Crane.

Sheridan searched the old sailor’s face. “What’s happened?” he croaked. “The mutiny…”

“Ayup,” Ida said. “They’s a muty on us. Surprised we ain’t at the bottom of the sea by now. Ain’t nary a man lef’ alive, and fewer what can sail her.”

Sheridan knew he meant the ship. If this was the case, did anyone even know where they were? Would they ever see land? A flood of questions overwhelmed him.

“Tell me,” Sheridan whispered. His dry throat tried to swallow. It was a reflexive motion against his swaying head. “How many… hours?”

“Hours?” Ida’s face screwed up into more wrinkles. “Since da muty begun?” He scratched his head. “Why, ya bes’ to count da’ days. I been tryin’ to wake you fer a time now. Found ya a day ago, maybe day a’half.” His crooked fingers stuck up, one at a time. “Eh, one, two…”

Sheridan’s eyes widened.

“errr… three…”

Oh God, Sheridan thought, what have I done? Is Zoe even alive?

“Eh… three… ayup. It’s jus’ past midnight, ended da third day. We’re in da wee hours a’ day four.” Ida nodded, satisfied at the count. “Longer dan most. Figured it blow itself out by now, but it ain’t done it. I been down here tryin’ to think what could be done. Den came upon you a night or two back.” Ida pointed over his shoulder to some distant place behind him. “Eh… beg ‘ee pardon fer steppin’ on ya like I did. Thought ‘ee a sack a taters…” The thought trailing off into the dark. “Eh, how’d ‘ee come to be down here, anyway?”

Sheridan didn’t know where ‘here’ was, other than some place in the cargo hold. And he had no recollection of how he’d gotten there.
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Chapter 41


Captain Blackburn stood behind the swinging navigation table. A nautical map was pinned to its surface. Chalk markings on the map indicated, to the captain’s best estimation, their location. But everyone in the room knew it was only that: an estimation. The Carmilla had been without a proper navigator for three days now. This evening at midnight would start the fourth day. They could be hundreds of miles off course by now.

Eirik grumbled as he looked out the port side window of the cabin. They were still in the midst of the storm, but it had eased somewhat since the mutiny had begun. The broken mast and dragging mainsail—which had pulled them to portside for at least twenty-four hours—had finally torn away. And when it did, based on the sounds Eirik and the others had heard, the trailing mass of ropes and yardarms had taken a section of the deck railing off as well. Anyone on deck would have to be especially careful now, for if portions of the railing were gone, it would be even easier to slip overboard.

The captain, occasionally casting a furtive glance at the painting, had resigned himself to learning the extent of the damage once he made his escape from the cabin. The ship in the painting showed the starboard bow rising high up out of the water, hiding the port side—and any potential damage—from view. But he suspected if he could transport himself into the painting and get on the other side of that painted ship, he would see the actual damage that had befallen the Carmilla.

Despite being a practical man, he was now wholly vested in the belief that the painting somehow reflected what was happening to them. And if he stared at it long enough, he would see his own fate. What he could not reconcile in his mind, however, try as he might, was the idea that the painted ship was beginning to look as if it were being covered with moss.

His reluctance to look at the painting was more than mere superstition. Over the last forty-eight hours, a strong compulsion to look had overtaken him. And he was desperately trying not to yield to it. It was as if a strange energy had begun to radiate out through the painting—

Black Pearls

—and into his mind. It was itching his brain.

Despite all that had happened—all that was happening—he could barely tear his thoughts away from the day he held the strand of pearls in his hands. The coldness. The creeping dread that had spread up from them. He wanted nothing more than to scratch that itch again, to snatch the silk bag from the safe and caress it while he gazed into the painting. Whatever power lay within the pearls had awakened over the last forty-eight hours.

And it was growing stronger.
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Chapter 42
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On deck, Grady took inventory of their situation. The remaining mutineers held tenuous control over a dying ship, but to what end, no one could tell.

During the last forty-eight hours, the Winter Witch had claimed her stake over the Carmilla, for the count of the living had declined sharply.

Grady’s decision to corral the passengers in the bow stowage for safe keeping, and using the strong ones once the storm blew itself out, had been a disastrous one. Although protected from direct weather, and clinging to any surface they could, the storm had quickly worn them down. At some point, their strength spent, and their prayers unanswered, they simply let loose of their holds, and let themselves be thrown about. The bucking ship tossed them about like rag dolls, screaming and praying, until their prayers were to be washed overboard to end their agony.

A fortunate few had their necks snapped from being flung about. Others, with broken bones and punctured bellies, lay there screaming, waiting to die. But some never did.

Of the nearly thirty people from the original two dozen families they had corralled, barely half a dozen could stand, and none could help sail the ship. Some were missing and some were dead, laying at crooked angles in the shadows of the hold. Some were simply catatonic with shock, their minds having regressed to some faraway place, certainly a time before they’d boarded the cursed ship. But all, regardless of rank or station, living or dead, had one thing in common: the putrid, moldering smell of skin that had been kept wet for too long. They were all beginning to rot.

“There’s no sign of Broussard or the pup,” Johnathan Thomas said. “I been all over—”

Grady spun on the man, sloshing rum from an open flask. He’d always had a hidden flask somewhere, but since the night of the mutiny, Grady openly carried, and drank, some type of alcohol. “Then where’s the bodies?” His slushy, fetid breath caused Johnathan to wretch. Grady’s yellow eyes were even more sunken and wild. Patchy growths of beard had sprouted haphazardly off his chin and neck, some places of his leaking face being too toxic for hair to grow.

Johnathan took a step back, mainly to put a bit of fresh air between them, but also for safety. Grady had become even more unstable during the stress of riding out the storm. But with the excessive drink and whatever other substances Grady lived on, a bewildered look had fallen over him. The look in his yellow eyes was nothing short of animalistic madness. And like mad animals, Johnathan thought it may be time to put Grady down. “It’s over, Grady. If we aim to see land again, even to walk straight onto the gallows, we gotta loose the cap’n and set the ship right.”

“Ya damned fool!” said Grady. “The storm’s breakin’. I ken feel it.”

Despite the amount of liquor that had gone down his gullet, his words were surprisingly clear, although the meanings were beginning to break down.

“Don’t’cha see? It’s blessin’ us as we quibble and wander and ya can’t even see it! It’s guidin’ us to the path. Go spell Jean Baptiste on the wheel. I’ll find the pup and her master. It’s just as I said. We’ll get her, then we’ll get the Swede back.”

Johnathan looked warily at Grady. The man could flip from one personality to another in the blink of an eye; he’d seen that before. But it was getting harder to tell which one of Grady’s many faces was the real one, or more importantly, the stable one.

It was true, however, that the storm seemed to be breaking. Perhaps the dragging mainsail had been a blessing after all, pulling them to the south, and out of the crux of the storm. If so, there was a small window to set things right.

Johnathan would talk to Jean Baptiste, alright. Maybe they could make a deal with the captain, one that included putting Grady in chains. But he wasn’t sure where the big Frenchman was allied. And there was still the junior helmsman to think about, and Jonas Raven. What had happened to Jonas during the last few days? Where did his allegiances lie?

With so many moves left on this floating chessboard, it hurt Johnathan’s head to try and reason them all out. He wasn’t a dullard, but neither was he a conniving man. One thing he did know was that at that moment he wished he’d never heard of the Carmilla, much less set foot on her. But whatever happened, he’d remember her name. And to the end of his dying days, and with his final breath, he’d warn any sailor who would listen, to stay clear of the cursed ship.

2

Grady watched as Johnathan headed to stern where the Frenchman held the wheel. He’d already palavered with Jean Baptiste, telling him that he was concerned about Johnathan Thomas and that he meant to betray them. In fact, according to Grady, Johnathan had concocted a story that Jean Baptiste was the ringmaster of the mutiny and thought he could save his own skin with the bold lie. But Grady had a plan, he’d told Jean. He (Grady) was already in secret communication with Jonas, inside the captain’s cabin, and was close to working out a trade for the big Swede. The captain would agree to release Mr. Shelding and Eirik if they sent in Johnathn. That way, there were two mutineers in with the captain, unarmed of course, and two able seamen outside. With an able, but skeleton, crew, they’d limp along to somewhere in the Bahamas, where the mutineers would be let off. After all, they just wanted to be free of the cursed ship. They didn’t want anything else. Then the captain could take on what repairs he needed, and finally make his way to the new world, and they’d never have to cross paths again.

Jean Baptiste had brightened at the thought of spending his remaining time in the Bahamas, even if it was short. He could lose himself inside a cask of rum and a bohemian goddess and die a happy man, naked on a beach. “And the sea shall take my body,” he’d told Grady. “For, it is my one true love.”

The French were always so damned poetic, Grady had thought, when Jean Baptiste sighed at the thought. That was one of their main weaknesses, and why Grady’s story had worked on him.

3

A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds and fell upon Grady’s head. Lo! A beacon in the darkness! The storm was breaking!

Grady looked skyward, turning his poisonous face to the heavens. Finally! Finally! A blessing upon thee!

He began to laugh.

After all the years of torment, the years of abuse and loneliness, the years of being shunned, the heavens had smiled a blessing down upon him in his time of need. Despite the mutiny not going as planned, or the damage to the ship, his plan would work! That single ray of sunshine in his darkest hour was all that he needed to go forth. In that moment, a new Grady emerged.

He stripped off his stinking shirt. The cycle of being soaked, then drying while still on his skin, then being soaked again and drying, had had a strange effect on the material. Or perhaps the effect was on his skin. But at some point, a layer of fungus had started to grow on Grady. His ever-leaking skin, excreting a slow-moving yellow pus not unlike tree sap, had bound to the wet material of his clothing and begun to solidify. There, nourished with grime from his daily exertions and sealed over with a lacquer of sweat, he became a living science experiment, a walking petri dish of disease.

The wet sucking sound his shirt made as it separated from his skin was lost beneath the mad laughter that escaped him. Layers of scabs tore from his back and torso, clinging to the rotting shirt. It was tossed aside.

He began to spin in that one ray of sunlight. A slow, glorifying turn. His face upturned to the heavens.

The open wounds on his torso burned from exposure and salt spray. His body responded with endorphins, but his mind perceived something else: heavenly power. He was being showered with it. It was the power of his blessings, and he basked in it.

Pulling off his crusty breeches, more scabs tore away. The crotch and seat of his pants had long since been stained by a yellow so dark it had become amber, then a color near that of well-polished wood. His naked body, a fetid yellow, was mottled with blooming patches of red sores. They burned in the light, but he was exalted in his nakedness. And he danced.

A dance of glorious madness.
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Chapter 43


Sheridan recounted to Ida Crane what he could remember of the events that led up to the mutiny. Even though Ida counted it in days, Zoe’s life was now being measured in hours. He’d given her two flasks of water for reasons he no longer remembered, but now thought it had been fate intervening. Who could have predicted he'd be flung about and knocked unconscious for an extended period of time?

The bells had just rung midnight when the mutiny started. The day had just turned the twelfth of September.

Ida nodded.

The mutineers had taken Victoria. He’d hidden Zoe in the—

He paused, looking at Ida. Could he trust this man? Was he truly looking for a way to help Captain Blackburn? Or was he a spy for the mutineers?

Ida watched as the conundrum spread over Sheridan’s face. It was dark in their hiding place, but not that dark. A man could tell when another man didn’t trust him. It was akin to two dogs pissing on the same bush. You just sensed it.

“Look here, sonny,” Ida said. His one good eye gleaming at him in the dark. “If’n I was gonna turn you over, you’d already be lashed to da mizzen-mast. Maybe hung by da bowsprit wit’ yer head partin’ da waves fer us. Ya know, it only takes a day or so fer da skin to start peelin’ off when you hung on da bowsprit. Turrble way to end yer days, ayup.

“And I don’t give a goddamn ‘bout them witches, if they’s even witches a’tall. But Cap’n Blackburn is a good cap’n, a fair cap’n, as Mr. Goffe was a fair quarter. He didn’t deserve no bullet in his back, jus’ as cap’n don’t deserve no muty on his ship. So, I aim to hep’ him if a ken.”

Sheridan nodded his agreement, although for slightly different reasons. He didn’t know the captain as Ida seemed to but judged him to be fair enough. But what Sheridan did care about—other than the selfish desire to survive—was Zoe.

So, in that moment, Sheridan decided it was in his best interest to trust Ida, and told him the rest of the story.

Thankfully, he’d gone for supplies. That at least gave her a fighting chance. And based on Ida’s recollection of the timing of events, they were in the morning hours of the fourth day, barely the fourth day. And Zoe had gone into the crate after midnight, the early hours of the twelfth. This being the morning of the fifteenth—how many things had happened during that short period of time?—there was a very good chance she was still alive. Hungry and thirsty, yes, but alive.

But he had to get to her quickly.

The men discussed a fledgling plan. Ida knew the ship well. Besides, Sheridan was surprised to learn the mutineers had taken as many losses as the captain’s crew. Control of the ship hung in the balance. And not just control of the ship, but control over her navigation. They had to be far off course, Ida explained, and could run aground or capsize at any moment. If they were going to free the captain, the all-important navigator and Mr. Shelding, they had to act now. They could not wait for the cover of darkness.

Sheridan’s heart sunk a little. Would Zoe ever forgive him the torture she surely endured in her black casket? Only time would tell. But by his calculations, she still had time. The body could go several days without water, and she still likely had some. Besides, there were worse things awaiting her if he released her before the mutiny was put down. If he released her now, he’d never get her back in the crate if they failed to rescue the captain. And what would happen then?

The unspeakable.

The unspeakable would certainly happen.

He knew that every terrible thing he could imagine, and more, would happen to her. And he couldn’t be responsible for that.

No. It would be better for her to die alone in the crate, hating and cursing his name, than to be released, only to fall under the likes of Grady Enderby.

And with that, Sheridan decided to leave Zoe in the crate for just a while longer.
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Chapter 44


1

Zoe smelled like an animal.

The first twenty-four hours—although she had no real sense of time—she had tried to hold her toilet needs, hoping Sheridan would return quickly. He had not. So, when the need to urinate had grown overwhelming, she shimmied her bottom as close to the crate door as possible and made water. At least this way it could find its way out through the planks. But when her stomach began to churn with acid and she felt that familiar pressure on her bowels, she knew that she’d be shitting in her own bed soon enough. In preparation, she pulled the linens away from the crate door. In her mind, shitting on the wood and covering it up with linen was much better than soiling the linens from the top. And when it finally happened, and despite the smell, her mind rationalized the act as something somewhat normal. Under the circumstances, the act was necessary, but still under her control. And this was important to her. Somehow, during her confinement, she’d grown to consider her situation beyond the immediate discomfort it gave her. Whether it was the dire warning that Sheridan had given her, or the strange voice in her head, or the tragic tale of Ana Dalca, she approached her situation more like an adult than the child she was. She would not let herself be degraded.

It was a strange concept, she thought, when it occurred to her. Never before in her young life had the concept of degradation come to her. In fact, she barely understood its meaning. But it was there, lurking in the recesses of her mind—her adult female mind which was just beginning to come forth. That version of Zoe, whoever she was to become, somehow already knew the word and knew what it meant for her younger self.

So, with this rationale, the second time her bowels groaned, it was easier still. It was necessary. And she’d chosen to do this thing. And although she smelled like one, at that point, she hadn’t been degraded to an animal yet.

2

Zoe felt for the flask of water and for a brief second thought it was empty. It was so flat! Had she drunk all of it already?

With trembling fingers, she drew it close to her face and shook it. It sloshed a little, very little. She carefully uncorked it and drained the last of it into her mouth. The first flask was now completely empty. She only had one left. The real possibility that she may die in this crate overwhelmed her.

And she screamed out.

In her frustration she cried and lashed out at her confines. She kicked the crate door. The heels of her feet, already bruised from previous attempts to free herself, shot painful signals up her legs. All of which made her angrier.

Any previous thoughts of control had left her.

“Let me out! Let me out!” she screamed.

“Out! Out! Out!”

She lapsed into deep stuttering sobs. “I— I— just— want— out— puh-leeease…” The last word faded like a dying whisper.

3

A naked Grady, having just performed the dance of glorious madness on deck, ran through the darkened corridors of the ship, singing. The song was an unrecognizable babble, but in his head, it was un exultation. The light had touched his body, had blessed him, and in that, had promised to see him through his tribulations. Somewhere in that single beam of light, he’d imagined a voice. Whether he heard it then, or imagined now that he had, didn’t occur to him. His mind was beyond rational thought. But none of that mattered. The voice in the light had blessed him and by doing so, promised to show him a way through the darkness.

It promised to show him the way to Zoe.

4

High above the Carmilla, a single ray of sunshine passed through the storm clouds. The storm had obscured the world below for several days now, hammering at the evil that had grown there. The heavens were curious if any had survived.

Now, as the clouds parted, the ray of light fell towards a battered ship and happened upon a man. The man turned his poisonous face skyward, and the heavens were displeased.

Bringing further insult, the leering, babbling man showed his naked, unclean body to the heavens, declaring silently, look upon my filth and degradation and see me wallow.

And the heavens turned its sight from the world.

5

For an instant, Eirik had hope. Peering through the small portside window, he’d strained his neck watching the clouds. His hands firmly on the wall, he felt—and read—the vibrations in the ship.

When the ray of sunlight shone through the clouds, he thought the worst was over and that the storm had passed.

But it was not to be.

A vibration passed from the ocean, through the hull of the ship, and into Eirik’s hands. Odin was displeased.

As if to show Eirik what he would soon lose, the ray of sunshine lingered, lingered, then faded. The storm clouds closing it off. Pulling up a spyglass, Eirik tried to make use of the fleeting light. He looked for anything that may tell him where they were.

It was at that moment Eirik saw the defining line, like a mirage, far to their southeast.

It was land, a string of islands, more likely.

And without a navigator, they would soon be smashed against the rocks.
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Chapter 45


1

Ida and Sheridan moved slowly through the bowels of the ship.

Ida, with his one eye and gimp leg, had adopted a loping gate a long time ago. For what he lacked in physical strength, he made up for in economy of movement; he let the rocking of the ship propel him along.

Sheridan, the younger and stronger of the two, now also gimped along, but for a different reason: the injury he’d sustained to his head had left him unstable.

Together, the two of them almost made an able seaman. Their attempt to thwart the mutineers and release the captain would need to rely on stealth and cunning, for strength and speed, they had none.

Ida had told Sheridan that they’d most likely face the big Frenchman or Johnathan Thomas at the helm, but not both. The crew was simply too thin to have two men guarding the captain’s cabin. Besides, it was chained shut, and there was barely any left alive on the ship to attempt a rescue.

When the mutiny had been decided, Ida, like usual, had faded into the background of the scene. He’d become so good at quiet observation, the sailors practically considered him a part of the ship. Because of this, and the chaos that had ensued from the mutiny, Grady and the Frenchman had simply forgotten about him. Besides, Grady had had his acolytes then and seemingly enough men to pull it off. But the person they had not forgotten about was Sheridan.

Ida had described Grady’s growing obsession with Zoe, and how he’d thought Sheridan was the lynchpin. Which had turned out to be true. “As connivin’ as he is,” Ida had told Sheridan, “Grady’s a survivor. And ya don’t survive wit’out yer wits to read a man. Ayup, he’s been obsessin’ over findin’ you fer a while.”

Sheridan understood this. He’d had his own sense about Grady. His only regret was that he hadn’t gone to Mr. Goffe about it earlier. What a difference one day would have made, for all of them.

Ida spun and with one strong hand pulled Sheridan down into a crouch. For an old man, Ida still had an iron grip, with fingers like woven cords.

Someone was coming.

Silently the two men crouched. Sheridan slid a knife from his boot but kept it pressed against his leg, so a glare from the blade would not betray them.

Then the heard it. Someone was singing.

A few seconds later, a naked Grady walked down a corridor that crossed theirs. He wasn’t running, nor strolling. He walked like a man with purpose, slow, but with methodical purpose. And the brief glimpse Sheridan caught of Grady’s face told him something else, as well. The yellow eyes were wide and staring, unblinking. If Grady Enderby walked with a purpose, the purpose was madness. Disregarding the fact the man was naked, and disregarding the fact the ‘song’ was incomprehensible babble, Sheridan saw an utter lack of sanity in Grady’s eyes.

Then the madman passed beyond their sight and disappeared into the darkness.

2

Ida motioned for Sheridan to follow. Both men crept forward on the balls of their feet, not risking an echoing bootheel to betray them.

Poised at the bottom of the stairs that led on deck closest to the stern, they waited. Voices could be heard, shouting. Ida knew immediately the problem: they were still in the storm, and the few remaining men were trying to prepare the ship the best they could.

Jean Baptiste was at the helm as best as Ida could tell. He cursed at the rolling ship while yelling for the men, that would have been Johnathan Thomas and the junior helmsman, to pull away the last of the mizzen sail.

Ida knew the main mast, and sail, were gone, which left only the sail on the forward mast. During the first part of the storm, no one could climb the ropes to raise the sail and lash it, so it had flapped wildly in the wind, until holes were torn through it. It hung there like a dead skin until now. With the yard arms cracked and sagging, the sail was of no use for controlled sailing and was more of a danger. It still had the ability to roll them over if caught by the right wind, and especially if they were sitting poorly on a wave. It had to come down.

It was the perfect diversion. Their time was now.

3

Grady, mumbling to himself, followed an imagined light in his mind. To him, the light from heaven still shone gloriously upon his head, despite the fact he was deep within the ship. To his mind, the roiling clouds had all but disappeared and the sunny beaches of the Bahamas where just outside, waiting to sooth his body. In his mind, he had found—

He stopped.

What is this place?

His head turned from side to side as his unblinking eyes stared into the darkness. Confusion pricked at his mind, pulling it from its mad daydream.

He knew every inch of this ship. Had been over most of it in his search, leaving portions to the others, but this place looked unfamiliar. Cargo and goods had been thrown about, having come loose from their netting. The normal corridors of access were changed or blocked altogether.

His mind cleared. Slowly, rational thought came back to him, although he did not notice his nakedness.

Why had he come here?

What led him to the chaos of this place?

His unfocused eyes narrowed. Something was familiar here.

He grabbed a lantern and after striking through several soddened matches from a nearby box, finally got it lit. Holding the lantern high, he imagined what this section of storage would look like if everything was stowed back properly. Several seconds later, he had it.

The secret cargo hold, with the hidden door, was just beyond this pile of rubble. If these crates were stood back up, and those bales put back, and the smaller boxes lashed up into the curves of the ribs as they had been before, the start of the hidden corridor would be right there.

He began to clamber over the tossed boxes.

And if the start of the hidden corridor was there—and remembering the turns—the false wall should be…

There.

In the distance, at the end of the feeble lantern light, was a tumult of boxes. But if they were upright, he’d see the hidden wall. And beyond that, the secret cargo.

That ass-licker Johnathan Thomas hadn’t been back here. Grady was suddenly sure of it. The lazy sod hadn’t straightened or moved these boxes. And if he hadn’t, then he hadn’t seen inside the secret room—probably didn’t even know about it.

What better place to hide than in a secret room? Grady thought. Then stopped.

There was another secret in the that room, wasn’t there? His mind prickled. Visions floated up from dark places.

William was in that room.

Before the mutiny had begun. Young William St. Barbe had followed Grady into the hold. He threatened him, said he was going to report his plan to the captain. They’d fought inside the secret room. William had nearly gotten the better of him, but Grady was faster. He'd stabbed William and left him bleeding on the ledge made by the crates, the crates that were branded with a string of pearls.

What had he done with William’s body?

(The crate had moved. You did nothing with it.)

Grady suddenly remembered, as if it were a fragment of a dream—nightmare really—that his mind had tried to forget. He’d watched William’s blood leak out, soak through his shirt, then disappear into the crate. And the blood hadn’t slowly seeped into the wood. It was as if it had been sucked into it by a great force.

Water into a dying man? Rain into a desert floor?

These ideas were close, but didn’t quite paint the picture of what he’d witnessed.

(And then the crate moved.)

Yes. And then the crate moved.

Grady’s heart ticked up as he remembered the scene. And it hadn’t been the rocking of the ship, otherwise all of the crates would have moved to some degree. No, it was that specific crate. The long one on the left. That, and the one on the right, both presumably the same length, since they jutted out the same amount, together they formed the ledge that held Williams dying body.

And the crate had moved with a violent thumping sound. As if something wanted out.

Grady, over the last several minutes of remembering the scene, had unknowingly crouched on the rubble that blocked his path. He was on all fours, and like an animal preparing to sneak a scrap of meat from a larger one, his body was tense and nervous. He looked to where the secret room was, sniffing and listening. Any little sound caused his cracked lips to curl back in a snarl, and his head to jerk.

No longer concerned with William’s body, he was more afraid of the thing in the crate. The thing that sucked in William’s blood like it was breathing its first breath of air.

The image of a mummy, dry as dust, absorbing blood through its decaying skin, suddenly came to him, and he nearly fled.

Grady looked longingly where he knew the secret room to be—the morsel, and the monster, in the same room. Was it possible? Wasn’t that how things always went? His time in the Paris brothels, wasn’t there always a morsel to be had, somewhere beyond the monsters? Yes, it was the story of his life. And because it was, he knew it to be true.

With a sick resignation, he hung the lantern on a nail that he could work by. He began, slowly, to clear a path to the secret room. Always on the lookout for something to move in the darkness. Always listening for that dreaded…
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Chapter 46


Thump.

Thump. Thump!

It was unclear to Zoe if she was awake or asleep, therefore she was unsure if she’d just dreamed the strange thumping again. The constant darkness had so oppressed her mind, she was in a constant state of fuzzy half-sleep. And after so many hours, the fuzzy half-sleep had settled behind her eyes in the form of a constant headache. Perhaps her throbbing head had made the noise.

She tossed and turned in her small confines, sometimes kicking feebly against the door—her feet were tender and swollen now—and sometimes pounding her fists at the sides. She’d even gotten onto all fours and stretched her back up like a cat’s, pushing against the ceiling. But nothing gave way.

At least she could stretch out, for the crate was just longer than she was tall. But she couldn’t extend her arms over her head, without making room with her knees. She learned this as part of her bathroom routine.

In and out of consciousness she’d been for days, or hours, or weeks, who knew? But during that time, she’d begun to hear—or imagine she’d heard—noises. It wasn’t the voice, although that could be imagined as well she knew, but other sounds she thought she’d heard.

She was used to the groaning of the ship by now, but that noise had become more of a feeling anyway, as very little sound came to her in this place. And the occasional tumble of a loose box of cargo could be felt through the floor. But lately she’d heard a strange bump rather close to her. Once she isolated the sound from the others, she’d realized she had heard it several times before. But in the beginning, it had been mixed—and hidden—with the other sounds that were so new to her. But then, after uselessly kicking at the wooden walls around her, she recognized the sound for what it was. It sounded as if someone else were kicking from inside their own crate, only less frequently, but much harder. Those kicks practically shook her very own crate!

She knew this was crazy, as she was the only one who’d fled and been hidden away, and if the sounds had ceased, she’d have dismissed the idea as mad illusion. But they had not ceased. And in fact, she thought it was that very thing that had just woken her from—

Thump!

Zoe jumped. “Oh!” she cried.

That was certainly not a dream, nor had she imagined it.

And it was so close she felt it. In the dark, she turned her head to the right, as if she could look through the wall and into the next crate.

Bam!

Bam!

BAM!

A terrible thrashing began right outside her crate. It was so forceful she thought she could feel the walls of her own crate move.

She’d been discovered!

She clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. Someone was hacking through the other crates to get hers! She pushed her back against the left wall, adding inches of distance between her and the shaking crate wall.

Tears burst forth as she bit and screamed into the meat of her hands.

She wanted out.

She had to get away.

She wanted out!

ANGEL! She prayed with all her might. HELP ME! Please save me! I need you!

ANGEL! PLEEAASSEE!

The thrashing stopped.

Zoe tasted blood from her palm, but couldn’t pull her hand away. She lay there, frozen with fear in the dark, praying to a voice in her head. She began to shake uncontrollably. A pitiful moan wheezed from her heaving chest. “…ohhhhhh…”

Then the voice spoke.

(Child?)

Yuh— yuh— yes… A… a… ngel, puh.. puh… pleease help… ohhhh…. spare meee… angel…

(Hush, child. Hush.)

Zoe trembled in the darkness. The weak smell of urine registered in her mind, but her brain pushed it away. Even an animal pisses itself when it’s frightened.

(Child, what ails you? And why do you pray to me?)

You saved me. You’re my guardian angel. That is why I prayed to you.

(No, child, that—)

But you are. You sent them away. With just the sound of your voice, you sent them away.

(Who, child? Who was sent away?)

I know not. Someone who has found my hiding spot and wishes me harm. Can you not see them?

The angel was silent for a long time, and Zoe feared she’d dreamt it.

(I am not what you think, chi—)

A pause.

(I am not what you think, Zoe.)

You remember my name?

(Yes. In a way.)

What does that mean?

(As I’ve said, I am not what you think. And you. You are like a dream to me.)

This time when the angel spoke, when she said, ‘And you,’ Zoe thought she heard a chuckle in her voice. The slightest feeling of laughter colored the angel’s words, as if this conversation was as much a surprise to her as it was to Zoe.

How is it that I can be a dream to you, when you are the one that speaks in my mind.

(As you speak into mine.)

Zoe thought about this for a while. She still wasn’t sure that she hadn’t gone mad, and that this entire conversation wasn’t happening in her mind. Hers alone, where there was no angel. But in a strange way it had calmed her, as it had before. And the terrible thumping had ended. So, she thought, even if she had gone mad, wasn’t this at least a pleasant one? If a madness could be thought of as pleasant. And since the conversation was agreeable to her, and having nothing else to do in her box, she decided to learn what she could about her angel.

How do I speak into your mind, angel?

(I do not know. And I am no—)

Have I always?

(What?)

Spoken into your mind.

(No.)

When did I start?

Another pause.

Zoe thought this strange, as well. Didn’t angels know all things? If so, why did they need to pause and think? Then an unsettling thought occurred to her. Perhaps this was no angel at all.

(I don’t know.)

You don’t know what?

(I don’t know when I began to hear you. It seems one day I just… woke up, and I felt your presence.)

Was it long ago?

Another pause.

(I cannot tell. But I think it was not so very long.)

And this time, how did you come to hear my prayers?

The angel sighed. Zoe felt it as if a great breath of air had just moved through her crate. The sigh was mournful and sad in such a way that she could not bear it and would have cried a torrent for her angel could she spare the tears.

(I was lost in another world, a sort of dreamworld I think. I cannot say what or where it is, but it has darkened my thoughts of late. I know not how I come into this place, for if I did, I would surely avoid it. But it calls to me, stronger each day, and… and I fear I shall live there forever.

(But it was you, Zoe, who pulled me from the darkness. I heard your words, like tiny flashes of light in the dark, and I came.)

Zoe listened to the angel’s words, but could not make sense of them. Perhaps this was just another fable being told to a child.

Do angels sleep?

(Chi— Zoe, I am no angel.)

Do you sleep, then?

Zoe detected the pause as it began to happen. She knew the angel was pondering over the question. Somehow, as if through some strange vibration, Zoe felt the angel thinking. She remembered her mother, sleeping shoulder to shoulder with Zoe in their swinging hammocks. She could sense when her mother was worried, or sad, which had been most of the trip. It was a tingling of the skin. And Zoe felt this now. It was as if the angel were lying next to her, somewhere in the dark, and Zoe could feel her thinking.

(I live in a darkness—the dreamworld I spoke of. When I am there, I cannot say if I am asleep or awake. Neither I fear. But—)

The angel paused.

Yes? Go on.

(But… sometimes, I fear I don’t just live in the darkness… but that... it lives within me.)

How can that be? You are not evil.

(Oh, child…)

But you can’t be! You’re my—

(I… I can hear it breathing… and with each breath, I know that somewhere in the dark, the darkness lies waiting.)

Zoe shivered and clenched back tears.

But now?

(Now, with you in my head, I feel awake. Although, I do not know if I truly am. Perhaps you are my guardian angel.)

Zoe thought this silly, but at the same time, liked the idea. It was something her mother might have said.

Will I ever see you?

Zoe felt the angel gasp.

(I would not wish it.)

Why?

Overwhelming sadness flooded the dark crate.

(I would not wish you to see me as a monster.)
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Chapter 47


1

As Sheridan exited the cargo hold, he stopped and gaped. What lay before him was a scene of utter destruction. The Carmilla could barely be classified as a ship, in his opinion. It was one bad turn from being a derelict.

When the top of the main mast had had broken free, it luckily had hit the water, but the yardarms from that top section had plummeted like spears into the deck.

The port side railing was completely gone. All of the working supplies secured to the deck, the tables, barrels and other instruments, had been smashed and washed overboard. Fragments of wood littered the deck.

The forward mast had cracked also, it listing to port as well. The sails that remained connected to it either flapped about in tattered sheets, or were wrapped into the web of ropes that held the mast aloft. The nest of ropes and sail remnants made a dangerous and unstable sail that continually pulled the boat to the left. Sometimes a gust of wind would threaten to pull the mass right over the bow and under the ship. If that were to happen, the rudder would likely be disabled or destroyed altogether. But despite all the destruction, the most disturbing thing about the ship was not something that was missing, it was something that had been added. Long strands of seaweed hung about the ship like a living shroud. The stuff was everywhere! It hung from the highest point on the broken mast, all the way down the hatches. It was wrapped around the mast and in between the ropes. It was woven in between the balustrades of the starboard rail. A massive pile of it—a few hundred pounds by Sheridan’s estimation—clung to the bowsprit and fo’castle deck, as if the ship had to plow through a mountain of it to keep course. And the smell was the same rotted, gaseous smell as in his dream.

Sheridan, taking all of this in, had the sick feeling he was seeing a ship that was simply looking for its place to die, as elephants had been known to do. This was the first time he truly doubted he’d see land again.

“Come!” Ida said. His command was low and sharp. “Our time is now.”

The men walked forward slowly. Ida led with a rope in his hands. Sheridan followed with the rope looped around his wrists. From a distance, he looked like a prisoner.

2

Jonas Raven and Alan Shelding had been carving away at the large hinges of the cabin door for hours. When Eirik spotted the line of islands earlier in the day, they knew their time was short. Having no real tools to chop at the door, or widen a port hole window, they took to carving away the wood with the knives they carried on their belts.

They were making slow progress.

3

“Hey oh!” Jean Baptiste yelled from the helm. “Who’s that?”

Ida waved his hand and jerked on the rope. “Look-wha-gah,” he said, letting his words slur together. Most of their meaning was lost to the wind.

The Frenchman squinted at the pair of ragtag men, barely believing his own eyes. He didn’t think there was anyone else alive on the ship. “Ida? Back from the dead are ya? Who’s that?”

“Wha’sat?” Ida yelled, cupping a hand to his ear. He limped along, tugging on the rope, as if the exertion of movement was interrupting his hearing. He wanted to get as close as possible before raising suspicion.

Sheridan, with his head down, limped along as well. He appeared to be a man severely injured.

Jean Baptiste cursed as he wrestled with the wheel. “Bah, if we ain’t caught by another current! It’s as if the ship is sailin’ herself.”

4

“But how can it be?” Captain Blackburn said.

The men in the room knew he expected no answer. It had been the third or fourth time he’d posed the question aloud, never waiting for a reply.

Eirik had paced from one side of the cabin to the other with his spyglass. A sextant was of no use, considering he couldn’t see enough of the sky or horizon to get an accurate reading. But his eyes didn’t lie. He had spotted very distinctive islands far off to each side of the ship. And there was only one set of islands known to him that matched this layout.

“By my calculations, we’re still days away from the Greater Antilles,” the captain said to no one. “We can’t have crossed that much ocean already. We would have had to go—” He looked up at the painting.

Eirik trusted the captain’s leadership. He was a good captain. But he trusted his eyes more. The island chain known as the Greater Antilles, far off the coast of Florida, was the only explanation. And the Carmilla had already passed them.

Incredulous, the captain continued muttering the impossibility of their situation. “We would have had to sail straight through the Sargasso Sea, to even come close to this location.” He looked blankly around the room. “And not lose any speed. We had to sail like the wind.”

Eirik had heard tales of ships arriving at their destinations earlier or later than expected. Typically, it was more of the latter, and usually due to poor navigation. It was easy to be far off course by making the smallest mistake in measurement. And sometimes sailors simply measured the knots incorrectly. But on occasion, despite the best efforts of a seasoned crew, they simply ended up somewhere without a good explanation as to how they’d come to be there. And when this happened, the sailors spoke of sailing with the Devil’s Wind.

There were as many superstitions about the Devil’s Wind as there were superstitions. Invisible forces—not like the great circles of the ocean, which sailors could understand, but supernatural ones—that for one reason or another would occasionally attach themselves to a ship and take it somewhere unexpected. Some believed it was associated with the cycles of the moon. Some thought it was certain parts of the ocean. But many believed, as Eirik did, that the Devil’s Wind roamed the great oceans, not unlike wayward demons, looking for the right ship, under the right circumstances, to terrorize and haunt. In short, most sailors believed it was just another way the devil amused himself.

But it never ended in amusement for those being sailed by that hellish wind. For when it was over, and if the crew was lucky enough to survive the trip, it only brought them to another terror. It was as if the devil was bored, and knowing a great disaster awaited the ship, hurried it along to its final destination by way of paths unknown to men.

Yes, Eirik was sure those were the Greater Antilles, fading behind them. And he discounted the miracle that they hadn’t run aground on the outer islands as fate. Before reaching the Antilles, there was a string of islands so small you could barely spot them in good weather, let alone bad. No, Eirik thought this small miracle was part of a larger plan. The Devil’s Wind had hastened them from somewhere in the Atlantic to the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico, tantalizingly close to their destination. But it had done so only to bring them closer to that final terror. Whatever the Fates had in store for the Carmilla, it would happen within eyesight of the New World.
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Chapter 48


1

When Ida Crane topped the stairs to the quarter deck where the helm was, he heard Johnathan Thomas call out from the bow of the ship. He and the junior helmsman had either finished their work and were coming back, or needed help. Either way, their attention had been diverted from their task to two men approaching the helm. And Ida had no real plan for that.

Jean Baptiste glanced at Ida. “Where da hell you been—?” His sharp eyes went from Ida to the man behind him. The fact that Ida could still limp around the deck was miracle enough in the Frenchman’s mind, but to subdue someone and bind him was a feat he’d never considered the man capable of. “What da hell?”

Then Ida stumbled crazily and was thrown into Jean Baptiste.

Thrown by the movement of the ship, or threw himself? The movement was so deliberate, the idea was in Jean’s mind before it registered itself as a possibility.

With one iron hand on the wheel, and a giant body anchored by tree-trunk legs, Jean reached out with his right hand and easily caught Ida. The fool old man could have broken his neck if—

Then the thought of betrayal registered in Jean Baptiste’s mind. His reflexes were faster than his thoughts, but his instincts were sharp.

This was a trick!

As if hearing the debate in Jean’s head, Sheridan looked up just in time to catch the surprised look on the giant’s ugly face. They’d been discovered. Or were about to be. Sheridan lunged just as a scowl of defiance rose up on Jean’s face. The giant’s mouth, hidden in the unruly black beard, opened as a roar of indignation bellowed out of him. Jean, preparing to take the full weight of Sheridan as well, was surprised when his legs didn’t move according to his mind’s instructions. In the brief moment after he’d saved Ida from falling to the deck, the old man had tangled his legs around Jean’s, immobilizing them. When Sheridan’s weight hit Jean’s torso, he was off balance, and with a momentous sound, all three men crashed to the deck.

2

“What was that?” Alan said. He jerked back from the door where he’d just resumed his shift at whittling the hard wood around the hinges. There had been a loud thump outside.

The others came close to the door and listened. Shouts and curses filtered through the cracks.

Outside, men were fighting.

3

In the flickering light of the cargo hold, a panting, naked Grady moved ever closer to the secret door.

4

Johnathan Thomas and the junior helmsman looked up when they heard the Frenchman yell. They’d been trying to get the makeshift sail under control. Johnathan had seen the two men ascend from the hatch, and thinking they were passengers come to ask for food, hailed them for assistance. The sail had shifted just then, pulling his attention back to the task. But now all attention was on the scuffle at the helm.

And is if to emphasis the danger of a scuffle at the helm—and without hands on the wheel—the ship’s rudder cocked sharply, causing the Carmilla to roll dangerously to the side. Shouts of protest went up all around.

Realizing it was more than just a scuffle, Johanthan and the helmsman began to pick their way towards the stern of the ship, and the struggling men. The way back was precarious, with nearly all the rails missing, and they clung to every handhold they could find.

5

Sheridan, having rolled over the Frenchman’s torso when they landed, had the length of rope around the man’s neck before Jean fully realized he was on the ground. He looped the rope once then, having spun around into a sitting position, placed his feet against the giant’s shoulders and pulled.

When the rope tightened, Jean’s hands instinctively went to the rope, freeing Ida.

Ida in turn, knowing in his wizened age that you didn’t need to be the strongest to win a fight, placed his hands on the giant’s hips and with as much strength as he could muster, kneed him in the groin.

A high-pitched growl bellowed out of the man as he convulsed in pain. His giant legs moved as if to kick Ida over the side, but fell limply back to the deck where they closed protectively over his throbbing testicles.

Ida swiped the big man’s knife from his sheath and slid it between his legs until he felt pressure.

“NOOO!” the giant screamed in an unnatural pitch.

“I’ll slice ‘em like eggs, I will,” Ida said. For all the sudden exertion, his voice was eerily calm.

Jean Baptiste stared at the man, feeling his eyes water from pain and anger.

“We don’t aim to kill ya’,” Ida said. “Twouldn’t do no good fer that.”

Jean Baptiste grumbled something like a question through his restricted airway.

Ida looked at Sheridan. “Might want to loosen up a bit ‘fore you want to pull ‘eez head off.”

Sheridan saw that Jean’s face had gone pale and relaxed his legs. The giant took two large gulps of air and began to cough.

“Hands up,” Ida said. And when Jean released the rope around his neck and raised his hands, Sheridan tied them together with an end of the same rope. In truth, it was so haphazard that given enough time, any man probably could have found his way out, but the immediate effect was that he was subdued.

Sheridan then tied the whole nest of knots to an iron ring on the side of the captain’s cabin, for which he had no idea of its use.

With his arms secured, Ida spun around and sat on the giant’s stomach, keeping the man’s own blade tucked warmly between his legs. He nodded at Sheridan, who had already pulled a hatchet from the back of his belt.

Johnathan Thomas and the junior helmsman topped the stairs to see Ida straddling Jean Baptiste like a man riding a dead horse.

“We got yer man,” Ida said. “And I’ll bleed ‘em like a pig if’n you come off them steps.”

Sheridan had only to wave the hatchet at them once to see the defeat in their eyes. With the giant fallen, and the other men armed, the remaining mutineers had little chance of winning this fight, and less chance of coming away unscathed if they did.

Sheridan turned to the door and with a few well-placed hacks, cleaved away the nails that held the chain. The door flung open and Captain Blackburn beheld what remained of his flailing ship.


[image: image-placeholder]
Chapter 49


1

Grady had felt the ship roll precariously when the fight at the helm had begun. He didn’t know the cause of it and had paid it little attention. His focus was on the hidden room.

Whether due to the exertion of heaving the displaced crates aside, or simply because his body was giving out, Grady’s leakage seemed to have accelerated over the last few hours.

His naked body, shimmering in the dim light, had taken on the appearance of a leper’s. Sores and lesions had opened across his body, leaking ruddy brown blood. The torn scabs from removing his rotten clothes had begun to crust over again, but leaked a yellow substance in the repair. Combined with the sweat and greenish seaweed water that dripped from the ceiling, Grady looked like a man turning into something that belonged at the bottom of the ocean, instead of above it.

His skin, due to his excretions, gradually changed color from head to foot. First, a pale splotchiness dotted with red sores about his face became a yellowish varnish covering his torso, finally shifting to a reddish brown at his legs and feet, where the excretions dried into a secondary skin.

When the last crate was shoved aside, Grady flipped the latch on the wall and slid open the secret door. Light from the swinging lantern flooded into the hidden room.

And a gasp of surprise echoed from the darkness.

2

Zoe slept fitfully. She dreamt of dead people who had come back to life but were trapped in their coffins. She was somewhere in the graveyard with them, perhaps in her own coffin, buried alive, and the dead knew it. They were jealous of her life force and were clawing through the cold dirt to drink of it. They had tunneled for so long and now were right outside her coffin, thumping to get in.

When the light flooded the secret compartment, and yet only the smallest rays seeped through the makeshift airholes, it was like the sun had risen for the first time. She was instantly awake, but clenched her eyes tightly against the burning light.

She gasped as the light caused bolts of pain to shoot through her head.

She lay frozen for several seconds, covering her eyes with her hands.

Am I dead? What’s happened?

First, her mind reeled at the sudden intrusion into her world, then everything flooded back to her. She was safe! The mutiny must be over. Sheridan had come back for her!

But something deep in her mind kept her quiet. Something told her there was another step. She was waiting for something, but couldn’t remember what it was. A signal of some sort.

3

Grady had gasped when he’d thrown the door open. William’s body was gone.

His wild yellow eyes scanned the secret cargo room, but there was no sign of the body.

He hadn’t entered the room yet, remembering the strange thumping he’d heard, but peered into what crevices he could see. The body must have rolled in between the crates with the rocking of the ship.

Only, the crates where stacked together too closely to allow for that to happen. And this cargo, this special cargo, had been stacked and lashed very well. It had hardly moved.

The body hadn’t rolled off the ledge where he’d left it, or it would be on the floor in front of him.

Rats?

Perhaps the rats had eaten it, but… Wouldn’t he at least see some trace of it? The rats wouldn’t have eaten the clothing, or the bones.

Someone had taken it, he thought. But who?

He tried to remember the series of events that led up to now, but they were muddied. How much time had elapsed between when he’d killed William and the start of the mutiny? He couldn’t say. Hadn’t it been the same day, or at least the next? He thought so.

Perhaps someone had found it and intended to turn him in, but hadn’t had the chance.

Yes. That seemed like the most likely explanation. But then his thoughts turned back to his real purpose. The girl.

He didn’t see any place for her to hide. Maybe she washed overboard with the tossing of the ship.

The hanging lantern swung, and with the faintest squeak, gave its opinion.

4

That was it! Zoe heard the signal. She couldn’t remember the tune, but she remembered the signal.

It was a whistle.

5

Grady had almost turned away when the lantern swung and squeaked. It was a faint thing that didn’t register with him, he was so used to hearing them. Just a faint squeak-squeak. Almost like a whistle.

But the other sound did register with him.

A whistled response.

He stared in disbelief. The sound had come from behind the crates. But there was no room back there unless the crates had been removed and restacked in order to make a hollow place against the hull. That would be very clever indee—

“Sheridan?” a faint voice whispered.

Grady’s yellow eyes became large moons floating above the open cavern of his mouth.

“Are you there?” the voice whispered again.

Grady’s heart leapt.

Zoe was in the crate.
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Chapter 50


1

Captain Blackburn stared at the ruins of his ship in disbelief. During his sequester, and based on the sounds he’d heard, a mental image of the damage had formed in his mind, but nothing had prepared him for what he was seeing now.

Eirik had already taken the wheel and was cursing at the situation. The ship was unresponsive to his efforts.

Alan Shelding stood guard at the cabin door, having left Jonas Raven inside. Despite the conditional pardon granted by the captain for his cooperation, it was still unknown where his allegiances lay.

Johnathan Thomas, having retreated to middeck, stood looking up at the captain, awaiting his fate.

Ida stayed seated on the giant.

The captain blinked uncomprehendingly at the tangle of ropes and strands of seaweed that hung about. It was as if the ship had been mired at sea for years and had started sprouting the seaweed from her very structure. Tatters, like Spanish moss, hung everywhere, flapping in the wind.

The tops of both masts were gone. The bowsprit was still intact, so it was possible a low-slung sail could be jerry-rigged between it and the forward mast, but it would catch little wind.

“Cap’tan,” Eirik said. “No wheel.”

Those words came slowly and distinctly to the captain.

No. Wheel.

The captain knew what Eirik meant. The wheel was still physically there, but it was inoperable.

“Is the rudder gone?” the captain asked. If that were the case, there was little hope for the ship. With the remaining men, even if they were all able seamen, they couldn’t manage that type of repair in the middle of the ocean.

Eirik caressed the wheel, speaking to the ship gently in his native tongue. He listened. He felt. A master trainer soothing a dying beast would know that’s when they were the most dangerous. And he felt the Carmilla tremble beneath his touch.

He shook his head. “Nei. A jam.”

Something was caught up in the rudder beneath the ship. Likely some of the ship’s own debris, the captain thought. The only way to salvage it would be to send someone down.

“Mr. Shelding,” said the captain. “You are the new first mate. Take three men and cut loose anything hanging from the sides of the ship. Maybe the jam will break free. After that, rig a sail off the forward mast, something what can be raised and lowered quickly. Go!”

“Aye, captain,” Alan said. He pointed at Sheridan, Jonas Raven, and the waiting Johnathan Thomas. Despite Sheridan being a passenger and the other two being reluctant mutineers—Jonas had spilled his guts while in the cabin—every hand was needed. “Come with me.”

The four men gathered at middeck, collecting whatever cutting tools they could find. Finally, with two hatchets, a machete, and a meat clever, they went, two men to a side, hacking their way to the bow.

The junior helmsman was placed on the wheel, which left Eirik, Ida, and the giant who was still tied to the cabin wall.

The captain turned to Ida and motioned him up. He wanted to address the Frenchman directly.

“Jean Baptiste Guidry, I charge you with the crime of mutiny, punishable by death.” He pointed to Ida and the helmsman. “Did you men witness the accused conduct this crime?”

“Aye,” they said.

“So charged. Mr. Guidry, your execution is stayed while you are in the service of this ship. If you execute your remaining duties faithfully, you may choose the time and manner of your death. Are we understood?”

Jean Baptiste, dejected and prone, looked up at the captain. His wild hair was matted to his head and hung over his face. His bush of a beard streamed water. He pulled himself up by his tied arms the best he could and locked eyes with Captain Blackburn. “Aye,” he said, with chin raised.

In one swift move, the captain cut Jean free and pulled the man to his feet. “Now, fix my rudder.”

Jean nodded and descended the stairs. The rudder operation was dangerous and would begin below deck. Ida followed cautiously, still holding the giant’s knife.

The captain motioned for Eirik to wait. When the two men were out of range, the captain pointed to the South. “Make quick work of it, Mr. Bjornsson, if you please. That nasty bit won’t wait.”

Eirik looked to the South.

The storm that had plagued them for weeks now seemed to have only been a precursor to the final show. The Devil’s Wind had sped them along to an even greater tragedy.

Swirling deep within the blanket of clouds that obliterated the horizon was a distinct line that had all the earmarks of a hurricane.

2

At the stern of the ship, Eirik began the process of opening the secure hatch that led to the outside of the ship where the rudder was.

The wheel on deck was connected to a tiller arm inside the boat through a series of ropes. The ropes ran from the wheel, down through the deck, and via a series of pullies, moved the tiller arm back and forth. In turn, the tiller arm ran out through the back of the ship and moved the rudder back and forth, thus turning the ship to the left or to the right.

Eirik had correctly determined that none of these internal moving parts had been damaged during her absent navigation, and that the problem lay outside the ship.

Occasionally, a log or piece of large debris would roll beneath a ship and come bobbing up at her stern right where the rudder was connected. If it got lodged there, it would hinder the movement of the rudder, making the wheel inoperable. If close to a port, or in calm water, the debris could be removed by men in a rowboat coming around the backside of the ship. But in an emergency, there was only one other way to get access to where the tiller arm exited the back of a ship: through the rudder hatch.

Being so close to the waterline, the rudder hatch was more like a removable piece of the floor (as the rudder was below it and outside the ship) and took considerable effort to remove. Bolted into place and sealed with pitch, it had to be removed by use of a large wrench the length of a pry bar.

When the bolts were removed, a length of rope was attached to a ring bolt on one side of the hatch and, with a great pull, the hatch swung open on large hinges. A trap door that opened to the angry ocean below.

Eirik and Jean Baptiste looked down through the hole and saw the problem. A mass of ropes from one of the failing masts had been pulled under the ship. They were wrapped around the rudder. The only way to free the rudder would be to climb down through the hatch and cut the ropes free. This was Jean’s mutinous penance.
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Chapter 51


1

Inside the crate, Zoe listened.

She lay utterly motionless, a sickening feeling knotting her stomach. Something was wrong.

She’d heard a whistle; she was certain of it. She had signaled back, like she thought was proper, but couldn’t understand why Sheridan wasn’t saying anything. Had he gone to find tools? Had he forgotten which crate she was in?

These thoughts and others raced through her mind. All the while, her stomach twisted into an ever-tighter knot.

Her eyes had adjusted to the errant light which made its way into the crate. It cast little dancing shadows with the rocking of the ship, and so must be from a hanging lantern, she thought. But the light was getting neither closer nor further away. If the person with the lantern had gone to look for tools, it should have gotten dim. If they came closer to speak, it should get brighter. But it was just swinging and creaking. And underneath it all, someone was breathing.

2

Outside the crate, Grady crouched.

Like a man transfixed, he stared at the crate, overwhelmed with fantasy. The heavens had shone on him after all. In this moment, nothing else exited, and he was lord over his domain.

When he’d first heard the voice, he had thought he’d imagined it. But the fire that lit inside him told him it was real. Slowly, to not break the spell, he crept closer to the crate, always listening.

Inside the boundaries of the sliding door, he caught the first whiff of the person in the crate. It was Zoe. There was still a bit of that youthful zest he’d first smelled that night outside her sleeping berth. But now there was more. In a complex process he did not fully understand, she had matured somehow during her time in the crate.

She had ripened.

And the thought of how tender she had become made his mouth water.

3

Inside the crate Zoe squeezed her hands so tightly she heard her knuckles crack. The sounds echoed like thunderclaps in her ears. The iron weight in her stomach was pressing on her bowels; they had suddenly become loose and squirmy. She clenched her legs and butt together tightly, willing the feeling to go away. She would not do that with someone right outside, no matter how long they sat there.

Small salty tears leaked out of her closed eyelids as she began to tremble. Then the voice came.

“Ohhh…. Lil’ burdy.”

Zoe screamed.
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Chapter 52


1

The ship bucked and rolled as Jean Baptiste stuck his legs through the open hatch. A long rope had been tied around his waist, looped around one beam which acted as a pully, and secured to a second. This was his lifeline, but it could also be controlled by Eirik from inside the ship, who would give or take up slack to assist the man.

It was a perilous task.

Jean barely fit through the hatch and when he finally did, realized he’d torn his shirt forcing his way in. With his feet on the top of the rudder arm, his knees bent, and his hands clamped to the top of the hatch opening, he looked like a gorilla hanging from a tree, only above a great, roaring river.

The giant waves, like a coastal tide responding to an insane moon, lapped over his knees one moment, then dropped eight feet the next. Each time it did this, he could see the tangle of debris wrapped around the rudder below the water line. This was an impossible task.

“Hey!” Eirik yelled from above. “Cut! Storm!”

Jean Baptiste looked up at Eirik. He saw no remorse in the man’s eyes. He knew at that moment that if the ropes suddenly tore themselves away, Eirik would just as likely close the hatch on him as pull him up. After all, had it not been for the mutiny and the poisonous words of Grady Enderby, the Carmilla would not be in these dire straits, and this would not be his fate.

“Fix me a loop,” Jean said. “So’s I can get lower.”

Eirik understood.

And while Eirik tied a knot in another length of rope, Jean began to hack at the tangle below his feet.

2

On deck, the captain shouted orders that were lost to the wind. Somehow, since the time he’d first stepped foot back on his own deck, everything had sped up. Disaster was funny that way, he knew. At times, when the unexpected first occurs, you can see it all happening in slow motion, like you’re everywhere at once. Time compresses around you, a held cosmic breath, and waits. Then in the next moment, like a great exhalation, time and events rush out ahead of you, fly away at great speeds, and you don’t even know your own thoughts.

Captain Blackburn was in that thought void now. Everything was happening at once, and it barely registered with him that they weren’t sailing towards a hurricane anymore, as the front edge of it had already caught them and was pushing them at great speed.

3

Sheridan and Jonas Raven had gone up the port side of the ship, while Alan Shelding—ever untrusting of Johnathan Thomas now—took him up the starboard side. The going was slow and treacherous.

Jonas, having found redemption in the captain’s good graces, called out for Sheridan to follow him, showing him what to hold onto at key moments.

Sheridan was grateful for the sailor’s insights, which saved him from more than one errant step moments before a wave crashed over the side, pulling at his feet. Their work took them perilously close to the side of the ship, and with no railing, Sheridan knew one wrong move would be the death of him.

At the bow, the four men clung to the base of the forward mast. The top section that had cracked off was still attached by ropes and swung dangerously back and forth above the deck. It had smashed away the rails on both sides of the ship here. Anything not attached by rope had been washed into the ocean.

Before they could rig up any type of makeshift sail, the swinging mast end would have to come down. Alan surveyed the carnage and spotted the few key ropes that would let the entire contraption complete its collapse to the deck. After that, it should slide off the deck by itself.

“Mr. Broussard,” said Alan. “Grab that loose rope when she swings back. Jonas, you get those two.” He pointed to two loose ends that hung nearly directly beneath the swinging mast.

Jonas understood. Mr. Broussard, being the only land man, was best to stay close to the mast. But it didn’t go without notice that mutinous sailors received the more dangerous jobs.

Then Alan turned towards Johnathan Thomas. “When they get ahold of them rope ends, that’s as steady as she’ll be. You got to clamber up high enough to cut her free.”

Johnathan looked up at the jagged piece of wooden mast. It could be a spear for a giant. He looked at Alan.

“Those are your orders,” Alan said.

Johnathan hadn’t negotiated a pardon with anyone, but knew he didn’t have a reason to argue. He’d be dead either way, so he might as well reclaim a bit of his honor if he could.

He simply nodded.

“OK, men,” Alan said. “On my mark when she comes round again. Ready now… ready… Grab her, quick!”

Sheridan and Jonas left the safety of the secured mast for the life and death rodeo of the broken piece and its swinging tethers. They grabbed their ends and pulled down with all their might, steadying the giant timber.

Johnathan began to climb.
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Chapter 53


When the storm howled, every person on the Carmilla heard the voice. There was no mistaking it.

(Give her to me, the lady in the water, and all will be spared.

(Give her not, and all will be doomed!)

Although no one could see it, the ghost ship was still following them.
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Chapter 54


1

“Lil’ burrrdddyyyy,” Grady crooned.

Zoe screamed and kicked at the crate door.

A naked Grady crawled, spider-like, across the floor, inching toward the crates with the strange symbols on them.

Drool hung in long strands from his mouth as his black tongue poked at his cracked lips. He unconsciously chewed whatever flaked off.

His filth was abhorrent, even to the battered and dying ship. The Carmilla, harnessing every bit of the ocean’s power it could, tried to rid itself of the Grady-filth that had grown inside it. It bucked and rolled. It pitched and yawed. But the spider-thing was cunning. The spider-thing was hungry. The spider-thing would have what was caught.

Grady the spider-thing reached the end of the crate and the small air holes that had been opened there. He leaned his leaking forehead against the edge and breathed deeply. He smelled the brothel, and somewhere in it, Zoe screamed.

In an instant, his mind was transported back to the place that had made him, that place of life lessons which had shaped him. He felt the heat grow in his groin; then it spread. The heat and blood flowed into his penis, engorging it like when he was young, when he was the one giving the lessons.

A feeling of power washed over him, power long since lost, but now returned. The brothel had returned. Even Celeste-Zoe had returned. And there was only one thing left.

He stood up before the crates with his jutting nakedness, flung his arms wide, and let loose the animal inside him. An animalistic scream bellowed forth from the pit of his stomach. His yellow-tinged eyes briefly flared red as the blood coursed through his body.

Then he began to claw at the crate with his hands.

2

In her terror, Zoe could only scream and kick. In her mind, she was kicking at the animal outside her door, not realizing she was kicking against the door that protected her. But it did not matter. She had tried to kick this door down before, to no avail.

All she managed to do was split open the bottom of her feet. And as the fresh blood spilled out, the animals outside her cage grew evermore restless.

“Angel!” she screamed. “Angel, where are you? Help me please! Please help me!”

But the angel did not hear. In a way no one understood, Zoe’s angel fought her own darkness. And in that moment, the darkness had awoken.

3

Grady, in his fever, did not feel his fingernails tear away. He barely registered the red streaks his fingers left on the top of the crate. He only noticed his lack of progress.

One minute he was clawing at the crate, the next, he’d thrown himself over the toppled boxes outside the secret room, and he was scrabbling on the floor for tools.

He eventually found the hatchet that had been used to nail the crate shut.

Back at the crate, the spider-thing that had suddenly become a jutting, babbling man, flailed at the crate which held Celeste-Zoe. She’d been waiting for him for so long, he’d do anything to get her out. So, he did. Singly focused, he began to chop at the edge of the crate.

And with his single focus, all other knowledge and memory of the crates left his mind. He forgot how young William had died on the ledge created by this crate, on the right, and its sister crate, on the left. The two crates that stuck out further than the others. He forgot about the strange sound he’d heard as William’s blood was sucked into the crate. He even forgot how the crate on the left had moved, with a sudden and violent jerk.

In his single-mindedness, he hacked.

He never heard the thump from the other crate.

With his narrow focus, he stared.

So, he never saw the other crate move.
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Chapter 55


1

Jean Baptiste slashed at the ropes below his feet. One by one they fell away from the top of the rudder, but the snare held tight. The real problem was below the water line.

A loop of rope dropped into view. A tiny noose, he thought. He then realized it was the knot he had requested from Eirik. Looking up, he saw the length of rope strung over a beam above the hatch opening. The looped end dangled down through the hatch. By placing the loop around his hand and holding it, he could climb lower, into the water.

He looked to nod a sailor’s salute to Eirik—for he was a great navigator—but Eirik didn’t see him. He was shouting the status of repairs up the wooden well that protected the steerage ropes, hoping his report could be heard by the captain.

Instead, he caught a glimpse from Ida, who watched him from the safety of the hull. Ida still held his knife. Realizing this and understanding the unspoken message that had passed between the two sailors, Ida motioned to return the giant’s knife. Jean shook his head, stuck his hand in the loop, and descended into the water.

2

On deck, the captain never heard Eirik’s status report. When the disembodied voice came into his head, he thought he’d finally gone mad. Grabbing the junior helmsman, he shoved him at the wheel and retreated to his cabin. He had to see the condition of the painted ship.

As the Carmilla was tossed about on the rising waves, he imagined the painted ship was as well, but something was different.

The painted ship didn’t move fluidly in its wooden frame. In his mind, it jumped from scene to scene almost imperceptibly. He would have sworn the last time he looked, the ship was running down a large wave, but now it was running up. And as far as damage, what did the painted ship show? The sails had been lashed at some point in its journey, but could he see any sails at all now? Was it a trick of light that he could not see them?

He did not see the swinging, broken mast, but the bow was so obscured by darkness, perhaps it was still there, waiting to smash the men into the sea.

But one thing he did notice gave him alarm. The painted ship seemed to be riding low in the water, much lower than a ship should be.

The painted ship appeared to be sinking.

3

Sheridan and Jonas pulled with all their might as Johnathan scaled the tangle of ropes that held the swinging mast suspended above the deck. When the forward mast broke, it had cracked in two places, causing it to lean out over the bow of the ship. This placement not only made the ship unstable, but created the perfect conditions for the top piece to finally break off, becoming the swinging pendulum of death it currently was. Had it simply broken at the top, in one place, it would have fallen down against the bottom of the mast and possibly lodged there. An easier repair to be made. But this was the ultimate circus act.

Johnathan ascended the broken scaffolding despite the howling wind. Throwing his leg over the horizontal piece of mast, he felt the whole contraption sag with his weight. Looking up, he saw the cracked and leaning midsection of mast lean forward and begin to sway. It wouldn’t hold for long, for there was too much pressure on it.

He felt for the tightest ropes, knowing they held the most pressure, and began to cut. With each slice of the knife, he expected to be pummeled to the deck at any moment.
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Chapter 56


1

In his ecstasy, Grady hacked at the crate.

In her terror, Zoe screamed for a savior.

In its agitation, the thing in the crate clawed itself up from a deep well of darkness.

2

The thing in the crate, having lived a dream of darkness, existed in a state of partial reality. Neither sane nor insane, the thing was simply here, in a box. But it was also beyond the box.

In space and time, death and life, the thing existed. Conscious and unconscious, thinking and not, the thing grappled with its existence.

?I ma tahW the thing pondered.

The Carmilla shuddered at the unnatural voice vibrating inside it. It felt the evil and the ship twisted with revulsion. It bucked on the waves, riding high on one wave to plunge its bow deep into the next, flooding itself with water. It had to be rid of the thing in the crate; the thing in its belly. Like a tapeworm, the thing in the belly of the ship had gone undetected, laying quiet for so long, but now it was too late. Whether it had been St. Elmo’s fire that had awoken it when it touched the ship’s mast, or the Filament of Fate, something had found the thing, lying dormant, and shocked it into life.

If life was even the right word.

Shocked it into death?

Cast it into insanity?

Called it from Hell?

All of these events, and yet none, accounted for the thing’s existence now.

And it was agitated from the screaming and hacking right next to it. Its long, quiet sleep, so peaceful and dreamless in the dark, had been disturbed.

But now it was awake.

3

Zoe felt the thing awake. After all, she’d been lying right next to it the entire time.

Her first several days in the crate had been filled by the terror of her incarceration. At some point, she’d imagined a guardian angel, speaking in her mind, telling her fairytales to calm her, and her time was bearable.

Now it was unbearable.

She felt something seep through the wall of her crate. It came from the crate next to hers. As if a cold winter wind had suddenly been let in from an open window, she felt a cold so unbearable she thought she’d freeze in place.

She gasped, pulling in a large breath to scream the last sound of her life, but her breath caught in her lungs. She pushed away from that side of the crate, the one touching the crate next to her, and shimmied as far back as she could. She no longer heard the hatchet cleaving at the end of her coffin. But she knew she would choose that fate over whatever was driving the icy cold. In her mind, whatever awaited her when the ugly sailor tore open her box would be preferable. She would endure it.

She may not survive it. But whatever would be done to her would be done by a living person, someone with warm flesh and blood. And that would be better than being touched by the cold thing in the crate next to her.

She began to kick at the crate door, again. She had to help the ugly sailor get to her first.

And the blood dripping from her bleeding feet sent the animals into a frenzy.
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Chapter 57


1

Jean Baptiste clung to the loop of rope above him as he hacked at the rope below. With each rise of the stern, he was pulled out of the water, with just enough time to take a breath and readjust his one-handed grip. Then, when the ship hit the trough between waves, he was plunged under the water and the tangle of ropes around the rudder swam up, threatening to lash him to the boat.

Ida Crane stood transfixed at the giant’s strength and determination. It was as if he couldn’t wait to get to the gallows and die a sailor who had served his sentence. He never faltered in his attempt to complete his orders.

Eirik watched, but from a more practical perspective. He had caught the subtle motion of Jean’s hand when he wanted more slack in the loop rope. After having hacked away at everything within his reach, and having come up for air when the ship crested a wave, he’d looked up through the hatch, at Eirik, and with one large sausage finger, motioned down, meaning he needed more rope to go further under the next time.

Eirik had played out more rope three times already; the fourth time would mean there would be nearly six feet of rope played out from when they started. Jean would be nearly at the bottom of the rudder, far beneath the water.

Cresting a wave, the giant didn’t even look up at Eirik, he just motioned with his finger. Down. Down.

Eirik let the rope out as requested.

2

Captain Blackburn stared at the painted ship. His eyes captured snapshots of perceived movements and they repeated in his head. A ship could not long survive a storm the painted ship was weathering. In his waking dream, he heard the groans and cracks of the painted ship. He heard the voices on the painted wind. He felt cold radiate from the painted ocean.

The pearls.

In that moment he remembered the pearls and the cold he’d felt in them when he held them. That stinging cold that had numbed his hand.

The source of his doom was there.

He was certain now.

He swung the picture on its hinges, exposing the safe. The next moment, the safe door was open, and he was holding the silk bag in his hands.

For some reason, he was not surprised by the energy he felt pulsing there.

3

Sheridan watched Johnathan Thomas cling to the swinging mast like a bird clings to a branch in a storm. His attempts to cut the rigging free was hindered by the nest of hanging ropes. He would cut one, only to have another take up the task of suspending the beam of wood. As that happened, several ropes would tighten and sometimes he’d hack at the wrong one.

Finally, as if tired of the whole game, Johnathan stood atop the beam, and holding ropes he could, walked himself out to the narrow part that had been the tip of the mast. He seemed to have a plan to hack there, where there were fewer ropes. Perhaps, Sheridan realized, the mast could be tipped out of its cradle of ropes that way.

But that end was the most unstable.

4

Jean Baptiste took a large breath and held it.

The Carmilla settled into a trough, and he went under.

He began to sink.

Darkness swam up around him as he descended.

The rope played out.

The last of the restriction was somewhere below him.

One final cut and his penance would be over.

He continued to sink.

He held his breath.

The current at the stern of the ship was tumultuous.

His eyes burned as the rushing water pulled his eyelids back.

His feet slipped from the iron rungs that held the rudder to the ship.

He held the rope loop with all his strength.

His knife hand bounced from rung to rung as he descended.

The rope played out.

A tangle of ropes grabbed at his legs.

He was at the bottom of the rudder.

He held his breath.

He pulled his knees up, bringing the tangle close. This was the last one to cut.

His lungs began to burn; his energy was all but spent.

This tangle required both hands. He had to let go of the rope or the rung.

Letting go of the rope loop, it fled away to dance in the current.

Underwater, he hacked at the umbilical that bound him to the Carmilla.

His lungs were on fire.

The current forced water under his eyelids and into his tear ducts. Salt water began to leak into his sinus cavity.

The Carmilla, resting from her ordeal, stayed in the trough.

Jean Baptiste dreamed of the beaches of the Bahamas. He would see them soon.

When the last rope cut through, Jean was surprised at the speed the Carmilla left him. One moment it was struggling to move, the next moment, it sailed away like a fish having just escaped a net, flipping its tail farewell.

He breathed.

And Jean Baptiste Guidry, in his shroud of ropes and choosing his own manner of death, began his long journey to the Bahamas, where one day he would finally wash ashore onto the beaches.
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Chapter 58


1

Grady wedged the blade of the hatchet into the gash he’d created. He’d forgotten to look for a prybar, but the length of the handle was enough to give him leverage. He worked the hatchet back and forth, pushing down on the blade. It caught.

And with one hard push, he heard the first nail squeak.

A look of yearning flashed across his face. He smiled.

He pulled the handle and the nail squeaked again.

He pushed.

Squeak.

He pulled.

Two nails squeaked in unison.

The front of the crate was coming loose.

Two more times and the top corner of the front side was stuck open by two inches.

He dropped the hatchet, wedged his fingers into the gap and yanked.

A loud chorus of squeaks announced Zoe’s rescue. The crate door swung open on its hinges.

2

The thing in the other crate had fallen silent.

It was fully awake now. And it was curious.

Although it couldn’t explain its own existence, it felt the intense emotion that flooded the air. It was like a dark ripple in its mind.

It lay quietly, watching the ripples of emotion that had suddenly filled its space dance before its mind’s eye. It recognized the ripples as something associated with something it once had, perhaps even something it still had, although the thing couldn’t be sure. The ripples of emotion were associated with life. And the room was suddenly flooded with it.

The thing in the crate began to salivate.

3

When the crate door swung open, a thick, pungent odor overwhelmed Grady, knocking him back. He collapsed, seated, onto the floor. His eyes stung with ammonia, and his head swam. He was instantly back in the brothel of his youth.

A pair of small, bloodied feet disappeared into the darkness of the crate.

4

When the crate door swung open, Zoe was flooded with fresh air and light. Although the light from the lantern was low, it was like a thousand suns had suddenly been turned on. And the rush of air was like a winter blast.

Shivering with cold and fear, she clenched her eyes shut, pulling her feet up tight.

She no longer wanted to see the ugly sailor man.

5

Very gently, Grady reached into the crate.

He knew Zoe was injured. He could smell the blood from outside of the crate, but now, he could see it. The image of her bruised and bloodied feet, like a flash of lightning, had been burnt into his mind. He would sooth them.

Stretching his long arm into the crate, he found her feet curled up against the side of the crate, exactly where he knew they would be. His mind had created the mental image of how she lay, small hands locked around knees, one foot over the other, toes clenched tight. He grabbed a thin ankle, and with one quick jerk, pulled her halfway out of the crate. Her bare legs came out in a scramble, as her soiled nightgown rode up around her waist.

His mouth closed over her bloodied toes as the soft lantern light caressed her skin.

He drank in her nakedness.

And he wept with joy.
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Chapter 59


1

The ship bucked and Sheridan went sliding. It was as if the Carmilla, as a great whale, had just loosed itself from a tangle of harpoons. Whatever had clung to it so desperately had been left in its wake. Sheridan thought he heard a yell of triumph from the helm. Just then, the ship cut hard into a coming wave which sent him sliding toward the edge of the deck. The rope that held the swinging mast was ripped from his hands, peeling skin away in two narrow strips.

Alan Shelding and Jonas Raven both went airborne, still holding their ropes, when the ship bucked. What had thrown Sheridan towards the port side, suddenly rolled the other direction, dropping the deck out from beneath Alan and Jonas. The ropes where their only lifeline. This fortunate twist, instead of propelling Sheridan off the edge, threw him up into the air, back towards the middle of the deck. He landed on the deck as if the Carmilla caught him in her bosom, rolling away the impact of his fall.

Johnathan Thomas received no such treatment.

Balanced on the hanging beam, he was tossed one way, then the other, when the ship bucked. When the men lost their ropes and footing, he and the mast were at the mercy of the storm. The broken mast suddenly bounced, and as if shot from a catapult, sent him somersaulting into the air. The rat’s nest of ropes waited to catch him.

In the brief seconds he was in the air, he saw only the storm, and one final flash of lightning. It was, in fact, the flash of light that illuminated the coil of rope that had just fallen over his face. Incredulously, he felt the ropes tighten around his neck as his body reached the apex of his somersault and began to fall.

He thought, I guess this is better than drow—

The snap of Johnathn Thomas’s neck echoed his departure.

That night, on the ship named Carmilla, instead of waiting for the gallows, the Filament of Fate brought the gallows to him.

2

When Eirik saw the loop of rope skipping along the water behind the ship, he knew Jean Baptiste had let go. He began a slow count in his head, for every sailor kept a number there. That secret number, known only to themselves—where if below water it was easier to die, than to live—was never spoken aloud. That was only asking for the waters to come take you.

Knowing many men who had drowned, Eirik felt his knowledge of the number was as close to Odin’s universal count as any mortal could get. Some were lucky to drown before that average number, less pain that way. But some were not lucky; some stubbornly held on far longer than the average, tormenting themselves with final images and prayers. Eirik had decided long ago that he would not venture into those numbers. He would not prolong his own death into that count, for in those final moments, with one’s lungs ablaze with pain, a man was likely to make a deal with the first demon who came along. And then he’d be cursed to roam the oceans, forever drowning, until his spirit came upon a lone ship. When that happened, the tormented spirit, insane with the desire for air, would haunt the ship and its passengers, waiting for one to drop into the water, giving up a few bubbles of precious air. Although he’d never witnessed it, Eirik had heard sailors speak of seeing hoards of spirits, swimming behind ships like the flesh-eating fish of Africa, waiting for someone to fall overboard. Waiting for someone to bring them the smallest breath of life.

As Eirik reached his number, he saw the rudder suddenly move. The last of the debris had been cut away. Jean Baptiste had fulfilled his oath.

Without hesitation, he shut the rudder hatch, slid two bolts into place to secure it, and tied a quick knot of twine around the bolts to hold them in place. He didn’t have time to mess with the large iron nuts.

He turned and raced to the helm, leaving Ida to contemplate his own fate, in the dark.
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Chapter 60


1

Sheridan, dazed and bruised, felt the ship right itself and knew the rudder was operational again. Looking to his right, he saw Jonas Raven lying upside down in a heap. The last buck of the ship, the one that sent him and Alan airborne, had caused him to flip awkwardly until the deck came back up to meet him, splitting his skull.

The ocean lapped over the sides of the ship, beckoning the hunk of meat that had been Jonas into its depths. Sheridan watched helplessly as the body finally yielded, slipping over the side to its final resting place.

Alan Shelding pulled himself along the deck towards the stern. His right foot dragged behind him at an awkward angle. “Save yourself,” he said, as he slithered by on his belly.

Knowing the attempt at rigging a makeshift sail had failed, Sheridan crawled towards the nearest hatch in the bow. He had to get to Zoe. He feared what he would find below.

2

One moment Zoe was curled into a tight ball, inside her crate. The next moment, she’d been pulled halfway out of the crate, causing her nightgown to bunch up around her waist. Her naked exposure registered in her mind, then Grady’s mouth closed over her foot.

A scream of revulsion and terror ripped through her body, echoing through the dark cavern. The shadows leaned in.

The naked, kneeling man gazed at Zoe as he tended her damaged foot. It didn’t register to him that her other foot was kicking at him, until it hit his groin. When it did, the exquisite pain shot up through his stomach and straight into his mind, clinching his jaw along the way. Hit bit down on the soft piglets squirming in his mouth. His jaw testing the limits of the flesh. His mind testing the endurance of his restraint.

“…ohhh, lil’ ‘iggy…”

3

Sheridan staggered down the stairs of the portside bow hatch. Once below the deck and out of the howling wind, he heard the screaming. It was raw terror, animalistic. And he knew Grady had found Zoe.

There were no lanterns in this part of the hold, or they had all gone out. This didn’t surprise him considering the battering the ship had taken for… how long had it been now? Weeks? He couldn’t recall. He was surprised they were still afloat at all.

He stumbled through the dark, twisting corridors, feeling his way through the debris. Nothing felt the same. Cargo had been thrown everywhere. The long canvas sheets that partitioned one area from another hung in ghostly shrouds, flapping about and confusing his sense of direction. But beneath all this, behind all the confusion, lay a sick feeling pricking his mind. A sound. Too much of a sound. Then it registered with him.

It was the sound of water pouring into the ship.

His feet sloshed through the stream just as the thought registered in his mind. He’d heard about the damage to the bow of the ship that had been hastily patched. It had been just above the water line. And now it was leaking. As water poured into the ship, all he could think was to get Zoe to the deck. But would it even matter? They were possibly going to sink within sight of land.

4

The thing in the crate came forth.
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Chapter 61


As if drawn by the Filament of Fate to bear witness to a miraculous birth, those chosen arrived.

Grady and Zoe, already present, had set the stage. They had nurtured—in a way unknown to them—the thing in its sleep. They had intrigued it, giving it reason to ponder its existence. They had annoyed it, with their bothersome hacking and screaming. And now they would witness it.

Sheridan, arriving at the secret room, may have played the greatest role in the thing’s nurturing when he planted the young seed, Zoe, next to it in a crate. The young, fertile girl had exuded her own influence on the creature, with her rich, vivid thoughts, even with her own blood. Now, amidst the chaos, Sheridan would witness it.

Ida Crane, having crept through the dark hold after Eirik closed the rudder hatch, had heard the chaos. He came and he watched, with one gleaming eye, as Grady excavated Zoe from the crate. He was waiting for the opportune time.

Unknowingly, other things had gathered for the great unveiling. Dark things, shadows, the darkness beyond the shadows, these things and more had all felt the pull of the thing in the crate for many weeks now. They had traveled along their paths of darkness to this lonely place, this dark, silent, watery womb. And here they awaited the birth.

And like an earthquake, the thing came forward. It started with a low vibration, then the hull began to shake. Great forces were at work, tearing and grinding against each other.

Grady dropped his hold on Zoe and stumbled back.

Zoe gathered herself into a small bundle against the wall.

Sheridan was knocked sideways.

Ida was pitched, reverently, to his knees.

One moment, the thumping crate that had lain next to Zoe’s was silent, the next, the top swelled, once, twice, as if breathing in for a great contraction. Then the crate exploded outward, showering the room with shards of wood. And something else.

As the witnesses, stunned, gazed upon the miraculous birth, they felt the remains of what could only be described as a type of placenta that had exploded out of the crate, splatter them, and then drip from the ceiling.

The swinging lantern, as if recording the moment of birth for all history, gave a great flare of light from its dying flame, and the witnesses saw.

The creature stood up. It resembled a woman trapped inside a large cocoon. Layer upon layer of what looked like skin was wrapped around it. Its arms had already protruded through the thick membrane, but its head was still covered. Had an old midwife been present, she would have described the thing as being born with a caul about its face; a sign of a dark and strange future. Then the thing began to tear away its skin.

The witnesses stared in shocked silence.

Layer after layer was pulled from its head and body. Its hands tore the flesh of the cocoon away in large strips. A wet, sucking sound announcing their removal.

When the membrane came away from the mouth, the creature breathed its first breath, sucking in a great gasp of air. The lantern flame bent to its will and would have extinguished itself inside the darkness of the creature if it could have escaped its wick. Then a long, shuddering breath was exhaled from its lungs and the timbers shrank back, trembling.

It stood, shivering, head thrown back, eyes closed and matted with skin, breathing a new kind of life into the world. The ship Carmilla, and its witnesses, were the first to experience this new life form, for it was truly the first of its kind. Its conception, not unlike other saviors, had been immaculate.

Zoe, perhaps due to her kinship with the creature, was the first to notice the strange lines that snaked along the wooden ribs of the ship. With the long, slow breaths, the creature seemed to affect the very wood of the ship, breathing life into it. The lines—blood vessels, she thought—were suddenly visible, as if glowing faintly in the dark. They came from all directions around the ship. Far away, in the dark corners, the veins were filament thin, like tiny roots from a budding seed. But as the veins snaked closer to the creature’s crate, they gathered together, widening, for the womb needed nourishment.

When Sheridan saw the strange lines, he first thought of tributaries on a map, lines of where fluid had once run, but were now left dry. Then he thought about what had fed these

(…veins)

…tributaries, on the Carmilla—all the spilt blood.

He remembered the day Zoe had her period on deck, and how after Victoria had whisked her away, he’d stared in amazement at the drops of blood. They had seemingly been sucked into the wood of the ship. Then he thought about the albatross which had fallen dead from the sky, and the lookout boy who’d fallen when the storm petrels had swarmed them. How many deaths and how much blood had been spilled during this voyage? Had it all made its way, through some unnatural process, down to this very spot? Had it all nourished this creature that now stood before him? Zoe had nourished it, he suddenly realized. Not just with her menstrual blood—although it had been such a small amount—but with her mere proximity. How many days had she lain in the crate next to the creature, sweating, pissing and crying? Were these things the creature had absorbed as well? If so, that scent would never leave it.

Ida Crane, in his silent revery, gazed upon the glowing lines like a miracle. He’d spent many long hours in the hold of the Carmilla. He’d been on many ships in his long life, but none had spoken to him like this one had. He’d felt the energy pulsing from the crates the night the captain had made the deal with the man in the shadows. It had been Ida, and a few select sailors—all of whom were dead now—who had secretly loaded the crates with the pearl markings onto the ship. He’d been the silent keeper of the cargo. He’d ensured, the best he could, that the corridor to the secret door remained hidden. He’d been the one who’d whispered the warnings to Sheridan in the dark hold, when the man, having gone exploring, came too close to the secret. And during these long vigils, he’d felt the power collecting in the crate. He’d felt its presence grow, although he could not describe what it was. He’d grown to love the thing in the crate, so when Grady had fouled it by leaving William’s dying body on it, Ida had been the one to move it. Ida had been the one to give William a proper burial, secretly, but not before witnessing the miracle at the crate. After Grady stabbed William, and the moving crate scared Grady away, Ida comforted the boy in his final minutes. He held the boy’s hand and watched as every bit of blood that leaked from his body was sucked into the crate. By the time the process was over, young William looked like the corpse of an ancestor. His shriveled body had nearly broken apart before Ida could pitch him overboard.

Now, Ida gazed at the creature that had so infected his mind, and even as it tore shrouds of skin from itself, he silently swore his allegiance to it.

As the creature pulled at its skin, and pieces of the ‘placenta’ dripped from the ceiling, Sheridan realized what he was seeing. He remembered placing Zoe in her hiding spot, happy to realize it was filled with bolts of cotton and folds of silk. It had made the perfect bed for her. And in a strange way, Zoe had lain in something similar to the creature. The shrouds of skin that came away from the creature was nothing more than folds of silk that had somehow become plastered to the woman. If it had actually been a woman. And the pieces of placenta that dripped from the ceiling was also shrouds of silk, that were sodden with blood and other fluids. In some strange twist of fate, the woman—for he was seeing more of her shape now—had been stowed in the crate the same way he’d hidden Zoe. Only the woman had endured that darkness far longer. Some unnatural process had worked on the woman while she lay in her crate, asleep, or dead, or under some strange spell. She’d lain in that crate as some force pulled every drop of spilled blood to her, nourishing her. And in the process, under some great force, the blood-soaked silk had dissolved, it had given up its own existence to nourish the woman.

And she came forth.

When the last of the silk skin was pulled away, the woman stood, naked and blood-stained before them.

The witnesses gasped at her terrible beauty.

Her long raven hair, wet and shiny, hung down her back. Her slender arms and legs pulsed with power. Her breasts stood proudly and inviting. But it was the unseen part of her that wielded the most power.

Sheridan had felt it in animals.

She was hungry. And she was in heat.

The last bit of caul came away from her face and she opened her eyes. They were black as night and they saw all things.

The witnesses, shocked by terror, stood, cowered or knelt before the monster. Fascination and disgust twisted their minds. Loathing and lust stirred their blood.

All felt her power.

And all would tend her needs.
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Chapter 62


Captain Blackburn felt himself falling, but could do nothing to prevent it. He watched as the painted ship slid from his view, then he hit the floor with a hard thud. He was looking at a table leg that seemed to run up towards the ceiling. The jolt knocked him from his daydream, but he was met with pain and confusion.

He rolled onto his back and felt a flush of fever run the length of his body. Opening his pasty mouth, his swollen tongue flopped for water. He was suffering from dehydration. He recognized the signs.

Rolling onto his stomach, he crawled up to his hands and knees and noticed the silk bag. It was still clutched in his right hand.

What day is this?

He could not tell. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard the bells. But this shouldn’t have been a surprise to him, as there was no one left to ring them. He just hadn’t realized it yet.

Where is everyone?

He stumbled to his desk and with great pain, sat in his chair. Every joint in his body ached. How long he’d been standing in front of the painting he did not know. He thought it must have only been minutes. Hadn’t he just come in here? He looked around with blurry vision, a man suffering from the worst hangover of his life, and simply let the pain take him. He was too weak to fight it.

He laid his head on his desk, and before passing out, wondered why he was wearing a black glove on his right hand.
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Chapter 63


When the black eyes of the monster scanned the secret room, they fell upon the witnesses, one by one.

Far back in the shadows, Ida Crane felt a stab of indifference as her gaze passed over him, barely registering his existence. It flicked back to him, as if hearing the anguish from her slight, and he was soothed. For now, there was a recognition in the black gaze. Whether by smell or thought, the beautiful being that stood before him, whom he would serve, recognized him, and he was satisfied.

Sheridan felt the cold stare move to him next. It lingered over him with a penetrating, wanton gaze. Flaring nostrils pulled in his scent as tiny goosebumps textured her breasts. He imagined he heard the woman grunt at him, as one animal calls to another when it’s looking for a mate.

Zoe whimpered from the corner and the black gaze shot to her next. A slight tilt of the thing’s head gave it an odd, comical look, as if a wolf were suddenly amused by a rabbit. It gazed upon Zoe for a long time, its black eyes inspecting her with great interest. Then it spoke.

The voice, that of a female, was both young and old at the same time. It had vigor and strength to it, but was aged and foreboding. It was light and dark mixed together. It was a dichotomy.

“What is your name, child?” the woman said.

Zoe stammered. “Za— Za— Zoe. Uh, Ga, Ga, Gagneux.” She clutched her bruised feet beneath her.

The dark woman looked at Zoe for a long time. Something seemed to be playing in its mind.

“Gagneux?” said the woman. “Zoe. Gagneux?”

“Yes,” Zoe whispered, nodding.

“Zoe Gagneux,” said the woman, “means ‘Life to Cultivate.’ Did you know that?”

Zoe’s mouth dropped open in surprise. She’d heard that definition only one other time, but she thought she’d imagined it then. The voice in her head, the angel, wasn’t the same as this voice, although it wasn’t completely different either.

The woman drew her toe slowly back and forth along the wooden planks, almost playfully. “Perhaps you shall be cultivated, child. I smell the fertility in you, that… rich blood of yours, dripping… with life.”

The woman sniffed the air, rolling her head. “Yesss… you are rich with it, as your offspring will be.” She seemed to be daydreaming. Fat, plump babies.

Then her black eyes snapped back to Zoe. “Besides, you have the hips for it.”

Zoe imagined a sound close to a giggle behind the words, then her voice turned ominous again.

“Would you like that? Would you like to be cultivated, Zoe?”

A wild rush of emotions flooded over Zoe, and she began to weep silently. Something terrible had happened, she knew it. Alone in the dark, praying for salvation, something had happened. She’d called forth a demon, perhaps, made a dark connection with this…creature, this thing that took the shape of a woman. And now she feared she’d be cursed for all eternity, her, and any family she may have would be cursed, haunted, maybe even hunted by this strange thing that stood before her, this thing that dreamt of cultivating her. In answer, she could only hide her face in her hands, shaking her head, and sob in the dark.

Grady kicked Zoe for her disrespect. “Answer her,” he hissed. Even in the face of mortal danger, Grady could not help but to be Grady.

Zoe screamed and cowered away.

The black gaze flashed at Grady and in an instant recognized him. Until that moment, the thing in the crate, then the monster born, then the woman with the black eyes, had not noticed Grady. It was still becoming familiar with its surroundings. But it did now. During its long slumber the thing in the crate had become aware of a foulness that lurked around it. Like a tidal river, the foulness of the thing ebbed and flowed, but it was always present. In its slumber, the thing in the crate had myriad dreams, and some of them had been polluted with filth and degradation. And the woman now recognized that filth and degradation standing before her.

Her hand shot up and a scream of rage roared out of her. The trail of veins that had fed the womb glowed with an unnatural brilliance. Grady clutched his neck as if unseen hands were crushing his windpipe. He staggered forward, barely under his own power. A sensation of helplessness flooded over him, and he began to hallucinate. The face of the woman with black eyes morphed: one moment it was her, then it was Celeste from his youth, then the face was Zoe-Celeste, then William, his mother, men from the brothel, others he couldn’t remember. Over and over the face changed, and each time it did, that particular face turned its eyes from him.

Finally, he placed his own neck in the woman’s open grasp, and she clamped down. The menagerie of faces was fading now, and there was only one left for him to see.

“Oh, lil’ burdy,” the woman cooed.

Grady screamed.

In one quick motion, she pulled him close and opened her mouth wide in preparation to bite his neck. Grady saw a flash of white teeth that were already stained by blood. She had yet to be washed since her unholy birth and every part of her was stained a ruddy red. But beneath the tint, he saw that her soft skin was a pale olive and her teeth where white. He waited for the incisors that would pierce his artery to appear.

But they never came.

Confused by her own awkwardness, the woman went through the motion of biting but was always a full six inches from his neck. She wretched and gagged as if something were lodged in her throat, but nothing was. The motion of the bite was second-nature to her. The instinct of biting had somehow been implanted in her mind during her long sleep, but something was wrong. Although the memory was there, the ability to perform the act was not. Again and again, she tried to bite the screaming Grady. The one-handed grip on his neck was sure, her instinct was true, her hunger—in anticipation of her first bite—was maddening; it gnawed at her. But she could not quench it. The incisors never grew. The bite was never made. The vampire, if that was what she had become, was not complete.

She raged at Grady, as if he were the cause of her awkwardness. Lifting him by his neck, she growled at him. It was an animalistic sound pronouncing his doom. And she shook him in her frustration.

Zoe screamed and covered her ears at the sound. Sheridan clasped his hands in prayer but found no words. Ida wept at the beautiful power he witnessed.

Then the blood began to leak from Grady’s neck.

Shaken like a ragdoll, Grady’s legs danced feebly in the air, his feet scrabbling for the floor. His hands flailed at the woman but found no purchase. They had become as impotent as his penis. His rotten tongue, swollen and protruding, flapping for air, would find no more piggies.

In the pulsating light of the swinging lantern and glowing veins, no one was sure exactly what happened. Sheridan thought he saw the woman’s fingers puncture Grady’s throat in its death grip. Ida imagined Grady’s throat opened of its own accord, freely giving its blood. Zoe, the closest, thought she saw small veins grow out of the woman’s fingers and pierce Grady’s neck. She fainted.

Regardless of how the process worked, the effect was the same. Grady’s neck began to leak blood, and like the veins that fed her in the womb, it began to flow into her fingers and up her arm. Grady watched in horror as her veins swelled and pulsed from his own life source. She absorbed his blood straight out of his body, the whole time murmuring in her ecstasy, “Oh, lil’ burdy. Oh, lil’ burdy.”

And as if Grady and the lantern had intertwining life forces, the lantern flame dimmed along with his eyes.

Sheridan and Ida saw Grady’s body go limp, then they saw no more.

Satiated by her feeding, the nameless thing dropped Grady, then sat, panting against Zoe’s open crate. The glowing veins that tracked the inside of the ship settled into a dull glow, then went out altogether.

They were alone in the dark.
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Chapter 64


Night was endless in the dark hold.

To Sheridan, it felt like it had been days since the mutiny was overthrown. He had no sense of time any longer. There was no light. There were no bells. There was only the sound of the woman breathing in the dark.

After the feeding, and when the lights went out, he began to recount all the things he’d been grateful for in his life, for surely, he thought, this was his end.

Had he the strength, or the will, he would have made an attempt at rescue—for his mind was still fixed on saving Zoe—but neither existed in him. So he sat, he listened, and he waited.

Little did he know that the woman was watching him the entire time.

Sheridan’s thoughts were good ones. He thought of his sister and brother, and wondered how they would get on without him. He thought about his mother and how long she would wait, holding hope tightly within her, until the ember turned to a cold stone. But most often, he thought of Zoe, and if she would ever see her own father again. But even if she did, would she ever recover? Could anyone have the fortitude to survive such an ordeal? He thought not.

In his daydream, he didn’t hear the woman’s breathing increase; his mind was too far away. In his solitude, he didn’t feel the animal heat as it rose up in her; it had been too long since he’d felt a woman.

But the time had not been that long since her feeding, her first feeding, as awkward as it had been. And now that it was settled, Grady having tended the first of her needs, it was time to satisfy the second.

Through his remembrances, after revisiting his family, Sheridan’s thoughts had turned to the women he’d known, brief, secret encounters both people knew were only fleeting. He could remember each one, and see their faces, but they were muddled. Another face, one he did not remember, kept intruding into his mind. At first it was a shy face, beautiful, but featureless. It belonged to no one. The face had no name. It was a voyeur.

Then he heard footsteps.

In two long strides, the woman was in front of him. He was still on his knees. She was panting now, and his own breath quickly matched hers.

He’d forgotten the scene of her birth, and the terrible power that raged within her. He could see only the swirling faces of his lovers, mixed together with the mysterious voyeur in his mind.

Then his memory began to skip.

One moment he’d been kneeling in the dark, listening to her footsteps, the next, he was on his back as she straddled his erection, her legs locked beneath his knees, pulling him up into her. He thought she was going to crush him into the floor.

His mind skipped again. The feeding of Grady flashed before him, but Grady was lying dead—or nearly—on the floor next to him moaning as her hand clawed his throat.

They were all moaning.

His mind skipped.

He was inside her again. He thought again—it could have been still—but he doubted it. Hadn’t he felt surges of release already?

His face was wet.

Someone was speaking.

Who are you?

It was him speaking in his own mind, although he barely recognized his thoughts.

She growled her passion and his mind vibrated.

(I am nameless.)

His mind skipped.

He felt release again and made a sound. In his mind it was his own growl of passion, in reality, it was a grimace of pain.

Sheridan—

(What is your family name? For I am nameless.)

She was crushing his pelvis again, and he gasped in pain.

“Ahhhh…errrrr…Brrroouusssarrd…errr.”

Suddenly the pain of her embrace subsided. Sheridan gasped deeply, not realizing he’d been clenching his stomach and legs while trying to support her passion.

She became soft and slick as she rocked over him, saying his name, almost thoughtfully. “Broussard… Broussard?”

Then he felt a final, shuddering release.

“I accept,” she said.
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Chapter 65


1

Captain Blackburn woke to the sounds of birds. It was night.

But wasn’t it always night on the Carmilla? He thought so. At least, it had been for a long time.

Are we docked?

His head shot up and he looked around. There was so little motion. Had they come through the storm?

He looked around his cabin, then reached for a flask. His hand didn’t work.

He stared at his hand, trying to reason out the problem.

The black glove. Why am I—?

Then his eyes shot to the painting and the safe behind it.

He remembered.

It all came back.

The man in the shadows had given him very specific instructions. “Do not handle the item in this bag,” he had said. “They are not for you. When you dock, you are to—”

He stood up. There was something he still had to do.

Crossing the cabin, he glanced at the painting and stopped. Incredulously, he stared at it, then simply turned away.

It no longer mattered.

Alexander Blackburn left his cabin for the final time. He passed his quartermaster Eirik, who was still at the wheel. He’s a good man, the captain thought, and will make a fine captain one day.

It didn’t seem to register with the captain that Eirik was held upright by ropes strung around his chest and beneath his arms, which were tied to the ceiling above him. Nor did he notice that Eirik’s hands were tied to the wheel by expert knots that a junior helmsman may know. The slumped head and the fixed gaze was of no concern either. Navigators were rumored to die sometimes still holding the wheel. For Norwegians, it was the most honorable death, seeing their ship in with their dying breath.

The Carmilla was in good hands.

The captain walked past the carnage that was his ship but did not see it. Alan Shelding was gone. Sven, the junior helmsman, was nowhere to be found. Johnathan Thomas was a grim flag, hanging from the broken mast.

As far as he knew, there was only him and the silk bag in his black hand. And he had one final task, for if nothing else, Alexander Blackburn was a man of his word.

The fact that the Carmilla was listing hard to starboard did not concern the captain. As he descended into the cargo hold, the rushing water that poured through the hole in the bow went unnoticed.

One final task.

Stepping around the scattered cargo, the captain came to the secret room. It was open.

He’d picked up a hatchet along the way; he carried it in his left.

Such a strange request, the man in the shadows had given him. “Once you are docked, you are to go below and find the crate with the double brand. It will have two strands of pearls, not one. Knock a hole in it, and drop the bag, with its contents, into the crate, and leave.”

He meant to do that now.

2

The naked woman, satiated, crouched atop a crate, listening.

This world was full of sounds, and she drank them in, like she had drunk in so many things the previous night. The sound of the water, the breathing people, the land.

Could she always hear the land? The water?

This was a mystery to her. A blank spot in her mind.

What was she? Where had she come from?

As far as she knew, she came out of a box, right in this room. But what was this room, really? Just a larger box? If she got out of it, what would she do?

These thoughts, and many others, had vexed her for hours. She would need help if she wanted to survive outside of the box. This much she knew. Why she knew it, she couldn’t say. But it was pulling at her mind now.

And something else. Something else was pulling at her, a force of some kind, and she both desired it and feared it. But she felt it call to her. And it was coming closer. So, she waited.

3

When Captain Blackburn saw the naked woman, he knew his task was nearly complete.

He’d picked up a lantern along the way, holding it and the hatchet in his left hand. His right hand already carried its object. He sat the lantern down, but held the hatchet, as if unsure what to do.

His eyes passed over Sheridan and the girl but did not see them. They were part of the carnage now, that was all. They’d soon be part of the wreckage as well. He knew the ship was sinking. The ship was listing too far to one side. And of course, there were the sounds of cracking timber. They were subtle, but they were there. As a second mate, he'd once been on a ship that sank. He remembered the sounds, as they were not easily forgotten. And he heard them now, although they seemed far away.

As the lantern light fell upon the woman, he saw that she was both savage and beautiful. She radiated in her young body as if overflowing with life; it seemed to ooze from her pores. It wasn’t just her nakedness that was beautiful, but the power he felt emanating from her.

What a marvelous creature, he thought.

For what purpose she had been created, he could not imagine. But surely her creator had grand plans for her, for how could one not?

Her black eyes—pure black and all-seeing—waited for him to approach. They knew where he would appear, and he walked into their line of sight.

She sat, crouching, at the top of the crates. Her shoulders hunched and her head bent so as to fit beneath the low ceiling. She personified the spirits of a lioness and a great hunting bird, all in one. Her arms hung forward between her legs, clutching the edge of the crate. Her toes alternately clutched and relaxed at the edge of the wood. Clutched and relaxed.

The room was thick with an animalistic smell that made him dizzy. What carnal acts had been performed here to create such a smell? A fleeting, wistful thought teased his brain, then vanished. That was no longer in his future.

He stepped just inside the track of the hidden door and held up his right hand.

The creature drew in such a sharp breath, he nearly stepped back. Instead, being held by an overwhelming desire to be in the presence of this magnificent creature, he stood there and waited.

Her eyes flicked down to the silk bag, then back to his face. Back and forth her eyes flicked. A sort of confusion seemed to fall over her. Turning her head from side to side, she inspected the captain and his gift. If that’s what it was. Then, as curiosity got the better of her, she leaned forward, as if falling, and sprung down to the floor.

She didn’t land with bent knees and swaying arms. She simply leaned forward and landed in a stance, as if she’d been there, on the floor, the entire time.

She walked toward the captain.

4

Zoe, having fainted when she saw the blood being drawn from Grady’s neck, had spent much of the night catatonic. At times, she wondered if she was still in the crate, dreaming a more horrible dream than the last. But then she would stir, wake up, and realize she was no longer in her crate. There in the darkness, lying curled against the wall, she feared she’d escaped one horror for another. Something bad had happened in the dark that night.

She had a vague recollection that Sheridan was in the shadows outside her crate. After Grady had pulled her out and she’d screamed, something had happened to the crate next to her. Something had come out. It was during this time that she thought she’d seen Sheridan.

Her memory was a blur after that, scattered fragments of scenes, one worse than the last. Then, after the woman killed Grady, a long silence had passed. Zoe thought the woman had fallen asleep, but she hadn’t. At some point, Zoe heard the woman breathing, then heard her walk to where Zoe had seen Sheridan. The light was out by then, but she heard her footsteps. Then she heard much more.

The animal sounds had gone on for a long time. Zoe fell asleep once or twice, she thought, but always woke up to more sounds. Once, she woke up and thought she heard the ugly sailor pleading, but wasn’t sure of that either. Maybe it had been Sheridan.

Now, Zoe was awake again, but stayed silent as a shadow. She’d been watching the woman ever since the captain brought the lantern in. She was so strange, Zoe thought. So strange and beautiful. She couldn’t take her eyes off of her.

5

Sheridan saw, but did not. He was all but spent, lying on his back, half in the shadow. A half open eye caught movement in the light.

6

Captain Blackburn waited for the woman to approach him. His hand was raised, but his mind was far away. He simply waited for the signal.

The woman stepped forward and took the silk bag from his black hand. Two fingers broke off when she did.

The frozen, black fingers of Captain Blackburn’s hand, which had held the silk bag during his timeless daydream, had finally given way. But he felt no pain. His hand had long since been dead, just as his will to live was.

Free of the black bag, the captain turned, and without a word, walked out of the cargo hold, up the stairs, and off the bow of his own ship. Had his eyes been able to focus, he might have seen fires flickering in the dark, and known that they were in sight of land.
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Chapter 66


1

The woman held the bag, mesmerized by it, for many minutes. Her black eyes stared past the bag, beyond it, into the past. An old memory struggled forward.

“I smell your tears, uncle. Why do I smell your tears?”

Then another.

“I hear the creatures of the night. They tell me their secrets.”

Then finally:

“The moon bathes me. I am the night.

“I am… elemental.”

With that, she opened the bag and withdrew a long strand of black pearls.

Holding them out before her, she began to pant. The corners of her mouth twitched, her upper lipped curled, a cross between a snarl of anger and a cry of relief.

She was torn.

Two forces swirled inside her, battling for control over the black pearls. One part of her desired the pearls, their very essence somehow a part of her soul. The other part of her loathed them and the freedom they would deny her.

Suddenly she snarled and snapped at the pearls as a weaker wolf does to the alpha. She was afraid. But her hand still raised them above her head.

Her head twisted back and forth, denying the pearls. She would not see them, although she tried to look at them. She growled and snarled, terror and desire fighting for control over her.

She snapped again, almost bit them, but the false bite-reflex failed her again. She screamed out in frustration. Both hands held the strand of pearls now and they were spread open above her head.

She screamed at the pearls once more, but the scream faded away—a strangled cry of frustration.

When the pearls finally slipped over her head, she screamed no more.

2

Zoe watched the contortions of the woman and her struggle with the pearls. She cried out herself at the sheer madness of the scene. Then everything came flooding back to her, the death of her mother, the cruelty of the men, the time in the crate, the ugly naked sailor, the animal sounds, and now this, a beautiful woman who had gone mad, barking at her jewelry. She was sure she’d gone mad herself and broke into deep, wrenching sobs.

3

The woman convulsed when the pearls fell about her shoulders. It was as if she’d received a hard lash across her back. Her hands let loose the pearls and she grabbed for the nearest crate. Two more hard convulsions and her eyes widened as if to roll back in her head. But the black eyes were not seen to roll. Instead, the eyes… transformed in a way. Instead of rolling back or closing, they began to constrict, as if they’d been over dilated the entire time. A great shuddering passed through the woman and the animal in her calmed.

Several seconds passed as her eyes slowly constricted. Soon, whites began to show around the edges. The woman swayed and clung to the crates for support. Several more shudders wracked her body, and her eyes began to settle.

Then, she closed her constricting eyes one last time, breathed deeply, and opened them with a new vision.

She looked around in confusion at the dark and watery hold, but all she heard was the sobbing of a young girl.

4

(Hush, child.)

Zoe started at the sound of the voice. She tried to catch her breath, to form a word, but the sharp intake of breaths prevented them from forming. So, she thought them.

A— A— Angel?

Was it true? Had her angel come back? Had it come back to save her somehow? How could this be?

She tried to contain the sobs.

(Child—)

Her mind reeled. She wanted to speak to her angel, ask if her mother had made it to heaven, ask what was to become of her.

A— Angel, I— I—

Her body broke into another round of sobs. She clutched her empty stomach with trembling hands. She felt the pain course through her body.

“Child, hush.” The voice of the angel spoke aloud, and the woman looked down upon the child.

Zoe, in one large gasp, quelled her sobs. With wide eyes, she stared up at the woman in disbelief. Her eyes watered and her lips began to tremble, but no words came forth. There were no words to describe the overwhelming emotion that flooded her. Her mind was blank.

“Child, what ails you?” said the woman. “What is your name?”

Zoe’s eyes widened again. Her name? The angel knew her name already. The angel had told her a story to keep her calm. She sat for a long time with her mouth hanging open, trying to collect her thoughts. Finally, she had the sense to speak.

“Zoe,” she whispered. The word caught in her throat with a few shuddering breaths, but it came out. “Zoe Gagneux.”

The woman cocked her head to one side. A look of puzzlement narrowed her shining emerald eyes.

“Zoe?” the woman said. “Zoe Gagneux?”

Zoe nodded.

The woman looked about the cargo hold, searching for a memory. It was far away. She chased it around the heavens, around the oceans, then she followed its path back where it was resting quietly in the belly of the Carmilla.

“Life to cultivate,” she said thoughtfully. “I’ve heard your name before, in a dream, perhaps.”

Zoe stared, silently. The heavens and earth were spinning now. Her world was upside down.

“Yes,” the woman continued. “I was…” Her eyes searched the heavens again, but this time they only found darkness, and the void beyond all things. “I was… trapped somewhere, in a dream, I think. I dreamt of you. I dreamt that you called to me in the darkness.”

Zoe was shaking her head in disbelief, but the woman continued with her strange story.

“Yes, you called out to me in the darkness, called me forward. Then… then you asked me something. What was it? Do you recall?”

“Yes. I asked your name,” Zoe said.

Searching eyes moved about the woman’s face. Her hand moved towards her throat. “And I said I was nameless. Not that I’d forgotten my name, but—”

Her fingers touched the strand of black pearls.

“Oh!” she cried. Something had occurred to her. “I had to leave my name behind, didn’t I?”

Zoe nodded, slowly.

Her head turned and she looked at Sheridan. He was sitting up, quietly listening. She stared at him for a long time, watching him, trying to remember him. For he was familiar to her in a way.

“And what is your name?” she said to Sheridan.

He remembered this line of questioning all too well.

“Broussard,” he said. “Your name is Broussard.”

The woman nodded slowly. It felt right to her. “Yes.” She continued nodding. “Yes, that’s a fine name. I accept. Thank you.”

Then the woman knelt and looked at Zoe. “But you know me by a different name, don’t you?”

Zoe swallowed hard and tried to scoot back, but she had nowhere to go.

“Do not fear me,” the woman said. “I will not harm you. At least…,” she lightly touched the pearls, “not with these on. What was my name?”

“Are…” Zoe’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Are you… Ana? Are you… Ana Dalca?”

The woman rested back in her squatting position and looked at Zoe, but her eyes were far away. Her eyes searched a sea of memories, and she remembered.

She nodded her head.

“Ana is a part of me now. She had to be brave in the face of danger, just as you did. You are changed now, just as she was. That is the way of life.

“But there is something else that is a part of me now, also.”

She stood up and stepped back from Zoe. She turned, and for the first time looked at the crates. The crate that had been on the left, now shattered, had been her home for longer than she could remember. She had transformed there. The crate on the right had inadvertently held Zoe through her own transformation. But during it, their lives had become inextricably intertwined. They had shared secrets in the dark. They’d shared secrets unlike others could share with them. On an elemental level, they were linked. The lives of the woman and the girl would cross paths again, she felt it as surely as she was standing there. But she could not say how they would cross. She feared for Zoe at that moment.

Turning back to the girl, quietly in her head, the woman spoke.

(I once told you that I would not wish you to see me as a monster.

(Well, here I am.

(And while the person who stands before you means you no harm, the other pers— the other… voice, the dark voice… I cannot speak for. For she is new to me. But understand this: the dark one knows you. The dark one, in a way I do not understand, was nourished by you, by many. And with that, the dark one has your scent. The dark one understands your… value.

(Heed my warning and never seek me again, not even in thought, for when you call me, you’ll also be calling her.)

As if to punctuate the danger, a loud crash was heard on deck. The forward mast had given way, and the Carmilla began to crack apart.
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Chapter 67


1

That night, from the porch of an old shack that sat on the edge of a bayou near the mouth of the Mississippi, an old woman saw a strange sight. A late September storm which had covered the area in rain for weeks had finally cleared. It was early October. And as if to inspect the destruction left in the wake of the storm, a full moon rose on a clear night. The woman stood gazing at the silent waters.

It was too quiet, she thought.

The sea was never this quiet. It was as if all manner of life held its breath, waiting for something to pass, waiting to exhale when it was finally safe.

That’s when she saw the black ship.

2

For weeks the people of the bayou traded rumors about that ship, which they eventually learned was the Carmilla.

One of the rumors was that the ship had no masts, nor sails, and that it moved under the power of the moonlight.

It was said that it had no crew or captain but was sailed by a dead man.

Bad things were said to happen to people who found remnants of the black ship, so they took to burning whatever washed up. Mostly it was pieces of shiplap that washed ashore. When it did, and after people reported green flames and foul smells coming off it, they stopped burning the wood in their fireplaces and simply dumped it into the swamps to rot.

It was rumored that the ship and its dead helmsman sailed the brackish waters of the Mississippi River Delta for three days looking for a place to sink. Some people claimed to spot it occasionally, deeper in the bayou, floating silently where no other ship could sail.

3

The old woman who first spotted the black ship became somewhat of a local legend. Many people sought her council on things both natural and unnatural. She claimed to have seen a small rowboat launch from it that first night. The small boat carried four people, she thought, but she’d turned her face from them when they entered the channel. She’d claimed to have felt something evil pass by.

It was eventually rumored that cargo from the black ship was occasionally found, wooden crates with a strange brand. But no one touched them, for by that time, other rumors had begun to swirl. But oddly, the branded crates never stayed where they’d reportedly been found. Some people even said that an old man in a rowboat had been seen collecting the crates on moonless nights.

Word finally made it up to the city of New Orleans, the ship’s destination. A great mourning swept through the city at the loss of the ship and its passengers. Inquiries were made, but without a captain or crew to question, there was little that could be done. Some people doubted that a ship had been seen at all, and certainly not the Carmilla. Based on correspondence between captains over the next six months, the Carmilla would have had to have sailed through not one, but two great storms to have any chance of arriving at the mouth of the Mississippi that night. Some old sailors claimed that the Devil’s Wind could have done it, but most people turned away from these stories, shaking their heads.

It was rumored that strange events happened in New Orleans for years after the arrival of the black ship with its dead helmsman, but many strange things happened in that city.

It was even rumored that a young girl had survived the disaster, but due to the uproar over inquiries, was secreted away and hidden. People claimed to have evidence that she led either a normal life, or a terrible one, for surely, anyone who could survive such a disaster must have had some form of divine intervention to do so. “A guardian angel,” people whispered. “Cursed,” said others.

Perhaps the strangest rumor however, one that seemed to be revived every October, was that of the ghost voice. The sensitive people of the area heard things that others did not. They were attuned to listening to the swamps, the river, and the sea, and they heard many things. Some of them claimed the voice was from the ghosts of people who’d been lost at sea, unified such that they could be heard. But the sensitive people could never explain why it always carried the same message.

(Give her to me, the lady in the water, and all will be spared.

(Give her not, and all will be doomed!)
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Chapter 68


October, 1979, New Orleans

“Those rumors,” said Nana Irma, “and more, is what clings to this family.” Then she added, “like a curse.”

Lucy sat beneath the crocheted Afghan with wide, staring eyes. It was now early morning and she’d tended the fire all night as Nana told her tale. During the evening, Nana would occasionally get up as if to stretch her legs. Sometimes she’d make a new pot of tea, sometimes she would bring cookies. She even poked at the fire on occasion. But somehow, she always made it past a window, stealing a look outside. Lucy pretended not to notice. Sometimes open secrets were the best medicine.

Over the hours, as the tale unraveled itself, the knocking on the downstairs door faded. Whether Lucy had simply learned to ignore it—for the time being—or the sounds worked themselves into the fabric of the tale, she didn’t know. But over the hours, the faint knocks no longer caused her to start up and catch her breath.

At some point in the story, Nana Irma had gotten up and put a record on her record player. They were big band songs, instrumentals, that Lucy imagined Nana and Papa dancing to when they were young. At first, Lucy didn’t understand why she’d played the music. It didn’t exactly fit the story. The imagery of the tale, mostly dark and ominous, mixed with the upbeat but sometimes melancholy swing of the band, created a jumbled mix of images in her mind. At some points Lucy felt like she was in a carnival funhouse where the floors tilted and music played backwards, all in an effort to make you dizzy. In some ways, the big band music made the story worse, and Lucy had images of dead people dancing the waltz on the deck of the ship while strange faces looked down at them from storm clouds. Only once or twice did she think she heard something knocking at the second story windows, but when that happened, Nana just turned up the volume.

Eventually, when the sun began to color the backs of the storm clouds, Nana turned the record player off and looked out the window. Absently, she fingered the strange symbols that were stitched onto the corners of the curtains. Symbols that always faced outward. The storm wasn’t over, but they’d be fine for another day.

“Nana?” Lucy asked. “What really happened to Mama?”

A tired face looked back at Lucy. Nana was getting old. Telling the story seemed to have aged her ten years in one night. Lucy wondered how long she would live and what would happen to her when Nana was gone. In that moment, Lucy realized her situation wasn’t much different from what Zoe’s had been, all those years ago. Hundreds of years, in fact. Lucy did the quick math in her head. It was 1979. Zoe had come over on the Carmilla in 1780. It had been almost two-hundred years. The rumor of the girl who had survived the Carmilla was true. She knew that, otherwise, Lucy wouldn’t be here. But what had happened to her way-back great grandma? How had she escaped the ship? Who took her? Where had she gone?

Had there really been a guardian angel?

Or, had the guardian angel been cursed?

There were too many missing pieces for Lucy. She thought she’d start researching their family history to learn more. But first, there was one pressing question left. “Nana, what really happened to Mama?”

“You don’t know, child?” Nana said. “You ain’t worked it out yet?”

Lucy looked at the end of her finger poking through the Afghan. She shook her head.

“The rumor that Zoe survived was true. I know you’ve figured that much. And history tells us there was a young princess named Ana Dalca. But what became of her, no one knows. Least ways, not that I ever heard. The rumor that something evil was on that ship, well…” Nana shrugged. “Who can say. But the Gagneux women, the girl children born of Zoe, then her granddaughters, and so on, were a line of breeders, that’s for sure. There’s a lot of offspring from that girl. Good lord, life to cultivate was right. But those offspring don’t always live out their lives fully like most folks. And the rumor there—really an old story now—is that it’s because our line, starting with Zoe, carries a black streak.”

“A what?” Zoe said.

“The doctors call it a ‘wasting disease’, but it ain’t in no medical book.”

“Then what is it?”

“A rumor.”

Lucy’s forehead creased with confusion.

“It’s a rumor that if somethin’ evil was on that ship, and if it really laid there next to Zoe for all that time, and…”

Lucy’s eyes went wide.

“And if it’s a thing that feeds on blood, then maybe it does have her scent. Our scent. The scent of Zoe’s blood which, as diluted as it may be, still runs in our veins.”

Tears brimmed along Lucy’s eyes.

“There’s something about the offspring,” Nana continued. “It doesn’t hit every generation. Sometimes it skips one or two, sometimes it misses a whole family branch, but it always shows back up.”

“What’s that?” Lucy asked.

“The rumor.

“After the Carmilla disappeared, for years after, strange things were said to happen in this city. There is evidence that a woman by the name of Madame Broussard existed then. There’re stories that she ran some kinda business with a man who would travel far up the Mississippi. But there are also stories that she was some kind of… monster.”

“Monster?”

“Some kinda witch, but not a witch. Some kinda… vampire, but not. And over the years, as the Dark Gift pulled at her, she couldn’t always deny its call. Not even with the pearls. And during the times she couldn’t deny it, and took the pearls off, evil would take hold of her, and she would feed.”

“Ana!” Lucy said, suddenly. Her wide eyes flicked around the room as she recalled the tale of Ana Dalca. “The curse… the rose.” She swallowed. “Magnus,” she whispered. “But why would—?”

“The wasting disease,” said Nana. “No doctor can cure it. They can’t even diagnose it. Well… some have an idea. But it’s affected our women ever since Zoe came off that cursed ship. And I ‘spect it will stay with us until the end of time.”

Nana nodded as if this were written in the stars.

“It’s the scent, Lucy. Something has our scent and has been drawn to it over the centuries. Whatever it is, I don’t believe it will ever stop hunting the scent.”

“But that means—”

“Yes, child. Your mama is one of them now. Whatever was growin’ in Ana, whatever was held back by the pearls, whatever made others in its likeness, is huntin’ the scent now.”

“Did she become…” Lucy shed large tears as realization hit her. “Is she a… a… vampire?”

Nana grabbed Lucy’s hands through the Afghan and held them tight. Her eyes were hard and stern. She had to get the message through if their family were to survive.

“I don’t know what your mama has become,” Nana said. “But if she comes knockin’ outside these windas, never let her in. You hear me, child? You never let her in. But, if somehow she does get in, there’s only one thing you can do.”

“What?”

Nana Irma pushed herself up from the couch, joints popping. She walked to an old rolltop desk that was always closed. Zoe had never seen it opened before and had stopped asking about it long ago. “Lock is broken,” had been the standard answer. She pulled a fine silver chain from around her neck. From its end hung a silver key.

Irma looked back at Lucy once more, then turned and unlocked the lid. With a smooth, practiced motion, she slid up the rolltop. A series of large, wooden drawers had been built into the top, replacing the normally smaller ones. She took a silver cross from one drawer and set it on the desk. A wooden mallet came out of another. Finally, she reached into the middle drawer and drew out a sharpened wooden stake, one of many, and turned towards Lucy. The stake was held firmly in her hand.

“You kill it.”


A Note From the Author


Thank you for reading Final Voyage of the Carmilla.

The first thing I’d like to say is that I had the idea (and title) for this book before the movie The Final Voyage of the Demeter was announced. So, there was no intentional alignment on my part. I actually remember the “Oh sh#t!” moment the day I saw the title for Demeter. I think I actually slumped back in my chair, wondering what to do. I thought about different titles and even experimented with a few. The Lady in the Water was the working title of my draft manuscript for a long time. At one point I announced in my newsletter that my new book The Eternity Covenant would be coming out soon. But along the way, and after all the writing, I stayed with the original title. It just felt right.

With that said, the inclusion of Carmilla in the title was very intentional. I mean, can there be a better name for a ship that is going to carry a vampire to the new world? I think not.

OK, with that out of the way, why did I write this book?

For those of you who don’t know, there is a character called Madame Broussard who makes an appearance in the second book of The Spirit Hunter series, Scars of Redemption. I don’t know where she came from, she just showed up one day and played an integral role in the book. So much so, that she made another appearance in the third book A Tapestry of Dead. Madame Broussard was such an interesting character to me, stuck in such an odd situation, that I had to know more. So, when Tapestry was finished, I knew I had to write about her.

Who was she? How had she come to be in the situation we found her? What was her backstory?

Thus, I began to explore her story.

Final Voyage of the Carmilla attempts to connect ‘old world’ evil to the new world through the telling of a family history. Nana has a heavy heart as she tells Lucy about their family curse. This got me to the 1780s when another young girl, Zoe, was about to embark on her own life-changing journey. I knew that Zoe would eventually meet her ‘guardian angel’, establishing a strange relationship, but I still didn’t know how that young woman, Ana, fell under the spell of the Dark Gift. So, I had to stop writing Carmilla and began to write The Cursing of Ana Dalca.

Ana, in her cursed trance, and as the voice of a guardian angel, retells the tale of Ana Dalca to Zoe to show her that she can be brave, just like this other young woman had to be. But, if you haven’t read The Cursing of Ana Dalca, you might find it interesting. Even though it happens in the same year as Carmilla, it takes us back even further, introducing an ancient evil known as Magnus. And we learn that the battle between good and evil has been raging for far longer. The big surprise to me was when I learned that the Dalca family had been blessed/cursed with not only long life, but with the Light. They were put here to balance, and possibly vanquish, the Dark Gift. And when I realized that both forces now ran in the blood of Ana, who had to become nameless before she could take the name Broussard, I finally began to understand the complex character I had discovered.

As of this writing, I still don’t understand her fully. She has quite a story to tell. But what I can say is that she is now in New Orleans. She has someone to help her find her way. And she has supernatural long life. Is it no wonder that her and Del’s paths would eventually cross? We already know they do, but before that happens, what kind of life will Ana Broussard lead? I think I know. Those seeds were planted long ago.

And what about the other characters? Did Lucian intend to send Ana to the new world and not follow her? Would Magnus really let Lucian and Ana slip from his grasp? Was the ghost ship real?

These splinters are now also wedged firmly in my mind and although I think I’ll revisit Del and the crew next, I suspect at least one of these splinters will fester and take root.

Thus, not unlike Ana and her cursed rose, I feel my own dark gift taking hold again, and wonder what state it will leave me in.

So, there it is, just a bit of insight into what drew me to this particular story.

If you enjoyed this book, please think about leaving a review at your favorite retailer. Reviews help a book get discovered by others who may also enjoy it.


[image: image-placeholder]
Thank You


Thanks again to my wonderful wife Mary for all the support. Zoe, Ana, and Lucy appreciate you helping to unravel their complex story.
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