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CHAPTER ONE

Sall copped the fist across his cheek and knew he was dropped. Black eyes shaded by a low, flat cap shone satisfaction down upon him. Sall went spinning to the floor. They’d told him the dockworker hit like a barge in a hurry and they were right.

 The bulky figure swaggered over him. ‘Stay down,’ he said. 

 Moments ticked over into seconds, disappearing like the sun setting behind the other fighter. Down was easy. Sall could stay down, roll over into the easy night and pass out, but the sun still shone and the world still crawled on and so Sall made the decision to rise. He breathed in the stink of marine mud and fish baked into the planks and pushed himself upright.

 Double images of the unwashed, jeering crowd danced across his vision. He blinked to settle them. He was on his knees.

 The punta slipped through the crowd, coming to crouch by his side. ‘He’s wobbly,’ he said, then to Sall, ‘you done?’

 Ten thousand in pure, solid gold. For a stack like that, free of tax or condition, he’d go a dozen more rounds. No man in his position held money like that.

 ‘Not yet,’ Sall said, pushing himself up on his knuckles. The iron taste of blood mixed with his saliva. He spat and braced himself on one knee. He rose amid cheers and danced a little from foot to foot.

 ‘The fight goes on!’ The punta spun away.

 The dockworker puffed his chest to the crowd’s cheers. ‘Again?’

 Sall raised his fists. ‘Can’t make me any uglier,’ he said, looking at him across the top of his knuckles.

 The dockworker, steady, advanced and feinted left. Sall saw it coming and ducked into the hand. The real jab shot past his face, missing him this time. Sall delivered a blow into the dockworker’s ribs, forcing him back a few steps. The dockworker gasped, stung.

 Sall stole ground and came at his opponent with a flurry of strikes. The dockworker brought up his guard, deflecting them as best he could. Sall continued to step forward, driving him around the ring so the dockworker had to keep an active mind on his footing and off his attack.

 Sall slipped a jab past his guard, but every time he’d thrown that the dockworker ducked to one side or leaned back. It missed again.

 He wouldn’t let Sall exact his revenge, and in the flicker of a smile the dockworker knew he’d got under his skin.

 Sall gave up on that strategy and switched, drawing breath and tossing jabs at his lower body. The dockworker wanted to knock him out. Every strike he threw went for it. Sall was content to work the wind out of him slowly for now. If he could break a few of his teeth, though, he would.

 The dockworker threw a hook on the back of a jab. Sall brought his hands up, fending off the strike aimed at his temple, and bowed a little into his own back foot.

 The dockworker felt the distance grow between them, sensing retreat. The bait was laid. The dockworker took it, making to follow the hook with a straight strike, thinking Sall was off balance. Sall pushed on his back foot. The dockworker’s eyes widened as Sall sprung.

 Sall twisted his hip into launching his fist into the dockworker’s side. He could tell it hurt by the urk! the stocky fellow made. This time Sall had hurt him. The fight was turning in his favour. 

 The dockworker was knocked back again. He sheltered his belly and stumbled into the arms of the crowd, who with rowdy excitement shoved him back at a waiting Sall. The dockworker, indomitable it seemed, flew at him with a soaring hook and a scowl.

 Sall stepped outside the hook’s swing and batted the dockworker’s temple in return. Blindsided, the dockworker stumbled sideways, but kept on his feet. He instead spun into a backhand swing. Sall leaned away as it coursed past his nose. Close. The dockworker reeled off the swinging backhand, panting in anger, readjusting his soft cap from its tilt over an eye. Sall brought his guard up and circled.

 Sall came under the shade of the ship’s mainmast. Sailors sitting up on the yardarm jeered and waved their mugs of rum mixed with limes and water. He kept circling. A ray of noonday sun split between two furled sails, catching his eye and forcing a blink. A whooshing hand came left. Reflex saved him and he slipped the jab.

 Sall brushed away the dockworker’s inquiring feints and kept working him around the ring. There was plenty of space on the wide main deck of the tall ship Red, whose name was stencilled in the transom above the entrance to the stateroom. On the quarterdeck the Red’s captain watched the fight with the captains of two other ships moored nearby. 

 Over their heads and distant were the grey nubs of broken mountains where this border country opened into the wild, uncharted waters of the Obotema. This was as far as the government navies would go. All waters past those mountains were unclaimed, and the tales told by those who fared them enough to keep them that way, at least for now. But there was money on the Obotema, enough of it, so towns like these hosted the intermingling creeds of people foolhardy or desperate enough to prepare ventures there, and this far from the center of civilisation the government’s eye missed the finer details of life on the outskirts.

 Today a naval frigate was staging an illegal boxing tournament.

 The dockworker clipped him good – again. He lost his focus for a second, blinking, but he’d grown up a brawler on the mean streets of St. Augustine, a grey city of stone buildings and cold hearths, and kept himself out of the gangs with nothing but his fists and his wits. He’d fought his way out of there, and now he’d come to the edge of civilisation itself. This wasn’t the end.

 He twisted a heel, pivoted out of reach, and as a straight punch passed his nose by the space of an inch he threw a jab in from outside, a strike the dockworker couldn’t avoid. His knuckles drove toward the dockworker’s temple. Now he stepped into it, using all his weight to return the same blow that had almost felled him. 

 The dockworker’s eyes went dull and rolled white. He landed in a heap.

 The largest cheer rose from the crowd, and continued as the punta dropped to a kneel and checked over the downed man. He slapped his cheek. The dockworker stirred, and in a daze tried to rise, but seeing Sall standing was enough. He lay back, groaning. He was defeated.

 Now the air swelled in Sall’s victory. People flooded the ring. Sall was surrounded by gleeful sailors waving little red betting slips in cheer, dancing and clapping, coming close to pat Sall on the back. Behind them, losers cast away their slips. Dozens of losing slips littered the floor, a scrunched and crumpled confetti.

 A midshipman in a shabby dress uniform sent them fluttering as he came down from the quarterdeck and hastened through the milling crowd with a small, though decidedly weighty hessian bag clutched close to his chest. He went to the punta and offered it to him with both hands. 

 The punta took it and thanked the boy. The tails of his burgundy coat flared as he approached sweeping through the crowd and took Sall by the wrist. ‘Very well done,’ he said, and raised Sall’s arm into the air. He projected his voice across the scrum, getting their attention. ‘The winner is decided! By knockout, the brawler from St. Augustine, who today stands before you undefeated in the fifth annual fight carnival! I present to you your champion, Sall Edwards!’

 The punta raised the purse high, to the swelling cheers of the crowd. Sall needed a drink.

 ‘And to a champion go his spoils! The grand prize!’

 The punta thrust the purse into Sall’s chest. Sall took it and the punta kept talking. ‘Thank you one and all for coming, on behalf of the Squire Party I have been-’ But already the crowd had stopped paying attention to him. Sall stopped hearing the noise of the crowd. It faded, his tiredness looming, his mouth thirsting for a drink. The punta slapped him on the back, and Sall barely felt it. The dockworker was picked up and carted off, and Sall didn’t notice. He heard only the jingle of the gold in the sack in his hands. There was comfort in its weight. He jingled it again, if only to hear that sound.

 He checked the purse, to make sure they had not tried to hand him a bag of brass bolts. He always checked the purse. Take enough blows to the head and people start to think you’re stupid. He peeked inside, making sure no other curious eyes could see. Soft nuggets of gold clinked in there. He smiled.

 The noise of the crowd rushed back. Sall saw the dockworker leaving with two other locals propping him up. He was still woozy, but as they came to the gangplank leading down to the docks he shrugged them off and insisted on walking himself. After a dizzy wobble he was steady, and looked back over his shoulder at the crowd. He gave an angry shake of the head and left down the gangplank.

 The crowd was growing restless around a few barrels of grog being worked by sweating crewmen. Now the fight was over nobody cared about Sall, their minds turning now to filling their cups once or twice more. They’d be put off the ship soon, then drenched in the town’s taverns, but the grog was cheaper where they were now, and the sunlight was fine. Sall went to get his coat. He sidestepped the bulk of the revellers, trying to ignore the looks he was getting and holding his prize close. Many of those who had lost money on him looked at Sall like he owed them a piece. He’d left his shirt and coat with the punta before the fight, and now searched around for him.

 Already a midshipman had recovered Sall’s bundle and was bringing it to him, bobbing against the swell around the bar. Sall saw him and caught his eye.

 The youngun’s face glowed with admiration. He looked Sall up and down and had to crane his neck. ‘Here, Mister Edwards.’ Sall cradled the sack in his arm and let the boy help him put the coat on. He stooped and shrugged his free arm into its sleeve, already feeling the aches taking hold. The boy drew a nervous breath, intimidated by Sall’s hulking presence. ‘That was the best fight I’ve seen yet. What’re you gonna do with the money?’ 

 Sall shrugged into the other sleeve. With the shirt next he wiped the blood and sweat off his face and stuffed it into his belt. ‘There’s a piece of land, over that way.’ He pointed east, and the boy looked. ‘It’s gonna have my name on it.’

 Sall flicked a coin from his pocket. Light fingers picked it from the air and slipped it away in the folds of his uniform. At a sharp whistle the boy spun on a heel, his attention stolen. The punta was waving at him over the scrum. A rolled cigarette dangled from the corner of his mouth, which wobbled as he beckoned.

 ‘Fucking- get over here, boy! We need more hands on the slips.’ He produced a match from a hand wadded with betting slips and lit it with a flick of his thumbnail. He puffed the cigarette alight and took a moment to enjoy the first exhale, looking up into the afternoon sky with a measure of satisfaction before doling out more winnings – minus his percentage. It was truly he who was taking home the grandest prize, and all without throwing a punch.

 The punta and his helpers still faced their own battle keeping the rabble pressing around them reasonable and at bay. Quick hands ferried winnings out and snatched away slips. ‘No need to rush!’ the punta shouted. ‘Every man gets his piece! Except the unlucky, of course.’

 He nodded his head as he counted. Sall turned away. The boy was gone. He looked up at the captains. They had their share. Their attention was focused on themselves, as the winners counted their fresh banknotes. Two of them had bet against the third.

 The third caught his attention. He was a pirate, that much was clear. He was dressed well, but there was no mistaking the stiff way he stood, or that outsider look in his eye. He was anxious around the men with patches on their shoulders, him standing there in the wrong clothes with his hands clasped behind his back.

 He didn’t belong and he knew it. He was only there on allowance of the cash he’d brought. He was a tall, proud man with black hair, wearing a simple grey vest over pressed trousers, his hair sleeked back. His face was stiff.

 At something one of the others said his face flushed. With a tight grimace he reached inside his vest for a further wad of cash. He passed the banknotes over to the Red’s captain, a beanpole of a man draped in a long officer’s jacket that hung over him like a vulture’s down, who took the bills with fingers encrusted by shiny rings glittering with gems. 

 Running these events seemed to provide him more luxury than the service could, and to Sall the navy captain did not seem any more lawful than the pirate. There were smart pirates, Sall supposed, and today the dark-haired pirate was not one of them. Even from here Sall could tell the others were mocking him.

 The loser felt he had been mocked enough. His grimace became a scowl. Penniless and belittled, the pirate decided to take no more and departed down the stairs. He kept his head high even as the other captains’ jeers followed in his wake.

 The pirate pushed through the crowd and raised his voice. There was a gravelly cut to it. ‘We’re leaving! All crew of the Bitter End must be back on the ship in one hour! Anyone not aboard by then can stay in this godforsaken shithole!’ A few drunken men and women in loose sailing clothes weathered by sun and salt fell in behind their captain, and the crowd moved aside to let them through. As the crowd parted their path brought them by Sall. The captain saw him. His face hardened, and his eyes narrowed. There was a cold, calculating anger turning inside them. The brown of his flaring irises were so dark they were nearly black. 

 He stomped down the gangplank with his crew. Sall watched them walk up the pier and disappear into the hubbub at the docks.

 ‘Hey! Edwards!’

 Sall stopped, hiding the sack away in his coat. The punta was calling him. ‘Wait. Wait.’ He pushed through a group of sailors. Sall turned to face him.

 ‘Leaving already?’ The gambling official thumbed through slips while he talked to Sall. Sall didn’t mind him. He didn’t pander Sall with attention like some of the other puntas did. Those thought of him as their investment, at best.

 Sall nodded, looking out over the thatched rooftops of the new town studding the rocky slope up from the old town. The sun was setting through hills of rambling stone buildings overhanging an eroded shore. ‘I’ve booked a stage,’ he said.

 ‘Already?’ The punta put on a mock sadness. ‘That’s truly a disappointment. There’s more competitions out there, you know. Places you could win five times that,’ he took the cigarette out of his mouth and ashed it in the direction of Sall’s purse. Sall had heard of those places. He wanted nothing to do with them. ‘Where you headed?’

 Sall said, ‘I was going to head to Serico, and make my way from there.’ 

 The punta’s eyes flashed recognition. He nodded. ‘We’re going to Serico. We’ll get you there safely. Don’t take a stage, there’s bandits all through those hills.’ He nodded towards the town. 

 Sall thought this fine naval vessel probably crewed more thieves than honest men. He’d be keeping a close hand on his prize regardless, but the Red would get him there faster. 

 ‘I’m not afraid of bandits,’ Sall said.

 ‘I’m sure you’re not,’ the punta said, thinking he had Sall on the hook.

 Sall put a thumb over his shoulder. ‘That captain who just left, the one Hartham brought with him,’ Sall said. ‘Who was he?’

 The punta clucked his tongue. ‘That friendly fellow was Granger Strommken, Captain of the pirate ship Bitter End. I suspect he’ll be headed back to the Obotema, where he belongs.’ Now he sneered. ‘Sign of the times when pirates knock shoulders with naval officers.’ 

 Sall nodded. ‘World’s not what it used to be,’ he said. He felt the purse weighing heavy against his side.

 The punta gave him a mild look. ‘I’ve got to get back on these slips,’ he said. 

 ‘If you plan to keep me aboard so you can hustle this gold from me, you’ll find I’m not much of a gambling man. I’ll sail until Serico, if the captain permits it.’ 

 ‘The captain’s a gracious man, this was his suggestion,’ the punta said. ‘He won a lot of money on you.’

 Sall hoped to avoid a fee at the next port, and any other competitions the punta might stage. He grit his teeth, feeling hunted. ‘I will work for my passage.’

 The Red’s captain caught his eye. He had noticed Sall watching him. He gave a nod and raised his glass to Sall and turned back to his conversation. 

 The punta scoffed and clapped Sall’s shoulder. ‘Of course you’ll work, fighter. Nobody gets a free ride.’

 

*     *     *

 

It was a dog’s day. The seas were high, brightened by a white morning sun into a glaring sheet of bluish silver rolling with the promise of a hard day at sail. The waves made a boundless plain of shifting hills and valleys. Where they met the horizon was dressed in a haze, and so the ocean seemed to go on forever. These formless lands were only interrupted by the odd rocky burr rising grey and stark from the sea on their starboard side. Before Sall’s time those jagged grey stacks once formed a strong line of mountains, until the world shifted and those were shattered, and for a hundred leagues the earth deep below chewed them down and drowned them below a roaring tide. On one side of the world the tide rushed out, never to return. On the other side the tide rushed in, swallowing an entire nation, its people, and its treasures.

 All those lands were the Obotema now.

 The wind picked up early. The same buffeting gusts that filled the sails and played at the lapels of his shirtfront turned out the crests of the waves in rushes of white foam. The Red was keeling at the steady crosswind. Today they were rounding the mouth. 

 ‘Hard up the Doubleyous, gentlemen!’ their hawkish captain stood with his coat hung loose over his shoulders, so his empty red sleeves brushed against his sides. His arms were folded across his chest, his bejewelled fingers glittering from behind the coat’s folds.

 Sall kept his bag of gold tied to his belt. He didn’t trust keeping it anywhere but at his side. Now he and several others were working the boom under the watchful eye of the sailing-master.

 ‘Tie that bouncer down, sport,’ the sailing-master said. ‘Keep it off its center, then be about those clews. Give the mains a bit of length,’ he chewed tobacco and after he spoke spat a gob from beneath a white moustache. The spit struck a bucket and slid into mucky water. 

 Lines of bristly hemp rope ran through Sall’s palms. He ignored the complaints from his bruised hands. He’d been awake since before dawn, when the first muster roused them groggy from their hammocks. He’d come up nursing a few aches, but after a few hours of moving about his blood was flowing and the pain in his joints and muscles was pushed to the back of his mind.

 Still, it wore him to hold in one place for too long. He finished tying a line and stretched, his spine popping as he flexed to his full height. The bag jingled at his side. Several of the scabby swabs around him found their eyes drawn to it.

 Sall put his hand on his belt and settled into an easy posture. ‘Nothing but open seas,’ he said, scanning the horizon. ‘And noone but us around.’

 They turned their eyes back to their work. The day passed mostly like that. They were a friendly enough bunch, and one or two could whistle a tune, but a high swell kept them busy. All day they hauled lines and caught spray in the sways of the Red’s passage. The wind blew nearly at their side. 

 Misting sprays off the waves kept the crew cool in the heat of the sun. Sall wiped his forehead, stealing a moment to listen to the other sailors’ chatter.

 ‘Sea eagle’s been following us all day,’ one said, working a knot while he looked up at it. Trained hands drew the knot tight on the bitt and he stepped away, shading his eyes to observe the bird circling the sun.

 Sall followed his gaze. ‘That’s an osprey,’ Sall said. ‘It’s a seahawk.’

 The sailor looked at him. ‘You’ve got sharp eyes,’ he said.

 Sall nodded. His reason for knowing it wasn’t an eagle was not because he could see it any better than the sailors around him. He knew it was an osprey because that bird had been following him for several days now. ‘Ship’s good fortune, isn’t it?’ 

 The sailor shook his head. ‘That’s albatrosses,’

 Sall shrugged. ‘Never been much of a seaman,’ he said.

 The sailing-master stepped in. ‘That’s clear,’ he said, looking at the quality of Sall’s knots. ‘Go use those hands to fetch us some water,’ he said. ‘I’ll shout if I need something lifted.’

 Sall collected their flasks without complaint and hitched their worn straps around a finger. Together they made a dull chime. 

 He descended into the muggy dark below decks. Light split through gaps in the wood, cutting narrow rays across a dozen red faces turned to watch his jingling descent down the ladder. The off crew’s murmurs went silent. They were in close quarters. The Red was a decent frigate, but it was a tight fit. They stood shoulder to shoulder, those leaned against the bulkheads, while others lounged on stools and crates, all waiting the shift change. They turned back amongst themselves, and the low sound of conversation resumed. He weaved between them and the beams, steadying himself against the ship’s motions with one hand on the ceiling. 

 ‘Alright,’ he said, nodding at a sailor who met his eye.

 ‘Ahoy, fighter,’ he said, patting Sall on the back as he passed.

 There was already someone there. A ring of fat hugged his hips beneath his singlet, and his hairy shoulders stunk like a tavern floor. He drank two cups while Sall stood patiently propped against a ceiling support. He appeared to be under the weather, punctuating his gulping draughts with groans. 

 Sall cleared his throat. ‘Any water left?’

 The man wiped a drop from his chin. ‘No water, only grog.’ He moved aside and sat down on an upright barrel beside it. He sunk into a slump, putting his head in a hand. ‘Might’ve overdone it,’ he said, his breath souring their confined quarters. His eyes glazed over as he pondered his misfortunes. 

 Sall unhitched one of the flasks and popped the cork. He held it under the tap and turned the wooden tab. A weak mixture of grog flowed out, splashing across the flask’s lip and his knuckles. His nose tasted the sweet aromas of the rum. 

 He filled the first flask and the drunk came leaning across the barrel, commandeering the tap for another mugful. Sall had to wait again. The drunk leaned back to swill it, spilling some into his beard. He mopped it into his shirtfront, mumbling to himself.

 Sall said, ‘Saints, man, pull yourself together. You’ll have to drink the whole cask to get a lean.’

 The sailor leered. ‘I’m the quartermaster. There’ll still be enough for the journey if I permit myself a sip, so save your advice, cockswab.’ 

 Sall went still. The quartermaster sat languid over the barrel, peering at Sall through squinting eyes. It was the smell of rum in the air. It was a hot spark in his nose.

 ‘Put it away, Embry, let him fill his flasks,’ came a voice from near. 

 The quartermaster shrugged. ‘I’m just winding him up.’ Red eyes looked at Sall a little closer. ‘Aye, aye, I know you. You’re the one who beat Donny Syr,’

 ‘I am,’ Sall said.

 Embry raised his eyebrows. ‘And if I hadn’t put money on him I’d have never had to drown my sorrows so firmly.’ Still, he moved off the cask and let Sall fill the next vessel.

 He was quiet as Sall filled and hung it with the other full one off the smallest finger on his other hand. He brightened at a new opportunity to poke him. ‘Mind the drips,’ he said, noting a flask Sall hadn’t properly corked. 

 His eyes glinted. Sall shook his head and kept filling.

 Once they were full Sall took his own share from an empty mug, relishing the bare traces of rum in the cool water. He gulped a full cup standing there beside the quartermaster, whose eyes followed him. Not a single drop spilled down his chin. When Sall was done he stacked it on top of the cask and touched his forehead with a curled finger. It was the accepted mark of respect to a superior officer, though Sall had never served in any navy. From what he’d seen they were worse than the street gangs.

 Sall stooped under a beam and took his leave. He heard Embry reach for another drink. The wooden tap squeaked as he turned it. No trickling noise followed. Embry groaned and cursed. ‘Bastard. You! Boy!’ his bark made a young man flinch. ‘Fetch another cask.’ His voice directed at Sall. ‘I hope you’re not planning on staying aboard long?’ 

 Sall spoke over his shoulder as he stepped onto the ladder. ‘Not if the quartermaster can’t even manage to bring water,’ he said, coming above to the sound of bells.

 Bells like that meant trouble. Activity stirred beneath him, and Sall hurried above as the crew came to action. First there were the bells, then came shouts. 

 ‘Ship sighted! Two points off starboard!’

 Sall hurried up the ladder in time for a rush of sailors to follow behind him.

 The captain shouted from the helm, ‘All hands on deck!’

 A voice shouted from the bow. ‘It’s the Bitter End!’ 

 Sall hurried with a group of sailors to the starboard rail. One shaded his eyes and pointed at a rocky outcrop in the distance. ‘I see it, off to the left of that rock. What’re they thinking, hunting a navy ship in its own waters?’

 Sall squinted. Gliding out from behind the grey stack came the proud carvel lines of the pirate ship. Smooth in the water, it took only moments at full sail to cruise halfway into their bearing. It was moving to head the Red off. 

 Through the excited hubbub Sall heard a metallic clink. The captain closed the spyglass and put a hand on one of the helm’s pins. ‘Hard to larboard! Don’t let them steal our weather!’ 

 Below him, the sailing-master spun into a roar. ‘All hands to the rigging! Change course!’ he shook his fist above the crowd’s stampeding rush to stations. ‘Work every scrap of wind! Turn it, turn it, turn it!’

 The sails wheeled to catch the wind and direct them into the new course. Veering this way allowed them to command the same advantage the Bitter End held, and might hopefully let them outrun the other ship. 

 The captain shouted again. ‘They’ll not bother us. They know they have fewer guns. Man the cannons, and if they come broadside we’ll give them every ounce of lead we have. Show those sore losers their measure!’

 The Bitter End came swift, however, too swift for the larger, slower warship. They were on course to overtake within the hour. None of the crew could believe the pirates were coming after them. It was ludicrous, foolhardy, or stupid, nobody could figure it. Sall fetched cannonballs from the hold with the powder monkeys while the crew chattered and prepared. Sall went racing from deck to deck, lumbering under the heavy shot racks he delivered between the gun crews, every so often catching a glimpse of the Bitter End gaining on them. Excited sailors packed cartridges into their rifles while others buzzed about the ship arming themselves with pistols and swords. They couldn’t wait for a battle. 

 Sall brought a rack up to the main deck. Buffeting waves of spray came up from the bow and the ship swayed with it. Red ran directly with the sea, coursing up and down its rolling humps. Sall tottered towards a gun and set the tray down beside it, panting. The gunner finished tying his long hair back, told him to fuck off out of his way and took the first off the top. Another man wadded the gun while Sall stepped back. 

 Sall leaned over the gunwale. The Bitter End was slicing through the waves, making a hellish pace. It was much closer now, the blackguards on its decks nearer and more defined, their bawdy yells and curses carrying across the half-mile between them. 

 ‘Just let us turn and face the bastards, let me sink my teeth into em,’ the man with his hair tied back said, growling.

 ‘We haven’t had a battle in months,’ another said.

 Sall left the gunwale to the sound of cannonballs sliding down barrels. One by one the cannons were loaded. Riflemen lined up behind the gun crews with the marching sounds of feet, two rows of them along each side, standing stiff and ready. Only some of them wore their colours, the splashes of soiled reds appearing among the tan lines of grubby seafarers.

 A man in the masts spoke. ‘They’re coming up short.’ Sall peered with the rest. The Bitter End was coming into a sharp turn a few hundred yards short of the Red, instead of trying to pass. 

 The captain laughed from the helm. ‘I told you! Too afraid to do battle! Hard to starboard now! We’ll beat them back where they came.’

 The helmsman threw to starboard, and the sailing-master’s bellows signalled a course change. 

 It was the wrong move. Sall saw the position of the sun, and where it was setting. Captain Strommken was making it difficult for the gunners aboard the Red to line up the End’s profile, as it now had the Red on its broadside. It had already outmanoeuvred them. It would only be a moment. 

 A loud, furious voice shouted an order that echoed across the distance. Sall’s gut clenched.

 From inside the afternoon sun’s setting glare the Bitter End’s first fiery shot ripped the captain off the helm, destroyed the wheel, and left the crew in a struck horror that soon turned to chaos. 

 

*     *     *

 

From over rolling seas the Bitter End lay waste to the Red. The rear quarter of the ship was destroyed, a mess of splintered wood, even where the timbers were three feet thick. Water gushed in through a hole below the waterline. The ship was crumbling, its crew scattered, and caught in a deadly turn that was bringing it into full view of the enemy cannons. Sall scrambled low as a cannonball ripped through the air to his right. It smashed the mouth of a twelve-pounder and sent it spinning on its mount. The cannon wrenched free of its lashings and flew at him. 

 The frayed end of a rope whipped his cheek. He jumped clear and landed on his back, as above screeching grapeshot tore the sails to shreds. Rolling onto all fours and keeping low, Sall skirted a dead gun crew, each sailor on it killed by a cannonball that had torn through the middle of them. Nausea stirred his stomach at the sight of their mutilated corpses. He ran from the direction of the barrage, catching scattered sprays of wood as the ship around him burst. A spar carrying rigging crashed overhead and he was stuck fighting through the lines. 

 Enemy cannonballs thundered into their sides, rocketed across the deck, and struck the seas around them. Spouts of water shot up and buffeted the wallowing ship with their impact. Sailors ran senseless and died, abandoning any attempt to mount a defense. The Bitter End was here to sink them, not take them. Captain Strommken’s vengeance was final. Sailors abandoned ship at will, fleeing the decks to splash down into cold waves and pray for a little hope. 

 Sall was blown off his feet by a nearby strike and sent flying through the air. The ship swayed beneath him. When he landed he was ten feet from where he started, landing hard on his shoulder, going tumbling straight down the middle of the deck.

 Sall fell down a hole rent of the main hatch. He fell to the sounds of wailing screams and desperate calls for help and the stench of smoke and death. His back hit the planks hard, stunning him. A gust of smoke choked the air and he blinked open his eyes. Flames whirled at the stern end, belching hot breath all the way to the fore. He could see open sky through there. 

 The Bitter End’s first volleys had ruined them. The ship was done and it was time to go. Already it groaned and gurgled like a mortally wounded animal. 

 Sall rose winded, steadying himself on a ladder. Sailors were dying all around as their ship was wrecked, their calls for help loud now in the absence of cannonfire. It was an eerie, bloody scene, reminding Sall of the sudden storms that would come off the cold seas of his homelands, rip through the streets and disappear as quickly as they had come, leaving nothing but destruction in their wake.

 Bodies draped the guns, the crates, lay motionless on the floor. Only a few were unhurt. One bloodied sailor came barging through and scrambled up the ladder. He came into the sunlight for only a moment before a teetering crash brought the broken main mast down on top of him. The sailor didn’t have time to react. It caved his head into his neck and crushed him spreadeagled beneath it, the poor sailor flattened with one limp arm dangling through the blocked hatchway.

 The mast was too heavy for Sall to budge, and too wide to squeeze past. Smoke burned his lungs. He coughed into his sleeve searching for another way out.

 A group of sailors were coming for the ladders dragging a wounded comrade between them. Sall waved his arms. ‘No way out! The hatch is blocked!’ he pointed up.

 The sailors’ expressions fell. They were dirty, bloody, and covered in splinters, lost in the choking swirls of smoke, hearing only the dying. The ship shuddered. They all looked down.

 Hissing sounds of water came through cracks in the decks below. The ship was breaking apart, but nobody was fleeing upwards, towards them and freedom. He looked around. The hatch below was obstructed by a pile of debris from the deck above, where a mortar had landed square on it.

 Desperate hands reached through, attempting to scrabble at the wreckage confining them.

 ‘They’re trapped down there!’ Sall looked up for the sailors, but they were gone. Fled before the next barrage, no doubt. Sailors deserted the ship in droves, fleeing through the holes blown in the hull, but noone was helping those below.

 ‘I’m coming!’ Those people down there had no other way out, and the ship, he could tell from its groans and juddering screeches, was sinking. He fell to his hands and knees and started tearing away broken equipment, a smashed barrel, and dug away enough of an opening to see scared, wet faces cluster to peer up at him.

 ‘We’re up to our knees, hurry!’ A skinny sailor said. He and several others sloshed about in the dim light of a few lanterns. Sall cleared away as much as he could, but he only dug out a narrow opening until his fingernails scraped against a heavy ceiling beam.

 It took strong hardwood to build a ship, and this block was a foot thick and wedged somewhere below. Sall squared his palms on its rough surface and tried to budge it. Splinters dug into his flesh. It didn’t move.

 He shouted through the hole. ‘You need to push it from down there! Get behind it and push!’

 Water was gushing now. He heard them hurry around it, but as Sall raised his head he saw the Bitter End sliding alongside. 

 ‘Push!’ He said, and heaved on the beam. Below, the trapped sailors added their strength, and it budged, sliding a bare inch. It wasn’t enough. He looked at the End. Those guns were about to fire. Sall had to go. 

 Sall looked down, into the face of the skinny man, and Sall could see the water was up around his waist. He shook his head.

 The skinny man’s face turned to panic, his eyes widening in blind fear. He began to scream. Sall darted away.

 ‘No! No!’ The rest of the trapped caught on, and their pleas joined his, but their cries were swallowed in the eager roar of cannonfire, its thunder sending him stumbling. He shaded his eyes from scatters of obliterated debris thrown at him from every angle, catching splinters in his skin, his clothes, his hair. He was wrapped in dust and black smoke. 

 Blinded, Sall ran through a pile of debris and crashed over it. The wind came out of him as he hit the deck. He gasped a hot whump and a cannonball’s whining screech tore overhead, blasting away a section of hull. It would have obliterated him. 

 Light streamed through the hole. It was big enough for him to escape through. Fresh air and a breeze caught the smoke and dust and funnelled it away. He could make it. He ran, stumbled again, fell into broken, splintered planks and picked himself back up. The smoke was clearing, and he found the broken edges of the hole in the ship’s side.

 The guns’ aim shifted, pummelling other areas of the ship. It wouldn’t survive another volley. As Sall found sunlight the ship made dying sounds, great yawing cracks that brought more light from above. The ship was splitting in two. Sall jumped into the waters churning from the ship’s final throes.

 Behind him the heavy mast crumbled through the ceiling. It brought the deck with it, collapsing at Sall’s heels as he came soaring out. The water below was littered with bodies and debris.

 He plunged into the waves, vision filling with thousands of tiny fizzing bubbles. He sank, drawn down by his heavy boots and the bag of gold. He kicked off his boots, but he wasn’t losing the gold. It was quiet but for the drawn, whalish moans of the sinking navy ship. They were haunting sounds. The Bitter End was still firing, their barrage loose now, raging. Licks of orange cannonfire turned greenish and unnaturally alien through the impermanence of the water. 

 Sall kicked and struggled for the surface and tried not to think about drowning, holding back panic as his lungs drew tight. His clothes held him back, billowing around him like tendrils of creeping seaweed. The ascent was slow, but he broke into fresh air and when he did he gasped, spitting water and shaking his head. Salt stung his eyes.

 His escape couldn’t have been sooner. The Bitter End didn’t lead another volley. The navy frigate was dead, and tilting over. Water gushed through wounds ripped in its hull, dragging the sinking vessel onto its starboard side. 

 A broken mast hit the water with a slap, extinguishing fires burning in the sails. Sall watched the pirate vessel circle, those aboard cheering. Their ship was barely harmed.

 Sall swam towards a hogshead floating in the water. There were a few other survivors nearby, each of them alone and paddling for something near to hold onto. One pulled himself up onto a raft made of a broken section of bulkhead, gasping at the clear sky. He bled from his side and didn’t notice Sall as his skin paled and he stopped shivering.

 Sall wrapped his arm around the hogshead’s middle and tried his weight on it. It must have been empty, it floated well in the waves. More’s the pity, he supposed. He’d have really been in luck if it had been a fuller one. If there was one relief he had, it was the bag of gold sat snug against his belt, and that it hadn’t drowned him. Rum might be too much to ask for.

 He tried the tap anyway. Nothing came out, so he clung to the barrel and watched the Bitter End circle. Their guns ceased, and a smoky pall hung over the stricken ship that was being dispersed by the breeze. The survivors were calling out for their mates, some recognising each other amongst those that remained. Others called for their family, or their saints, voices which weren’t returned. 

 The ship sat on its side. It would take a few more hours to sink, maybe all day. Surely those pirates knew the smoke would be visible for miles, and someone would be on their way to investigate. They were only a day out of the last town. If Strommken was planning on plundering the wreck for his winnings the Bitter End wasn’t going anywhere for several hours. People were climbing out of it and onto the overturned hull, but overall there remained far fewer men than had sailed her. There were twice as many bodies floating around it, and who knew how many still inside.  

 A sailor watching the pirate ship circle called out ‘they won’t get far if they stay much longer! Half the government will be after them and then all of them will hang! Their effort is wasted on this stupid vengeance!’

 The Bitter End came about. He saw figures up on the bow, however not clearly in the glaring sun. Sall shaded his eyes with his free hand. The pirates seemed to be scouting the survivors, not the wreck. The sailors bobbing in the waves watched the circling ship, and a few tossed boos that echoed across the distance. 

 A shiver went down Sall’s spine. He grit his teeth, feeling watched. By the glint of a spyglass distant he recognised Captain Granger standing amidships. As they came out of the sun’s glare Sall saw others with him, near at his right a tall, rakish man in a sharp coat. He was pointing at Sall.

 With a fine skill the Bitter End’s helmsman brought the ship near, the bow carving up white rushes of foam along the tall reach of its hull. When it was close enough the helmsman threw the ship into a banking turn, sending the waters around Sall rolling and loosing his grip on the barrel. 

 It floated away. Sall spluttered at the seawater washed into his mouth. He skimmed the surface of the water to keep his head afloat.

 The ship had come to a stop no less than twenty yards away. Sall looked up at the pirates training flintlock rifles down at him. Granger stood at their fore, his expression bright and evil in the pride of his victory.

 He said, ‘Bring the big bastard, leave the rest.’

 An inflated buoy sailed over the rail and landed in the water next to him. There was a long rope on it so they could retrieve him. With no other option Sall swam to it.

 As soon as he’d hooked it around his arm they were reeling him through the water. He held on tight and hit the side of the ship with a thump. He rubbed his shoulder as they hauled him up.

 It took four of them. Sall made no attempt to make it easy for them, so he let the cackling and whooping pirates fish him from the water and haul him to the gunwale. He came over the side.

 Sall said nothing to the gang of pirates before him.

 ‘He still got the gold?’

 A pirate nodded, his eye catching the bag at Sall’s side. ‘Aye, I recognise it.’

 ‘Alright, hook him in, bring him to the Cap.’

 They tried to crowd him. Sall grabbed the nearest pirate around the neck as the others scrambled, surprised at his burst of energy. The ragged swab reeked of sweat and grime. Sall swung the pirate around, trying to put him between the rest, but Sall was wet and exhausted, and the pirate too skinny. He slipped from Sall’s grasp.

 They piled on. He drove an elbow into a nose. Blood spurted up his forearm. Hands grabbed at him from every which direction and hauled him away from the gunwale. One of them came at him with a pair of shackles. Sall shot a boot flat into his chest, sending the pirate sprawling, but half a dozen of them jumped him, pinning him to the deck. Sall struggled and cursed. He bit someone’s hand and caught a strike across the temple.

 Granger pushed through. Someone found the bag of gold at Sall’s belt and yanked it away. Sall thrashed, to no avail. ‘Captain! His winnings! He kept em on him!’  

 Rage rose up his throat. That was his gold. He locked eyes with the pirate. ‘You miserable thief! Give it back, fucken, I’ll break your fucking hands, give it over! I know your face now, you fucking rag!’ He thrashed again, and someone belted him. He bared his teeth, tasting blood, his cursing interrupted.

 ‘Shut it, dog,’ they said.

 The pirate jingled the gold and passed it up to the captain. 

 Granger snatched away the bag and loosened the drawstring. His mouth broke open in a shaggy grin. He bounced the bag in his hand and looked at the tall man with him. ‘It’s a start,’ he said, putting the bag away in his coat. His eyes trained on Sall. ‘Ugly fucker, aren’t ya?’ he said, bending to study Sall closer.

 ‘Won’t be winning any beauty pageants, but we won’t need you for those.’ His eyes now were duplicitous shades of green that shifted in the light.

 Sall spat in his face and laughed. The captain straightened, wiped the gob of spit away with his forefinger and flicked it on the deck. He clasped his hands behind his back. His eyes were narrow slits looking down at Sall. ‘You’ve found us a real savage, Wilbur. I hope you’re on the money.’ He spoke to the rakish man, who was looking at Sall the same way he would his dinner.

 ‘I only hope for your sake, Captain,’ Wilbur said, with a certain sneer. Granger seemed to pay it no mind.

 Granger turned and surveyed the crew. ‘Alright boys and girls, we’ve been away from home long enough. Turn this ship around, and ride the wind like you stole it!’

 With no further interest in Sall he strode away. The crew parted to let him through. He walked with his hands clasped behind his back. They were tight hands, clenched, his veins extruding as though placed under terrific stress. His expression as he looked over his shoulder was distant, occupied.

 Sall saw a desperate man in Granger Strommken.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TWO

Sall went ignored and unfed for two days. His sleep was broken by hunger and swills of bilgewater washing up and down the deck from the ship’s rolling course. The constant noise, too, kept him from restful sleep. The crew were rowdy now they were back on the Obotema’s waters, where no navy would follow them, still riding high on the success of their victory against the Red. For those first two days they drank and sang and caroused long into the night. 

  There were a few other cells down in the hold. Only one other was occupied. He was an old man who must have been there for several weeks. His skin was pale and tinged bilgey green, his chest concave and hollow, and a thin crescent of hair hung grey from a balding crown. He was chained with his wrists above his head and said nothing to Sall. He only stared numbly at the floor.

  The irons between Sall’s legs were half a yard in length. On the first day of his imprisonment he measured his cell, judging it to be barely over a metre square by taking four steps from corner to corner. He didn’t think he could rush his captors when they came for him in four short steps. He studied the iron for rust, wear, or bad welds he might be able to snap. He found nothing that could help. 

 Several hours after that, he asked the other prisoner, ‘You’ve been down here a while?’ and received no response. There wasn’t much light besides what came through cracks in the planks from the decks above, but over time his eyes adjusted to the murk.

 By the second day he was fighting a twisting stomach and spending his time watching an unlit oil lantern swing from its ceiling hitch between the rows of cells. He would shut his eyes and count the number of swings the lamp would make and guess its position when he opened them. He listened. And counted. Three, swinging left. He opened his eyes and was correct. It was a boring game, but it was better than scratching at the itches that came with the fetid bilgewater or listening to the rumbles of his stomach. He played for a few hours, and then they came to feed him.

 The hatch above the ladders opened and light poured in. Sall blinked at the bright lantern. Three pirates descended the ladder and swaggered down the line of cells, boots splashing in the bilgewater.

 One of them tossed half a loaf of old bread and some sharp, crumbly cheese through the bars of the cell. Sall caught the bread, but the cheese landed in the water. He picked it out and shook it off. He’d had worse.

 ‘You’re fighting today,’ a pirate said. He produced a key from the belt on his waist.

 Sall chewed on a morsel, not taking his eyes off the key. ‘Fighting every day,’ he said. 

 The middle pirate was dressed darkly. He spun a gaffhook in his hands and stepped forward, readying the hooked end low. He gave a nod to the pirate next to him.

 The pirate with the key, dressed in a filthy orange corduroy waistcoat, inserted the key in the lock. Sall didn’t take his eyes off him. He watched Sall closely in return. The one with the gaff let a toothy smile spread across his lips. They were silent for the sound of the key in the lock.

 It clicked over and the ragged man came alive. His eyes snapped open, pupils narrowing into wild pinpricks at his chance at freedom. He lunged against the chains. He strained against them, his arms pinned back, gnashing his teeth such that saliva foamed and flicked out of his mouth.

 He screamed at the pirates. ‘Take me! Take me, I’ll fight! Take me, let me die!’

 The pirates were startled. Now was his chance. Sall sprang at the door, but as the pirate yanked it open he also stepped aside. Sall crashed into nothing, sprawling in a wash of bilge. The salty, stale water shot up his nostrils and sent him spluttering. The one with the hook circled and brought the hook into his leg chains. He yanked at the hook and flipped Sall on his back. 

 Sall tried to shake loose, but all together the pirates dragged him towards the ladder.

 The old man howled and begged for freedom, but his screams turned to spluttering, inaudible mumbles and he slumped back into his chains, resuming his dumb stupor, breathing hard from the effort.

 Sall shook his legs, but the gaff was twisted into the chain. He was stuck, caught, trussed like a prize fish.

 It took the three of them to haul him up the ladder. It grazed his clothes and skin as they dragged him higher through the ship, and they grunted laughter at his vain struggles. ‘I’ll tell ya what,’ one of them said between breaths, ‘If I can pull some real money off this cunt I’m getting off this ship for good.’

 ‘Aye,’ another said. ‘The luck’s been real thin since Deadweight started showing up.’

 Sall smelled the hot oil from burning lanterns before he saw their light. They dragged him up to the main deck, where drunken pirates filled the compact space. They had been waiting for him and cheered at his arrival. Drink spilled over cups and splashed on the planks. Pirates came around him and pulled him to his feet. He thrashed against them. This only pleased the crowd more. Their cheers became deafening, jeering roars.

 He was shoved through the crowd and dumped on the floor. Space in the main deck had been made for him to fight in, about twelve feet around, and the crew occupied the rest of it, standing around or sat on crates and cannons moved to make way. He rose to his knees, overwhelmed by the heat and light and smell. It made him dizzy, and he was still hungry. He couldn’t think. Faces spun through his vision. 

 There was a voice from somewhere Sall couldn’t see, but he knew its tone. ‘He’s hungry!’ it said, an announcement. ‘He’s tired! He’s thirsty!’

  It was their punta talking. Wilbur, he recalled. His voice quietened the crowd to a susurrus of eager chatter. ‘He is a big bastard, isn’t he? Big enough to crush your head like a melon, but there’s fifty shekels if you can tame him! Who wants to see what they got?’

 The crowd roared. Wilbur came out of them and threw his arms in the air, soaking up their energy as their master of games – and more importantly, their fortunes.

 Wilbur gave an order. ‘Uncuff him! Let him stand!’

  Half a dozen pirates piled on him to remove his shackles. They brandished swords and pistols as he pushed them off and lunged to his feet.

 Evil grins everywhere he looked. A few less grins, more sneers, all bright with anticipatory satisfaction and drink. He stalked out the space, knowing he could not break through without copping a gutful of steel. The punta moved back into the crowd and stood on an upturned crate. He looked over them all. His gaze was narrow and concealed, now watching Sall stalk the ring. He looked down to take the band off a stack of betting slips. Sall met his eye.

 ‘Is this why you saved me, only to watch me die?’

 He sneered. ‘No, you’ll win us some money first! Gentlemen, place your bets!’

 A voice perked up from the back of the room. ‘Tommy’ll do him! I’ll put ten on Tommy!’

 ‘I’ll take that!’

 More voices piped up in agreement. The punta spread his arms in gracious question. ‘Tommy, raise your hand if you’ll fight!’

 A small hand directed attention by lifting a wooden mug above the crowd ‘Aye! I’ll fight!’

 Two pirates swept under him and brought him lightly and easily to their shoulders, and with the crowd’s whooping Tommy finished his drink and passed the mug down. Though he was small, his body was wiry lean, and his narrow belly was exceeded twice in size by his chest and shoulders. He had stiff black hair that framed his pinched face. He pulled a piece of string from his pocket and tied his hair behind his head.

 A group of pirates brought him to the ring. He stepped down to the planks. Wilbur scribbled out a few slips and passed them out as Tommy and Sall sized each other up.

 The bets were in quickly, and the punta raised a leather flask to catch their attention.

 ‘This isn’t a tourney, fighter, there aren’t any rules here except one. You win, you drink! May the badder man win! Now, fight!’

 They closed in. Sall threw a left hook. It was a test, seeing how quick his opponent was. Tommy dodged it, snapping away to Sall’s unprotected right. Sall brought the fist back and retreated, expecting Tommy to drive one of those bony fists into his stomach. He didn’t. Tommy was testing him too, finding where to hit. He skirted around Sall’s reach.

 Tommy’s eyes flashed and he darted forward, making to catch Sall across the side of the head. His arm came in from underneath, zipping up his shoulder.

 Sall swung his elbow and blocked most of it, but Tommy’s hand was open. The blow slapped Sall across the jaw. The strike sent laughter through the crowd. Tommy was trying to shake him, the weasel. From his easy, balanced posture it was obvious he thought Sall, trained boxer written all over him, would fight like a boxer. Tommy darted in again and tried to strike him low.

 Tommy was wrong. Sall had known street fights before he’d ever seen a ring. He feinted right and stepped with his elbow, catching Tommy offguard. His elbow cracked across the side of Tommy’s head, splitting his brow. Tommy spun back across the circle, almost losing his feet. He caught his balance, stepped out of his fall, and lunged back at Sall.

 Now he had a short, dirty knife in his hand. The blade was pointed down towards his wrist, but he made no attempt to hide it. Sall leaned away from a slash. Sall was on his back foot. Tommy’s hand returned a blur. Sall stepped back. He drove Sall to the edge of the ring, where pirates caught him and pushed him back. Tommy recoiled, but at the same time slashed out quick and far, scoring open a shallow wound in Sall’s forearm. Pain flashed red through his vision. 

 Blood splashed the planks. The crowd cheered. Sall glimpsed the punta’s expression, it curious, with some degree of concern. He was hoping Sall would survive. Sall stumbled, and Tommy struck for his killing blow.

 It was luck that saved Sall. His hand was in the right place to catch Tommy’s wrist and stop the blade an inch from his nose. The smaller man could not hope to match Sall’s strength and break his grasp. For half a second they were both motionless, until Sall twisted his grip on Tommy’s wrist. Bones and cartilage together made a horrible snap.

 The knife fell between them. Tommy collapsed, screaming, staring at the place where his wrist was turned in the opposite direction. He fainted. A couple of pirates came forward to check over him, but couldn’t rouse him.

 Silence wrote itself across the flickering faces. From their silence came a hollow clattering. The flask landed at Sall’s feet. He picked it up by a piece of worn leather wrapped around the neck and uncorked it. Those who had bet on him began to cheer, but without spirit. Barely half a mouthful eked out of the end, but it was fresh and clear, and he savored each drop. After the last fell on his tongue he tossed it underhand back to the punta, who caught it in his chest. His unconscious opponent was dragged away. ‘What is the meaning of all this? What do you want of me, punta?’ Sweat ran down his brow. He wiped it with his bloody arm. He couldn’t stand this muggy heat. He couldn’t breathe through it. 

 The pirates between them rose their cutlasses, keeping Sall from stepping through. Wilbur looked at Sall and called after the pirates, ‘Take Tommy to the physician, won’t you?’ His tone was blithe, his gestures dismissive. ‘If he’s not too drunk already. And tell him there’ll be more before the night is through. So who will fight our man next? I’ll offer him seventy-five bits if he wins!’

 A voice broke the silence. ‘I’ll take that offer.’ A man in the back raised his hand. The crowd parted. He was tall, solid across the chest, tanned a deep brown from the sun, and kept a sabre at his belt. He was about Sall’s height. He passed his coat to the man beside him and loosened a button at the top of his shirt. He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck. Sall cracked his knuckles.

 Wilbur clapped and a pencil produced from his sleeves. ‘Alright, Dreyfuss is up next!’ Cheers followed him.

 This new opponent unsheathed the sabre. Sall acknowledged it. ‘Where’s my sword?’ 

 He received laughter in return.

 ‘Nobody promised you a fair fight.’ 

 He was confident, maybe a little brash. Sall would find out. Brash made mistakes.

 ‘I guess not,’ Sall said, aware of the blood coursing down his fist from the cut to his arm.

 ‘That’s the spirit!’ the punta said, as though hearing him for the first time. ‘Taking bets!’

 The crowd roared. Banknotes were produced from pockets, and treasures, gold coins, jewellery, even the odd looted gold tooth. They were shouting their bets across the ring. The punta waved his arms, announcing over them all, ‘Hey! This isn’t your local fucking two-up, all bets go through me! One at a time!’

 The crowd was confident in their new man. The betting was hurrying by, the punta’s hands a blur. Dreyfuss circled to raise his sword to the crowd and drum their support. Sall looked over him. Past the mass of stinking pirates two ladders rose to the open deck hatch. Moonlight showed through it, beckoning him, luring him with thoughts of fresh air and open sky. It beat going back in a cage.

 Dreyfuss was still turned away from him. It was arrogance, then. Sall decided that if this wasn’t going to be a fair fight, then he didn’t have to play by any rules. He moved forward, lowering his stance.

 Dreyfuss turned slowly as eyes in the crowd slid past him. Sall built speed, dropping his shoulder lower into a lumbering charge. He let out a roar as he and Dreyfuss collided. The pirates on the other side of him, who raised their weapons to defend themselves, took care of the rest. Dreyfuss was pincushioned.

 Sall broke their line using Dreyfuss’ body as a ram. The ones ahead of him fell away. Sall dropped the body on top of them and stepped through.

 A shocked pirate appeared in front of him. Sall swung his fist, knocking him down. He swung again, knocking away another as he tried to mobilise. He still had them by surprise, but he was only one man.

 ‘Grab him! Bring him down!’

 ‘Aubrey, bring the chains!’

 Hands clutched at his clothing. He yanked himself away and grabbed a pirate by the neck, swinging him into the next closest. They both went down, and Sall advanced over them.

 Wilbur’s voice cracked with excitement. ‘He can do this all day!’ he started laughing. He drew a pistol and fired a shot into the ceiling, either out of excitement or to make calm. It went unnoticed.

 A heavyset pirate attempted to draw a knife on him. Now Sall had it, and the pirate had a broken sternum. He kicked the next one into two more, knocking them all down. He was almost through. With a guttural shout and a series of furious, blind swings he put several more behind him. A breath of cool air was closer now.

 He wouldn’t die in that ring tonight, nor later in a cage. He kept his pace through their ranks. Several more fell.

 Strong hands clasped around his right wrist. He attempted to pull away, but another pair fixed his left. A pirate tackled him around the waist, knocking him down, and the second his body hit the floor he was caught. He froze at the touch of cold steel upon his neck.

 They pulled him to his knees. The point of a cutlass trained on his throat, along with more at his chest, and several at his back. A dozen or more pricked his skin.

 Sall held his breath and watched the punta.

 The punta’s eyes sparkled. Whatever it was, somehow he had got what he wanted. ‘Back in the hold, and with a full flask! And bind his wounds! It’s the pits for this one for sure, for sure!’ he tossed the flask to a nearby pirate, and as they carted him back to his cell the punta laughed again at how many it took to handle him, and that laughter echoed, following him back to the depths of the ship.

 

*     *     *

 

Sall had reached a subdued calm by the time he was below, and only three pirates remained to drop him on his back in his cell. His hands were shackled together in his lap. Sall groaned and lifted his face out of the bilge. His head spun.

 ‘My water,’ he said, voice croaking.

 A pirate with a weepy red boil on his neck clanked the cage shut, stepped back and pocketed the keys. Damned pirates, Sall thought, as the pirate withheld the flask. One of them had a face riddled with warts, another a scraggly, oily beard, his mouth stocked with mushy teeth let rot gray by the combined forces of scurvy and cheap tobacco. He looked bad. The other was a clear drunk. He’d seen halfbred mutts scavenging the docks alongside gulls healthier than these three. 

 Sall’s last employer had bred two dogs to guard his storehouses. They were big, slobbering beasts who kept half a pace behind him every time he walked the yard, and watched the property at night when Sall was asleep. Some dogs know they are dogs. Most men Sall had met had yet to learn.

 ‘Now we got ya,’ the pirate with the boil said. ‘Did we all lose on this grub?’ 

 The others nodded their heads. The scurvy one bared his teeth, exposing his foul gums. ‘Every penny I fucken had.’

 The one with the boil was taking charge. ‘What do you boys think we should do with him?’ He put the flask away inside his waistcoat and stepped up to the bars. His head shaded the light from the lantern the drunk held. Sall moved into a sit and crossed his legs. The pirate was careful, putting a hand on the pistol crossing his belt. He leaned on the bars. 

 Sall looked at the pair behind him. One of them had a fishing knife in a sheath. The other was unarmed, but with the scurvy he wasn’t much of a threat anyway. ‘Granger’ll have our necks if we hurt him too much,’ he said.

 ‘Granger’s problems aren’t mine,’ said the one with the boil.

 The scurvy one scratched at rashes on his legs. ‘Cunt underpaid me last week, but I’m off this ship once we make port anyway.’

 ‘Aye, the Captain’s luck’s abandoned him,’ the drunk nodded. 

 ‘Mine too, if I can’t pay for treatment.’

 Sall watched the pirate with the boil. He was looking down at Sall with a finger on the flintlock of his pistol. He said, ‘it’s about a week’s sail. I don’t think the big fella here’s gonna last that long.’

 The captain had no control over his ship. Sall felt the cold iron bars, knowing now was his only chance to stay alive. ‘You’d mutiny?’ He said. 

 The one with the boil hmmed. ‘Mutiny’s a fancy word for it.’

 A pistol wasn’t much good at close range if he couldn’t fire it. Sall spotted his water flask’s cork peeking out from behind the fold of the pirate’s shirt. He could make this work. He had to be careful. 

 ‘I suppose,’ Sall said, ‘if any of us want something in this world we’ve gotta take it, right?’

 The pirate’s hand closed over his pistol. ‘What’s that?’ 

 ‘Well if you want your money back, you’re going to have to either take it off the punta, or you’re going to have to take it off the captain.’ 

 The other two pirates became nervous. They shuffled their feet and looked at each other. They obviously hadn’t thought that far ahead. ‘Well,’ said the one with scurvy.

 ‘You could kill me in this cage,’ Sall said. ‘You could, but you’d be no better off than you were. Maybe worse off, if Granger takes offence.’ They heard the frankness to his tone, which they took to mean, and of course, he would.  

 The one with the boil was quiet.

 ‘Or you could let me out of this cage, take me to Granger, and let me sort it out.’

 The one with the boil chuckled. ‘Tell everyone you broke free, or somethin? Is that it?’

 Sall shrugged. ‘That’s up to you. I want off this ship same as you.’

 ‘You’ll try kill us if we let you out,’ the last pirate said. He had his hand on his knife. He looked back and forth between the other two, hoping for one of them to make a decision.

 The pirate with the boil rubbed his fingers together, still studying Sall. ‘Captain’s busy with Deadweight. He don’t care about nothing else, least of all this beat navy dog. I care about my fifty-five shekels. And Dreyfuss.’ He scowled. ‘Coward way to kill a man.’

 Sall shrugged. ‘Fight had no rules, and he turned his back. Hand me my water.’ If they gave it over Sall reckoned they might be interested in what he had to say. By their expressions he might have convinced the pirate with the scurvy. The other two could go either way. Ships like these were democratic, more or less. In Sall’s current situation, the majority were voting against him.

 The pirate’s boil wept a little as he shook his head. ‘You’re not coming out, not after what you did to Dreyfuss.’

 Sall drew a breath. ‘So that’s how it’s going, then,’ he said, and struck at him. He grabbed the pirate by his belt and yanked him hard into the bars. The pirate’s head struck iron. The two behind him leaped forward, but it was too late. Sall had the pirate’s gun out of its holster and his wrist chains pulled tight over his windpipe. 

 He pressed the cold end of the barrel against the pirate’s head. ‘Nobody else wants to get hurt tonight,’ he said, thumbing back the hammer. ‘So let’s talk about the three of you taking me to see Captain Strommken. Him, or that punta.’ 

 The pair exchanged a glance. ‘He’d have our hides,’ the scurvy one said. 

 ‘I’ll have em before he does. I’m coming out of this cage one way or another, so you’d best decide soon.’ This gave them pause. 

 Sall’s hostage was trying to talk. He wheezed, and Sall saw his complexion running red. He loosened the chain. ‘Take- take the fucking keys.’ He fumbled at his belt, unhooked the keys and put them in Sall’s waiting palm. As the iron touched his skin the hand stiffened, and the pirate tried to break loose. In the jumble with Sall’s bound wrists he grabbed the gun’s barrel. Sall pulled the trigger.

 The shot cracked loud through the hold. Blood streaked the side of Sall’s face. Behind him, the old prisoner’s wailing began anew. The remaining pirates were startled, expressions angrily darkening at the sight of their dying mate.

 He let the dead pirate slide to the ground, dropping the gun with him. He had time to stab a key into the lock and turn it before they’d readied themselves. One was saying something, but Sall’s ears still rung from the shot.

 The scurvy pirate charged the cage, aiming to slam it shut, but he was too slow. Sall gave the door a shove. It was heavy iron and swung hard into the sick pirate. He went tumbling in a flurry of knees and elbows. The other’s hand snapped to his fishing knife and he dodged his mate’s fall. 

 The door made a heavy clang! and bounced back. Sall stepped around it and over the scurvy pirate wheezing on the ground. He advanced on the knifewielder, who made wild slashing motions between them, keeping Sall from striking, his warty face contorted in brittle anger now Sall was loose, more fearful than vicious. 

 The old prisoner’s screams broke a high, desperate screech, distracting them with its harsh pitch. He clutched his skull on both sides as though Sall and the pirates were demons and this a horrible nightmare he might squeeze out of his head. His mind was gone. Sall could only guess what terrors were left behind. 

 Sall blinked and parried a close slash from the knife. The blade hit his shackles. To both of their surprise, he knocked it clean from the pirate’s hand. It spun skittering into the bilge, landing a few feet away.

 ‘Whoops,’ Sall said. They glanced at each other. They both went for it, but a layer of bilgey scum on the planks had turned them slippery, and Sall’s leap turned into a slip, then a fall, and Sall crashed down hard, landing with a splash and a bump to the chin. Still, he was close enough to grab at the pirate and pull him away from getting his hands on the knife. 

 They grappled in the shallow water, both of them of similar size and build, neither able to take advantage over the other due to the slippery deck. They wrestled, swatting each other this way and that, until Sall broke loose of him and reached out where the knife had been – 

 But it was no longer there. Sall came up empty. He pushed away and rose to his knees as a sharp downstab whooshed past his ear. The scurvy pirate had the knife. His teeth were bared, his gaze tight, the knife’s point down, making to stab Sall as he scrambled around him. The knife stabbed between his legs, missing his thigh. Sall swung left, dodging again, as the knife came down between his fingers.

 Sall pushed off his knees and leapt back, finding himself landing in the waiting arms of the other pirate. He too was back on his feet, and smarter than before. His big arms caught around him, circling under his armpit and over the other shoulder, trapping him in a tight hold made worse by Sall’s bound wrists. 

 ‘Gut him! Gut him, quick!’ he shouted at the scurvy pirate, who rushed. Sall braced against the pirate holding him and kicked out, slamming the scurvy pirate flat in the chest. He went flying into the bars of Sall’s cage, smacking the back of his head against the iron. He collapsed, lights out, with a subdued groan. 

 Sall grabbed the last pirate’s wrist and heaved forward now, turning his weight against him and wrestling him over his shoulder. He hit the planks and Sall took hold of his arm. He gasped as Sall twisted. 

 ‘Don’t make me break it!’ Sall said, and when the pirate tried to buck loose Sall snapped the joint by turning the elbow out and dropping his knee on the pirate’s back. The joint separated with a sickening cluck! The pirate screamed. Sall fell back, gasping a lucky breath. 

 The pirate fainted from the pain. Sall saw him face down in the bilge and shoved him over onto his side. He’d drown in it otherwise. Sall didn’t need another man’s death on his conscience. 

 He looked at the pirate with the boil, his head half blown away, and sighed. He got up, crouched over the corpse, and took the flask from inside his coat. There was another key with it, with which he unclasped his shackles and rubbed the raw skin. He popped the cork and took a long draught. It was full, blessedly full, and he thought to preserve half of the water. He flexed his fingers. His hands were free now. He let out a sigh of relief.

 The old prisoner’s screams were petering out as his lungs ran empty and exhaustion overtook his fear. Sall considered freeing him but decided against it. He couldn’t bring him along. Running footsteps sounded from higher in the ship. A crush of them came storming towards the ladders, by the sounds of it. 

 Sall had to hide. In a hurry he looked around for the knife, found only the discharged pistol and stuffed that into his belt. He might be able to spook someone with it. He looked around.

 There were stacks of crates further towards the rear of the ship, and sacks of canvas and old barrels with rusted hoops caught dully in the lanternlight. He looked towards the ladders. Shadows flitted above them. No going that way, but he could stall them once they came down.

 Sall hurried over and doused the lantern. The hold was plunged into darkness but for the slivers of light breaking through the planks in the ceiling.

 There were always little ratways in these old ships, passages he could use to climb higher. He ducked amongst the tall stacks, into the smell of old stores and cargo half turned to rot by bilge sloshing around for Saints knew how long. He came into their temporary safety as a dozen more pirates came flooding down the ladders.

 He held his breath and tread lightly. The pirates found their downed mates. One shouted to spread out and search the entire hold.

 ‘Light! Someone gimme some matches!’

 Sall studied the ceiling, peering through the shades of darkness for the solid shadow of a hatch. There. He spotted a rope ladder dangling down from the ceiling. Sall grabbed hold of a rung and scaled it quickly, feeling the old rope stretch and tear under his weight. He nudged up through the darkened hatch at the top and climbed through with barely a moment to spare. Lamplight pierced the stacks below his retreating feet.

 The hatch shut with a soft click. 

 

*     *     *

 

Sall had to keep moving. Find his way up, then find his way out. He rose in the dark, feeling his way beneath the low ceiling. Moving quietly, he bumped something tall and moved fast to steady it from falling. It was spare rope kept in spools, stacked and tied down. Moving further, taking small steps, he felt his way through more stores of drygoods. Above the waterline these were kept safe and dry; the sacks of flour, rice, and legumes created a starchy atmosphere that contributed to a cough he stifled as he found the door.

 Light glinted through the keyhole. He’d only caught glimpses of the layout of this ship, but he knew there were three decks below the weather. Above was the main deck, and below was the hold. He could still hear them rumbling about down there and their calls as their search for him drew on. He’d be falling over them to get out if he hesitated until they came back up. Hopefully there weren’t many ahead. As he’d learned, he couldn’t fight all of them. He kneeled to peek through the keyhole.

 Movement. They’d come up on him quiet. It looked like one of them was walking ahead of the other. His slim frame eclipsed the light and Sall could see nothing more. He dared not move, not even draw a breath. A heel twisted against a plank and drew a short creak. He heard them whispering. 

 ‘They’ve flushed him out, I’m tellin you.’

 Another voice was muffled, further away. It sounded like there were only the two of them.

 ‘There is a hatch in there. I was in there a week ago. It’s right at the back. Shut up and listen. You go left, I’ll go right, we’ll work him like a river croc.’ 

 ‘You go for the tail, then.’ said the other voice, behind the first, deeper. They were coming in. He had to move.

 The door swung open fast. Sall was too slow. He was struck by the door and in his surprise he scuttled backwards, bumping into the stack of rope spools, sending the topmost one teetering. It fell. As the door flung all the way open, the top spool landed flat between his parted legs. Light spilled in, and Sall looked up.

  The light revealed him accosted on his rear and blinking at the brightness. The one in front was shorter than the other, who stooped to look at him through the doorway. They were both barefoot, explaining their quiet step. By the look the short one gave him he couldn’t believe his luck. The taller one crouched under the doorframe with a lamp he set down on a stack of crates and both of them spread to cover the exit. Sall backed away further, but could only go back a foot or two. He was cornered.

 Their faces went cold, lines sharpening out of them, and their shoulders burled, tightening with the budding, predatory quickening of their hearts. They’d caught Sall off-guard. This was their chance.

 Quick as a flash they were on him, the little one a sandy-haired blur, having a plucky go at planting himself across Sall’s legs while he was down. Sall pushed him off with his shins, but before Sall could grab him five wide, calloused fingers were reaching for his throat.

 He wrestled himself aside and threw a wild hook between them. The taller one reared away, but he was unfazed and lunging back. The way they moved, reacting to his movements, they were trappers for certain. They chased him back further into the wall.

 They kept boxing him in, the little one keeping low, Sall’s returning pressure preventing him from getting a good position, but he reared and dodged and kept trying to strike. The taller one kept his hands up and stood over his smaller partner. He’d go for the takedown the second his mate had him low, for now wary of Sall’s fist catching him across the head. They prevented any escape. Whenever Sall saw a gap past one the other was sliding into it. 

 The little one darted in now, coming in fast. Sall’s roving feet found something solid and booted the fallen spool at him.  The little one dodged it but no sooner was he away than the taller one was scooping it up. With a grunt he swung it high over his head.

 ‘Move, Campion!’

 Sall shrunk backwards and found himself against the wall. No way back. The imposing figure of the pirate wielding the spool loomed. He swung it down at Sall.

 Sall had space on his right. He scrambled as the deadly swing brought the spool crashing into an overhead rack, splintering a shelf and sending junk flying. It would have smashed his skull. Sall used the distraction to put distance between them, skirting the outside for the open doorway. He fell sideways as he rose, fell again into the bulkhead and stumbled as he regained himself.

 The shorter one, Campion, threw his hands up. ‘The fuck was that, Markham?’ He scrambled to block Sall, producing a knife from his belt. Sall froze short, but Campion didn’t realise Sall was looking past him. The taller one dropped the spool and hastened to Sall, planting a hand on his shoulder and grabbing his wrist. Sall didn’t budge. He wasn’t going to move.

 Campion leveraged the air with the knife’s point. ‘Watch it, big fella, or I’ll fuckin cut you,’

 Markham followed Sall’s line of sight. His voice went hoarse. ‘Almighty,’ he said, face going white. ‘Campion, don’t move.’

 Campion turned his head and saw. ‘Oh, no.’

 The lantern Markham had brought in sat on a stack of crates marked with a noticeable stencil pressed into its front, reading EXPLOSIVE. Their scuffle had knocked the top crate and its lid had come loose. The lantern was balanced on the edge, precarious over the crate’s tightly packed, volatile contents. A powder charge bathed in the yellow light of the lantern mere inches away.

 ‘You were in here last week, Campion?’

 Campion’s jaw clenched. ‘Aye.’

 ‘And what, pray tell, were you doing?’

 He cleared his throat and nodded at the crates of powder charge. It was enough charge to blow the ship clear out of the water, reduce it to bare wood and nails and spread it across a mile of sea. The sharks would have little trouble with their portions.

 Sall reached over Campion’s head and took the lantern off the crate. He kept it in his hand, gestured Campion aside, reached a hand into the crate and drew out one of the canvas bundles. ‘Don’t move,’ he said. This charge the size of his fist was enough to blast him out of his boots, along with anyone standing near him. 

 Markham raised his palms slowly. ‘Not moving,’ he said.

 ‘They’re kept dry, you know?’ Campion’s face was stuck in a wince. 

 Sall stayed quiet. His mind worked. They were still making noise downstairs. Campion met his eyes. 

 Campion said, ‘Where are you gonna go? We’re leagues from any land.’

 Sall watched Markham. His expression was stoic, unreadable. There was steady machinery ticking behind those eyes.

 Sall pointed at the planks beneath them. ‘Half of your friends down there want me dead. They’ll hang me before the punta can spit. If I go back into that cage I’ll be dead before the night is through.’

 Markham nodded. ‘He’s not wrong. I heard them talking about it, Carney and them,’ he said. ‘They want his blood. Wilbur’s not the Captain, and the Captain’s got more on his mind tonight. I reckon we keep him alive for Wilbur, he’ll be good for some gold.’

 The noise below had become subdued, but started back up as the pirates came back for the ladders. The door was wide open. They’d see him.

 ‘Hide me, that’s the only way you’ll see a penny.’

 Campion nodded and stuck his hand out. ‘Give over that lantern,’ he said. Sall obliged, handing it to Campion. His eyes darted to an open crate stacked with sacks of potatoes. It was big enough for Sall. ‘Quick, shove it over,’ he said. 

 He, Sall, and Markham tipped the crate over, emptying a dozen sacks of potatoes onto the ground. Sall climbed in and the pair covered him over. Sall could see nothing. His nose filled with the smell of hessian and earth, and he tried not to sneeze. Shifting all those potatoes made a noise and that caught the attention of the pirates coming above decks.

 Markham dropped a sack of potatoes on Sall and reacted with a start as angry voices came blustering in. 

 ‘You’ll get it now you grub, where are ya? Come out!’ There was a pause. Sall waited in the dark. ‘Campion? What’re you two doin here? What’s all that noise?’

 Grumbling pirates came milling about the doorway. Campion spoke. ‘Larson, how are you. Fetching potatoes for chef, fell over when the ship moved there, hah.’ He pointed at the fallen shelf, its strewn items. ‘It’s a mess in here.’ 

 Sall’s pistol, still tucked into his belt, prodded into his kidneys. He dared not move, and barely breathed. His breaths were soon hot and wet in the small space. He still had the powder charge in his hand, absorbing the clammy sweat from his palms.

 ‘Fuck you are, chef would rather let a rat into the stores. For thieving Granger’ll have your neck.’

 Guttural exclamations called for their justice. These dogs wanted blood, and they didn’t care whose it was. Sall was cramping. 

 ‘Thieving? Fuck off Larson, nobody’s looking for trouble over potatoes. Don’t be a pain.’ 

 ‘Potatoes,’ Markham said. Sall clenched his teeth. Markham’s voice was not suited to lying. 

 ‘Aye, I smell bullshit in here. Fucking scrubs, the both of you. Granger’ll have you in chains and I’ll make sure of it.’ There were rounds of agreement. It seemed the pair weren’t popular. 

 Campion’s tone took on a sneer. ‘Go to Granger, then! Tell him to fuckin march down here, we’ll show him something!’

 There was a long pause. ‘Show him what, Campion?’

 ‘Fuck,’ Markham said. ‘Campion?’

 ‘Nothing-’ Campion said, but it was too late. ‘Hey-hey-HEY!’ There was another scuffle, and two thumps against the bulkhead.

 ‘Where is he now?’

 It was Markham’s voice now, sighing. ‘He’s in the potatoes. We were gonna hide him until we could get a reward. Fuck’s sake Campion, just keep your mouth shut for one second.’ 

 Sall could hide no longer. It was time to go. He stepped up, shrugging off the sacks. A bag spilled open and potatoes fell across the floor. The pirates froze. He had the torn satchel of gunpowder in one hand. The other was holding his pistol, the barrel upside down, its hammer cocked and resting in the powder. ‘None of you are getting anything but a big fucking surprise if you don’t get out of my way.’

 

*     *     *

 

There were half a dozen of them in the stores with him, but Sall could see more outside the door. Maybe fifteen all up. A bead of sweat dripped down between his lips. He tasted salt. It was hot with so many of them in here breathing the stale air. There was the smell of the oil lanterns outside, too, the sickly sweet fuels burning black off the licks of flame, tarring the air with it.

 Sall watched the angry red faces and backed against the wall. Campion and Markham were still restrained against the far bulkhead, though more restrained by the complete unwillingness to do anything that might cause Sall to do anything risky with the brick of powder.

 ‘Lay down your weapons and move away from the door,’ he said. Not even the worst sailor was fool enough to mess with a stray powder charge, but Sall was no sailor.

 So they stepped away from the door. The pirates, starting with those closest to Sall, dropped their weapons. Sall backed through them, keeping an eye on those closest, and stepped through the doorway into the open orlop. Shabby figures lined up outside the small storeroom. 

 ‘You won’t get far,’ a pirate said, stepping back.

 Sall’s palms sweated keeping a tight hold on the overturned pistol grip.  

 Ahead was the long space occupied by the hawser. The ship was underway, its anchor raised, so now the hawser was locked in a wooden spool tens of times the size of the ones in the bulkhead store he’d left behind. It was taller than Sall standing. Hundreds of yards of triple-laid cable wound around it. The anchor was wound by a rod that went through the ceiling to the capstan above.  

 Pirates stood back as he made way through to the ladders at midships. He ignored their glowering faces, the tension in the air palpable as all eyes stayed fixed on the pound of gunpowder threatening to tear them all to shreds.

 When he was far enough through the crowd he turned and walked backwards, slow steps, so none could come up behind him. He came past the hawser and under the ladders. Before he ascended he checked below, looking back down into the hold. Two pirates were at the bottom of them, silent, one with a pistol trained on him.

 Sall looked up, reaching for a rung. Something made a soft rustle.

 A noose slipped around his neck. Instinct made him drop the powder charge. It fell as the hands behind the noose yanked Sall by his neck out over the empty ladder space, just out of reach of the rungs. The pirates below scattered as the powder charge thumped down between them and brought up a white cloud. Sall was choked for breath, dragged struggling into the open. He kept his grip on the pistol. 

 He was hauled into the air making empty choking sounds, his hands batting uselessly at the knot behind his head. He couldn’t get a hold of it. Panic grabbed his chest. He felt himself swinging, but could see little. His vision was a blur, gone muddy and white from the constriction of blood to his brain. 

 By tense thrums of the rope Sall felt it being tied off. His vision was fading. He pictured an ugly death, his face all bulged and red, spittle flecking his chin. Bile rose, was choked down. He clawed at the rope. He could not grasp it with the pistol in his hand.

 The pistol. He could maybe wedge it under the rope. He thrashed, and a figure appeared before him. His thrashing against the noose had him twisting around to face the one who had caught him.

 She had lank yellow hair and stood three feet from him, a wicked leer caught in the lines of her face. She was armed, but Sall couldn’t identify the weapon. He could only see glinting steel in his fading periphery. Sall pointed the pistol at her and pulled the trigger.

 There was no shot, but the hammer and pan were caked in powder. The pistol erupted in his hand, and there was a gout of flame so close to the woman she started, ducking by reflex away from the flash. Sall lost the pistol to the decks below.

 Choking hard now, he swung his legs and with both hands took hold of the rope, lifting himself enough to barely gasp a breath of air. It stung the raw tissue.

 With more strength now he swung forward, building momentum. The woman had jumped away from the shot. Sall had mobility. He lifted himself up higher, sucking more air into his lungs. His vision was clearing.

 She came at him again, producing two knives from her belt, springing at him. On the backswing now, Sall swung his legs into her chest, kicking her bodily away, sending her sprawling. She scowled, cracked lips breaking across teeth the colour of gravestones. There were none at the front of her mouth. She drew her mouth shut to a jagged line. There were scars there too amongst the wrinkles.

 Sall lifted himself out of the noose gasping fresh air deep into his lungs. His head was clearing. He swung his full weight now, twisting his body to face the other way. The pirates were closing in. Several backed up the woman. He was almost surrounded, but spotted the capstan undefended. He swung to it. 

 Sall let go of the rope, landed on his feet and pitched into a roll as pistolfire cracked around him. Sall zigzagged, darting behind the capstan. Shot thunked into wood. He found the long iron pin that released the anchor.

 Sall called out, ‘anchors aweigh!’ and drew it loose.

 The capstan spun. Sall dropped flat, keeping below the revolving cylinder’s whirring handles. It spun fast, turned by the weight of the anchor attached to the chain. Now released, the hawser below whirred, and had by the sounds of it thrown the pirates down there into shambles too. 

 The capstan’s long wooden handles spun so fast they would break anything put near them. The pirates were careful sidling past. Sall crawled out from beneath the whirring frenzy and sat up. Men were fleeing. The cable’s furious thrumming release shook through the ship, a tearing whipping sound. Loose rope unspooled at dangerous pace, the capstan smacking and juddering at the strain. The line snapped taut when the anchor hit the water.

 The ship pitched. Sall was thrown forward, almost tumbling into the capstan’s deadly spin. He planted a palm on the deck and caught himself.

 Others were not so fortunate. Those coming after him were thrown off their feet and pirates fell off the ladders. Pirates were thrown against the bulkhead, tumbling ragdoll as the ship bucked forwards. The stern end swung out, smashing broadside through rolling waves as the bow was pinned by the anchor.  

 The bow dipped harder. The capstan was under heavy strain. Cable still ran out, but there wasn’t much left. The spool below made a busy screech. The rope gave way to chain.

 Someone shouted. ‘She’ll lose the bitt! Get out the way!’

 Pirates screamed. The cable ran out, snapping tight at its furthest link, the final point where the cable was tied. The bitt snapped off. Heavy iron snapped at the end of the rope snaking through the ship, smashing around the orlop – Sall saw it smack to and fro – and come clattering at him behind the last of the cable. 

 Sall threw his arms over his head, as though somehow that would stop a hunk of twisted iron from taking a chunk out of him. Metal struck wood. Iron fingers gouged splinters from the planks. Sall scrunched down. It bounced over him. 

 At the capstan the flailing bitt caught with a snap, broke away, and the cable was lost to the seas. The bitt landed on the planks with a hollow thud.

 The anchor was gone. Without it the ship pitched back up, no longer drawn down by the heavy sea weight. Pirates were thrown back in the other direction. Sall clambered back to his feet. The capstan’s whirring was slowing, and soon pirates would be coming past it. 

 Sall was already moving, racing to the back of the ship. He couldn’t make it up the ladders, there were pirates all over them. He’d climb through a gunport down at the stern. He didn’t have long. His pursuers were already assembling, trying to figure out where he’d gone. He stuck to the shadows at the stern.

 Moonlight streamed through gaps behind closed portholes, alighting long cannons. He was above the waterline now, which was good. It was progress. His throat still ached. He rubbed it with a hand. The fresh air was soothing. 

 The whole crew of the Bitter End must be alerted. The whole ship rumbled with activity, but Sall couldn’t tell if the captain was even aware of his escape. Sall had set his ship at sea without an anchor. Surely he would have heard an order, or anything, by now. 

 Sall didn’t have far to go anyway. He reached the last gunport and unwound the lashings. He didn’t have long. His pursuers were grouping. They had still not spotted him amongst the guns, though. He lifted the gunport, pushed it open far enough to climb through, and looked out.

 The water’s depth was a moonlit black stratum beneath the Bitter End’s wash, silent and haunting. He looked back the way he’d come. The pirates were still gathering themselves. He took a deep breath and climbed out through the gunport, hugging close to the rear of the ship by the port’s narrow upper ledge. The cold night’s wind bit at his skin as he shuffled most of his bulk outside. 

 He saw something swaying up behind the stern, maybe a rope. He balanced, reaching past the gunport’s narrow upper ledge, grabbed it and wrapped it into his fist. It was the bottom end of some kind of netting.

 The gunport clapped shut, catching the back of his boot. He kept his balance. At the same time there was a wooden crash from above him, somewhere up near the quarterdeck. Two men shouted at each other. One of them was Captain Strommken. Sall recognised the voice. 

 ‘It will be a dark day when I consort with the spawn of evil, brother or not! Get off my ship, and back to those wasted ferals you have made your family!’

 The other voice barked as a beast does in rage. Its words were not clear, but the voice was male, and its ire violent. Sall shivered at the cold night air. The voice was unnatural. Inhuman. Granger had darker troubles than Sall this evening.

 Sall considered returning through the gunport, but there was no good fate for him back there. He took a deep breath.

 ‘Hold fast,’ he said, and climbed.

 

*     *     *

 

Sall had caught the lead line of a long, wide fishing net curtained across the stern, tied up now while noone was working it, but tied poorly so it hung loose. It was held low by leaden weights the size of Sall’s fist. By these it was able to sweep through the seas and scrape schools of fish from the water as the ship sailed along. His fingers dug into the netting as he climbed, bracing his boots against the bulkhead. Despite being so fine, dragnets like these were made strong and it supported him with ease. He scaled the stern of the ship, coming level with the ship’s name, BITTER END, stencilled large and red across it.

 He heard some of the crew talking on the other side of the wood. By the loud, jovial tone to their voices nobody was concerned about the activity down below. They had more simple concerns this evening. 

 ‘Bird’s been up there, I’d say, about three days now. Sullivan tried taking a shot at it. You know how he shoots, though.’

 Sall paused, pressing closer and turning his ear to hear better. ‘Twenty,’ one said. Another called his bet.

 ‘One, two, three. Sounds like they lost him.’

 ‘Must’ve barricaded himself somewhere, he’s got fuck else to do.’

 The first voice said, ‘I just hope for our sakes it’s not carryin monger polyps.’

 ‘It’s an osprey, Kessler. They don’t got it. It’s probably lost.’ 

 An osprey. Sall smiled. Surely that bird wasn’t still tracking him. He had only given it a few silvery little baitfish.

 There was another thundering crash above, and more shouting. The captain brawled with his brother. ‘You are no brother to me!’ the barking voice. ‘We were meant to do this together!’ 

 It was loud enough to quiet the pirates gambling on the other side of the hull.

 After a moment there was a grunt. ‘I’ll raise.’ Chips slapped down on the table hard enough that Sall could almost hear his bet.

 There was a lull, enough time for someone to make a considered fold.

 Someone burped. ‘These are bad omens, I reckon. Yep. Ever since we crossed the Doubleyous.’

 The next voice was so quiet and low Sall almost missed it. ‘Deadweight keeps turning up out of nowhere, like the devil himself’s haunting us.’

 There was a chorus of dark murmurs.

 ‘Aye, errant ospreys are one thing, but Deadweight…’

 There was silence enough for Sall to hear cards slap on the table. These were a superstitious bunch, but Sall had known no other type of seafarer.

 A creak came from below. Someone grumbled. A gruff voice sounded up at him from the gunport. ‘You up there, navy dog?’

 Sall looked down. A big bushy head was leaned out and peering up at him, a fat arm folding through the port, levelling a gun at him. ‘There you are. Eat this!’ he said, pulling the trigger. The hammer ticked over. Sall shut his eyes. Shot cracked out loud across the night. 

 The shot missed. He peeked down. Yellow lanternlight spilled through a hole in the wood. 

 ‘Holy hell!’ One of the gamblers.

 ‘Who fired that? Put a hole in the bloody hull!’

 The gruff voice cackled. ‘I see you up there! Why don’t you come down from there on your own, now?’

 Sall didn’t answer. He continued climbing.

 The gruff voice shouted again through the night and the gamblers quietened, listening. ‘Pool on you’s up near a hundred dubloons, matey! Odds are you’ll die before dawn, but I’ve got money you’ll see through the flogging Granger’ll give you once I hand you over!’

 Sall abandoned all sense of stealth and hurried up the net as fast as he could.

 His boots kicked the bulkhead. One of the gamblers’ voices exploded in surprise. ‘He’s climbing up the stern! Fucking mental!’ A shot lanced through the wood near Sall’s head, blasting hole the size of a coin. Sall scrambled higher.

 ‘I see him! He’s right there!’

 ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doin, Kessler?’ It sounded like someone shoved him. ‘Don’t shoot holes in the fucking ship!’

 Sall looked down, seeing the bearded man reloading, laughing. ‘You’re mine, dog!’ his voice boomed.

 A voice from inside shouted to communicate with the bearded man below. ‘Gareth, mate, is that you?’ Sall braced his boots against the hull, wound his fists deeper into the netting and pushed himself almost upright. He half-walked, half-climbed, scaling the ship faster towards the gunwale.

 ‘Aye! Joe?’

 ‘Aye! Don’t shoot bloody holes in the ship, Gareth! You can fucking fix em, I won’t do it!’

 ‘Fuck off!’ Gareth said. ‘I’ve been hangin to put a slug in this cunt since we fished him out of the water!’ Sall heard a hammer click over and pushed off the wall, using the netting to swing away from the shot. It went into the air. The pirate below called Sall a piss-blooded cur and a dogshit blaggard. 

 The ship’s carpenter called out that he would see Gareth nailed to the mast if he did it again, but Gareth didn’t hear him. Another shot rang out, this one cracking wood near his boot.

 Kessler roared. ‘Bad omens, mates!’ His voice projected loud. ‘Bad omens, I say!’

 ‘Shut it, Kessler!’ The carpenter’s voice, and the sound of a boot thumping flesh. ‘Come on, we’ll get him above!’ Below, the bearded pirate grumbled something that was lost to the air. When Sall looked next he was gone.

 He had to hurry. He had only moments to spare.

 Sall looked up. He stopped climbing. He recognised the man hanging over the ledge. Granger Strommken, curled hair unkempt, dressed in a black oilskin. His nose was bloody and dripping, his expression furious, surprised. Drops from a busted nostril fell past Sall, landed in the water below. Granger was distracted, caught mid-brawl.

 At recognising Sall his eyes flashed but didn’t linger on him for long. He turned away, levelling a sabre at someone Sall couldn’t see. Deadweight. The captain of the Bitter End shouted at his brother. ‘Belay your madness and begone!’ 

 A wordless, bestial howl bellowed from the open decks above, booming out over the chaotic muster across the Bitter End’s decks. It was a dark howl, sending fear down the spine of all who heard it. Granger braced. Sall froze. He felt it in his bones. His heart went cold. 

 Heavy running footsteps thundered above, growing louder. The pirate captain made a frustrated grunt and he kicked at the charging figure. The tall, looming figure, dressed in a thick, hooded cloak, caught the boot in his chest. It made a resounding thump. The hooded figure fell away. At the impact Granger overbalanced backwards and fell into the rail. The pirate captain looked down at Sall. His eyes were wild, reflecting moonlight that was diffused through a cloud over his shoulder. They shone as the sea below, a pearly onyx.

 ‘Fuck it,’ he said, and raised the sabre, dragging the blade across the dragnet’s line, severing one of its fixes.  

 Sall swung with the net, becoming tangled in its folds, scrabbling to escape it. He caught himself steady and looked up. If Granger severed the other Sall would plunge into the sea. 

 Deadweight’s voice was a dark growl, distracting Granger. ‘It boils my blood, brother, the blood we share. You were given your choice.’

 ‘Sirius,’ Granger said. ‘I don’t want this!’ He leaped forward, raising his sabre. The pirate captain disappeared from Sall’s view. Sall climbed up the netting as quick as he could.

 Metal clashed against metal. ‘You made your choice! You chose! I chose! We chose, brother!’ Their blades slid against each other’s and they clashed again. Sall went hand over hand up the net.

 Granger’s voice burst out loud and angry. ‘That was no choice! Now, begone from my ship, you are no longer any brother of mine!’ Physical sounds, boots scraping and stomping, exerted gasps, sabres meeting in fierce blows. ‘You are no longer even a man! How am I to reason with you?’

 Someone thumped hard into the rail. Timber cracked. Sall stopped again. The blackly cloaked figure was knocked into it. Nearby torchlight illuminated him. The heavy cloak couldn’t hide the misshapen breadth of his shoulders, how the line of them was broken. The fabric was dirty, stained with mucky greens and browns, threadbare and torn, like Deadweight wore garb taken off a corpse. He shrugged off the rail and leaped back into the fight.

 Sall’s boots scraped against the hull. He scrabbled up the last of the net, finally grabbing the solid base of the gunwale. He wound it into the crook of his elbow and relaxed his weight. He exhaled.

 He peeked over the edge. Captain Granger fought his brother across the poopdeck. Granger had the advantage. He had Deadweight at the tip of his sabre and drove him to starboard. The point was levelled at his brother’s neck. Deadweight’s own sabre lay on the deck, lost to him.

 Deadweight’s chin was high. As he stepped backwards he went through lanternlight and Sall saw the bottom of his face, barely a glance of it, seeing something that looked like a gnarled beard. In the distraction Sall climbed and hauled himself up the rail.

 Granger drove Deadweight back to the starboard side. He pushed him into the rail, sending his brother leaning back as far as he could without falling over. They stared silently at each other. Neither moved.

 The point of the sabre lowered and Granger sighed. Deadweight relaxed. ‘Brother…’ Deadweight began, but Granger’s chest swelled and again he kicked out, booting Deadweight back over the rail. Deadweight howled again, this time in surprise and shock. He tumbled backwards.

 The howl was silenced by a splash.

 Granger went to the rail and looked down into the waves. ‘Damn,’ he said, panting. He took a deep breath.

 Sall pulled himself to the top of the rail. He stood on the gunwale. Granger turned to face him, sheathing his sabre. ‘There’s the scurvy dog who’s been causing such a fuss on my ship. Come on, fighter, stand in the weather with me.’ He put his hands on his hips, shifting his oilskin so a pistol showed at his belt.

 Sall stepped over the rail. He looked at Deadweight’s sabre, there a few metres to his left. It gleamed dully. He couldn’t get to it before Granger drew. He stepped out into the open. Granger took long steps in a circle, keeping distance between them.

 The sky spread out above. Free, open sky. Clouds parked silver across the moon. The Bitter End’s three masts struck up into a starscape carefully blocked by arrangements of canvas and rigging tacked into a wind that came from the southeast, Sall reckoned, staring at Granger Strommken. 

 Sall made a fist. His knuckles cracked. ‘You’ve got something that belongs to me.’

 ‘Bold, aren’t you?’

 Sall thought maybe. Pirates filled the decks below. The main deck was the longest, bookended at the bow by the forecastle and at the stern by the quarter deck, and above that the helm on the poopdeck, from where Granger returned Sall’s hard stare. 

 Sall recognised a few of the pirates below. Campion, Markham, the woman who had tried to hang him, and some others. They were wary. The ladders creaked with pirates still coming up them, getting in the way of the working shift still trying to keep the ship travelling. 

 Granger’s voice stopped them. It was tired, but still commanding. ‘All hands, halt activity! I want calm on deck!’ 

 The working shift was glad for the break. They were stoic and sober with the prolonged effort of hauling sail, working mostly in darkness and soaked through by spray from the sea and a grey fog creeping from the bow. They paid less attention to the pirates crowding them than they did their aching muscles.

 Granger coughed and spat blood. The gob struck a plank.

 Sall studied the skies, spotting shadowed linesmen up in the rigging, lurking up there like crows. They stopped to watch him.

 There was no mistaking Granger and Sall’s mutual exhaustion. They were both covered in cuts and bruises and were panting.

 Rifles and pistols came pointing at Sall. Hammers cocked. 

 ‘Where’s my gold, Granger?’ Sall said.

 Granger looked down with a dark smile. ‘He dares,’ he said. ‘I’ve got nothing that belongs to you.’

 Sall took a step forward. Guns flinched to retrain on him, pirates behind them clearing their throats. ‘What do you want from me?’ Sall said.

 Granger shrugged. ‘I need a fighter. You’re going to fight for me. We’re going to Well’s Rest, boyo.’

 Sall grit his teeth. He had been trying to keep back his suspicions. Well’s Rest, the jungle township there at the furthest edge of the Obotema. One of a few struggling outposts founded since the changing of the tides. It served as a trade outpost between the civilisations to the east and the distant peoples in the west that had been cut off. It was a lawless refuge of pirates and mercenaries and swarms of displaced people made transient by the drowning of their ancestral lands a generation before. 

 No legitimate governments had made it there yet, largely due to the efforts of the gambling unions who found free reign all over these seas. In Well’s Rest only gold was valued, its colour won in blood. Men died in the fight pits of Well’s Rest fighting animals, slaves, each other, and from the rumours Sall had heard, worse still.

 Those who had spoken of worse spoke also of curses that had come from the disaster that had rent the world, curses that inhabited the bodies of men, warping both their minds and bodies. They said men were going rabid, turning into monsters worse than their darkest nightmares. Few believed them in the cities, where the only news to come from the Obotema was second-or-third hand, if it was news at all. Newspapers only wanted the most salacious stories. Sall had no intention of finding the truth to any rumour.

 Sall faltered. ‘I won’t fight for you. I’ll die first.’

 Granger nodded. ‘That may be necessary.’

 ‘Your men tried to kill me in that cell. I wouldn’t last the night in there. I did what I had to do.’

 Granger looked at him for a long moment. ‘I don’t suppose any of those boys still have enough breath in them to be punished now, do they?’ He put a hand on his belt, careful of any sudden movement.

 Sall shrugged. ‘I don’t see your punta anywhere,’  he said.

 Granger nodded. ‘Aye, he hides when he’s in trouble.’

 ‘I won’t go down easy,’ Sall said. ‘Tell your men to lower their guns.’

 Granger blinked. ‘I’d not give you a hair off my arse. You don’t make demands from me. I can find another fighter if you refuse to fight.’

 Sall was unsure. He doubted Granger’s threat. ‘I refuse.’

 A flicker of movement high in the clouds caught Sall’s eye. A white-brown shape, circling.

 Granger waved Sall away with a ringed hand. ‘I’ve had just about enough of tonight.’ He called Sall’s bluff. ‘Someone kill him.’

 Beak and feather flashed through the rigging and swooped low over the ship. A rifleman balked from his shot as the bird tore down, buffeting him with her wings and pecking his face. The rifleman yelped, the shot snapping into the sky. It squawked and flapped off him, twisting in the air towards the helm. Sall dove to port as Granger fumbled with his pistol and flinched at the bird careening overhead.

 It flapped its wings, buffeting at the air. With a mad screech it pirouetted around Sall and flung itself at Granger, plunging its claws into his scalp, screeching and pecking and tearing. Granger backed away. He flailed his arms and batted at the bird.

 ‘Good girl!’ Sall said, as the bird launched off Granger’s forehead. The pirate captain clutched his face, bloody streaks showing along its length, and fell reeling down the poopdeck steps. Pirates swept forward to catch him. Sall wanted to feed that bird a sturgeon, a marlin, a school of fat sardines. Sall dodged away as the bird swept into the air.

 Nobody could get a shot at him. He saw the osprey dance off a bank of fog a hundred yards off their starboard and slip into the sky. Sall paused at the rail and peered closer, despite knowing the pirates were moving on him.

 There was a broad, dark shape there in the mist running headlong into their course. The bird swerved high to avoid it, disappearing into the night.

 The Bitter End was not alone out here. 

 

*     *     *

 

Sall wasn’t the only to see the dark ship bank into a turn. The bird’s exit had alerted a topsman, who shouted from the mainmast. ‘Ship sighted off the starboard bow!’

 A single gun fired, as though responding to the topsman. Its flare for an instant exploded the fog in orange. The sound it made pounded heavily, perhaps a mortar shell. Sall looked up.

 Someone screamed. ‘Ferals! Mongers! Deadweight’s come back to ruin us!’

 It was no mortar round. A long black spear came from the fog with links of a black chain rattling behind it. The spear drove into the End’s broadside and the chain snapped tight. The chain came to a heavy rope several yards along it, which fixed them tight to the attacking ship far at the other end. The End’s course deviated towards the other. 

 Calls came from several directions at once. ‘We’re under attack!’

 ‘Cut those ropes!’

 ‘Get out on the lines, all hands on deck! Furl sails or they’ll drag us down!’

 ‘Arm the cannons!’

 ‘They’ll kill us all!’

 None of those orders came from Granger.

 The End was still in motion. The wind caught the sails, but that spear struck into the ship was anchoring them. The ship swung in a wide arc, tilting over towards its starboard side.  

 The pirates ignored Sall. A second gun fired from the fog, and with the same technical precision it rammed into place near the bow. Each spear was five feet long, a few inches wide around the middle, with strong, sharp barbs that stuck the ship in place. Pirates near the rails went sliding overboard at the jolt.

 A voice spurred men into action, but it still wasn’t the captain’s. ‘Get on those chains, cut those ropes!’ Two men went crawling out onto the spears, trying to get far enough along to cut them away at the rope.

 The enemy ship came out of the fog. It was larger than theirs, flatter, a type of dreadnought Sall didn’t recognise. Several others saw it and groaned. Their faces were drained of colour, paler still than the moonlight.

 ‘I tole yer, I tole yer!’ Sall recognised the voice as one of the gamblers, Kessler. Sall saw him with a bottle in hand, whirling through the crowd of mindless pirates doing much of the same thing, disorganised, terrified. ‘Bad omens! Dogged by nothing but trouble for weeks! Our fate’s the spit, boys! Our fate’s the spit!’

 His terrified shouting had grown louder. Pirates gave him dirty scowls, knowing their problems well enough themselves without him announcing it. There was a flash of gunpowder. The gambler’s voice was caught in a gasp. Blood flowed down his shirt. He collapsed, face going pale. 

 Granger was nowhere to be seen, and neither were most of his officers. Sall recognised Wilbur above the rest desperately trying to fight his way towards the ladders, trying to go back into the ship. Sall left the longboats and made for him. ‘Hey! Punta! Where do you think you’re going?’ 

 Wilbur saw Sall from across the crowd, his face turning white too. The punta turned on a heel and pushed a pirate out of his way, making real haste now. He tried to flee.

 Their ship swung in a wide arc. Their attackers wouldn’t let the Bitter End twist forever. They had to come at them soon. 

 Sall pushed through the scrum, shoving frantic pirates out of the way, most of whom were quick to avoid him regardless. Wilbur, however, could not get away fast enough. Sall planted a hand on his shoulder and he flinched. 

 ‘Oi, where’re you going?’

 Wilbur tried to wrestle out of Sall’s grasp. It was in vain. ‘My slips are down below,’ he said. ‘I need my slips, I’m fucked without my records.’

 ‘Then what?’

 Wilbur’s eyes darted starboard. He pointed at the other ship, still dark and half shrouded by fog. ‘I’ll try to escape before ferals take the ship, ravage the decks, and slay us all where we stand. The ones of us they don’t capture for Saints knows what.’ He spoke fast, his eyes darting around, trying to find an escape.

 So the stories of feral mongers were true. Sall knew it enough from the fear in Wilbur’s eyes. ‘Granger’s gone,’ Sall said, letting go of Wilbur’s shoulder. ‘We’d better hurry.’ 

 Wilbur nodded. ‘We’ll need a boat. If you get one of those longboats sorted, I’ll get the slips and meet you back here.’

 Sall shook his head. ‘You’re not leaving my sight.’

 Wilbur clenched his teeth and relented. The punta led the way, taking the steep ladder steps three at a time. ‘If you’d just stayed in your cell,’ he said, ‘We just might’ve seen them sooner, you know.’

 ‘Don’t blame me for throwing shit at your monkey show.’

 Wilbur cackled darkly and said, ‘Welcome to the Obotema, then.’

 Below decks was as chaotic as above. Pirates pushed each other aside as the ship pitched to starboard and they lost their footing. Cargo lashed to the bulkheads shifted, straining against the ropes. Sall and Wilbur pushed their way against the stream. They came to the forecastle cabins.

 Wilbur ducked into his cabin and a moment later emerged with a thin wooden box carved with ornate detail and slipped it into a coat pocket. ‘Alright, let’s be off.’

 They made to leave. As they did, the ship thrummed with a strained snap. The Bitter End pitched to port. One of the spears was free, and Sall and Wilbur, along with half the crew, were thrown off their feet. 

 Sall hit with a thump and rolled, regaining himself as the world spun. Wilbur wasn’t far away, getting up already. He looked at Sall, offering him no help, not that Sall expected it. They hustled to the ladders and climbed above.

 Wilbur’s gaze fell upon where the longboats were kept, and where no longboats remained.

 ‘Fuck,’ Wilbur said. ‘Fuck!’ he paced. Sall put his hands on his hips. He watched the dreadnought. It was definitely closer than before, slowly reeling in those massive chains now.

 The Bitter End was stuck like a blue whale. Sall crossed with Wilbur to the port rail, looking down over the water. Loose cargo and pirates both broke the glistening ripples in the moonlit waters. They saw one longboat, already with a full crew, and pirates in the water swimming after it as it paddled away as fast as it could. Their shouts went unheeded. 

 Sall couldn’t fathom his chances with the mongers. He knew little about them but the rumours, and had never seen one up close. Few had. What gruesome plans they could have for him over Granger and his lot were unknown. To that he would prefer the cold ocean, deep and terrifying as that itself was.

 ‘I’m with you on that,’ Wilbur said, reading Sall’s expression. He was already stepping up on the rail. 

 Sall looked back at the dreadnought. It cut closer in the dark, its lanterns still shrouded, the steep angle of its prow a fearsome sight against the swirling fog.

 Wilbur splashed into the water. Sall followed, his gut twisted in a knot. 

 Sall landed clean in the cold waves, sinking deep into its murky greens and blacks. Though weighed by his clothes he swam his way to the surface, breaking with a gasp. The Bitter End glided past, towed by the attacking ship’s remaining harpoon. 

  The night drew dark as the departing ship’s lanterns were consumed by the fog and became an orange haze that faded away. The water was freezing. The chattering of his teeth grew as the cold leeched his bones. He peered about in the dim, wondering if somehow his luck would win out again, and some new ship would be along to fish him up before he turned blue and cold as the water around him.

 There was other detritus left behind. Sall swam to a large round shape in the dark. It was a circular tabletop, probably fallen off when the ship tilted. He was able to climb up onto it, and it was wide enough to support him. He hauled himself out of the water and lay upon it, shivering.

 ‘Wilbur?’ he called out, and got no return. Drowned, he supposed. A dead bookie was no huge loss to the world. He could hear other voices out there though, but as minutes passed they grew distant. The ships were long gone from sight. 

 The rest of the crew seemed to be drifting apart in the fog and the darkness. Sall couldn’t hope to steer this table, nor was he game enough to abandon it to join up with the others. He lay face down on it instead and prayed the sea stayed calm.

 Soon even the calls from the other pirates were gone. Sall was alone. After a few minutes he tried to shout for attention. No reply came, only distant echoes of others far away that might have been his imagination. Gentle chop splashed against his legs. 

 He pursed his shivering lips together and blew a whistle, long and high. It took a moment, but he heard the osprey open its wings sharp above him. It touched down beside his head. It closed its wings and looked down at him. He shook his head in amazement. 

 The bird’s plumage was darkened by moisture from the fog. The straight fringe off the back of its crown was spotted with dew, and a drop fell from the tip of its crown and rolled down its sleek, brown back. ‘Hello,’ Sall said, his voice weak and shaking. 

 Its hazel eyes penetrated his. It seemed to disregard him.

 ‘Good girl.’ Sall lifted a trembling hand and gave the bird a gentle scratch on its head. The bird blinked slowly and then turned sharply towards the fog. It studied the mists. The osprey pushed its head into Sall’s finger for one more scratch and spread its wings. With a wet whap! it flew upwards into the mists. Sall looked at the marks its claws left in the wood and smiled. Little fish indeed. 

 A rhythmic sound, gentle knocking, soft splashes. He did not know how long he had been lying there. At first he thought it was the sound of death, an approaching knell, the sound of his heart thudding out its last, but it continued and grew clearer, louder. Rowing. Someone out there was rowing quietly, their paddles barely lapping the water, and they were speaking in hushed tones, if at all. Sall lifted his chin and looked out. 

 The Bitter End’s remaining longboat came out of the shadows. There was no light at its bow. The men aboard it paddled with light, steady strokes. He recognised the man at the bow leading them. The longboat was faced away, paddling offside some fifty metres away. Granger didn’t see him. 

 Sall worked his mouth to get blood to his lips again and whistled. This whistle cracked like a whip. Granger cocked his head at the sound. Sensing danger, he ducked.

 It was not a moment too soon. The osprey launched from the fog, talons raised. Someone yelped, caught by the bird’s strike. Granger fell back, spooked.

 Sall laughed. His laughter was broken and hoarse. The longboat rocked in the waters as the men aboard it tried to keep low and away from the osprey’s next attack. Granger shushed their surprised calls. The bird was gone as quickly as it had come.

 One pirate came up off the boat with a paddle and whirled about in the mist. Sall looked at the longboat sliding across the waves and mustered a throaty shout. ‘Coward! You’re a coward, Granger Strommken! I’ll find you!’ Granger’s shadowed face turned, searching for the source of the voice. He couldn’t find him. ‘That’s my gold, pirate!’

 Shouting drained the last of his energy. He was soaked through in the cloying, freezing fog, but he no longer felt the cold. Rosy warmth filled his bones. He wanted to sleep. Nothing mattered now as his body chilled.

 It was the coldest time of night. It was right before morning.




CHAPTER THREE

Sall drifted on the current until the cold blue dawn started to cut the fog and voices stirred him from his sleep. His stiff eyes cracked open. A painful drum beat at the front of his mind. Grey banks of fog meandered along the water’s surface. Inside them somewhere those voices were translating into singsong calls for survivors.

 The sun rose. The fog crisped in the warm rays, and across a sea made glass a whaleboat struck out, the sailors aboard searching through the dissipating mists.

 Sall was weak, deathly weak, but he needed to signal them. His fingers twitched. He lifted his cheek and it stung in the breeze, the rough wooden table no substitute for a pillow. He tried to cry out but only managed a dry rasp. He tasted salt.

 They must have seen him. The shouts were growing louder. He was seeing double. Gliding across the water, two half-images shimmered in mirror of each other in the yellow sunlight. Someone rose off the bow and the image collapsed into one. Sall’s head fell back.

 Paddles splashed around him. He summoned what energy he had and reached out with a hand. A hand gripped his. Blood and warmth were returning to his body. It started to hurt.

 Sall gasped in pain, the toll of the night’s exertion rushing back, all of it coming over him at once. He was laid down on the floor of the whaleboat. He was dimly aware of several men around him, and one or two more beside him.

 ‘He’s worse off than any of them,’ came a voice.

 ‘Then he’s got the best story to tell. Let’s get back to the ship.’

 Fear forced his eyes open. He curled a fist and swung at the closest man, missing him by a foot. Sall was forced down and pinned to the floor of the whaleboat. He gave up. His head spun, but he stayed conscious through the short trip. Whoever these sailors were, Sall was at least dimly aware they weren’t ferals. The fog faded and the morning sun rose clear. Sall warmed in the sunlight and came to be aware of a few other rescued pirates about him. They took little notice of him, cold and ragged as they all were.

 The whaleboat came up at berth behind a ship. Sall, lying on the floor of the whaleboat, looked up the carvel shape of a familiar dreadnought. Winchooks soared down and splashed in the water. The sailors took them up and fixed the boat off the davit. Men above winched them up.

 Sall was hauled onboard first, too weak to argue. He mumbled something about ferals. There was a crowd there. He couldn’t see difference between the faces. They lay him on a stretcher.

 Their captain parted the crowd to look at him. He prodded Sall’s head with a wide finger. It was brown as a nut from the sun. He tilted a square face down at him. A bushy white moustache wrinkled below a drinker’s nose. ‘Why’d you rescue this one? He looks half-dead.’ From somewhere deep inside squinting, sun-pinched eyes his pupils shone flinty stone. 

 A sailor from the whaleboat said, ‘One of the others with him said he was a prisoner. Look how Granger treated him. Might have something to say.’

 The captain huffed, doubting him. ‘I’ll look forward to that,’ he said, and stepped away.

 Men at Sall’s head and feet lifted the stretcher between them. A man who must have been the ship’s physician came up alongside and observed Sall, keeping pace with the sailors carrying him. They bore him across the deck.

 The doctor stuck his fingers into Sall’s eye and drew the lids apart. ‘What’d they use you for, a punching bag? These bruises are old.’

 The sailor at Sall’s head spoke in grunts between steps. ‘Doesn’t look like he’s spent a day on the Obotema. Look, he’s got all his teeth. None of em gone mushy.’

 ‘He can hear us,’ the doctor said, noticing Sall watching him. ‘He’s hanging on.’ The sailor at Sall’s feet kicked open a door. 

 Wooden roof beams flashed by above. They were a varnished brown. Lanterns had dangled from them for long enough to leave oily soot deposits across the lacquer. The men carrying him struggled with the stretcher to keep him level going down a narrow ladder. The sailor at his feet was hunched like an ape, his jaw clenched at Sall’s weight.  

 The doctor picked at the shirt wrapped around Sall’s slashed arm. ‘He’s tied this on tight,’ He let go. Sall was glad he did. The scab was soaked into the cloth and had hardened through it.

 The sailors breathed sighs of relief as they came to the infirmary. Sall smelled blood, sweat, bile, shit. That mix of vile interior juices. Those, and harsh smells. Bleach, soap, burning whale oil. They set him down on an operating table. The doctor swung a lantern over him and checked a tray of equipment. 

 ‘Ether, and lots of it.’

 They were going to put him down again. Sall rallied together the last of his strength to lunge and grab the doctor by the throat. His fingers closed tight around the muscled, uneven rings of cartilage there, and he drew him close to hiss through bared teeth, ‘You make me better just to sell me to ferals and I’ll come for you first, sawbones. You tell me you’ll make your Captain promise.’

 The doctor’s eyes bulged. His face mottled, drool flecking over his lip. ‘P-prom-‘ Sall pushed the doctor away, sending him sprawling back into a table and knocking an inkwell across scattered papers. He put a hand to his throat. ‘Promise,’ he gasped. He rose with the help of a sailor while the other stood over Sall, unsure of how to react. Sall could clearly see the red, angry outline of his fingers around the doctor’s neck. 

 Sall sighed back into the operating table. The doctor composed himself quickly, ordering leather straps bound around Sall’s arms and legs. The sailors fixed his arms to the table’s metal rails and buckled him tight. He had no energy left to struggle against them.

 They worked quick, fluid. The doctor came with a scalpel and sliced away Sall’s shirt. A sailor, the doctor’s orderly, held a square brown bottle in front of his face, flicking it with a finger. ‘She’s getting low,’ he said, upending it into a rag.

 ‘Give him all of it, I’ll be quick.’ The doctor leaned in close. The orderly clamped the rag to Sall’s nose. Sall watched the doctor’s pores smooth and flatten, blurriness rising as the intense alcoholic vapour worked into his body. His jaw went slack. The doctor’s face twisted and swirled, the darkness of his nostrils bloating and spiralling into the cavern of his mouth. Sall made a low groan.

 A dark twelve-fingered hand eclipsed the lantern and took the rag away, and placed a chewed leather bit between Sall’s teeth.

 The doctor made his first incision. Sall was aware of it somewhere separate from himself. His gaze slid languid across the shifting, morphing contours of the ceiling. The doctor sliced into his shoulder. He felt the skin open, stinging, but the pain quickly diffused into static.

 Their voices were fat honeybees buzzing in the summer.

 ‘-bottle is-‘

 ‘-rum in the cabinet-‘

 Mumbling murmurs. The sound a ship’s keel makes butting into sandy seabed. He was drifting away, his eyes closing.

 Glass pressed to his lips and turned to liquid, washing down his throat. ‘Drowning,’ Sall said, spitting. Hot aromas danced across his palate.

 His mouth was full, choking on the leather bit. He gurgled and coughed up onto the doctor’s shirt. The doctor was angled away from him. Pain was building in his arm. 

 He had to get out of here. His eyes bolted open.

 Sall launched himself up off the operating table, kicking free his leg, casting the doctor off him. His left arm came free of the restraint, the strap’s buckle snapping clean apart. He grabbed a sailor by the soft hairs off his chin and slammed his head down on the table. The sailor was out, slipping down to the floor, blood streaming from his nose.

 They shouted and tried to control him. His forearm burst open, the fresh stitches ruined. He came back down against the table and brushed the doctor off him.

 Sall spat the bit across the room. ‘Coward! Granger!’ His voice was breathy, its depth stolen by the ether. ‘Get in here!’

 The doctor dropped his full weight over Sall. The remaining sailor, standing out of the way of Sall’s flailing, dropped on him with a roll of bandage he used to bind Sall back to the bed. 

 ‘Steady him! Steady!’

 ‘Fuck, Doc, I’m steadying! Look what he did to that thing!’

 ‘Man!’ the doctor said. ‘Man! Stay yourself, Granger isn’t here!’ 

 Sall threw himself at the doctor, driving a shoulder into his sternum. The doctor absorbed the blow and repeated himself. ‘Granger isn’t here!’ he drove his forearm into Sall’s neck, choking him and knocking the wind from him. The doctor brought his face close and let a low growl from the base of his throat. ‘Go down, for fuck’s sake!’ he said, and headbutted him.

 Sall went down.

 

*     *     *

 

There were new stitches in his arm now and they were the last ones he would get, the doctor, Flannery, told him. Most of him was bandaged to some degree, treated with ointments, and kept dry. The doctor was a sharp and quiet man. Those under his care were kept by his firm bearing. It was his duty to help them rest, and Sall already knew the lengths he would go to ensure it. His forehead was still sore. 

 Some others were not so quick to learn. Sall wasn’t the only one from the Bitter End who had spent the night in the water. There were at least a dozen of them in the infirmary, some better off than others. It wasn’t long into the day before Sall, still groggy from the ether and the surgery found a blurry visitor to his cot wrapping their hands around his neck. He was taken by surprise. His attacker silently throttled him until Sall’s struggling knocked aside a medical tray and roused an orderly napping on duty. The orderly rushed over and wrestled the pirate away. In moments Flannery burst from his office, long white coat sweeping at the rush from his heels, and hauled the pirate off his feet by the front of his shirt. Flannery and the orderly bore him down into a cot and held him there. 

 Flannery caused no fuss. ‘I’ll give you all one warning. Any man who threatens another life in my infirmary sacrifices their own. Keep the peace or you’ll be crab meat. We don’t need any ruckus here,’ he shifted his glare at Sall. ‘Alright?’

 Sall nodded.

 After a mouthful of rum and a small meal of cold sausages leftover from the galley he slept well, knowing though he slept amongst the battered, vengeful survivors of the Bitter End, none of them would try anything at least until nightfall. 

 The captain of this ship was Beaumont Roont and he came by Sall’s bedside in the early evening. His solid brown hand brushed aside a screen erected to cut out the afternoon sunlight. He came in behind a lit match and a glowing ember, taking quick, sharp puffs at a chewed old cherrywood pipe. Smoke wreathed upwards from his mouth. 

 Roont was the sort of captain to take off his hat when coming below. Sall saw the soft brown cap tucked in a back pocket when he turned to draw up a stool. He kept his dense, wiry hair tamed backwards from the front, and he had the habit of running his hand back over it to smooth it from wind. His face was all strong, broad planes. Sall found him a serious man, clearly focused, and had a direct manner he appreciated. ‘Call me Beaumont,’ he said, shaking Sall’s hand. ‘This is my ship, the Juniper. Looks like they kept you poorly aboard the Bitter End.’ His voice was gruff. 

 Sall gestured to his bandages, a shrug. ‘I was their prisoner. I came aboard a navy ship in Foxmot four, maybe five nights ago. They took us by surprise, and shoved me in the brig.’

 Roont nodded. ‘Navy mustn’t have been trying very hard. We sailed right over you lot.’ he almost sneered. ‘I’ve never taken a ship so easily.’

 ‘Bad luck, I guess. So you’re all pirates too.’

 Roont bristled, folding his arms. ‘Pirates. I’ve got a job, mate. Whaler, I’ll have you know. My ship is under the employ of the Marshall Deep Salvage Company, currently operating over the old hills of Lapardelle. I handle the majority of the company’s whaling enterprise.’ His eyes brightened above the pipe. ‘It just so happens that bringing in the odd scab ship never goes unwanted, either.’

 Sall didn’t care where Roont drew his lines. ‘So where’s the Bitter End now? Did you lose it?’ 

 Roont scoffed. ‘Not likely. Some of my crew are taking it back to the rig at the moment, but we have bigger fish to fry.’

 Roont told him the Juniper was pursuing a pair of greydles separated from the rest of their pod. He’d lost them when they went deep, but Roont was confident they would rise by morning. ‘I tell you though, you’ve never gone whaling until you’ve brought in your first schooner,’ he said, letting a smirk break beneath the thick moustache. 

 ‘Tell me, though,’ Roont said. ‘How did we find a prisoner kept in the brig of a pirate ship floating all battered and bruised outside, floating in the water? Where are your chains? Why, even, would a grub like Granger bother keeping you prisoner? You don’t quite add up, you know.’

 Sall was happy to tell him the truth, but he thought it was important to hold back at least a few details. ‘I broke out. Granger saw me win a fight a few days ago, back in Foxmot. He wanted me to fight for him at Well’s Rest. Throw me to the lions, maybe. Rest of the crew just wanted to slit my throat.’

 Roont considered this for a moment and said, ‘Fair call. And then he abandoned ship as soon as he saw us coming.’

 ‘He thought you were ferals.’

 ‘I heard.’ He smirked again. The captain of the Juniper sat on his stool and smoked, relishing the memory of his morning’s haul. ‘You’re lucky to be alive, you know. Granger Strommken is a… difficult customer.’ 

 Sall agreed, but he still needed to go after him. ‘So you’ve had dealings with him. Do you know where he might have gone?’

 Roont shrugged. ‘Deeper into trouble, I’d imagine. Couldn’t say.’

 Sall nodded. He thought for a moment. ‘Why go to all the trouble of rescuing survivors?’

 ‘The Obotema is a dangerous place.’ Roont gave his head a slight shake. ‘and more die every day. And some turn mong, of course.’ Roont smoked, a velvet wreath of grey haze about his mouth. He seemed more pensive. He had withdrawn behind those flinty eyes, and folded his arms across his belly. ‘It’s hard to keep a full roster.’

 ‘Roster?’

 Roont kept the pipe in his mouth and brushed down the front of his lambswool jumper. He spoke through teeth clenched around the stem. ‘Yes, yes. You’ll work that debt off, of course.’

 Sall blinked. ‘Deep sea salvage,’ he said, realising the role Roont had for him. They were going to make him work a rig. He’d heard about this. There were a few ways to make money on the Obotema. One of them was piracy, but piracy wouldn’t have been so profitable if it weren’t also possible to retrieve the resources and wealth of the sunken lands below the waves. All it took was minds to figure out how to get there, and willing men to retrieve it. It took a lot of those, and salvage operations chewed through them like biscuits.

  It was a desperate breed that went plumbing the inky depths of the old, sunken cities, choking on stale, recycled air while they scavenged for buried treasures amongst the rusted trinkets all day long, constantly terrified of making a single wrong move and being lost down there forever as food for the sea worms and the sharks. Sall’s expression was plain.

 The captain’s face set in reserve. ‘They’re not all scrapper jobs,’ he said. ‘A lot of the work we do’s hooking copper lines from telegraph stations. It can be very profitable.’ 

 Sall was too weak to argue. He changed the subject. ‘What about Granger? Will you pursue him?’

 Roont shook his head, running a hand back over his hair. He fit his cap. He tapped his pipe out on a surgical table, leaving an ashy deposit surrounding a small mound of brittle charcoal. He put the pipe in a top pocket and his eyes landed levelly upon Sall. It was a confident gaze. ‘I’ve already taken his ship and his crew, what more does he have?’

 Sall chuckled. Roont touched the brim of his cap and bid Sall good evening. The afternoon was drawing late, and he had duties to be about. Sall tried to rest, but had only thoughts of dangerous labour and debts he would never repay to pass the time. 

 He had more visitors that day. A gang of them came for Sall a few hours after dinner. The heat of the day was out of the ship’s wood, but warmth trailed on the slight gusts through an open window in the physician’s office. Flannery wrote by candlelight in there, his writing a low scritching over the sounds of resting wounded.

 Sall rested lightly, his belly full of gamey whalemeat. He heard a creak, and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. The door to the office swung on slow hinges, clicking shut. It was darker now. The came on soft, bare feet. He felt the change in the air and came alert. His hand tightened around the fork he had kept from dinner. He would pretend he was asleep until they were close.

 A sound. From his right came the sound of quiet shushing. The breath of a linen partition shifting aside.

 Sall kept his breathing low and steady. The room swelled into complete silence, a silence more than the absence of noise – it was a silence that dwarfed. He counted them as shadows against the dim. Four, two at the front and two at the sides.

 Sall shouldn’t have waited. Flashing movement near his feet. The pirate there attacked. Steel flashed towards his legs. Sall drew up his knees. The knife struck bedding at his ankles. They tried to grab him around the neck.

 Sall sprung off his side and launched at the attacker, tackling him down through a linen curtain, snapping it from where it was tied on the ceiling beams. His cut arm burned.

 The pirate was knocked senseless. Sall rolled off him and onto his feet, stumbling sideways. The knife was still stuck in the cot. The remaining trio rushed Sall, one of them going for the knife. He knew all their faces, had seen them before. They were circling the cot towards him. One of them went for the knife.

 Sall drove the fork down between the tendons in his hand. His fingers arched, trembling, and Sall drove his other fist crosswise into his chin. He drew back the fork at the same time. The first pirate went back over the cot and landed hard on his head.

 Sall reached to get the knife out of the cot but he wrenched a muscle and gasped, crumpling into his side. He missed the knife. The pirates sensed weakness and were on him in a disorganised scrum, kicking and grabbing what they could of him.

 Sall jabbed up with the fork, sticking a pirate in the neck. His own hands left Sall’s scruff and went to his throat, falling to his knees. Sall heaved him away, the torn jugular spraying blood in an arc.

 A knife came down at his face, driven by a man with a snarl and wide eyes. Sall threw up his arm. He caught the forearm with his weak left, but strong hands held him down. The infirmary was in uproar, and he recognised a familiar voice taking bets, and the doctor’s fists beat heavily against the door of his office. He struggled against the knife poised over his nose.

 Hold fast. 

 A heavy boot kicked a door open, but it was not the doctor’s. It came from the weather side, and was accompanied by a loud female voice. ‘Flannery! Get out here! Come have a look at this, would you? Whoa, what’s this?’ her gaze followed the man splayed backwards across the bed, bleeding from his hand, to Sall and his assailants grappling on the floor. 

 Her hands were wrapped in a bloodsoaked rag before her chest. In three long strides she covered the room, and on the third swung a heavy brown boot at the knife hand threatening Sall. The knife went spinning across the room, sticking in the bulkhead opposite. With her next step she stepped down on the pirate’s neck and crouched over them both. He gasped. 

 ‘And what the fuck do you think you’re all doing?’

 Flannery’s beating on the door stopped. ‘Florence? Florence! Let me out!’

 The pirate’s eyes were bulging. The other one was backing off Sall, knowing the tide of this battle was turning against him.

 Sall said nothing. She was slender and tall, with a wash of brown curls tied back in a heavy ponytail. Olive skin poured smooth from the neckline of a bloodstained pair of overalls. Big, green eyes accentuated narrow cheekbones pale from the loss of blood. Wisps of hair curled down past her ears and were caught in the corner of her mouth. 

 She spat one out, at the same time stepping off his neck to drive its heel into the pirate’s cheek, kicking him away. They all scattered. She looked down at Sall and blinked, woozy.

  ‘You’re hurt,’ he said. There was a twelve-oh bait hook gouged through the meat of her hand. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

 A woman had never saved his life before. She said, ‘you’re welcome,’ in a light, foreign accent. Sall could not place it.

 ‘Florence!’ The woman looked away, and the connection Sall felt between them broke. She dashed away to free the doctor. Sall climbed up to sit on the bed and put a hand over the stitching in his arm. He rubbed the dark, warm blood between his fingers.

 Sall raised his voice to the room. ‘Try again, bastards!’ he wiped his hand on the bandage. It wasn’t bad enough to kill him, but it stung. He lay back on the bed, putting his good arm behind his head and tried to keep the other off the sheets. He looked over at Florence fumbling open the office door with a bloody hand. The doctor rushed out, stopping to take in the room. He looked directly at Sall, eyes hard.

 Sall shrugged and looked back at the ceiling. All was quiet now.

 

*     *     *

 

A quart flask of wine swung into Sall’s vision and dangled. He took it. The doctor had pulled an apron over his sleeping clothes and patched Sall up by candlelight. ‘I swear.’ The balding spot at his crown caught the light as he shook his head. Red rimmed eyes pierced over thin gold spectacles at Sall, drinking from the flask, letting him get on with it.

 The doctor looked down and drew a stitch tight. His narrow fingers worked with precise, delicate care. ‘Two feet.’

 ‘Two feet what?’

 ‘Two feet of stitching I’ve put in you since yesterday.’

 Sall hummed. ‘What’s that cost?’

 Flannery’s eyes flicked to his. ‘Six hides a yard. My service is extra. Five months and you’re free to stay on if you wish, is the standard deal. Don’t fret about it now. Marshall will do his usual speech when we’re back at the platform.’

 ‘Lapardelle,’ Sall said, not being able to place the region. It sounded like somewhere from the old southern lands, all drowned now. He didn’t know where that put him on the Obotema. Adrift, maybe.

 ‘Marshall’s got some prospect on an old telegraph station in the hills south of the main township there.’ Sall winced at a sharp tug on a stitch.

 Flannery tied off the last stitch. ‘There,’ he said. He snipped it with a knife and picked a pencil up to scratch a number on a pad. Sall craned his neck to see. The doctor explained. ‘Two gills of ether, an eighth of rum, eight feet of bandage, cotton gauze, treatments of iodine and tartar, one broken leather strap with buckle, three or four drachms of writing ink, three sheets of paper – not easy to find, mind you, and two feet of thread. And five ounces of wine, I suppose. If you need to see me again over the course of your duties with the company we’ll keep track and you can work off the difference.’ 

 Flannery set the pencil down on a pad. He picked up a pair of clean forceps, a brown bottle and clipped a feathery wad of cotton off a ball. He dug it into the bottle. The iodine tinged the ball amber brown. He spent a moment quickly dabbing the wound. Sall sucked through his teeth at the sting.

 The doctor turned his face to hide a smile, set his things down on the tray and took a roll of bandage around Sall’s forearm.

 ‘I’m not planning on working off any debt for this, you know. I’ve got to go after Granger for putting me here. He owes me.’

 Flannery raised an eyebrow. ‘You talk to Marshall about that one.’ The doctor was finished. He gave the wound a pat with the flat of his palm. Sall winced. ‘Good luck. I’ll see you in the morning.’

 Sall went to take a swig from the bottle of wine Flannery had left beside the bed, but the doctor caught his sly movement and snatched it away. ‘Medicinal,’ Flannery said, taking a swig himself before corking it.

 ‘Goodnight Doc,’ Sall said, and the doctor took his candle with him.

 Sall rolled over off the hot pain from his arm and slept easily without dreams.

 A shadow fell across his closed eyes. It was morning, and the sun was streaming in bright and hot through a porthole behind him. There was a figure at the foot of his bed, leaned casually with one hand braced against a ceiling beam. Sall’s eyes steadied. ‘Punta,’ he said.

 Sall ached. Wilbur’s injuries weren’t too bad. His right leg had a splint, but he was wearing a sharp double breasted waistcoat and his undershirt was cleaned, starched, and buttoned all the way to his neck. He’d be receiving fine treatment on this ship. Puntas contracted to gaming unions often had free reign so long as they paid their dues to their captains.

 Sall sat up, cradling his sore arm. He groaned and looked out the porthole, swinging his legs over the side of the cot. ‘What’d you do to your leg?’

 The punta gestured with the stiff limb. ‘Hit a box on the way down. It’s fine, just a bit tender.’

 ‘Tender,’ Sall said. ‘Yep, very tender.’ He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. His body was sore. The bruises had set in. He straightened his back, loosening the muscles cramping his shoulders, and looked at Wilbur. There must have been some accusation in his eyes, but Sall was thinking about breakfast.

 ‘All bets are off,’ he said, by way of apology. ‘The gentlemen who attacked you last night had nothing to do with me.’

 Sall didn’t care. He stretched his bare feet out on the planks. They were swollen and sore. He rolled the flat of his feet on the deck to try and ease out the swelling. He wiggled his toes and watched them. He drew a long breath. He was worn out already.

 Sall looked at Wilbur. The punta was tense, but not concerned. Despite how Sall felt about it, it was never a good idea to grab a punta by the throat and shake him. Contractors for the gaming unions saw about as much protection as there was to get, these days.

 ‘Not entirely conversant, are you,’ Wilbur said.

 Sall shrugged and groaned to his feet. 

 Someone had changed him. These weren’t his clothes. The bedclothes he wore were thin cotton, but in far better condition than his last clothes. They’d probably been burned by now. He didn’t even have a shirt to his name, he supposed, and they’d try to charge him for another.

 Sall looked past Wilbur, at the cots opposite. At the port side he recognised Campion, the pirate from the End, sleeping on a cot swinging gently above a twelve pounder. Past him the horizon came in and out of view through the open gunport as the ship rolled with the waves. Sunlight streamed in and bathed the cast iron cannon in the warm, friendly glow of morning. He yawned. 

 With slow, careful movements he put a hand on a roof beam to steady himself taking his first few staggering steps from the hammock. Wilbur’s presence faded into the low hum at the back of his head.

 His mouth was dry. He looked over his shoulder. ‘Water?’

 Wilbur stepped aside. There was a table behind him, on it a full flagon and a neatly folded change of clothes. Sall went to the table and inspected the clothes after taking a long draught.

 Sall took another drink, some of it spilling down his chin. Droplets fell across the fabric. There was a new set of calico trousers and a rough hemp button-up, and a heavy charcoal cotton waistcoat. Atop the pile was a pair of fresh socks. Sall put those on first, and as he sat to untie the knot on his trousers he spent a glance at Wilbur.

 Wilbur flinched. ‘This is obviously not the best time. We’ll talk soon.’ 

 ‘Wait.’

 Wilbur stopped.

 ‘Where’d he go?’

 ‘Well,’ the punta said, touching his chin. ‘My money’s on Well’s Rest. He’s got nowhere else to go, and he’ll need a new ship.’

 ‘My gold with him?’

 Wilbur nodded. ‘It’s very likely.’

 Sall had no more to say. Wilbur left him to his business. Sall examined his wounds, the old scars, and the new ones that would form. The older ones were white and stark against his tan. There were the telltale strokes of the lash. Some of the new ones cut thin and red across older white marks. They would heal into overlapping ridges. He touched one that marked a little cross. The new cut on his arm would make a good scar, too.

 He pulled on a pair of boots and made his way slowly from the infirmary, ignoring the muttering from the pirates still in their cots. The door opened to a weather deck. He stepped out into full sunlight and let it fill his pores. His gaze followed the proud, hardworn olivewood lines of the Juniper to its prow. The ship’s motion brought it slicing down into the waves, spraying heavy brush strokes of sparkling wash into the sunlight. Fine mist settled over him. For a moment he was not only surviving. 

 ‘You tryin to stand in the way?’ He was pushed aside by two men carrying a spool of chain between them. Another came behind carrying a heavy harpoon across his chest, almost cradling it, and hurried after the others waddling towards the bow. 

 Someone above him shouted out. Sall looked up, at the quarterdeck there. Someone was pointing over to starboard. ‘Pod’s coming up! Ten degrees starboard!’

 Roont’s voice echoed down from higher above. ‘Ten degrees!’ The ship lurched to the heading. Crouched topsmen moved with quick grace from line to line, working with the sailors below wrestling to tack their weighty ship against the waves. The wind was not in their favour, but the sailors worked every scrap of it they could find.

 Sall shaded his eyes and watched the men fixing the harpoon with the chain line at one end, and the rope line to the other. In particular, he studied the great blocky spear cannons they were loading on either side of the bowsprit.

 Each gun was a large cannon squeezed between two metal plates, and the operation of cranks articulated chunky gears being smothered in liberal amounts of dark grease. The sailors taking handfuls of it out of buckets to patch the mechanisms cocked their heads as attention shifted to a mile off the bow, where two geysers erupted, and two wide grey backs reflected off the sun.

 The sailors cheered.

 Roont’s voice boomed. ‘What did I tell you? Plumes!’

 Sall saw Florence emerge from the ladders amidships. She had a round, brown object in each hand. Both were about the same size. She held them up for all to see, and one or two of the pirates clapped. ‘Spuds for the spud guns!’ she said.

 A chorus of cheers rose. ‘Spuds for the spud guns!’ She brought them to the bow. 

 The two sailors from before hefted the chain spool between them and lowered it into the top of the assembly. They were caked in grease up to the elbows, both of them, and when the first was loaded picked an iron pin off the deck and fixed it. 

 When the sailors had loaded the harpoons down the char-blackened cannons Florence hopped up onto the rail and, gripping the mouth of the cannon, slammed a potato hard into each of the harpoon’s tips so they stuck.

 ‘Get on with it, Miss Marshall!’ The captain again.

 Florence stepped lightly onto the bowsprit and swung off the forelines, expertly avoiding using her wounded hand. She looked down the length of the first barrel. Sall heard Roont grumble.

 Sall looked over his shoulder. Roont had seen him. He stood offside to the helm, holding it steady, his pipe held firmly between his teeth as he looked down at Sall. The graying bristles around his mouth shifted as he spoke.

 ‘You don’t look down the barrel of a gun you’ve just loaded, do you?’ It was rhetorical. Sall shrugged. ‘You wake late. It’s half seven already.’ He looked back up, across the waves, squinting into the distance. He put his hand out. ‘Glass,’ he said, waiting.

 A midshipman came and put a spyglass in his hand. Roont braced the helm with the other while he looked through the scope. Sall watched Florence moving at the front of the first gun giving directions to men operating cranks on its side. Sall turned from the rail, straining a delicate muscle, and put a hand on his side. He mounted the stairs to the quarterdeck, ignoring the protests from his legs. Roont made adjustments to their course.

 The captain was focused intently on the whales, but he noticed Sall’s approach. He barked for another midshipman and had him take notes. Sall overheard him giving notes on the wind’s strength and direction, their heading, his estimates as to the size and weight of the creatures, and his voice dropped into mumbles.

 ‘The cow, there, she’s under the surface, maybe a yard. See how her snout dips? There you go, it’s narrow. Still give us ten tonnes. That bull, though, he’s money alright.’

 Sall rested heavily on the bannister halfway up to the helm, took a few deep breaths and kept on. When he got to the bridge Beaumont let down the spyglass. 

 Roont dismissed his midshipmen with a nod, but ignored Sall, which was fine. Sall only wanted to be out of the way while watching the hunt. Roont barked more orders at his crew.

 ‘Tighten that jib! I can see it sagging from here! We’re supposed to be at full sail, you ingrates!’ He looked at Sall. ‘I swear, I’ll have them rowing if this keeps up.’

 Florence was done with the guns. She came up from under the second one and came down to the helm. Sall asked what she was doing with them. Sall had never seen their like, much less bolted to the front of a sailboat.

 Florence looked up at him. ‘I’ve got to calibrate the harpoons. There’s four hundred yards of line behind those hooks. It all needs to fly straight and true.’

 Florence seemed to have nearly as much run of the ship as the captain did, and with as much ease. She must have been the first mate, or just acted like it. As soon as the guns were checked she was crossing the deck towards Roont and Sall. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She stood down on the lowest weather deck, shading her palms over her eyes.

 ‘Three-fifty, Beaumont!’ she said. Her mouth curled from the glare.

 Beaumont gave a curt nod. ‘Perfect. The port gun won’t grind again?’

 Florence wiped away a trickle of sweat. ‘No, it’ll keep until we get home. Are you going to herd them starboard?’

 ‘For as long as possible. We won’t have to tow them more than a few hundred yards,’ he said.

 ‘Then I shall set the alignment.’ She gave a curt nod and went back to the guns without looking at him.

 ‘Your first mate does an excellent job, even with a punctured hand.’

 Roont rolled his eyes. ‘Miss Marshall’s a valuable asset to the company and I’m glad to have her onboard. I’ve known her since birth, and her father even longer.’ He said this as if by rote. His sight shifted off the loping greydles on the horizon, looking straight into Sall’s eyes. He saw Sall watching her.

 Roont’s eyes narrowed and slitted back off to the whales. The topsman up in the nest called down that they had gained a few hundred yards.

 The Juniper went as fast as it could behind the greydles’ loping swim. A topsman called their progress down every half hour. It was no easy pursuit. They were tacked hard against the wind. The sharp northwesterly had them working out of their own favour. Sall was glad it was not his duty to haul this fat whaling ship around. 

 ‘Tell me something,’ Sall said.

 ‘Tell you what?’

 ‘How did you stick the Bitter End with those?’ 

 ‘Ask Florence,’ Beaumont said. ‘She’s the maestro. It is certainly a fine art, balancing the tension and weight of another ship against your own. It’s all in how you pin it, she’ll tell you.’

 Down below, Florence was coordinating with her crew to ready gaffhooks and nets on the starboard side. When they brought the whales in, they could handle them close to the ship for the short transport back to port. It was fruitless to attempt to lift either in, so usually the animal was dismembered in the water before sharks could tax it. Her work brought her close to the quarterdeck.

 The sun brought out the lean shapes to her body. She wore dark, fitting trousers and a faded green blouse, half open at the front with the sleeves up at her elbows. Another sailor saw her pause and passed by with a flask of water.

 She took it with a sweet smile and touched his forearm. The narrow lines of her face were reddened from hauling the nets about. She took a drink. She saw Sall watching her.

 ‘You could come down and help,’ she said.

 ‘It looks like you have everything very well handled,’ he said.

 ‘You’re doing well enough there Miss Marshall,’ Beaumont said, with the effort of breath. ‘He must keep his strength for the diving bell, and the ires of your father.’

 Florence shrugged. ‘Gentlemen,’ she said to those around her. ‘What would you rather be doing, spending your days fishing and hunting whales in the sun and the fresh air, or sinking under a rotten old brass bell only to scratch about in the dank, dark deep?’

 ‘I’d rather be drinking,’ came the first response, and low agreement.

 Roont groaned. ‘Saints help us when Marshall hands her the reins. She’ll turn us into a fishing charter.’

 Sall didn’t mind the sound of it. ‘How is the hand?’ he called down.

 Florence held it up to him. It was wrapped in thick bandage halfway down her forearm. ‘I’ll manage,’ she said. ‘Doc tells me it didn’t pierce the muscle too bad.’

 ‘Good news, then. Thanks for the help.’

 ‘Help? They about had you filleted. I saved your life, scrapper.’

 ‘It wasn’t that close, I would’ve had them,’ Sall said.

 Florence snorted. 

 ‘Remind me not to thank you next time, then!’ He crossed his arms, looking down at her.

 ‘And next time I might let them stick you,’ she said, mirroring his stance. 

 It was the topsman’s voice which broke the tension. ‘Mooring off the starboard bow! Three leagues!’

 Florence came to at the shout and turned away, heading to the starboard nets. Sall looked at Roont.

 ‘Don’t distract my crew,’ he said, back on task, and done making small talk. He tapped the compass on the gymbal and called one of his midshipmen to report on the distance to the whales. He peered into the sky and adjusted the helm to port, straightening.

 Foam broke off the curling waves. A gust swept at them broadside and the Juniper pitched hard. Sall steadied himself on the rail. 

 ‘Wind’s in our favour! Catch it, boys and girls!’

 Sailors scurried to realign the sails. A midshipman tracking the whales cried from the bow, ‘Six hundred metres, Captain!’

 ‘Cutting northeast!’ Roont turned the helm to the right, easing up the side of the wave, and as they broke its peak the sails went whooomp! and filled with wind. The ship picked up pace. The slow, rhythmic sounds of waves brushing the hull were replaced by the sound of the ship ploughing through them, bringing repeated slaps against the wood and carving sprays of foam twice as high as before. They cruised down the other side of the wave, and the bow split apart the next. 

 Sall spotted the pair of greydles out in the rolling chop. One’s tail, as wide as Sall was tall, came up high in the air, showing off its creamed fringe, and drove down into the water. The whales disappeared from view down behind a wave, and when the bow rose Sall saw them both again, veering more to the east. The captain’s plan was working.

 ‘Incredible,’ Sall said, now looking for the salvage rig off the starboard bow. For Roont to not only chart the course the greydles were taking, but to know the currents they swam on so well as to be able to herd them where he wanted was nothing short of legendary.

 Unless, of course, Beaumont Roont was lying, and it was luck which brought the whales home. Sall wouldn’t put it past a fisherman.

 The captain was bolstered to address his crew. ‘Hoist fore and mains at four hundred, and ready on those ‘poons! Mister Callaway, call it at four-ten!’ 

 The captain’s orders produced a rough chorus of ayes from the crew at their posts and Florence, saying ‘We’ll have leverage at seven degrees off starboard!’ 

 Roont acknowledged her heading with a nod and nudged the helm. Their course brought them slamming through the waves, each crest bringing them a closer view of the pod. The wind whipped into the bulging sails, and the men and women on them showed bodies as lean and ropy as the lines they worked. Spray drenched them and darkened the olivewood deck a deep earthy green. 

 The mooring was in sight. Sall almost saw it for a group of jagged islands, or the peak of some drowned mountaintop. They were, instead, the upright prows from the hulls of half-sunken ships. A protective ring of shipwrecks there on the horizon marked the Marshall Deep Salvage Company.

 There were galleons, brigs, warships and merchant ships both, scavenged from wrecks and belted together so their long broad sides faced outwards, and the rest of the ship cannibalised so all that remained were the hard skeleton bones to serve as a formidable wall.

 Inside was the rig, most of which was hidden by the wall. At its center a supportive scaffold hosted a tall crane pointing up like a needle. As they drew closer Sall discerned the shape of a brass diving bell hoisted high from it. He’d seen mining rigs but none matched this scale. 

 As he looked back after the whales the topsman called Ho! down to them. Sall’s heart skipped a beat, thinking they were at four-ten, but the topsman called another sighting. ‘Strange sails to the east, past the mooring!’

 ‘Bah!’ Beaumont’s head snapped right, glaring into the distance. He scanned once, twice, but the distance was too great. He looked back at the whales. ‘Where?’

 ‘They keep distance on the far side, with the mooring between us. They do not fly the scavenger’s flags, or not yet, Captain.’

 Beaumont dismissed them. ‘Nobody does, half the time. Focus, Mister Callaway!’

 ‘Four-fifty,’ the topsman called. 

 ‘Florence?’

 ‘We’re good, Captain!’

 ‘Four-thirty!’

 ‘Aye,’ Beaumont said, low, to himself. ‘Bring us closer to home,’ like he was thinking of somewhere far past the whales.

 ‘Four-ten!’

 Beaumont leaned into the helm. His knuckles rolled white over the rungs. Sall felt himself gripping the rail in suspense, waiting for the first brutal shot to fly. He held his breath.

 ‘Hold, wait for my call! Take the bull first!’ Spittle flecked from his mouth. He tore the cherrywood pipe away.

 ‘Aye, Captain!’

 ‘Three-fifty!’

 ‘Ten more yards!’

 The tone of the voice changed. Alarm went through it. ‘Captain! It’s the Midnight!’ 

 Roont’s eyes went wide. He froze for a moment, cursed, and swung the helm. ‘Hold fire!’

 ‘Holding fire!’

 ‘Haul to starboard, all hands, trim the fore by half!’

 It was too fast for Sall, but not the crew. They moved in one fluid action to haul the ship to starboard. Each yardarm turned in unison, their lines trembling in motion. With the fore trimmed their turn was quickened, and Juniper curved along the side of a rolling wave. They pitched. Sall almost lost his footing. The change was smooth, and the whales ignored. Sall saw them slip out of range off the port bow. He didn’t know this ship the Midnight, but the captain’s concern over it was clear enough. 

 Juniper was coming in view of the new ship. 

 The crew gasped at the sight. A dark prow beneath three fully rigged masts, a wide bowsprit rising to a point. It looked like the front of the ship was clad in scrap metal, like a false tooth, or a spear.

 By the sound of it the Midnight was also within range of the mooring’s longest guns. The first cannon’s report sounded from the mooring, accompanied by a gout of black smoke. A heavy mortar, Sall figured by its high trajectory and the depth to the thunder of the blast. 

 They were still far enough the sound came well behind the sight of the mortar erupting. It landed dead in the middle of the attacking ship. The explosive round blasted planks into the air, flames erupting from a hole blasted in its decks, and the boom followed. 

 The attackers were undeterred, though the mainmast cracked and fell and fire freed the sails from their stays the Midnight kept its course towards the wall. When no more mortars sounded from the mooring he heard Florence’s voice calling over the working crew.  

 ‘Where are the rest of the long-guns?’ She paced. ‘They must be already on the rig. They’re already on!’

 Four guns at the Midnight’s bow fouled the air with black smoke and fire, aimed flat before the ship. Their attack was directed at the wall, to weaken it for ramming.  

 Roont leaned his full weight into the helm against the waves, his pipe long forgotten and extinguished clutched in the same hand he used to keep the ship hard at port.

 ‘All hands, ready at stations! Arm yourselves, we’re coming in fast!’ Sailors jumped at his call and rushed about. Florence disappeared among them.

 The Juniper was cresting a wave. Roont’s hands flurried to wheel the rudder straight. He shouted his orders over the sounds of distant cannonfire. Another volley drilled into the wall. Juniper rose over the crest, pitching upright. ‘We’ve got the wind behind us! Full sail! Get those sails around! We’re putting those harpoons into the Midnight, and hot lead in the dead hearts of every feral monger who stands against us!’ 

 Ferals. Now he knew why they had moved so quickly. Sall focused on the Midnight. It was such a large ship, for all he knew there could be thousands aboard. He took a reflexive step back. 

 He said, ‘Ferals?’

 Beaumont nodded. His face was grim.

 From beneath a sunfaded bicorne a midshipman burst sprinting from the ladders and came puffing up the stairs to their right. He spoke fast. ‘One hundred and seventeen pounds of charge sir and three crates of cannonballs.’

 ‘That’s enough. We won’t intercept Midnight if it rams, but we might be able to bring it out of the wall, and prevent the rig from catching. Have Miss Marshall double check those spools for kinks. I don’t want another chain snapping. I want that ship trussed like a fucking ham.’ 

 The midshipman nodded. ‘Aye aye, trussed it is,’ he said.

 All three of them looked up at new word from the topsman. ‘It’s him, alright! Deadweight’s on deck at the helm, Captain!’

 Roont grunted. ‘Hand us your spyglass again,’ he said. The midshipman handed it to him. Roont gestured him away and put it to his eye.

 The Midnight was a sinister oblong emerging in sight adjacent to the jagged salvage rig. To Sall it all looked like wrecks, wrecks and a shark circling. 

 Roont spat from the corner of his mouth. ‘Look at that. Cursed day this is turning out to be,’ he said, handing the spyglass to Sall. Sall looked through it as Roont pointed. His sight was magnified, such the broad, tall Midnight occupied all of it. Sall saw movement on its decks, men dressed in tatters, but he could discern none clearly. He stifled a swear and licked his dry lips. 

 Ferals. Some said their sickness drew them to the Obotema, and some that the sea made them sick. Of the rumours of polyps and curses and illness, one fact could be agreed, and it was that the stories had only begun after the world broke in two.

 There was a tall feral at their helm, tall, but stooped. Sall caught the glint of sunlight reflecting off glass there too. Deadweight was watching them. He recognised the misshapen posture. ‘That’s him,’ Sall said. ‘Sends shivers down my spine.’

 Sall handed the spyglass back to the captain.

 ‘Aye, feared it. Now, get back to the infirmary, I don’t want any wounded underfoot.’

 The aft section was aflame, and it poured from the stern too. It was wracking the ship’s insides. A topsman shouted to the captain and pointed at the monger ship listing into a turn. ‘She’s pulling to starboard!’ 

 ‘I knew he’d ram the second I saw that fire,’ Roont said, and shouted more orders. 

 ‘They’ll let that ship burn! We’re not gonna make it in time to stop it, but by all Saints we can tear that bitch out of our side. Marshall needed us ten minutes ago! Man the starboard guns. I want two volleys along their side, all low enough to have her sink into those fires, before Miss Marshall hooks us in with the harpoons. Prepare for battle!’

 A midshipman brought Roont his gunbelt. He let go the helm to pull his jumper over his head and traded it for the holster. Beneath it he wore a simple white shirt and twin black suspenders to hold up his calico trousers. Roont fastened the gunbelt around his waist and plucked the suspenders framing a firm gut. He saw Sall watching him. He frowned. ‘Below decks, rat! Now!’ 

 Sall didn’t budge. ‘They’ve come for Granger. They’ve followed the Bitter End.’ 

 ‘I’d say so. Either that devil Deadweight’s come to rescue his brother or slay him. We’re no better off knowing he’s missing, anyway. Now they’ve come, his company of ferals will lay waste to the entire rig, even once they find he isn’t with his ship.’ 

 Sall nodded. ‘Aye, unless they see the Bitter End escaping. They’ll steal the first ship they see and go after it, that’s my bet.’ 

 ‘He doesn’t know we don’t have Granger,’ Roont said, realisation dawning in his eyes. 

 ‘And he won’t waste time to make sure. They’ll grab some other ship and go after it. Where’s the Bitter End now?’ 

 Roont looked out over the mooring. ‘It’s at the docks, on the far side of the rig.’ He pointed to the far eastern side. Between them and the Bitter End was the bulk of the rig’s salvage operation. A sprawling, immense structure of spidering iron gantry hung overhead, and the crane higher still over it. Up above, the diving bell was lashed in place to keep from moving against force from the wind and waves. Around the gantry ramshackle sheds sat squat, their roofs all Sall could see of them, made of scrap corrugated iron, whose purpose was to house the machinery that shifted mud and pumped air for the men scavenging the dead, drowned lands below. Some must have housed the rig workers, too. 

 Roont said, ‘I think we can get there before the ferals do. But we’ll still have to get that ship out of the wall before it burns the whole place down.’ 

 Sall nodded. ‘That’s your business, I’ll go with the Bitter End.’ 

 Roont addressed the crew once more. ‘Get ready to board! Florence, make sure it’s smooth! I want all our weight on that boat.’ 

 Florence cocked her head and leaned into the bowsprit lines as the bow dipped low, split a wave in two, and came slicing back up again. ‘You want a quick turn?’

 ‘Aye, a quick turn!’

 Florence flashed a thumbs-up and started about her gun team, who moved at her call to adjust the big guns. Florence looked between the two ships and gave them her measures. The ship plowed through another wave, fanning spray across the gun team. They paid it no attention, looking up at a topsman’s announcement.

 ‘Midnight’s about to ram, and we’re still two hundred yards off!’ 

 ‘How’s our angle, Miss Marshall?’

 ‘Not there yet!’

 The topsman again. ‘She’s ramming!’

 The crunch sent shockwaves through the water. Sall felt the collision carry up into his boots. The Midnight’s prow drove with a grinding, rising screech directly into the wall to stick at a high angle, as though frozen trying to climb a wave. Ferals flooded up the bowsprit and off the bow, an indistinct mass of contorted forms spilling across the wall, finding their ways down through the scrapped hulls. Gunfire sounded now, dull pops, along with the clashing of swords. 

 The mooring was boarded. Sall saw Florence, seeing her home under attack and froze, her back straight. Sall couldn’t see her face, but he could feel her anger from where he stood. Sall could only watch as she, with a strength belying her slight frame wrenched the cannon off its line and aimed the heavy iron down along Midnight’s broadside. 

 Roont threw out a hand, trying to stop her. ‘Wait! It’s too soon!’

 Florence did not wait. The gun erupted. The recoil from the gun knocked her aside. The barrel thudded back into the chamber, stopping it with a CLANG! almost as loud as the shot. Sall saw her face. The fire caught her high cheekbones, gleamed in her eyes, all of her burning fearsomely. 

 

*     *     *

 

The black harpoon went dead and true, skewering Midnight’s flank. Behind it the chain whirred a high pitched rattle, snapping taut when the harpoon drove home. The brake on the spool clanked into a notch and locked. Florence balled her fists and smacked the gun, realising what she had done. 

  The barbed iron spear was spiked near the stern. The monger crew saw it, felt it hit, some clambering over the sides and tossing themselves overboard to catch the chain, missing, and going into the water.

 The rest of the horde swept onto the mooring. Deadweight was nowhere to be seen.

 Roont lurched on the helm. ‘Hard to port! Pulling hard to port! Furl all sails! Saints damn you, Florence!’

 Juniper lurched. It still moved at full sail, and as the chain bound them to Midnight firmly the ship was counterweighted into following a circumference around the rammed ship. It was stuck in the mooring, and they were pinned to it. 

 The ship’s speed put it following a wide, uncontrollable arc. Florence had put them at a bad angle. The stern end came swinging out behind them, and Roont was losing control of their bearing with each passing second. Sall gripped the rail, watching the taut rope carry them into a turn that would jackknife them hard into the rig’s protective wall. Roont gasped with the strain against the rudder. Any harder and it would break. 

 Florence reacted fast. She jumped off the gun, her good hand finding an iron lever beside the spool, and she braced against the cannon to unjam it. It didn’t budge. The gun was stuck. She couldn’t free more rope. She scowled, throwing her whole body against the lever, but still it wouldn’t budge.

 Juniper tilted, coming parallel to the flaming ship’s stern. A gust of wind blew a heavy cloud of smoke across the ship, coming straight off the Midnight. Tiny embers flickered on the grey whorls. Sall coughed, covering his mouth with his forearm. He looked up at the sails, concerned they might catch. The crew had them furling as fast as they could. 

 Captain Roont held the ship hard to port, but Sall saw it would not be enough. Once they passed the peak of their arc the ship was going to flick its stern out fast and they’d be thrown loose. 

 A tall, dark man came running to Florence armed with a sledge. The crew fastened their ties on the furled sails but it was too late. They were locked to the burning ship beached up through the rig’s outer wall, bound together in a deadly twirl. Juniper groaned at the strain. 

 Roont bellowed another order. ‘Drop anchor, weigh it, drop the anchor!’

 The sailor with the sledgehammer ran to Florence’s side and she stepped out of the way, gesturing with angry motions. He swung the hammer high and brought it down smack on the hard iron of the lever, loosing it and severing the rope attaching them to the Midnight. 

 The ship jackknifed. Roont’s order to drop the anchor was forgotten as the ship bucked, throwing all but the steadiest of sailors to the planks, including Roont, who lost his grip on the helm and fell on his side, wincing. 

 Sall hit the rail and almost went into the sea, only catching himself by winding his wounded arm around it and bracing. The wound flared at him, the stitches straining. The helm wheel spun as the keel took the water and forced the ship straight.

 Groggy sailors, shaken about like fleas off a dog, picked themselves up and collected themselves. The Juniper was pushing broadside towards the wall. Sall looked towards the Midnight. It was some distance along the wall, and straggling ferals swept over the bow and onto the wall’s ramparts. Fire had well taken hold inside the ship and chased the last of them out. 

 Juniper’s swing brought Sall under the wall’s shadow. It was coasting towards the looming, sawtoothed shipwrecks. Up close Sall saw how they were banded together with iron and, as Sall peered closer, protective clusters of dangerous, rusted scrap metal and barbed wire that deterred scaling attacks. 

 Juniper collided with a resounding crunch. The sailors who had just risen fell again. There were broken bones and other injuries amongst them. Flannery burst out of his infirmary, a confused expression on his face. ‘What was that?’ 

 He looked up the side of the protective wall around the mooring, its jagged peaks shuttering the sun, the wreck the crew had made of their berth. ‘Oh, we’re home.’

 Sall exhaled, steadying himself in the pain. He looked over the side of the ship. The waters around the mooring were dirty and brown, the colour of the underpier.

 Roont was being helped into a sit by two of his midshipmen. He had taken a bad fall. ‘There’ll be damage below. Where is Mister Quade?’ He set his hands on his calves and shifted upright, raising on unsteady feet. 

 A midshipman said, ‘he cut the line, he’s up with Florence.’

 ‘Fetch them both, Mister Fitzhenry, there’s a lad.’ Roont could stand. He dismissed the midshipmen and saw Sall. ‘You should be in the infirmary,’ he said. He had forgotten Sall was there.

 Quade and Florence came to the quarterdeck. Her face burned red. She came directly under the Captain’s vantage and could not meet his eye. Sall kept back and watched the crew bring grapples from below.

 Florence said, ‘I’m sor-’

 Sall felt the heat radiating off the captain from where he stood. His glare didn’t falter. ‘Later,’ he said. ‘Quade, get whoever can stand and check us for leaks. I reckon we’re stuck on the spikes, do what you can to get us free.’ 

 Quade nodded and hurried away.

 ‘Florence, you go with Sall over to the Bitter End. Grab a handful of those pirates, anyone who can walk. Have them sail it out, and let them fare their own travel. See them off, but don’t join them. We’re gonna send the ferals right after it.’ She nodded. 

 Roont rose his head to address the crew. ‘And the rest of you! Cast the grapples, we’re going up the wall!’

 Florence asked Roont, ‘What are you going to do?’

 Roont’s eyes flashed. ‘I’m going to break that wall and sink that ship.’

 Florence looked about to object.

 Roont set his jaw. ‘That’s the plan. Alright?’

 Florence gave a quick nod.

 Roont gestured them away. ‘Hurry!’

 Sall limped after Florence. Half a dozen sailors separated from the rest to join her. They went into the infirmary, where Flannery and a few others were getting patients back in their cots. The physician looked over his shoulder as a man with a broken leg was brought past Sall and placed onto a table. When he saw Florence he rose and came over. 

 ‘What the hell happened?’ He said.

 ‘Misfire,’ Florence said, looking away.

 Flannery cocked an eyebrow. ‘Misfire? The gun misfired, with all those ferals out there?’ 

 ‘Flannery, we need all able crewmen from the Bitter End to come with us to take that ship before Deadweight gets to it. We think it’ll be enough to lure the mongers away from the mooring. How many are fit to sail?’ 

 The pirates overheard them. Wilbur rose from the back. And Campion, Markham, and the woman with no teeth. He recognised all of them. That greasy little one, too. Sall couldn’t remember his name. Several others were getting to their feet. Sall took a breath and went over. Most of them fixed him with dark stares.

 Florence went into the center of the room. ‘Now listen, we’re mustering a crew to get the Bitter End out of here. Ferals are attacking, and if we get rid of the ship they might go after it.’ 

 Wilbur spoke from the back of the room. ‘Buyer’s remorse, is it?’

 Florence hissed a sharp breath through her teeth. ‘I don’t know, is it? Where’s your client?’

 Wilbur was told. He did not have a chance for a comeback, as Florence kept talking. Several of the pirates smirked. She’d won most of them over already.

 ‘If you can run, you can come with us. We’re making a break for it. Raise your hands if you’re in.’

 Everyone who could raise their hand did, including Wilbur. Sall almost raised his own. Impulsive or not, the woman was a leader, and Sall could tell none of the pirates fancied hanging around to be taken by mongers.

 She said, ‘Alright Bundy, Huell, go find enough arms for everybody.’ Two of her fishermen broke away as the pirates rose from their cots, finding their clothes and their boots. ‘Hurry it up, we’re on the clock,’ she said.

 She turned and saw Sall. ‘Can you run?’

 ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. Florence nodded. She went first through the doorway, peeling off towards the wall. The fishermen went after, and the pirates came last, some still pulling on their boots. Some of the sailors looked at the procession and gave it no notice. Half of them, Sall saw, were probably former pirates themselves. There wasn’t much difference from what Sall could see in front of him, all scabby beards and saltbleached clothes.

 Sall went last. Flannery was setting the broken leg. At the doorway he said to him, ‘You got any more of that wine left?’

 Flannery gave a chuckle, producing the flask from his coat. ‘Just rum,’ he said. ‘I’ll add it to your tab.’

 Sall thanked him and stepped out the door, taking a swig from the flask and pocketing it. He breathed a sigh of relief. They crossed to the rope ladders hung down from the top of the wall. Much of the crew were already up, having cleared through the junk easily.  

 They formed at the top, where Roont paced the ramparts there organising them. He leaned over to count his men and met Sall’s gaze as he took a sabre off a fisherman. There was recognition there. Sall had proved something. They moved off him and slid over the rest of the crew.

 They were still clearing some tangles of wire away. Sailors wearing gloves pried away nails with small crowbars and tossed rusty weeds of it into the water. 

 At Sall’s turn with the ladder he took the first few rungs with care, his muscles aching, but by the top he felt more limber, and he could deal with the aches. At the ledge hands grabbed him and helped him over.

 ‘There’s the Bitter End,’ Sall said once his breath returned, surveying the rig and the battle splashed across it. The pirate ship waited, sails furled there on the far side, barely visible through the rig structure’s network of cables and crane scaffold that supported the huge brass diving bell. 

 Sall had never seen an sea moor before. The scale of it took him by surprise. This entire platform, a few hundred metres around, floated entirely on top of the sea, and was moored by a long, heavy anchor far down at the sea floor. It was built to withstand the elements over many month-long hauls, dragging up salvage for sale or processing. The twenty-metre wall offered some protection, keeping the waters within mostly calm. The platform proper was separated from the wall by a channel no wider than ten yards. Here and there in the channel junkboats laden with salvage drifted stray. Far off on the other side Sall could see where the wall opened for the harbour. He saw a few small ships there. 

 Florence came up after him. ‘Fuck.’

 Mongers had taken a swathe of the rig, but for now were held back by men lining gantries who fired upon them from open windows, ducking in and out behind cover. Corpses lay in the wake of their passage. A ground force battled them hand to hand in the narrow quarters of the rig, and by the screams and cracks of gunfire it was hard fought.

 The majority of the battle was screened from them by a long tin shed occupying the western side of the mooring. Florence pointed at it. ‘That’s the mud shed, we can take the gangplanks across behind it.’ Her gesture indicated down the narrow walkways. ‘We can get down here.’

 Sall looked over his shoulder. The last of the pirates were coming up the wall. It was Wilbur. He stepped lightly down to the deck and gave Sall a curt nod. 

 ‘Half these men owe me money,’ he said, by way of explanation. 

 None of the rest of the pirates seemed particularly pleased about Wilbur coming along. They seemed even less pleased to be joining Sall. They had lost that money on him. Wilbur stood taller than the rest, but lacked their physical composure. He was separate from them, and he knew it. Sall could see he always had been. He relied on that separation, wore it like his sharp collars. He was nervous. He had every right to be. Ferals wouldn’t care about his betting slips.

 One of the sailors shouted. ‘Fleshmongers! Must be the last off Midnight, Flo. They’re comin for us along the wall!’ 

 Further along the ramparts was a group of mongers, hunched and snarling and making a braying, loping approach, running with long cutlasses drawn. They were blurry in the heat haze from the fires.

 Beaumont pushed through. He grabbed Florence by the shoulder and pushed her away. ‘These are ours, you get to the End. We’ll sink the wall where the ship’s stuck in it and chase these cursed bastards right after you, so move fast.’ 

 ‘Aye aye, Captain,’ Florence said, shouldering her rifle. She turned to them. ‘Down the walkways, quick now.’

 They parted ways with the bulk of Roont’s men as he rallied them by thrusting the tip of his sabre at the air. ‘Now or never, fellas! Carpe jugulum! Go for the throat!’ 

 They bandied a cheer and went after their captain. Sall heard the mongers snarl and caw. The first cracks of gunfire came from the charge. The sailors’ cheers turned into roars, and Florence’s group turned their attention away. 

 Florence lead them down a janky metal walkway on the inside of the wall. Steel beams and iron bound together the scrapped carcasses of the sloops and smaller brigs making up the defenses, bolstering both the mooring rig’s stability and the fearsome image it required as warning for any who sailed too close. From this angle the mooring was less an intrepid mining operation than it was an seabound fortress. 

 Sall came down last through the bones of old ships, counting the bobbing heads of sailors and pirates moving ahead of him. There were about twenty. It should be enough to make sail, he guessed.

 The top of the wall loomed over them. The mood was tense. They were concerned about the fighting nearby. None wanted to alert any ferals, so they slunk stooped along the walkway crossing the channel, trying not to rattle it. Several of the fishermen cast concerned glances at the mud shed, which was producing a deep rumble that sent ripples trembling outwards across the water, each ripple tinged with thin, muddy slime. 

 

*     *     *

 

Overworked engines were grinding under the hissing sounds of boilers going dry under unchecked heat. Steam was rising from the roof. As they came closer the dank smell of marine mud washed over them, a combination of algae, salt, and sediment that formed a bitter, earthy aroma. 

 They came around to a gangplank behind the mud shed. A fisherman ahead of Sall spoke to a man at his side. ‘They haven’t switched the pumps off,’ he said, pointing at a chimney. ‘Look. Must’ve been taken by surprise.’

 Sall watched along. Where a plume of steam rose up moisture flecked off the lip and hissed on the hot metal. Only, Sall noticed it didn’t spit like water. It was gelatinous and dark, heavy. It was mud.

 They came on deck behind the shed, crowding in around the barrels of whale oil stacked against the back of it. The grinding machinery shook the ground and set his teeth to a fine chatter. It almost dwarfed the noise of the battle. The pirates moved aside, staying out of Sall’s path. Some of them, Sall knew, he’d pushed through some days ago. He took a deep breath and filtered through them to Florence’s side. He drew his pistol.

 Florence had her back pressed against the corner. She was checking her own pistol. ‘Hold fast,’ he said, mostly to himself. Florence heard him, nodding her head. She took a deep breath. 

 ‘What’s on the other side?’

 ‘There’s the main salvage rig in the middle. We’ll be right under the crane, with the fighting on our right.’ 

 The wind was hot with fire and smoke. Most of it swept overhead, but gusts brought choking clouds whirling around them.

 Sall stepped past her and cocked his head around the corner, looking out over the open space, up and down. The crane and the gantry around it supported the diving bell over a drophole wide enough to let it down into the water. Five concrete pylons mounted around the hole supported the diving bell. It was made of thick, heavy brass, designed to sink to the sea floor and withstand the pressures of millions of tonnes of water pushing down on it from all sides, while also keeping the men who worked it safe and with a supply of breathable air while they ventured out and dug through the silt of the plot. Now it was as though it had recently been retrieved from below. Clumps of muddy seaweed dangled from the lower edge of the bell where it sat in the sediment, dripping a little. Sall could see inside the bell, noticing with solemn wonder the handholds men used to keep themselves steady in the descent. Aside from that the space was clear. 

 Florence pulled him back to stick her head out. ‘The battle’s still going on around the crewhouses,’ she said. ‘They haven’t pushed this far yet.’ She listened. ‘No, we’re good.’

 The mud shed rumbled, the overworked pipes it supported still drawing mud from the sea floor. Sall was about to step into the open but he stopped himself. He sensed movement.

 A feral stepped into view. Sall held his breath. He had seen a drawing of one once, a scrawl in a trashy newspaper piece about life past the Doubleyous. It had not done them justice. Coral grew from its flesh, clusters of it at random, from its belly, its arm, its head. They were little clusters, but they would grow larger. The sores from which the growths broke oozed pus, bile, and dark blood, wounds that could never heal. Their curse was fatal, and caused them constant pain until it fully took them. 

 This one emerged flanked by two more and they came stalking into the open. They were both cursed in the same way. Their clothes hung off them, unwashed since the day they were turned, the fabric worn to rags. Fresh blood slicked their drawn sabres. They were spattered with it. Red blood. Human blood.

 Sall’s hand tightened on the pistol grip. He turned back. ‘There’s three of them,’ he said.

 Florence had seen. She was quick to coordinate with her crew, moving along the line of nervous fishermen spread along the side of the shed. ‘Sully, Eldo, Rivera, give us cover.’ She looked at the most able of the pirates, separating Campion, and Markham to join her. ‘You come with us, the rest of you make your way around the other side of the building. That’s the only way through.’

 Sall took her by the forearm before she could storm the group of ferals. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Listen.’

 He put his head closer to the wall and indicated she do the same. It was hard to discern through the sloshing mud and machinery. There were voices in there, and the squealing peals of hand tools. ‘There’s people inside this building.’

 The ferals were drawn to the sound. They moved as a close trio. The first’s long, loping strides brought him quickly around the diving pool. The other two kept close and scouted their flanks. Sall crouched, watching their animal gait, studying them the way a fighter does.

 They kept their heads drooped on low shoulders. Their backs were tight from the pain of their condition. Get around the back of one and half the job was done, Sall figured. They moved on their senses, their eyes never stopping, keening their ears to the air, sniffing. They’d fight like mad dogs. Sall didn’t want to get bit, lest that curse come to him also. They were getting close. Sall ducked behind the corner.

 He put a finger to his lips and kept his voice a whisper. ‘They’re going for that shed.’ 

 Florence heard him, pricking her ears at another sound. A metallic clang and a whooping laugh from inside, followed by a long, sloshing flow of mud. ‘That’s it, you got it!’ It was a rich, throaty laugh, and at hearing it Florence’s face blanched. 

 Sall looked down. Mud was squeezing from the foundations and pooling around his boots. Some of the others were noticing it, and touching the walls of the shed, testing its resilience. Sall looked back at Florence. She had that hard, determined look in her eye again.

 ‘My father is in there,’ she said.

 ‘They’ll take them by surprise,’ Sall said, and snuck another look around the corner.

 The mongers had heard the laughter too. They were emboldened now and hurrying for the door. 

 Sall said, ‘Let’s go, then,’ and broke away. He heard Florence’s rifle cock. ‘I hope you’re better with that than you are the harpoons,’ he said.

 ‘You’ll see,’ she said.

 Sall came around the corner, almost slipping on the seeping mud. There were the mongers, ten yards away, snuffling at the door. The lead one raised its head, looked past the others, and fixed Sall with an eye. Its hand touched the door to the shed.

 A crust of bluish coral grew sickle-shaped from the hollow of its eye and rotted the skin around it. The feral turned to face him. Sall faltered, caught by the emptiness in its gaze. 

 Undeterred, it lifted the heavy latch, not seeing the mud squirting from the door’s frame. The door swung wide open, barged aside by a wave of sludge. Wet, stinking mud surged out, catching all three ferals around the waist and dragging them in tow. They washed across the platform. 

 Coming riding on the wave, kicking swathes of it before him in the clanking din from the shed’s overworked machinery, a figure more mud than man surfed out of the shed. He raised his head, flicked a clump off a hand and wiped the mud from his eyes. He looked around. He noticed a swamped monger flailing in the mud, struggling to regain its footing and attack at the same time.

 The man’s other hand wielded a long, heavy-duty pipe wrench. ‘Fuck! Mongs are here already!’ he said, dodging out of the way of the monger’s clawing grabs.

 The feral rose to its knees.

 The mud man stepped to align himself offside. The feral was incensed, moving to lunge. He took the pipe wrench with both hands and swung it in a wide, lazy arc, the wrench landing home in the feral’s snarling mouth.

 The feral’s head snapped back with a sickening crunch. It fell back, and moved no more.

 Florence pushed Sall aside and broke into a run.

 ‘Dad!’

 Florence went flying into her father’s arms, colliding with a wet slap that shook enough mud off him to form a figure recognisable as a man with long, bandy legs, atop which sat a solid potbelly and long, draping arms that wrapped around Florence, heedless of the layer of filth he left on her shirt. Florence propped herself up on her toes and buried her head in his chest.

 Marshall dropped the wrench and wiped mud from his chin to his forehead. His face was aged and worked by sun into a landscape of lines, and bumps coloured by drink, though his eyes were a piercing blue, bright, and stood out under a mess of curls clumped and frizzed by mud. It was a rusty blonde that caught the sunlight where it could break through the filth.

 Their reunion was cut short. The other two ferals had fought their way out of the pulsating flow from the doorway and were recovering their senses.

 Marshall looked over Florence’s head at them. He spat mud on the ground. It made a plob!  

 He said, ‘And you thought it’d be a good idea buying this fuckin thing! Would’ve shook the whole crane down, yknow and all I’ve done is fix the bastard since I fuckin bought it, haven’t I?’ 

 Florence released her father and unslung her rifle, taking aim. She lined the butt down her shoulder, fired, and split a monger’s skull down the middle before it could draw a knife. 

 Only the bald one remained. It pushed off the shed wall, lunging, but Sall recovered his mettle enough to fire his pistol. It was a clean shot through the feral’s neck. It spasmed, splashed back down in the mud and lay gasping, clawing at its exposed oesophagus.

 Sall and the others joined Florence and Marshall. Florence wiped herself down, while Marshall shook the front of his singlet free of mud.

 Florence slicked mud off an arm. ‘We both know you cheaped out on the milling unit, don’t give me that,’ she said. ‘If you had bought the one I recommended,’

 ‘Bah,’ Marshall said, waving her off. There was a totter in his step as he went over to the diving pool. He set the pipe wrench by the poolside. He crouched down on all fours and dunked his head, then washed off his arms. Juniper’s crew helped Marshall’s remaining men still inside the mud shed wade their way out. The mud was waist high inside. 

 Sall looked at the monger he had killed. Even in death it looked tormented. Sall shivered. He sensed someone behind him. ‘I saw that,’ Wilbur said.

 ‘Saw what?’

 ‘You choked.’

 ‘I what?’

 Wilbur’s voice was quiet. Smoke gusted down, swelled the air with sparking embers and dried Sall’s throat. ‘You went white as a sheet.’

 ‘I saw the door going.’

 Wilbur shook his head. ‘You saw the feral and you got spooked. I saw it.’ His voice was low. ‘Don’t worry, my money’s still on you,’ he said.

 Sall furrowed his brow. ‘I thought bets were off?’

 Wilbur blinked. ‘Oh, aye, the crew’s bets.’ He smirked.

 Their conversation was interrupted by fleeing sailors, coming from the battle, scared as hell. ‘Ferals! They’re coming through the barricades!’

 

*     *     *

 

Rig workers came fleeing through the scaffold ahead of a force of mongers. They reloaded and fired as they ran. Some got caught in swordfights up along the gantries, others caught by packs of the ferals, pierced through and run down. Twenty or thirty men came into the clearing around the diving bell. 

 ‘Form up! They’re right behind us! Riflemen at the back, swords at the front. Now! Now!’ The voice came from a man in overalls and a thick protective jumpsuit. Blood splashed his uniform, a streak of it running from the base of his flat, stubbled jaw to the dark hairline above his eyebrows, painting the right side of his face. He saw Marshall. He pushed his way through the crowd and came over. Up close Sall could see the engineer was trembling, high on the heat of battle no doubt.

 ‘They’re through crew quarters, boss. We’re still holding up in the sheds, but this is all we’ve got left on the ground.’

 A wave of ferals spilled down from a metal walkway. ‘Here they come!’

 The engineer’s eyes rolled in his head but he set his jaw and turned, racing back to the lines shouting his orders. A shambling figure broke through the scaffold, wild-eyed and crazed. It took a ball of shot to the face and collapsed. Another came after, shoved its dying mate aside, and lunged at the nearest rigworker.

 Its chest was ruptured by a frond of old coral, long bleached by exposure to the sun. The flesh was exposed where the growth had split and snapped its ribs by growing between them. It must have been in agony. It drove its sabre at an angle into the rigworker’s throat and crashed into him, bringing him to the ground.

 Three of Marshall’s men pounced on it and drove frenzied blades into it until it stopped thrashing. It was killed, but a dozen more assailed the scaffold overhead. Some swarmed through the poles, taking shots from the riflemen, and fell sideways onto the roofs of the sheds, but for every one that went down two took its place. Gunfire ricocheted off the metal. Swordsmen shouted, throwing themselves into the fray, and Sall looked at Wilbur, seeing ferals trying to flank them around the sheds to their left.

 ‘Look out!’ Sall said, lining up his shot beside Wilbur’s ear. He fired, slaying the one in the lead. It fell in the channel behind it, going down with a splash. 

 Wilbur winced away from the sound. He stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it. ‘Cunt!’ he said, overloud. 

 Sall holstered the pistol and drew his sabre. He saw Florence and her fishermen joining Marshall and the other men on the ground fight the ferals around the pool. Sabres clashed, ringing out with the shouts, curses, and snarls, such that it was unable to tell who was monger and whom human.

 ‘We can’t stay and fight,’ Sall said, thinking. ‘We have to get to the Bitter End, or this fight is pointless.’ 

 He grabbed Wilbur and hauled him aside, out of the way of a barrage of pistolfire from their flank. It pocked the mud at their feet. There were six or seven of them breaking into a shambling charge behind it. Sall and the others had no time. The tide was upon them now. He shoved Wilbur ahead. 

 ‘Round up the pirates and get to that ship as quick as you can, then. Wait for me. I’ll hold them off. Go!’ 

 Sall drew his sabre and slashed at the first feral coming at him. It darted back. Sall lunged and pinned its heart through. He wished he’d had a sword aboard the Bitter End. He could have taken the entire ship. He saw Wilbur. Wilbur had found Campion, he standing aimless and scared at the rear of the battle. ‘You said Well’s Rest?’ Sall said. 

 Wilbur nodded as Sall wheeled the hilt of his sabre, swishing the creature’s noxious blood off the blade.

 ‘I’ll meet you at that ship, don’t you dare sail off without me,’ he said, and turned away from the punta. He faced the next monger calm, alert, able to see the way it led its attacks, showing a slash with its shoulder, a change in its stance with a slide of the heel, a feint with the shift of its eyes, all behaviour he observed without focusing, by allowing the fight’s flow to dictate his own movement. Three came at him now.

 The sun was over his right shoulder. He watched one back there by the shadow it cast. They thought they had him. Victory burned in their eyes, arrogance. The shadow moved.

 Sall spun the sabre in his hands, reversing it, ducking. He drove straight back, feeling the point lance the advancing monger’s flesh. Sall withdrew the blade and let the monger fall aside.

 Two more rushed. Sall couldn’t move in time. He parried a lunge, but the second monger had other ideas, tackling Sall around the waist, lifting the heavier man right off his feet. The sky spun. He crashed into the mud, slid a few feet and came to a stop, his side burning from landing on it. The pain stole his breath. The monger was a few feet away, scrabbling in the mud.

 Groaning, Sall drove the point of his sabre into the platform and leveraged himself up. He rolled onto his knees.

  He pushed himself to his feet. The ferals regrouped. He pulled his sabre out of the wood. They lunged.

 When the first monger slashed he ducked – his side flared – under the cutlass and came up behind it, driving the point up through the soft skin of its chin, through its mouth and piercing through its skull. It met resistance at the top of the skull. Sall lifted its face level with his own. The glare left the monger’s eyes and went blank. Sall withdrew his sabre and let the corpse fall. 

 The last feral was right behind it. It was short and stocky, but charged like a wild hog. It was once a man likely in his forties, with long, unkempt hair growing from a balding crown and a dark beard tangled with fishbones. Tubes of coral sprouted from its chin and protruded through the hairs. It came at him with a flurry of strikes that put Sall on his back foot, driving him towards the diving pool.

 The feral’s eyes tracked towards it. It was herding him. Sall couldn’t let it push him much further.

 Its rabid, ferocious, strikes pitted their cheap steel swords. A swing brought both blades screeching down to their hilts, bringing their faces close. He smelled the foul creature’s breath, raw fish and sick gums, its broken teeth bared in anger.

 Sall was still stronger and taller. He pushed it away and whipped the point of his sabre down. The feral flailed, trying to recover. Sall stuck it in the eye.

 It made a strained urk! and fell to the ground. Sall looked behind him. His heel was on the edge of the dive pool. One more step and the feral would have speared him as he fell. 

 Sall let out the breath he was holding. He had lost track of time. It passed in sharp focus, and felt like seconds. He scouted the battlefield made hazy from blustering smoke, peering between the scuffles. It seemed the pirates had disappeared, at least. There was little preventing them from stealing the Bitter End, and he doubted Wilbur would encourage them to wait. 

 There she was. ‘Florence!’ he called, spotting her with a contingent of her fishermen behind her, fighting off a group of mongers pushing them towards the far end of the mud shed. 

 Sall looked up, at the scaffold around the enormous crane. The walkways rattled under a drumbeat of footsteps. Feral mongers cast twisted shadows from above and hurled themselves down to tackle men to the ground and eviscerate them with short daggers. Sall grabbed at one hunched over a sailor and hauled it bodily off him. The feral yelped. Sall held it by the hair and slit its throat. 

 Sall crouched down and put his hand on the sailor’s shoulder. Through the shock the sailor seemed to see him as human and his breathing slowed. It was not long until he stopped breathing. Sall saw the young man’s pistol was still loaded and took it.

 Sall sheathed his sabre and reloaded his own pistol. His nerves were shot. His hands trembled tipping powder across his knuckles instead of into the priming pan the first time. He dropped the ball down the barrel and hurriedly packed it.

 ‘Time to go, Florence!’ Sall fired into the crowd surrounding Florence and her father. It was a clean shot through the back of a monger’s skull, dropping it mid-stride. Another went down, courtesy of Marshall’s pipe wrench. Marshall’s long arms swung the pipe wrench from side to side, crushing swings that broke skulls and shattered bones. Sall dropped the pistol and unsheathed his sabre, ready to charge in, when a salvo of gunfire blasted from their right. The riflemen had reloaded. More ferals fell.

 Most were busy now in single skirmishes, but the battle was far from over. A fresh wave of ferals was pushing through the rig, coming all through the tight structure, climbing over it, through it, waves of them pushing past Marshall’s defenses. 

 Sall went over to Marshall, rattled. It must have shown. ‘You look like you should be in a hospital bed,’ Marshall said, clapping a big hand on his shoulder all the same. 

 ‘Bit busy,’ Sall said, ignoring the sting.

 Florence came up behind him, reloading her rifle. ‘First time on the Obotema,’ she said, exchanging a glance with her father. He shrugged.

 ‘We’ve got a pla-’ Sall said, but Marshall interrupted him.

 ‘I know, I’ll give you a hand.’ They turned to leave, but Florence was stopped, looking away. 

 She perked her ears. ‘Wait. Do you hear that?’ They all looked up towards the massive crane suspending the diving bell. Those five pylons were all that kept the crane from smashing the entire mooring into a mess of tin and driftwood. 

 Three ferals came bounding through the scaffold, each with a lit, fizzing grenade in hand. Their ragged clothing caught in the smoke and embers turning in the wind from the fires. Mad gleams made their expressions bright and ferocious, as each one leapt, grenades in hand, from the iron walkways towards the pylons supporting the crane, the diving bell, and let the fuses burn out.

 

*     *     *

 

Three explosions ripped the pylons apart, blasting away the crane’s concrete supports. The platform bowed, cracks splitting outwards through the planks. Sall and the others were bowled by concussive blasts reducing the floor around them to rubble and woodchip. 

 Sall landed on his back in the mud. His brain sloshed, head ringing, smelling acrid smoke and heat. Three of the pylons were destroyed, leaving only twisted metal rebar and a few hardy clumps of concrete supporting the creaking crane slowly collapsing through what remained of the rig. The diving pool was a messy, gaping wound. 

 The other two pylons were badly damaged. Concrete sheaved away from concrete and went tumbling into the pool. Metal scaffold snapped and plinked as rivets popped away. Sall raised himself up on his elbows, hearing now the alarmed voices of those around him as the ringing in his ears faded.

 ‘Get back!’ Marshall. ‘Back!’ With one arm under each shoulder Marshall was dragging Florence and another fisherman towards the mud shed. The crane’s tilt shifted.

 Rattling joined the metallic screeches. A few feet of chain ran free before jamming. The diving bell dropped and came to a sudden halt. The chain’s bitt stuck, but the weight of the massive bell was too much. It tore through the bent scaffold and the bell went plummeting into the pool, bringing a tall wave washing across the splintered platform, bringing mud, debris, ferals and humans, alive and dead, along on it. The wave carried Sall and broke against the wall of the mud shed. He spat salty water and gasped. It washed off him. 

 A feral’s dismembered arm sat in his lap. Sall made a face and tossed it away, watching it land at Florence’s feet. She seemed unhurt, but there was a scratch across her forehead where debris had clipped it. Marshall checked the cut and asked if she was okay. She nodded and looked up at the crane.

 The scaffold and those last two broken pylons couldn’t possibly support the heavy frame for long. Though the bell was loose, by now probably sunk all the way down to the sea floor, the crane itself weighed tonnes. It was a massive construction of reinforced iron protruding a hundred feet into the air, supported and ballasted by dozens of smaller structures around the mooring. It dominated the sky above them, but now the rig was breaking the whole platform it sat on was sagging at its middle. Water gushed up through the planks. 

 Marshall was back on his feet, as were several of the surviving ferals. Men still fought them in the chaos of the crumbling scaffold, fighting for their lives as the mongers who feared nothing came surging ahead of the blustering clouds of smoke. Sall could see the bonfire made of the Midnight through the collapsing rig. Its flames reached as high as the crane, and the smoke off it was obscuring the sun. An eerie, overcast pall came through. 

 They had to get away from the crane before it fell, and aboard the Bitter End as quick as they could. It was more important now than ever. The mooring was destroyed. Their only chance now was to get off it, but it seemed Marshall had other ideas. 

 He went barrelling past, racing to the rescue of a sailor in the direct path of the falling crane. The sailor had fallen on a broken leg. Marshall dropped the pipe wrench, leaped over the stricken sailor and kneeled at his side to scoop him up. 

 The crane juddered. Florence froze, watching the structure tilt. Marshall hefted the sailor onto his shoulder. It was too late. Sall looked at Florence. There was that look in her eye again, their greens flashing as she saw more ferals creeping up behind her father. Half a score of them, at least, picking through the debris, and the crane was about to fall between them. She was going to go after him. Sall saw her bunch up and get ready to move. 

 ‘Behind you!’ Florence said. Sall grabbed her arm. She tried to break out of it, but Sall’s grip was too strong. Marshall stood, straightening, holding onto the sailor’s legs. The crane dipped further in a chorus of horrible metallic screeches, whines, and Sall knew the rig was done.  

 The ferals closed in, kicking him in the back of the legs to bring him down. Another came across and struck him in the back of the head with the hilt of its cutlass. Marshall’s head lolled. They pulled him away. Her father was lifted away and lost as rickety tiers of bent metal came toppling, wrought iron snapping away beneath the crane.

 Florence screamed, ‘No! No!’

 Sall’s grip weakened. Florence slipped from his grasp. She took only a short step forward before stopping again. 

 The crane fell across what remained of the rig and sent up a wave that engulfed them. The heavy slap knocked him away, and he lost Florence in the wash. Its fall caught loops of cable and pumping equipment, bringing all of it down in a tangled mess.

 Several cables snapped and whipped through the air. The platform’s bowing foundations emitted a discordant, juddering creak, and more water came gushing through fractured and broken sections of the floor. It was sinking. 

 The rig was coming apart at its seams. The mooring shook as a section of rig collapsed into the water. Sall and the others had no time to react. 

 Now the walls of the mud shed finally split. Thick brown sludge filled it halfway and now the walls bulged and broke. For Sall, Florence and the others stranded at its far end, the groaning, sloshing collapse was a final note in the terrible oeuvre. 

 They were caught in a sagging flow of soft mud that swept them gagging towards the channel. There was a low safety fence there to keep men stumbling over. Sall wrapped an arm around it and grabbed hold of Florence sweeping by. She grabbed a fisherman, and they were all swept together into the fence. The wave subsided as mud flowed into the channel below the wall. Sall let go and gasped for air. He slipped all about, finding hold on the fence and shrugged upright.

 The crane was completely toppled in front of them. For now the wreckage barred the way for the feral mongers, but he had no doubt they would be coming through it soon.

 ‘I’m sorry,’ Sall said to Florence, knowing it was a lame thing to say. Florence didn’t react. She climbed out of the mud and wiped her face, her eyes, clearing it from her nose, wiping it off her arms. They all did the same, and checked nobody was drowned in the slide.

 A chorus of quick Ho!s and they counted up. None of the fishermen had died, neither in the battle nor the flood. Sall told her where the pirates had gone.

 ‘Good,’ she said. Florence was deep in thought, her eyes fixed over the collapsed crane, a ridge emerging from the wreckage of the scaffold, at the bonfire raging at the wall beyond. The mongers they could see were all dead beneath it. More whoops and snarls sounded from all directions, though, and were coming closer. No doubt they were already working to scale the ruin.

 She grit her teeth, keeping her gaze averted from his. ‘We’ve lost the mooring. We should take one of the junkers and make around.’

 Florence moved between her mudsodden crewmates. She shook off her boots and looked back, over the crane. The lines of her face were drawn in embittered arches around her mouth. ‘There’s no way through to the harbour now.’

  In the channel behind the mud shed useless debris from below was loaded onto rafts and driven by men with long bargepoles down the channel and through to the harbour. From there they ferried the scrap out to sea. Now abandoned, those rafts could easily take them past the bulk of the fighting.

  To get there they’d have to go through the fallen crane, which had come down through the small flotilla of barges and gouged a raking claw through the wall on the other side. He could see the horizon distant. 

 Sall didn’t like the idea. ‘We won’t move everyone fast through there,’ he said.

 ‘It’s a mess,’ Florence agreed, blowing grot from her rifle stock. She put it over her shoulder and jumped onto an empty barge. It rocked slightly. ‘Coming?’

 Sall looked up at the crane. It lay crosswise across the entire mooring, bent and twisted, bound by tangles of cables and pipes dripping mud across the rig. Much of it had sunk, but the rest was suspended where it was for now by what remained of the shattered platform. There was already movement there, figures climbing through the debris. More ferals. ‘I’m coming,’ he said, and jumped aboard. Florence took her rifle strap and skipped ahead with a practiced grace. 

 The fishermen followed them aboard the grimy junkboats and stepped with Sall and Florence from raft to raft, and pushing along where there was open water. The water lapped at the trim from the weight of their passage, but they were made to carry tonnes of scrap and were stable.

 The channel’s mucky green was rendered brown by the mud still flowing off the edge of the rig. They neared the crane. Where it had gouged the wall it was bent into the long, wicked shape of a hook. The rafts beneath it had been smashed to pieces and lay half-submerged around it. One of the fishermen took a bargepole and prodded their raft onward. It lapped along with the current.

 A hard crack sounded nearby. Shot plinked the water and drove Sall, Florence, and the fishermen down to the floor of the raft. The shot came from the wreckage. Ferals burst from the smoke swirling across the rig, charging them down the crane’s fallen boom.

 Florence’s hand went to her stock. ‘Get to the other side! Now!’ she whipped the rifle off her shoulder and lined her shot through the iron framework. The mongers’ mad rush had them coming down on all fours to move across the uneven ridge, shrinking her target. She looked down the sights, exhaled, and pulled the trigger. The lead feral took the shot in its shoulder, punching it sideways. It went tumbling into the wreckage, landing with a hurt shriek. She hopped through to an empty raft and reloaded. 

 Mongers sent the wrecked crane rattling beneath their feet as the fishermen climbed through to another raft. Sall stepped up into the crane, seeing the Bitter End a length down the channel. They weren’t far now. 

 

*     *     *

 

One by one the fishermen filed behind Sall, climbing through a space in the frame where the warped steel allowed them passage. Sall drew his sabre and ushered the others past. They stooped under a snapped beam and hopped down to the other side to the other rafts where they joined with Florence. 

 The fallen crane had spilled the scrap off the closest junkboats. Florence and the fishermen spread out across them and readied their guns.

 Shot cracked into the water. A feral lunged, whose sickness had taken one leg and turned it into a pebbled club. The monger lunged at him from above, cutlass outstretched, the leg hanging lame.

 It slashed. Sall parried the blow, but the monger tackled him into a grappling bear hug, clamping its elbow around his neck. Sall stayed upright, swinging it with his shoulder and deflecting its weight, trying to angle his sabre forwards. He shoved the feral off him and onto the blade, stabbing into its stomach, shoving the blade so its gut opened and the stinking, hot smell of bowel filled the air. Sall yoinked the sword out and kicked the feral away. It hit a girder and went flailing into the water. The last fisherman ducked through the crane, coming down onto the raft. Sall turned with him. 

 Two ferals came bolting along the ridge at full pelt. One fired a pistol. The shot went wide. The other slashed, clipping the back of Sall’s shirt. Sall jumped down to the empty raft. It buoyed under the weight of him landing.

 A third feral sprinted along the ridge and leaped off the crane entirely, its eyes locked on Sall and the fishermen scattering across the junkboats. It landed on the raft as Sall sprung to the next. He stopped, turned, and deflected the feral’s attack as it came up off its heels in an attempt to drive its cutlass into Sall’s spine.  

 They traded swings across the narrow divide between their rafts, but Sall bested it with a slash across its chest, slicing from its ribs to its shoulder. The feral gave a terrible scream and fell writhing over the raft’s bow. More mongers heard the commotion and were coming running. Calls in a guttural language, clipped barks, and whooping noises sounded across the rig. 

 Sall ran from raft to raft, catching up to a tall fisherman he had heard Florence refer to as Rivera. Rivera had thinning chestnut hair and looked down the steep angle of his face at Sall behind him. He carried a rifle flat across his stomach and scrambled over the haphazard junk, his breath ragged. He saw past Sall and his eyes widened, his hand bringing up his rifle stock in protection. 

 Sall sensed the monger pair close on his heels. He barely had time to raise his sabre to deflect a lunge. Both carried long cutlasses of pitted iron, the kind wrought of scrap and honed on a rough grindstone. One swung overhand, trying to chop Sall’s skull. The other went left, out of sight. Sall dodged to the right of the creature ridden by pustules and weeping sores with a feint, flowing under the blade and barging his shoulder into its chest. 

 He drove the feral into a heap of rubble and rotted wood so its sword arm broke through a plank and jarred. Its skull struck something hard. It cursed, with an effort wrenching itself away from the broken plank, but it was done. Sall reared out of range of a final, snarling slash. Blood spurted from the corner of an eye. Its head lolled forward. Dead.

 Rivera had gone scarpering through toppled rubbish spilled across an adjacent raft. A feral had started up the mound of junk after him, but saw its comrade killed and turned its attention on Sall. 

 The thrill of bloodlust had put it into a rage. Stone debris clattered as it charged down the pile at Sall. It drove him back with short, frenetic jabs of its bloody point. Sall parried the blade away, but at a quick swing their blades clattered down to the hilt. Their faces drew close, close enough for Sall to smell its hot, rotten breath. It was enough to distract him. It snarled and twisted the sabre from Sall’s grasp, following with a straight punch high into Sall’s left cheek. Sall went slamming back onto the raft, stunned.  

 Sall saw double. His hand found new purchase around the hilt of his sabre and through his muddy senses whipped it underhand, his last hope to toss the sword at the hazy figure filling his vision. 

 Blood sprayed across his face. Fearing disease he turned his head aside. It splashed across him. The feral fell away, Sall’s sabre in its neck. 

 He picked his sabre out of the feral’s throat and ran after the others. There were only a few rafts left. Past them, through smoke billowing over the rig at the harbour at the end of the channel, white sails unfurled across three tall masts. 

 The Bitter End was making sail. Sall swallowed his frustration, trying not to let it distract him now. He didn’t think they would make it in time. He saw the fishermen and Florence there ahead. They had made it to a raft at the end, and were preparing to launch it after the departing ship. One of them saw Sall and called out. 

 Rivera had made it, the dirty coward. Now they were beckoning Sall with open arms, calling at him to hurry up. One of her fishermen gripped the mooring line tense, eyes locked somewhere behind Sall.

 The wind changed. Swirling embers and ash brushed along with the heat of the blaze. Rats squeaked at his feet, bursting from a pile of sodden mess mixed with chunks of driftwood and old food trash. They felt the heat too and swept under his feet, running with nowhere to go. Sall sweated freely and felt it evaporate off his skin.

 He leaped across to another raft. This one turned a little in the current, but its line held it mostly in place. Sall looked over his shoulder, regretting it. The rest of the pack was closing in, clambering along the barges. 

 Sall leaped to the next raft as a fisherman pushed off, Florence and the rest stretching out, reaching for him, calling at him to jump. The raft below his feet rocked. He jumped for them, clearing the broadening gap above the water. He landed among the fishermen, coming to a stumbling halt. 

 A feral tried to come after, but a fisherman swung out with a bargepole and clobbered it away. The rest stopped at the last raft, crashing into each other in a shambles, some falling into the water, others trying to swim. They weren’t strong swimmers. They floundered in the water, and as Sall sat, trying to catch his breath, their raft drifted further out of the feral’s reach. His heart pounded. 

 The ferals started working to detach another raft and pursue them. They were close enough to still be dangerous.

 A horn’s call blared out across the wrecked rig. The note had a rusty grade to it, a sharp, broken treble, and at it the ferals came alert. As a group they cocked their heads to the air. It sounded again. The noise came from the other side of the rig. At once the pack hastened back towards the sound, abandoning Sall and the rest without a backwards glance. 

 Sall watched their backs go over the wreckage. He and the fishermen were all relieved, but with their best hope for escape now sailing away they were running out of options. 

 ‘Your plan worked,’ Florence said, watching the harbour. 

 Sall saw any chance of seeing his gold again sailing away from him. He had been so close. If he hadn’t waited, if he hadn’t allowed Wilbur to go without him… he rubbed the frustration out of his brow.

 The fisherman with the barge pole was expert with it. He pushed off the inner hulk of the wall in steady rhythm. After a few more pushes the raft was drifting steadily into the harbour, where the waters came choppy. Out to the west the wind, all smoke and ash, drove the Bitter End’s smooth departure. 

 Sall patted his pocket and found the flask Flannery had given him. He took a gulp, feeling the dark aromas pass down his throat. It soothed a few of his aches and he shut his eyes. When he opened them, Florence was looking up, shading her eyes with a hand, scanning the ramparts. ‘Where’s Beaumont? I don’t see him anywhere, and the Midnight hasn’t budged. What’s happened to him?’ 

 Nobody wanted to tell her what they suspected. After a silence she said, ‘That ship still has to go.’ She received square looks from the fishermen. Several showed worry. She looked up at a parapet jutting a few feet off a part of the wall and pointed. ‘There. We’ll use the long-guns.’

 Sall stopped. ‘We can’t save the rig. We should go for the Juniper before the ferals can get to it. It’s our only chance of getting away alive.’ 

 Florence glared at him. ‘No. We can still salvage it. Those cunts can take that boat. This rig is mine.’

 The monger horn sounded again over the harbour, a dark trumpet note. A fisherman called out. ‘Look!’

 There he was. Deadweight. Hard to see in the haze, but unmistakable. He lowered a curved black horn from his mouth. He had corralled the horde with it, either by strange magick or training, Sall couldn’t tell.

 The feral captain himself was tall and broad across the chest, his hair cropped rough across a misshapen skull, and his shoulders hunched on one side where a burled jag of coral erupted through them and grew down his right arm, warping it into a rough club. As such he stood tall, proud, like his brother, but twisted. He was flanked on either side by dozens of slavering mongers, although none were as fearsome as he.

 Deadweight waved his force away. En masse they went back into the wreckage. Deadweight himself remained with a smaller posse of those at his immediate side. His gaze was focused higher over the raft. He watched the Bitter End leave the harbour, paying the stragglers no mind. 

 ‘They’re going after the Juniper,’ Florence said. 

 Figures visible aboard the Bitter End came to the top deck and looked back at the sound of the horn. Sall recognised a rakish figure there with them and stood taller. He met the bastard’s eyes. 

 He saw Wilbur, and he knew Wilbur saw him. Sall grit his teeth, remembering what the punta had said to him. ‘Come on, you know your odds out there.’ 

 Florence said, ‘They won’t come back.’

 Sall couldn’t see Wilbur anymore. He strained his eyes to observe the sails now, looking for a change in direction. 

 Long moments passed. Florence looked down.

 ‘There!’ Sall almost jumped. The ship was turning. The other fishermen saw it too. ‘They’re coming around!’

 The fishermen whooped. Sall’s eyes traced the Bitter End making a tight turn outside the harbour. The wind was in their favour. Florence looked up at him. ‘The ferals will take any survivors and my father with them onto the Juniper, seeing there’s no other ships here in the harbour. That’s where they’ll regroup, it’s the only way they’ll get off this rig.’ 

 ‘We’re all getting on that ship,’ Sall said, wondering how they were going to get out into the bay. 

 ‘We’ll get him back,’ the bargeman said, finding a nook to prod the raft along.

 ‘I know’ she said, folding her arms, distracted. Her mind was still working, and now the light of the fire caught her in a bright glare. She looked up. The Midnight still blazed across one side of the mooring’s wall. Lashes of dirty orange flame curled towards the pile of tinder made of her father’s rig – that which wasn’t sunk when the crane fell, or collapsed piece by piece as she watched. Spot fires burned already, a few in the harbour where grenades had exploded or embers had caught across broken planks. 

 Her eyes were fuelled by the fires reflecting in them. ‘We’ll get it all back, but not before I blow that cunted ship off my fucking wall. Bundy, push us out towards the long-guns.’ 

 ‘No!’ Sall said. ‘We should get out into the open as quick as we can.’

 Florence ignored him, and the bargeman pushed them on. Sall grunted, pacing a few steps by the bargeman, who sensed Sall’s irritation unfurling into trouble. He stiffened against Sall standing so near, his eyes turning to narrow slits, but Sall grunted and satiated himself watching the Bitter End come about. 

 Sall felt Deadweight’s burning gaze drop on them. The hairs on his neck pricked and he looked over his shoulder, seeing the feral’s evil grin focused on him now, his stare hard, his eyes dark, haunted as the ocean’s depths. He could see Sall was important to those aboard. 

 Deadweight’s grin grew firmer, more determined. Sall took a deep breath. ‘He’s going to come for us now,’ he said.

 The fishermen quietened as Deadweight watched their raft make a wooden thud into the wall. Florence said, ‘Ignore him. Hurry,’ catching a rail, steadying the raft, ushering the fishermen up onto a walkway. The raft swayed in the gentle motion. 

 As Sall waited for the other fishermen to climb the ladders he watched Deadweight take a handful of his followers north. They took off in a long, loping run and disappeared behind a cloud of billowing smoke.

 Sall said, ‘He knows the Bitter End’s turning around. He’ll try and take the long-gun from us, and sink his brother’s ship where it is.’ He noticed a bundle of rope at his feet and picked it up. The raft’s guideline. Over forty feet of good rope was tied to the buttress bolted into the raft’s floor. 

 It gave Sall an idea. He crouched. Borrowing a fisherman’s knife from his belt he sliced the line, hooking the bundle around his shoulder. ‘I’ll take care of Deadweight.’

 Florence didn’t seem happy with the idea, turning away with a shrug. ‘Then it’s your funeral,’ she said, taking the ladder two rungs at a time.

 Sall squinted at the blaze a few hundred yards further along the ramparts. Deadweight was going to come at them from down that way, to try to cut them off before they could board the Bitter End. Sall hoped he was right. 

 He was the last up the ladder. He adjusted the rope over his shoulder and climbed hand over hand up to the parapet, where buttressed over the outside edge of the wall was the long-gun, a tall thirty-six pound cannon made for dropping heavy mortar shells over distant ships. The gunmetal sheen of its barrel caught the orange glow off the fires.

 Surrounding the silent gun were the mutilated corpses of its crew, each one of them slain as though taken by surprise. The heat off the fires blew directly across them now, drying Sall’s mouth, his eyes, already bloating the corpses at their feet with stink.

 Most of the dead were young, left with the easy duty of watching over the gun. The first had been ambushed with their backs to the sea. One of them was slumped over it, his blood drying between the cannonballs. Several more were killed trying to fight. Another had broken away from the rest, but was caught by a knife in his back trying to escape over the parapet. Sall took one of their sabres from the ground to replace the one he had lost.

 Sall covered his mouth from the smell as he came around the gun to look for the Bitter End. Some of the fishermen recognised dead friends and were made somber by the smell and loss. 

 The Bitter End was coming around, he was sure of it. Sall felt a weight leave his chest. There was no doubt about it. With so few to steer it the ship was bulky in the water, but she was coming in. He turned back to Florence. She and several others were carefully lifting the dead away from the long-gun. Two more moved another corpse away from the magazine. 

 ‘We’ll have to angle it down low, so stand clear when this thing goes off,’ Florence said, kicking the gun’s mount. ‘With any luck it won’t buck us all off the wall.’

 ‘Rescue’s still on the way.’ Sall went over and crouched to lower his profile. Indistinct ferals swarmed through the smoke towards the Juniper. Its masts were up and the ship still anchored on the other side of the mooring. He hoped the remaining crew were ready. 

 The mooring was wrecked. Death and destruction hung over the scene from the mudshed to the crewhouses. Not far from them the bulk of the battle had been fought across a cleared common area. It was hard to tell the bodies apart.

 Florence moved about the long-gun, working with her crew to reposition it lower than it was designed to go, aiming it level across the ramparts. From here it was a clear shot at the Midnight’s hull. She stopped to work a crank. It moved slowly on oiled gears. Sall reached up and put a hand on the barrel as it lowered, attracting her attention. ‘Don’t fire until I get Deadweight, else we get on that ship and there’s nothing stopping him from coming after us.’ 

 Florence kept winding. ‘Go on, then. I’ll hold off.’ She eyed the rope. ‘Though I won’t wait for long. Buy us time to load this gun.’

 Sall nodded, gripping the rope to calm his nerves. He knew what he had to do. He looked for Deadweight in the smoke and went out onto the ramparts. 

 There he was. Deadweight came at the lead of his posse loping up a gangplank he’d thrown down earlier in the first assault. It skirted the outside of the bonfire raging from the Midnight, now fully aflame and wreaking fiery destruction through the hulks around it. The center of the blaze burned white hot and threw orange licks a hundred feet in the air. 

  Sall spotted a flicker of movement in the blue above. Familiar eyes watched over him. The osprey had found him, probably drawn by the fire.

 ‘There you are,’ he said. She stayed high, higher than the fires could reach, and circled.

 The ferals came onto the ramparts fifty yards away. Deadweight saw him. His mouth broke open in a hangdog grin.

 The wind changed. Embers flicked ahead of a gust towards him, a blast of dry heat. He felt his face redden. Deadweight approached. ‘Granger’s gone, Deadweight. He fled. He’s not aboard that ship.’

 The grin faltered. Deadweight snarled, his voice a coarse bellow. ‘Lies! You take me for a fool? Begone from that gun, I’m putting my brother where he belongs.’ He didn’t slow his pace.

 Sall held his ground. ‘He’s gone! You’ll not find him on that ship. Give up!’

 ‘Give up? You’ll see my humors long cracked and frozen before that happens.’ He had a manner of speech that made him difficult to understand. Not unlike Granger’s it was lilting and guttural, but Deadweight’s voice gurgled wetly.

 Sall dropped the rope on the ground. He had to subdue the feral first.

 ‘Alright then.’ Sall closed the distance. He took long, steady strides, waving the point of his sabre in slow figure eights. He observed how Deadweight moved, drawing deep, slow breaths. 

 Deadweight moved like a shark.

 

*     *     *

 

Deadweight’s bared grin stretched mean across his grey flesh. There was mobility in his stance, a swerving, predatory grace. He led with his upper body. That gnarled bulk made out of his shoulders was an offensive flank chipped by sword attacks and blunt strikes, and today fresh cuts in the coral slashed across old knurled scars where the growth was healed stronger. 

 Sall raised his sabre across his chest and took a wide stance. He took a slow breath. Deadweight led right. Sall feinted, slipped left. Their blades caught in a sharp clang! and Sall slipped under. Up close Deadweight was taller, broader. He was bigger, heavier, meaner than Sall. 

 Behind him now, Sall reached out to grab Deadweight’s neck, hoping to wrap him into a choke. Deadweight spun. The fleshmonger roared and threw his overgrown arm back, driving its elbow at the side of Sall’s head.

 Sall ducked. The rocky mass slipped him by. Deadweight kept his balance. His cutlass slashed behind it, forcing Sall to scuttle backwards. Sall exhaled. Deadweight used his weight to turn faster, throw harder blows. He was deadly.

  He couldn’t let Deadweight advance. Sall lunged off a back heel, the sabre flashing in the air between them. Deadweight leaned away. The tip of Sall’s blade clipped Deadweight’s chin, nicking it. Close. Deadweight whipped his sword up and parried, knocking Sall’s sword away. He was driven backwards, giving enough distance for the monger to wipe dark blood off his chin.

 He flicked it on the deck. Sall blew a drop of sweat away from his lip. With the wind change smoke and heat carried flickering embers across the ramparts.

 Sall lunged, but Deadweight had a savage twist in his heel, bringing his upper body whipping around Sall’s lunge and he thumped that flank into Sall, shoving him sideways.  

 The knock stunned Sall, his hand reflexively opening. The sabre scattered across the planks. He was disarmed and scrambling back. Deadweight advanced, driving him closer towards the fires.

 Deadweight struck again and again, his yellowy eyes fixed on Sall’s. Sall was off a step and the blade slashed his shoulder, near his neck. Sall gasped and reared away, stung. His arm ran hot with blood. Still Deadweight pushed.

 Sall caught a glimpse of the Bitter End behind the feral’s toying attacks. It was bearing in on them, less than a few hundred yards out. There wasn’t much time left to wrap this up. 

 Florence seemed to have the same thought. She wasn’t waiting much longer. 

 The cannon’s blast pounded the air with a deafening shockwave. The destructive whistle of the heavy shot slung overhead. The air ripped apart behind it. Deadweight was thrown down, and Sall lifted off his feet. His posse of ferals was caught in its path and obliterated.

 The world spun. He was dimly aware of a crashing explosion. The shot was on point, and the Midnight blown apart where it was rammed into the wall, the direction of the concussion turning the fearsome ship into a blazing red glare that sucked in the air around it and blossomed out into the sky. 

 The planks below him shook and squealed. Sall pushed himself up, his body ringing like a tuning fork. Smoke enveloped him. Stinging sensations prickled his chest. Burning splinters alit him. He brushed them off, but his shirt was singed.

 He rose to his knees wrenched and stretched, kneaded like dough. Deadweight was somewhere nearby, cursing, the both of them hidden from each other for now.

 There was a sledgehammer beside him, maybe tossed from the explosion. Sall took the haft and leveraged himself up on it, taking a staggering step with the hammer as pivot. Deadweight was somewhere here in the smoke. He would find him.

 ‘Where are you, Deadweight? We’re not…’ he gasped at a strained muscle. ‘Finished!’

 Sall brought the hammer up to his shoulder. All around was the crumbling roar of collapsing timber and the hiss as flames collapsed into the water. He stumbled back the way he had come, back towards the long-gun, trying to find a way out of the smoke. 

 Shadows ahead. Sall grunted, bringing the hammer across his chest. A shadow moved. Deadweight’s eyes gleamed close in the charred gray.

 Sall swung at the shadow bursting through it, bringing the hammer hard into Deadweight’s raised sword hand. It caught the guard of his hilt, crumpling between the hammer and his hand. Deadweight’s mouth broke into a pained roar. He fell. His hand writhed, trapped inside the hilt.

 Sall brought the hammer around again, aiming for the feral’s chest. He didn’t aim to kill the bastard, and by turning the flat of the hammer he spread the impact across it. Deadweight went back winded. 

 Deadweight garbled something Sall couldn’t understand. It did not sound like any common tongue on land or sea. No, there was something too primal in its tone. Too dark. A curse. Sall stopped, frozen in fear. 

 Deadweight saw his opportunity to drive his boot up. It connected with Sall’s kidneys. Sall bowed into it, and Deadweight grabbed up with his free hand, snatching Sall by the throat.

 Sall overbalanced. Deadweight extended his knee and rocked Sall over him, using Sall’s own weight against him to toss him on his back. The hammer went over the ramparts. Deadweight wrested himself up and lunged again for Sall’s throat, fingers extending.

 Sall lay on something knotty. The rope! He had thought it lost. He grabbed the end of it and rolled away from Deadweight. He darted to his feet. Deadweight was lost in the smoke. 

 He tied a quick lasso in one end, working a bad hitch. Deadweight was a second behind, lunging out of the smoke, clawing hand outstretched, his wild, yellow eyes blind with fury and pain. 

 Sall looped the lasso over Deadweight’s head. It slipped around his shoulders and Sall yanked it tight, locking Deadweight’s arms to his side. He hauled on it, fighting Deadweight’s hard thrash against it. The monger lost his balance. Sall darted around behind his bulky form wrapping the rope around him further still. 

 He had him.

 Sall planted a boot in Deadweight’s back, kicking him down to his knees. With a hand on the back of his head Sall forced him to the planks. Next he crouched over him and worked a knot into the loops, paying no attention to Deadweight’s impotent flails. Lastly he disarmed him, yanking the sword away from Deadweight’s broken hand. The feral snarled and spat base obscenities through teeth gnashing blood from his wounds. 

 Sall stood away. The Bitter End was coming in, sliding parallel to the wall. The ramparts here were higher than the ship, and the crew shading their eyes against the sun to look at Sall up above, deciding what to do. He ran some quick calculations in his head. 

 Sall smiled. ‘So let’s figure something out.’ He looked down at the feral struggling there. ‘Why do they call you Deadweight?’

 ‘Dog-fucking cunt! Untie me!’

 Sall took the long end of the rope and unwound all the slack in it. The fore’s yardarm slid into range. Sall stepped up on the parapet, wrapping the rope’s tail around a fist. He took a breath.

 Sall leaped off the parapet and over an End’s yardarm, dropping fast towards the ship’s foredecks. The pirates watched him, heads tilting with his descent. He fell straight and prayed, betting he had provided himself just enough rope for the fall. 

 The rope around Sall’s hand bit. He felt Deadweight heaved into the air behind him and looked up to see the hefty prize snatched off the ramparts and dragged over the ledge. He fell. Unable to escape, the feral’s fall weighed Sall’s down to the deck.

 Sall’s descent slowed. ‘You there, tie this rope down,’ he said, coasting into the waiting arms of two of the crew who took hold of the rope before Deadweight could swing free.

 He recognised the scraggly little pirate before him, but not by name. He thanked him and looked around. The men working the rigging were eyeing the fires warily. The sea was high outside the mooring. Rolling waves pitched the ship to and fro. Sall let out a quick breath and rubbed his eyes from smoke. ‘The rest of them are still up there. Bring us about.’

 ‘Aye aye,’ the little pirate said, his face scrunched against the heat of the blaze. They watched Deadweight struggle and curse, his harsh curses floating down to them. ‘Saints, that was bloody brilliant. I’m Jonboy,’ he said, offering a hand. Sall shook it, and Jonboy saw the bloody, open wound that soaked brightly down Sall’s side. His hand came away from Sall’s stained with it.

 Jonboy stared at his hand with a strange, wide eyed fascination for a brief moment, then shook his head as if to clear it, and curled his hand in a fist. He indicated Sall’s wound. ‘That’ll need stitches.’

 ‘It’s shallow,’ Sall said, tearing off the rags of his singed, dirty shirt and wrapping it around the wound. ‘Come on, we need to get the rest of them.’ 

 He spotted Wilbur at the far end driving the ship. Sall gave him a nod. Wilbur returned it. Sall pointed at the long-guns. ‘There’s a few of them left, bring us about!’

 The fishermen were in serious trouble. Fire split the seams of the wall, and sections were breaking and crumbling as he watched. While Sall had been fighting Deadweight some of the wall had collapsed partway around the Midnight. By the look of it Florence was determined to fire again to remove the last of the blaze, but another blast would tear that gun off its stumps for sure. 

 The platform under the gun was already tilting, breaking away from its supports. Two of the fishermen jumped clear. Several were already in the water, swimming freestyle for the ship cruising nearby. Another argued with Florence to abandon the gun, but she shoved him off and took the linstock from him.

 ‘No!’ Sall shouted, unheard. She touched the fuse to the pan. The long-gun fired, the hard buck of its recoil wrenching the gun from the wall and sending Florence hurtling through the air. A plume of black gunsmoke streamed out, the shot punching at incredible speed as behind it the long-gun crumbled. The concussive blast ripped through the air and annihilated the last section of wall propping the Midnight up. The ship was finally loose. 

 The air vibrated with the gun’s echo. Sall felt the heat of the blaze subside as the doomed ship finally collapsed through the charred sharktooth hulks of old ships and sunk into the water.

 Flame turned to steam, and the smoke churned grey and black, and the cloud became so heavy Sall and the End‘s crew could do nothing but cough and wait it out. More sections of wall fell away. Soon the smoke cleared, and the sea calmed. The wind gusted through, sweeping the smoke up in dusty trails and bringing the day back into the world. 

 ‘Bodies in the water!’ the topsman called, encouraging Jonboy and Sall to lean over the rail. Smoke still churned around them, and they squinted to see. Weak fires struggled on piles of wood drifting on the waves.

 ‘Where are they?’ Sall said. 

 ‘There’s one,’ Jonboy said. It was a feral floating face down, long dead.

 ‘More! There’s a group of them two points off the bow,’ the man at the fore said.

 Sall and Jonboy rushed to see. Sall climbed up and held the ropes at the bowsprit. He saw them clustered together there on the junkboat. Florence was laid in the middle of it, surrounded by her fishermen.

 Her eyes were closed. Sall’s breath caught in his throat. He swallowed and called out to the pirates. ‘Throw down a line!’

 Florence’s eyelids fluttered open, white eyes spinning senseless for a moment, settling to calm, pinpricked pools of colour around the iris. She saw him.

 

*     *     *

 

Rum lashed down his throat, warming his gums, the hot glow of a demon distilled into a bottle of dark jungle spices. If there was only one definite comfort remaining in the world it was that rum was always plentiful. Even this cheap, overrich jungle rum, apparently native to this strange and terrible sea was welcome, where welcome sights were few. Sall washed down another swig, ignoring the spill across his chin, and wasn’t gentle setting the fresh bottle on the floor beside his short stool.

 Sall picked a needle out of a hard fabric case. White sinewy thread, a kind of birdgut, ran through the loop. He stared at his slashed shoulder in the reflection of a mirror and the light of an oil lantern. The cut was a narrow slit about three inches long. The kit had a bottle of rubbing alcohol also. Sall upended the bottle over the exposed wound, clenching his hand into a fist at the sting.

 ‘Ow,’ he said.

 Sall got to work with the needle. He pressed it into his flesh at one clean, incised edge and puffed at the pain. The tip of the needle pierced his flesh. He drove it forward and underneath the flap at the same point on the other side. He pierced it upwards – raking the birdgut end across muscle underneath. His arm spasmed. 

 ‘Ow.’ Pain lanced behind his eyes.

 Sall followed back up and drew the stitch tight. He kept his breathing steady.

 He brought the needle up again and over and closed the loop, drawing the skin together. Dark treaclish blood, a molasses gleam in the lamplight dripped, seeping into the frigate’s planks. 

 Sall sewed the wound in tight iterations. Halfway up he took another swig to stay the pain. He’d be damned if he’d let anyone else sew him up. Any one of those pirates would put the needle in his eye, and those fishermen would probably just ether him again and throw him overboard, chum for the sharks and little fishes.

 He set the bottle down with a clink, took the needle dangling from the wound and went back to work. He wasn’t alone.

 Deadweight was sat right close against the bars, cross-legged and hunched forward. His deep grumbles morphed into words. ‘Careful you don’t hurt yourself,’ he said.

 Sall paused with the needle in hand and looked up at Deadweight’s face, his nose, his bruised, bloody mouth, and the split, crusted lip framed by the bars of the cell. ‘I’ll be fine. You’d better watch your mouth doesn’t get infected. It’s grotty down here,’ he said. ‘Catch your death.’

 Deadweight ignored him. ‘You don’t know what you’re doing, do you?’ The rage simmering below his surface was molten. He was bound, his arms now shackled behind his back. ‘You knew what you were doing you’d be someplace tending a couple sheep, all smart and safe and warm at night. Dog-fucking cunt. I’ll gut you like I’ll gut him.’

 Sall looped a few more notches in his flesh and drew them tight. He pulled too tight and winced. He waited for Deadweight to calm, to see if he even could. The pain faded, and he exhaled.

 Deadweight shuffled into the dark shadows at the back of the cell, his diseased arm thumping on the bulkhead. ‘Where is he?’

 Sall flexed his fingers. ‘He’s not here. He fled, and we’re going after him.’ Puffing, Sall drove the needle into his skin again and sewed another scrap of loose flesh to its partner. Not much left to stich now. He was aware of a small pool of red forming beside the flagon.

 Deadweight thumped the bulkhead again, thinking.

 Sall spoke softly and low, knowing his voice would still carry to the feral in the cell. ‘You tell me something now. Do the polyps travel through blood? Through the air? How did you get sick?’

 Deadweight made a low laugh. ‘Are you afraid? Do you have something against the shambling ferals kicked from their homes? Us poor lot, no stern man in his prime wants ever to sink so low. Ha!’ he thumped his shoulder again, the whack carrying loud through the timber.

 ‘Tell me, wretch.’

 ‘You’ll get warning, alright. Deadly fevers, spewing bile and shit. Spasms that’ll wrack your whole body, they’re enough to drive you mad. You’ll know about it, but not by your blood, I’ll tell you that.’

 Sall sewed the final loop shut and doused his arm again in the alcohol. There was a wad of cotton in the kit, too, with which he wiped down his stitching. That sting too subsided and he wrapped a fresh bandage from his bicep to his neck.

 ‘So how, then.’

 Deadweight leaned forward enough to come into the lamplight. His lips spread. The light gleamed off his bared, yellowing teeth, his lips contorted evilly. He said, ‘You’ll find no answers in madness.’

 The Bitter End’s creaks were muffled this far below the waterline. Sall was left unsettled. He rose, wanting no more parlay with this creature, and to see how the rest of the ship fared. Deadweight retreated back into the shadows, his arm thumping as he shuffled away. Sall turned and Deadweight started laughing, a throaty, rolling gurgle. Sall picked the bottle off the ground. 

 ‘Looks like we’re caught on this tide together,’ Deadweight said, and then darkly, ‘I wonder if you can manage its swells.’

 The hairs on Sall’s neck pricked. He scaled the ladders as the ship swayed. He clenched his teeth at the uncomfortable feeling in his gut.

 At the main deck he was met by the leering, overbearing presence of Florence’s men. They stood with their arms folded, faces set in staunch aspect. Rivera lingered at the rear eyeballing him. Sall brought the hatch shut to quieten Deadweight’s laughter and waited for one of them to talk.

 The closest, the biggest, Bundy, spoke. ‘We’re going to kill the bastard. He deserves to die.’

 Sall shook his head. ‘You know what’s behind us. He’s all we’ve got to keep them off our backs. You remember we barely made it off that mooring alive, aye?’

 The burly fisherman leaned close. He had a proud, square jaw, and enough of an attitude to encourage Sall to drive his knuckles into it.

 ‘Aye,’ Bundy said, ‘and it’s because of that monster you brought aboard. Get out of the way.’

 Sall inhaled through his nose and stared the man down. ‘You-’ he said, and sighed. Sall held the bottle of rum out and pushed it into the fisherman’s hands. ‘Sound like you need a drink. Start with this, Deadweight’ll still be here later on.’

 There was a tense silence between them. Sall said nothing.

 A female voice. ‘What’s going on down there? I have a monstrous headache.’ Light, uncovered footsteps came down the ladder. She had taken off her gunbelt and suspenders, and the bulky trousers, replacing them with lighter cotton trousers that came down to her calf. Her face came into view. She was tired, groggy, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked at the men squaring up in the cramped depths of this ship, putting the base of her palm against her temple and rubbing it, squinting over her man’s shoulder at Sall. She had an annoyed expression.

 Sall gave the bottle a slight shake.

 In one fluid motion the fisherman withdrew his chin and snatched the bottle from Sall’s hand. ‘We’ll all still be here later on,’ he said, turning towards her.

 ‘Flo,’ Bundy said, touching the curl on his forelock. ‘We-’

 She put the hand from her head on his chest to stay him. ‘Bundy, Mr. Edwards here is correct. Deadweight is our prisoner. He’s all we’ve got to get back my father, and you’ll see no harm come to him. Sall has saved our lives today, he deserves your thanks, and most of all your respect.’

 Bundy’s spine tensed. Sall watched Florence handle him like he was a young boy, petulant and emotional, and deflected the tantrum boiling within him with a graceful ease. Before he could argue, she said, ‘I’m mad too. I’d like nothing more than to slit that mong’s throat and throw him overboard. It’d be too good for him, to be honest. But we’re not doing that right now. Right now, we’re sailing as far as we can from those mongers coming after us and figuring out what we can do. We’re being smart. Right, Mister Edwards?’ Her eyes, those chips of subtle green circling the iris, flashed at him.

 ‘That’s the course,’ he said, resting a hand on his belt.

 ‘Edwards,’ Bundy said, through grit teeth.

 Deadweight thumped his arm on the bulkhead again. They all looked down at the hatch. Rivera said, ‘Is he trying to break a hole in the ship?’ 

 Sall shrugged. ‘He’s just letting us know he’s still here. He knows there’s nothing he can do.’

 Florence moved out of the way and indicated Bundy and the others leave. ‘I wish to speak with Mister Edwards, you can all leave. And don’t think about going down there again tonight.’

 Bundy shuffled past Florence, touching his forelock again, leaving with the others up the ladders. Sall and Florence waited quietly for them to go. Deadweight’s slow thumping drummed them off. Rivera gave Sall a dark look as he brushed past.

 When the last had gone up the ladders, she said, ‘Thank you for not beating the heavens out of my crew.’

 Sall pretended to shake pain out of his hand. ‘Sore hand.’

 Florence gave a light laugh. ‘Is that so?’ She looked down at the planks. ‘Did Deadweight have much to say?’

 ‘Nothing I’d rely on, but I don’t think any of us are coming down with a curse today.’

 Florence nodded slowly, letting out a small, relieved breath. ‘That’s a mercy,’ she said. There was a silence. She seemed to hesitate, her mind still forming the words she wanted to say, and in the best manner. ‘None of us would have our lives today if it wasn’t for you,’ she said. A thump from below stopped her tongue.

 ‘Let’s go above,’ Sall said. ‘He means to torment us.’

 ‘Torment is all they know,’ Florence replied. ‘Ferals can do nothing but bring it onto others. It wasn’t like this a year ago.’ She sighed. ‘It’s getting harder to get by.’

 Sall was reminded of the scores of pirates, most presumably dead now, who had once filled this ship, their bunks and most of their belongings still tucked away in the lower decks. Much of it had been ransacked by Marshall’s crew, he’d seen. The wide, empty gun decks echoed the occasional toll of Deadweight’s calcified arm. He could not wait to get back into open air.

 Florence blew out a candle. ‘I want to ask a favour of you, but I’ll understand if you decline.’ Small details revealed her tension. Her eyes darted, and before she spoke she bit her lip. The bite left a pale mark on her lower lip that flushed back to its mellow reds. Her tongue darted through. ‘I need to get my father back. I don’t know how yet, but I will find a way.’

 ‘There’s always a way,’ Sall said. ‘We have their Captain, that’s a good start.’

 He saw the hope in her eyes. ‘They don’t kill the ones they capture,’ she said, and paused before she said more. ‘At least not right away.’

 Sall’s mouth dried at the thought of what they did to the ones they captured. He didn’t want to ask. ‘He seems strong,’ he said.

 ‘He built everything himself, the mooring, the rig, all we’ve got out here. And held it, which is more than most can say. I just don’t know…’

 He stayed quiet, seeing Florence forming her thoughts.

 ‘I just don’t know how we are going to rebuild. That was everything. We lost everything. Again, you know? First we lost my mother, then we came out here and now we’re just-’ She was quiet. ‘We keep losing everything.’

 Sall stepped closer. ‘Not yet,’ She softened, and he moved to put her hand on her side. Sall saw the fears laid bare in her eyes. His throat grew hot.

 Florence blinked. ‘It’s a mess,’ she said, looking into his eyes. They flashed.

 Sall coughed. ‘Sure is,’ he said, stepping away.

 ‘It’s gonna cost a lot to rebuild.’ She paused, her eyes flickering, in thought now. ‘So how much money did Granger steal from you?’ There was hardness in their gemlike facets, sure. 

 Sall shook his head. He said, his voice going flat, ‘not enough to make it worth someone’s life.’

 She laughed and gave him a deadly smile. ‘You have no idea what a life’s worth out here.’

 

*     *     *

 

Sall let Florence return to her rest and rose to the rolling crescents of purple and orange splashed upon the evening swell. Though he might not have believed it, the Bitter End ran well enough under their few hands. At least he could not hear Deadweight up here. He could almost imagine it was a fine evening. 

 ‘Keeping us on course, Wilbur?’

 ‘They say if these waters ever calm we are truly in trouble, but high seas make for tiresome fucking sailing, I’ll say.’ Wilbur released the helm. The ship’s trim bowed in response, but it held true enough. The sails overhead snapped a little in the wind. He and Sall looked down the taut lines of rigging to the wirestays, noticing the two crews kept to their own separate hemispheres, except for Jonboy, who made constant friction crossing back and forth between stations as though trying to work the whole ship himself.

 ‘How many hands are we?’

 ‘Thirteen,’ said Wilbur.

 ‘Lucky. Any decent seafarers among us?’

 Wilbur rested his hand on the helm. ‘Well,’ he said, taking stock of the crew before them. ‘I’ve been stuck here for six months, but Jonboy’s been here longer. He knows this ship pretty well. Mister Jones, the hairy fellow, he’s been the carpenter since the last one copped a ball to his gut,’ he said, and Sall looked at a squat, beefy man fixing down the ratlines. ‘The tall one and his friend, Markham and Campion, they come out of, uh, Trinata Bay. They were working the estuaries under Mudlo for a few years, they can sail. Bronwyn comes out of the mountains, she’s more of a, uh, well you’ve met her. Killer. You know what, they’re all good enough.’ Wilbur took a languid position over the helm rail, crossing his palms before him. He wore three rings, one on each index finger and one around the base of his right thumb. They were each simple bands, the thumb ring almost hidden by his long, frayed sleeves. ‘They don’t like having Deadweight aboard.’ 

 Sall said, ‘Neither do I. He’s an unsettling creature.’

 ‘Are you the type to follow omens?’

 Sall shook his head. ‘I don’t even gamble.’

 The punta laughed. ‘Then what are you doing out here?’ He thought for a moment, remembering he’d put Sall in this position. ‘Regardless. Ferals are men touched by darkness, and you’ve captured one of their captains. It’s an ill thing.’

 ‘What do you think I should do with him?’

 Wilbur shrugged. ‘I think we’d be better off cutting his throat and taking our chances with the horde, frankly’ he said. He turned to look Sall in the eye. ‘At least we know what they’ll do to us. Deadweight is not like the rest. Very few mongers are.’

 Sall let the wind blow away the silence that arose after his words. ‘We can’t stop.’

 Wilbur’s eyes creased at the corners. ‘Well, we don’t have an anchor.’

 The ship’s course was drifting leeward, and he put a hand on the wheel to steady it before the next wave rocked them across the starboard bow. Wilbur noticed and shifted to look over the rail, surveying the crew. He plainly had no interest in the helm.

 ‘Do you think Granger knows we’re coming?’

 The punta nodded. ‘He knows we’re coming. Debts have a way of catching up to people, you know.’ He gave Sall a wry grin. ‘He’s no fool. The real concern is what he does with our money once he gets to Well’s Rest.’

 ‘What do you think he’ll do with it?’

 Wilbur laughed again. ‘Well, unless he’s changed his wicked ways, I’d say he’ll be putting it either in a glass, on his dice, or into the garter of some whore.’ 

 ‘That’s about what Deadweight said, too. So we’ll have to hurry.’ Wilbur had a casual, affable nature that made it hard not to like him, but the smoothness to it made him hard to trust. Sall decided to trust him, having few others he could even consider.

 Jonboy’s hasty figure shot across the deck, drawing their attention. He seemed to have taken the liberty of assigning himself first mate. It was curious. The Bitter End’s crew didn’t seem to mind the fellow’s badgering, while Florence’s men took him less kindly. It wasn’t long before a fisherman took offense to something Jonboy had said and had the much smaller, lighter man drawn nose to nose, ready to bash him. 

 Sall caught their attention and opened his mouth. ‘Hey you, stop that!’ To his surprise, they froze.

 Jonboy freed himself. The other pushed him away, and Sall realised all eyes were on him. Wilbur was watching him with his head half-turned, peering out the corner of an eye.

 ‘We’re here for Granger’s throat, not each others’. You stop bothering them so, Jonboy.’

 A voice called from offside. ‘We don’t give a shit about Granger, we just want to get away from those ferals!’ Markham said from the port rail. He was met with grumbling agreement from the others at the rigging.

 ‘Toss the monger back,’ came another voice, from Bronwyn. Her sleeves were rolled up to her shoulders, her thin, tanned arms working a line around a belaying pin. The other pirates took notice. She didn’t seem to talk often. She tied off the line with a quick shank and crossed her arms. ‘He’s sick.’

 Heads nodded, some coming from the fishermen on the other side. ‘Not a fish you’d keep,’ one of them said.

 Markham was gaining momentum. ‘And who the fuck put you in charge anyway? You don’t know these seas, or this ship! All you know of the Obotema you learned sitting in our bilgewater!’

 ‘Aye!’ Campion said.

 He was right, and Sall hesitated. It was true he did not know these seas. He’d not learned its winds, its currents, the fish in its depths, the shallows, the shoals, or how storms stirred it. Nor did he know where to find Well’s Rest, and less of what they might find if they got there.

 He needed help. With Sall lost for words, Wilbur took his chance. The punta stood straight and folded his hands behind his back, affecting a serious posture. His lapels stuck sharply from his chest.

 ‘Allow me to make you an offer, then.’ His voice carried far. ‘As a licensed, contracted Punta for the Naturo Establishment I am at liberty to dispense bounties for assistance in retrieving high profile debtees. The pirate captain Granger Strommken currently owes a sum that qualifies as such, a sum of seventeen-and-fifty gold, as some of you are well aware!’

 This received a round of dark chuckles, which petered as Wilbur’s gaze recalled memories of their own debts on Wilbur’s chits.

 ‘I can offer two shekels per day to any of you willing and able, now, able, ladies and gentlemen, to sign with more than a cross and become subcontracted under myself. All I ask is you sign with first and last names and the money is yours, with a bonus of ten shekels apiece upon successful collection.’

 This had them thinking. Fourteen shekels a week was good money, and the bonus enough to keep any of them comfortably drunk for a month. The pirates were slowly convinced. 

 Wilbur continued. ‘That offer goes out to everyone. After all, we’re all in the same boat, so to speak. Might as well make money, shouldn’t we?’ He spoke to the fishermen. Several were swayed, but they were under contract to Florence, and she was below decks.

 Campion was the first to step forward. ‘I’ll sign,’ he said. ‘And so will Rob.’ Markham begrudgingly stepped to his side.

 Wilbur produced a sheet of parchment from the interior of his jacket as the rest stepped forward. He had come prepared. ‘That is excellent news, gentlemen.’

 All of the Bitter End’s remaining crew stepped away from their stations, massaging hands worked raw by the rigging. Some decided this was as good a break as any and had begun rolling tobacco produced from small pouches. 

 The carpenter, Tony, said, ‘More’n we were getting paid under Granger, isn’t it?’

 ‘What was Granger paying us, again?’

 They looked amongst themselves. ‘Bout three bob, wasn’t it?’

 ‘You were getting three?’

 ‘Ah well,’ Wilbur said, clapping his hands and silencing them. ‘At least we know you can sail.’

 Wilbur brought the pirates together on the quarterdeck. Jonboy was the first to sign, using a pencil Wilbur handed him. He pressed the parchment flat on a table and went through the spelling of his name with care. They formed a rough line, smoking cigarettes and not saying much, choosing instead to relax. When Jonboy was signed he skirted the queue, filching a cigarette from the corner of Markham’s mouth and putting it in his own. Markham made a series of grasping reaches, but Jonboy was too agile, slipping out of his grasp. 

 Markham grumbled, pushed his cap down over his eyes, and reached again for his pouch.

 They were all signed. Wilbur looked up at Sall minding the helm. ‘I just want Granger,’ Sall said. ‘Then I’m off this sea.’

 Wilbur was smiling. ‘Then climb down from that helm, because this ship needs a Captain to sail her, not a fighter.’

 Markham said, ‘Oh get fucked.’ The pirates stirred. Campion shuffled from heel to heel and Bronwyn’s eyes narrowed, but nobody said anything else. 

 Wilbur sniffed. ‘I’m already under a contract, Sall, it has to be you.’ His eyes suggested this might be more a private joke for him, though. A story to tell later, of enlisting a man with less experience than a greenhorn to captain a frigate.

 ‘I’d sooner have the woman lead us,’ Campion said.

 Wilbur ignored him. ‘You know letters, yes?’ He offered the pencil up to him. ‘Someone’s got to pretend they’re in charge.’

 Sall kept the helm steady against a gust from the rear. ‘I’ll sign,’ he said. ‘If no one’s too busy to come steer this ship for me.’ He looked at Jonboy drawing on his purloined smoke. He felt Sall’s gaze on him and flinched, fumbling the ash off the tip.

 Jonboy hustled up the steps as Sall left the helm. Jonboy brushed past. They weren’t fans of salutes, these pirates, but neither was Sall. He looked at the contract. He knew his letters, but it had been a while.

 Under Provisional Act by the Naturo Establishment, an Overseeing Department formerly known as the Naturan Office of Gaming and Slavery, utilising Gaming Observation rule Forty-Five, Recognised Punta Wilbur Floggins has been given License by the Captain of the aforenamed vessel Bitter End, one Sall Edwards to use said Ship to Pursue and Detain a Debtee to the Naturo Establishment Trust. 

 This Document hereby, and so on. Sall saw where he was to sign. ‘So what is there to prove I’m Captain of this ship? Would I need to produce a deed?’ 

 Wilbur shook his head as the pirates jeered. ‘Deed? You think Granger bought this ship fair and square?’

 Sall signed, ignoring the hot flush of embarrassment at his collar. The quill made a light scratching. When he was done he handed it and the parchment back to Wilbur.

 ‘Easy as that.’ Wilbur drew a wicked grin. ‘Congratulations, pirates! You’ve signed on to the closest these seas have to lawful service. Enjoy the government paycheck.’

 The pirates groaned. ‘If my ma could see me now,’ one said, ‘she’d spit in my eye.’

 A fisherman came down from the tops, stepping through sails rippling in the wind. He descended nimbly through the shrouds and approached. His bare feet slapped flat against the planks.

 ‘Quade,’ Rivera said to him. ‘What do you see?’

 ‘Sails behind us. I have seen them twice. I waited to make sure. We are being followed, but they are at some distance.’ He spoke carefully and slow. He watched Sall with a certain disdain, or maybe he always held a distant affect. Sall was not sure. 

 The fishermen had all heard the pirates choose Sall as their Captain. He could read the displeasure in their faces, but not Quade’s. He spoke plain.

 Sall said, ‘do you recognise them?’

 ‘It looks to be Juniper, I will know in an hour.’ There were quiet murmurs. Quade’s eyes scanned against the setting sun’s glare. 

 Sall could see nothing on the horizon. ‘This is a faster ship, isn’t it? We’ll be able to put distance on them in the night.’ The sun was at their backs, and the topsman would have better view of their pursuers once it had set, Sall agreed.

 Sall said, ‘we’ll just push on for now. With any luck we can slip into the night before they come any closer. I’ll take first watch.’

 There were slow nods.

 Quade looked in the other direction now at the night that was coming in, the sea out there faded dark into it.

 ‘Those are not the only bad spirits out there,’ he said. ‘These seas are rotting. I smell it.’

 

*     *     *

 

A soft thud, the hollow sound of wood bumping wood. Sall stirred. He was so exhausted he hadn’t realised he’d fallen asleep on watch. Still, something out there had woken him. He stayed motionless against the taut midshiplines he’d leaned against, looking overboard for the sound that had stirred him. It was well dark. The moon was behind a cloud, and barely the slightest ripples of silver crested the top of the settled water.

 The mainsail was open, keeping the currents from whisking away their anchorless ship. Down there on deck Campion was watching over it, making sure they stayed course. Sall peered closer. He’d fallen asleep too. They were all exhausted.

 He keened his hearing into the still night and loosened his sword arm with a stretch. The joints popped. From the depths of the ship he heard Deadweight smack the bulkhead. He had kept that drumming, the slow thump, thump, of his calcified arm tolling through the ship since they had spoken earlier. The feral in him wouldn’t let him rest. 

 That sound was not what had woken him, he was sure. Slowly he worked his hand around the leather grip.

 The claws of a grapple came over the rail ten feet down towards the aft. It caught the rail with a muffled thump. Its tines were wrapped. Sall followed the length of rope down to its source. The shadows at the waterline shifted, moving shapelessly around the rope. A figure emerged from it, two arms, legs, bare feet pale in the moonlight setting carefully against the hull. It climbed.

 A second grapple followed after it, catching a few feet further down.

 Sall kept low. He skirted behind bulky twelve pounders sitting unused in their ports. The grappling ropes thrummed, tightening with the weight of the figures scaling the hull. Sall went softly down the steps to the lower gun deck. He stepped cautious and quiet and halted a few yards short of the hooks.

 Sall peeked over the side and made a quick count. There were four, all dressed in dyed cloaks pulled up over their heads, but the way they moved told Sall all he needed to know. Ferals again.

 Sall lay a hand on the leg of the pirate sleeping nestled in a pile of sail canvas, who slept using his arm as a pillow wedged into the crook of the mainmast. ‘Campion,’ Sall kept his voice barely above a hissed whisper. ‘Campion!’

 The pirate stirred, eyes focusing down his stubbled chin at Sall. He realised he’d fallen asleep. To his credit, he didn’t breathe a whisper. Sall indicated his sword and drew it from its hilt.

 ‘Cut their lines when I give the word.’

 Campion rubbed his bleary eyes, drew a dagger and rose behind Sall, who turned and moved to the furthest hook. Campion moved to the other, and they both watched two hands grab the top of the rail.

 The feral grunted lifting itself that final incline, balancing at the top. It didn’t see them. It lowered itself down, bare feet padding on the deck. Sall saw its toes, gangrenous and hobbed. He almost gagged.

 Campion was shaking. His dagger trembled. Sall put a finger to his lips. Campion leaned back further against the gunwale, his expression tight. Sall was hunched, barely noticeable in the shadow. The feral stepped past him. It paused to sniff the air. Sall caught sight of its eyes, wide, black, empty, but alert.

 The feral spotted the crews sleeping on the deck. They were scattered about wherever they could bunch up out of the wind. The night was warm enough to sleep out, and they were lying as dogs, curled, or on their backs, or their sides, their arms over their heads, lulled by the gentle motion of the becalmed water.

 The feral stopped a few metres away.

 ‘Now!’ he said, standing up as the second feral came over on Campion’s side. Campion sprung up and stabbed it with the dagger. The feral let out a surprised scream and fell back, blood dripping from its neck. As it fell the pirate cut the line and both mongers went yelping into the sea. 

 Sall sliced the line on the nearest hook and loosed the attacker coming up the bow.

 Three ferals fell into the water. The fourth spun around, wheeling a hatchet, striking air. It saw the pair of them there and like a cornered animal its hackles rose, drooling from a mouth broken by a coral growth.

 The hatchet came at Sall overhand. Sall swung his sabre with both hands underhand, cutting a gash up the feral’s side and through its armpit. The hatchet arm severed clean. Sall winced, his own wounded shoulder protesting at the effort. 

 The feral stopped, stunned. Sall turned the sabre in his hands and stabbed, now, piercing it in the chest. Blood gurgled from between its lips. Sall let it fall on the planks.

 The ship’s bell pealed loud through the night. In moments the whole crew were on their feet, lighting lanterns and arming themselves. Three slow cracks of yellow riflefire came from the tops and took care of the mongers struggling through the water towards a wooden rowboat.

 It was perhaps two hours to dawn. Sall ordered the monger’s body thrown overboard before its blood seeped into the timber.

 Sall addressed the crew. ‘The ferals know we caught their party, but they won’t come at us blooded. Ready a few cannons. They’re testing us. Campion, you come with me. Where’s Markham?’

 Jonboy spoke. ‘On watch, Captain. Over Deadweight.’

 ‘Good, that’s where I’m going now. One of you go light some lanterns. As many as you can. They already know we’re here, so we’ll make sure we’ve got something to show them.’ He nodded at the severed arm.

 Sall brought Campion with him, keeping his sword drawn. Campion was especially hard in his eyes, fresh off the adrenaline of the attack. He hoped it was steel enough to handle the creature in the hold. A fisherman loomed out of the darkness. Bundy. He came close, not close enough to try put his face in Sall’s, but the suggestion was there.

 ‘I want to help,’ Bundy said.

 Sall cocked his chin. ‘Come on then,’ he said, and they went below.

 Markham rose, ready with the pistol as they entered. ‘What-’ he said.

 Sall beat his fist on the bars of Deadweight’s cell. ‘Stand on up, monger. We’re going for a walk.’

 A lantern hung above the door, throwing the shadows of the bars into the cell’s depths. They spliced across him sitting crosslegged at the very back. The monger captain looked up. ‘I got some good boys, don’t I? Loyal, they are,’ he said, sneering.

 ‘Up,’ he said, and waited until Deadweight rose. 

 ‘Your turn getting the legs,’ Campion said to Markham.

 With Markham, Campion, and Bundy behind him Sall took the keyring and unlocked Deadweight’s cell.

 Sall was ready. Deadweight barged his shoulder against the door, but Sall sidestepped it, the door flinging uselessly aside. Deadweight’s shackled hands came at his throat. Sall kneed him in the gut, headbutted him – Sall saw white – and dropped the feral on the ground. Markham threw himself down on Deadweight’s legs. The other two pinned the arms. 

 ‘Fight me fair! Unshackle me, see how you go then!’

 Sall planted a boot on Deadweight’s head. ‘Careful now, and you might see the dawn on your own ship,’ he drew his sabre and held it to Deadweight’s neck.

 ‘See the dawn with my teeth in your heart,’ Deadweight growled, but he climbed to his feet. Markham and Bundy took him by his wrists and dragged him up the ladders. Sall stood at his back, keeping the tip of the sabre at Deadweight’s spine.

 They brought him up to the poop deck. Florence was there, standing with a spyglass, peering into the shadow of the night. Her tiredness was gone, replaced by adrenaline, or perhaps angry hope. ‘No sign of them yet,’ she said. ‘They can’t be far.’

 Lanterns flared along the ship. A pirate with a lit wick scurried between them, rounding up to Sall at the poop where he lit the last lantern above the helm. Sall peered into the distance, looking for the Juniper or any sign of the rest of Deadweight’s ferals. With the moon shrouded and a thick blanket of cloud over the stars the night was black. 

 Sall prodded Deadweight down to his knees, resting the blade of his sabre against his neck. They would be able to see him if there was a spyglass trained on them.

 The ferals took the taunt. Quade saw them first, calling out, ‘Ship sighted, two hundred yards to port!’  

 Sall spun around. He’d been looking where the rowboat had come from, when instead the ship had snuck up behind them. Sall hadn’t thought they were that cunning.

 Even now the Juniper was hard to see. The ship seemed to blend into the night behind it. Sall grabbed Deadweight and changed his grip into a shove as the ship came cruising up beside them. feral shadows lurked in the rigging and across the decks, a shifting background of stunted figures. Deadweight stayed under the blade. 

 Sall called out, ‘Light your lanterns! Who am I dealing with?’

 A match struck at the fore, lighting a lantern held by one of them that illuminated the harpoon guns. The two ships were pointed in opposite directions, separated only by a narrow gap. The mongers had manoeuvred her well in near complete darkness.

 The ugly horde was packed to the rails, shoving each other shoulder to shoulder aboard the weather decks of the Juniper, with as many packed below. Each gunport was open with as many guns at the ready. Twisted faces poked out of them, leering up at the small crew, hoping for blood. 

 The End‘s pirates aimed the poopdeck’s swivels. If it came to a battle, the Bitter End was outgunned, outmatched, and outmanoeuvred. All they had was Deadweight. 

 Florence made a disgusted noise. ‘That’s Beaumont’s fucking ship. They’re all over it, souring it up.’

 Marshall was dragged out of the old whaling ship and brought to the bow, where he was tossed in the pool of light from the monger’s lantern. They had tortured him. His fingers bled from where several fingernails had been removed. His eyes were red and swollen, the sockets possibly broken from repeated blows. His skin was splotched by bruises and blood. The gangly, beer-bellied man was barely conscious. Florence rushed to the rail. ‘Dad!’

 One monger stood for them. Two gunbelts criscrossed a bare, sunken chest. He looked sicker than the others. A fetid green ichor, not unlike mossy bilge, seeped out its mouth. Dirty gobs of it dripped off its chin. Even from here Sall could see the rabid look in its eye. The feral was gaunt, with an unkempt beard and a dark head of bushy hair chopped to keep out of its sickened face.

 ‘Give us Deadweight!’ it said, its voice hoarse, spitting slime with each consonant. The effort of talking pained it.

 Sall ignored it. ‘Can you hear me, Marshall?’

 They shook him. His voice was weak. ‘That’s Mister Marshall, to you. I can hear you fine.’

 Florence called out. ‘Dad! We’ll get you out of there!’

 Marshall gave a low laugh. ‘I know you will,’ he said. He seemed too exhausted to manage more than a few words at a time.

 ‘Is Monty with you, Dad? We lost track of him, is he…’

 Marshall shook his head. Beaumont hadn’t gone back to the Juniper, and he hadn’t blown the wall. Florence chewed a lip. 

 The gaunt monger interrupted them. ‘Deadweight!’

 Deadweight spat laughter. He sounded pleased. Sall dug his hand into Deadweight’s shoulder to keep him in place. Their captain’s distress stirred the ferals, but soon they settled. Sall looked down. A gleam shone in his eyes, an evil, calculated shine. The monger had a plan.

 ‘I’m not going anywhere! I’m happy where I am.’

 Sall pressed the sword nearer his jugular. ‘What?’

 ‘I said I’ll stay here. I like this boat.’ Deadweight shook his chains and spoke to the ichorous feral. ‘You hear me, Messenger? Stay back. We’re going to Well’s Rest, boys!’

 The seething mass reacted as one confused animal, pushing and climbing over one another out of frustration, the angry motions of soldier crabs in a bucket. The crew of the Bitter End stiffened, expecting the mongers’ temper to break at any moment. 

 The one they called Messenger stayed them with a hoarse shout. Vile fluid flecked from his mouth. ‘Quiet! He wants to stay he can stay.’ 

 Sall tightened his grip on the scruff of Deadweight’s coat. He gave him a rough shove. ‘What do you want?’ He drew the sabre into the flesh.

 Florence touched his arm. ‘Town scouts’ll spot a monger ship as soon as it comes anywhere near,’ she said. ‘He needs to go with us.’

 ‘If you think I’m playing escort to a feral, you’re wrong.’

 Deadweight gave a wide, toothy grin. He relaxed under Sall’s tight hold around his collar. ‘Nay, matey, that’s exactly what you’re doing,’ he said. ‘You can’t touch me.’

 Sall saw red. He swung the back of his hand across Deadweight’s jaw. The crack resounded through the air. It only took him a moment to realise he’d made a mistake.

 As Deadweight spat blood Marshall was briefly lost beneath a tussle of writhing mongers. They delivered kicks and fists at any exposed inch of Marshall’s body. Deadweight snarled and tried to rise up at him as Florence came between them, the click of a hammer enough to stay Deadweight on his heels. She levelled the rifle at his temple.

 ‘Anything you do to my father, I’ll do double to your Captain!’

 Messenger took notice, his voice ringing out to stay the horde. The ferals clambered off Marshall, leaving him breathing hard. Blood eked out of new wounds, but sparingly. The bruises only became fresher.

 ‘Dad,’ she said.

 Marshall spoke with more difficulty. ‘How are you, Flo?’

 Florence called out, ‘I’m safe and well. We’re not going to let them take you away, Dad. I’ll kill every one of them if I have to.’  

 Marhsall’s voice was almost lost under their derisive hooting. ‘That’s the way,’ Marshall said. A grin creased his ugly head. ‘You’re your mum’s daughter, alright.’

 Messenger gestured with a hand. He was done with the ceremony. Ferals grabbed Marshall by his ragged shirt and hauled him into their ranks.

 Sall wasn’t sure how that was supposed to have gone. He didn’t take his eyes off the one Deadweight called Messenger. Messenger stared back at him, his fury palpable. There would be no peaceful handover. Sall could strike no bargain with these creatures.

 He grabbed Deadweight by the scruff of his coat. 

 Messenger straightened, stretching to his full rangy height. He let a wordless, rageful howl into the night. His roar called for war, for blood, for fighting and death and violent satisfaction to its torment. The howl drew long, becoming lost in a chorus of howls that arose around it from each one of Deadweight’s ferals, who paused and let their own howls sound at the sky.

 The echoes trailed off, leaving those on the Bitter End cold and wary. 

 With Markham and Campion’s help Sall dragged Deadweight back to his cell and locked it, leaving the feral to retreat into the bilgey murk. Sall did not look at him, and neither uttered a word.

 

*     *     *

 

The next morning there was a body in the water. The surface of the water was a silvery blue, still calm, but the wind was rising early. It whisked through the tops and was caught softly by the mains, which filled as though breathing. Quade, up securing the topgallants, called out and extended a brown arm at the dark shape floating in the water off the port bow. ‘Man overboard! Something floating in the water!’

 Two men with gaffes brought the corpse up. Some of the pirates gasped. ‘That’s Slater,’ Wilbur said, appearing at Sall’s side.

 ‘Slater?’ Sall said. They almost had him up the side of the boat. Wilbur reared back with the rest of them after copping a whiff of the smell. He’d been dead for a while. 

 ‘He got away with Granger on the longboat. For a little while, by the looks of it. I’d say that-’ he clenched his teeth, forcing back a gag. ‘Don’t bring him onboard, for fuck’s sake.’ Wilbur spat on the deck and covered his nose.

 Two pirates held the body from the gaffes with their faces turned aside. Unidentifiable organs dangled loose from where the torso had been ripped apart. A bite had been taken out of his side, at the belly, his right calf, and the heft of his neck and shoulders. Some enormous lone tooth had raked down the side of its head and severed an ear, dragging a deep gash. He’d seen shark bites before, not many, but enough to know what he wasn’t looking at. 

 ‘This was no shark,’ Sall said, studying the other bites. ‘Sharks don’t bite like that. Something tore him right open, look.’

 Wilbur shook his head. ‘I’d prefer not. Damn shame, really. He owed me fifty shekels.’

 Several of the pirates muttered prayers while the rest looked on in horror. Sall had seen enough. ‘Put it back,’ he said, turning away from the dizzying smell of decay.

 One of the pirates said, ‘What on earth could have done that?’

 There were several responses. Some said it had to be a shark, some that it looked like a pod of them had fought over the body. Slater must have come off Granger’s skiff somehow. Maybe sharks rocked the boat. It made sense if enough came at them. Perhaps that gash was a sword, or a dagger, or he was caught in something.

 ‘It was no dagger,’ Sall said. ‘Unless it were jagged and wide. A tooth went through there. Almost the length of my forearm, I’d wager. That or some kind of claw, but I’ve never seen a bird that size.’ It certainly wasn’t that osprey. He’d last seen her up in the tops, standing resolute over the sea, watching for prey. 

 Several of the fishermen looked between themselves. 

 ‘There’s worse than sharks out here,’ a fisherman said. Sall looked up, saw between the fishermen. Florence stood at the back, thinking.

 Bundy put his hands on his hips. ‘I saw something once. Netters dragged it up and beat it with a stick. Horrible thing. Kind of… like a seal. Had this long, meaty jaw on it. This tough garfish head.’ He paused, recalling the memory. ‘Didn’t eat it.’

 The rest of the fishermen shifted among themselves, none knowing quite what to say. Florence was the first to speak.

 ‘We’ve all seen the sick ones,’ Florence said. ‘They don’t usually come up so far.’

 ‘They like the dark,’ another agreed. The fishermen were quiet. Nobody had enough information to offer, nor any pressing desire to share it. The only fact anyone could agree on, though they agreed without saying it, was that it was an unsettling way to start a day.

 The day’s eerie continued with a salty mist that lingered through the pale morning. The sky was overcast and grey, but not conditions for fog. It seemed to come off the water itself. The salt was strong enough in the air they tasted it with each breath, the taste only growing stronger the further they sailed. The mist spread as far as they could see, faintly licking off the tops of the waves.

 It dried their mouths.’I’ve never seen weather like this,’ Rivera said, filling his mug for a second time. He took a sip and wiped a droplet away.

 ‘Aye,’ Jonboy said, fixing down a sail. ‘Haunted.’ He stifled himself with a cough.

 The crew remained subdued through the morning. None of them knew what to think. Quade saw no end to the mist from the tops, either.

 The wind picked up, bringing a slow rhythm to the swell. Talk grew thin and soon stopped except for the chatter of duty. They kept their voices low, their gazes drawing inwards, and as the crews moved about the ship they gave each other wide berths, sometimes going as far as to step widely away if another came across their path, avoiding contact entirely. They were wrapped in nervous thought.

 Wilbur was standing at the helm by Sall. He exhaled as if he had been holding it for too long. ‘Are those ferals not enough? Must we allow ourselves to go cold before the killing blow even comes?’ He stepped from foot to foot to loosen his muscles.

 ‘I don’t blame them. We’re entirely at Deadweight’s whim. The seas are treacherous ahead, and behind.’ He looked back, at the stolen Juniper’s steady pursuit. Its low profile kept it a narrow dark almond on the horizon. 

 Sall sometimes stopped to view the other ship through a spyglass. Their decks buzzed constantly with frenetic activity. He could see nothing clearly at this distance, and they seemed to wish to stay far behind. Sall didn’t need the spyglass to see they had dropped back further. It was odd. None had heard any noise from Deadweight in several hours, either. Florence was on watch over him and she said he had calmed. 

 Sall wasn’t sure. ‘Bah,’ he said, looking ahead, trying to peer over the mists. So long as they kept sailing west. He rested his forearm on one of the wheel’s polished pegs and mused. Whatever had torn that man apart could not threaten them aboard the Bitter End. 

 One of Florence’s men knew how to run a galley stove without burning the whole ship down. Some of them hadn’t had a hot meal in a week, and were brought to angry outbursts at the greasepaper parcels of dried meat with bread and cheese passed around from the stores. It was time for a proper meal, and if nothing else it could cure their poor mood.

 The cook had been tinkering down there for an hour. The smells of cooking meat and stewed, flavourful juices rising since had set their mouths watering. The men were hopeful. Idle chatter dropped as the cook came lumbering under the weight of a cast-iron pot as broad as he was from shoulder to shoulder. It was a staggering effort to get it up the ladders. The man’s face was red with pride and sweat.

 A sailor rolled a half keg over and sat it upright under the chef’s trembling arms. He put it down, carefully, the contents sloshing inside. The cook took off his cap and tucked it into a back pocket. ‘Fixed this up,’ he said, lifting the lid on the pot. 

 Steam drew curls in the air above the sailors drawn by the smell. From the helm Sall couldn’t see what was inside, and sighed at seeing the crew leave their posts. Wilbur shrugged at him and joined them. 

 Sall heard Campion’s nasal voice. ‘What is it?’ Campion sniffed the pot.

 ‘It’s stew,’ the cook said.

 Florence’s voice was tight. ‘Eldo, you’ve outdone yourself,’ 

 Campion nodded, unimpressed, as Jonboy scurried downstairs to round up some bowls. He returned with two columns stacked higher than his head, far more bowls than they had mouths to feed.

 Eldo took a bowl from the top of the stack and dished out a portion with a tall ladle. He handed it to Florence first, who took it gratefully.

 More serves of the thick, brown stew went along to each of them. Campion jammed a spoonful in his mouth. His nose wrinkled, but he swallowed.

 Florence and her fishermen were more accustomed to Eldo’s cooking.

 ‘You’re lucky it’s hot,’ Wilbur said, withering the poor cook’s ego.

 ‘Carrots and potatoes, together at last,’ Campion said, needling, but still eating away happily. 

 ‘Let’s see what you can do with salted beef and mushy onions,’ Eldo said, flicking gravy off the ladle at Campion, who went darting away from the spray, pleased with himself. 

 ‘It is a lot of onion, sure,’ Markham said.

 Sall nodded to the cook and went back to the poopdeck, sitting on the wide band of polished wood surrounding the stern. He sat where Granger had caught him climbing the nets. Those ratty, stinking old nets were long gone, but the eyelet pins still remained nailed into the wood where Sall was sat. Frayed hairs of old line stuck wound around the pins was playing in the breeze. He looked down, saw where the galley chimney emerged from a terracotta hole in the bulkhead. A little smoke still came out. 

  Sall held the warm bowl in his lap and dangled his legs over the water. He watched the monger ship for a while. It still kept a considerable distance behind them.

 He ate slowly, studying the constant frenzy of noise and motion on the other ship. They were barely discernible, a writhing, seething mass of dark shapes. They bucked the ship from port to starboard, always swerving, wrenching a few hundred yards in each direction before shifting sharply and heading off in the other. Their masts always crawled with mongers about repairing snapped lines broken under their harsh sail.

 The hairs on his neck prickled. They were watching him. One stood at the bow, not moving like the rest. He remembered the spyglass in his coat. He put the empty bowl beside him and extended the glass from an eye.

 ‘I thought it was you,’ he said. The feral was the one who had addressed him the night before. Messenger. He had to be Deadweight’s second. The rangy figure spat. A gob of the slime arced down into the water below. Sall shifted, knocking his bowl over the side. It clattered off the stern and disappeared in the ship’s wake. 

 As Sall watched the feral drew a pistol from a gunbelt, aim it at him, and fired. He listened a moment for its response. He heard nothing. The ball wouldn’t have made it a third of the way.

 Something was frustrating the monger. It pushed off the bowlines and paced back and forth before the sprit. Its fixed scowl remained on the Bitter End. It still didn’t seem pleased with Deadweight’s orders. Sall put the glass away in his coat. 

 ‘Any time,’ Sall said, too wishing there was less distance between them, and solid ground beneath their feet. He looked down at the water, and the trails of grey mist whisking off the chop. 

 He spotted his bowl floating in the water about fifty yards behind them. The speck of brown bobbed against the greyed blues. It came up a crest and dipped down behind the next one. Sall watched for it to return to view, but it never did. Sall sniffed.

 Suppressing the goosebumps prickling his arms he saw the Juniper was falling back, raising its sails to half, and keeping on its northerly course. Until now the Juniper had been swerving in a tight, although continuous rhythm, and following them dead west. 

 Now something had made them afraid.

 There was something in the water.




CHAPTER FOUR

Motion in his periphery. High in the topgallants the osprey pushed off its perch and caught an updraft, launching a hundred feet into the air above the ship. Sall backed off the stern and watched the bird circle once, twice, her head moving to and fro. She spotted prey. The osprey pulled her wings into a sharp dive.

 Sall’s sudden attention alerted the crew. They looked out as the bird screeched midway into its dive, a terrifying, sharp call that sounded until it pulled up several feet above the waves.

 The surface frothed. Through the haze of low, wispy mist Sall saw something mottled pink, textured like clay and two feet wide. The bird pulled up as the creature breached. She shot back into the air. Whatever prey she’d spotted she no longer desired.

  ‘What in all fuck was that?’ Markham’s voice broke their stunned silence.

 Sall kept his voice low. ‘There’s something in the water. Point us to the north, I’m going below.’ They were all paying attention now. ‘And stay away from the sides.’ 

 Sall left the helm, an idea forming. Whatever he’d seen was big. They’d need more than swords and pistols to deal with something that large. He came down the ladders. The air down here was bad, smelling of stew and boiled onions. 

 Sall took a lantern off the wall.

 He caught Florence hurrying up from the hold. She took the ladders two steps at a time, almost colliding with Sall trying to go further below. She huffed in surprise and started back. Only her grip on the rail saved her from falling. ‘Mister Edwards!’ She came up onto the landing, ‘Something’s got Deadweight going. He’s muttering all these strange, dark things. Then I heard something brushing against us. Against the outside of the ship.’ 

 She saw the look on his face. ‘There’s something out there,’ she said.

 Sall nodded. ‘The Juniper is sailing off to the north, and we’ve just seen something breach the surface. I don’t know what I saw. It’s big.’ 

 Florence gripped his forearm. ‘What did it look like?’

 Sall shook his head. He looked at her in the flickering orange light of the lantern. ‘Don’t know. Muscle, or flesh, like a tail… I don’t know. We’re going to need harpoons.’

 ‘I’ll help,’ she said, going with him back below. In the orlop, below the waterline, sound was muted but for Deadweight knocking about a deck below. Sall passed the hawser and went into the stores.

 ‘Ferals never abandon their masters,’ she said, as Sall pushed open the door to the largest of the stores, where Sall remembered a jumble of equipment near the back, there over by the oars. ‘Never.’

 ‘Aye, I thought as much,’ Sall said. He and Florence picked their way through the cluttered stores. He held the lantern high to guide their way to an open barrel where a bundle of harpoons were stashed beside old fishing nets, spinner reels and rods, and tackle bitter with the smell of dry fish guts and weed. Fish scales, spindly bones and shrivelled baitworms were amongst the tackle, hooks, lures, and sinkers of different gauges spilled out of a fallen chest lying busted on its side. The light passed over them and gleamed brassy off the harpoons’ barbed tips.

 ‘This isn’t a fishing trip,’ she said. 

 ‘Aye, it’s far from that,’ Sall said, taking up a harpoon. They were solid oak, and dusty from lack of use. Patina had dulled their brass. He scooped as many as he could into his arms and passed them to Florence. She braced under their weight. 

 ‘What’s down there, Florence? You’ve seen something? Tell me.’

 Florence bundled the harpoons under an arm. ‘Some parts of the seas go deeper than our salvage rigs can reach,’ she said. ‘Sometimes something comes up. They’re like the ferals, sick. Fish, mostly, but they’re always already dead. You can’t really tell what it was, sometimes. As for anything else… I couldn’t tell you anything besides ghost stories.’

 Sall handed her a few more. He took almost a dozen for himself. ‘I don’t think we’ve got time for stories.’

 Loaded with as much as they could carry, they left the stores and hurried above. Florence followed behind with the lantern hanging from a crooked finger.

 They went up to the main deck, where the crew bunched together amidships by the ladders. The nervous huddle parted for them to come in and hand out the harpoons. 

 ‘We saw another one,’ Jonboy said, his eyes darting seawards.

 Sall handed him a harpoon. ‘Another one?’

 Bundy spoke behind him. ‘It’s a beachworm, I tell you.’

 ‘Big fucking beachworm! I saw its wrigglers, they’re the size of me thumb.’

 There was barely a sailor aboard who hadn’t thrown a harpoon, but none stood without fear of the creatures below. They’d all seen what had been done to Slater. While the more reserved stood sentinel or stretched the anxiety from their shoulders, others paced about, unable to settle. Jonboy’s feet worked him nervously until Sall put a harpoon in his hand. He looked up at the barbed point with a measure of foreboding. 

 Campion and Markham stood like the trapper hunters he’d seen working the shallows of St. Augustine’s coastline. They curled their arms around the harpoon’s haft so it was an extension of their hands, and more useful for prodding their way through the mangrove swamps where they would hunt the saltwater crocodiles that preyed upon the heron and the mudcrabs. 

 The other pirates he figured could throw a harpoon well enough, but he wouldn’t count on their aim. Florence was already organising her fishermen, whom from honed experience were quick and fluent under her direction.

 Florence stopped. ‘Oh, Saints,’ she said.

 A ferocious howl sounded from below, cheering victory. Deadweight. It went trailing into indistinct, broken laughter through the crew’s silence watching the monster come over the bow. 

 Wriggling toelike appendages lined both edges of a mostly flat body, flat and long, a thick ribbon of mottled flesh. The wrigglers lining its sides were scooped at the ends to crawl through sand on the seabed, and hard enough to shuffle up the side of the Bitter End’s hull. Their shuffling movements clicked along the planks. 

 The full length of it was still rising over the side. It came slithering over the bowsprit feeling out its surroundings.

 The creature was blind, looking sightless out from under a protective spread of overgrown cartilage, where the knurled flat of its head ended in three rudimentary feelers. Their heads were marred by mong coral growths, sick white outcrops where the natural chitin was broken and dead. The wyrm flexed its feelers, tasting the air.

 It opened its mouth wide, exposing the long, curved tooth sitting front and center at the ridge of its mouth, the lining of webbing stretching, extending the range of its jaw. Rows of smaller, sharp teeth filled its gums. It brought its mouth closed with a hard, wet snap.

 The wyrm came shuffling wetly onto the deck. 

 ‘The fuck is that?’ Jonboy said, stepping back onto an old, creaky plank.

 The wyrm’s head jerked. It bowed down from the fore, swinging its sightless maw to and fro, listening.

 Another pirate opened his mouth to talk. Markham put a hand over it. He shook his head, keeping his voice a whisper. ‘It can hear us.’

 Sall brandished a harpoon. The wyrm was coming too close to the others. He would lure it away. On soft feet he followed the starboard rail, aiming to flank it, all the while studying its movements. It achieved some manner of grip with its wrigglers, or toes, whatever they were. The wyrm could also hear him moving, but couldn’t pinpoint him if he was quiet.

 It could smell him better than it could hear him. It raised its snout higher when it was smelling.

 Sall paused midstep. The wyrm had Wilbur in its path, and while the rest of the crew had migrated sternwards the punta was frozen in place. Wilbur stepped back with the harpoon held across his chest, about to panic. Sall wanted to shout at him, tell him to hold it straight ahead if he wanted to protect himself.

 Wilbur watched frozen as the wyrm sniffed the air around him. It slithered under the mast, coiling around it, inspecting him.  

 Someone was descending from the rigging. It was Quade, sliding hand over hand down to the yardarm. He perched on it scant inches above the wyrm’s inquiring movements.

 Florence was horrified, shaking her head and mouthing protest as Quade unslung his rifle, aimed it down the wyrm’s skull and took a deep breath. He fired. Red blood spurted into the air. The wyrm reared, the pale slit of its mouth splitting and dripping with slime. It reared so high it bumped the yardarm, and Quade lost his footing. He went down hard on the deck, the rifle lost. Wilbur fled, his harpoon clattering to the ground.  

 It was only a flesh wound. The rearing wyrm swung its head, letting out a gurgling, spitting noiseless scream and searched for the position of Quade’s fall, and the brass harpoon’s barb striking the deck. Blood streamed from its head, but the creature seemed unfazed. 

 Quade was on his back. He saw the harpoon and scrambled for it, his movements frantic and noisy. The wyrm tracked him, slicing sideways, blocking him at an angle. 

 Quade had the harpoon. He spun around, bringing the point up. He formed a crouch, hugging the harpoon close. The wyrm found him. 

 The wyrm tensed before it struck. Quade struck first.

 Quade shouted and lunged at its mouth, thrusting the harpoon into it. As its jaw cracked open to its full, terrifying extent he lanced the creature along its face, grazing its cheek and severing one of its clicking feelers. Blood streamed through the air as it flailed away again, severely wounded.

 A killing blow might have saved him.

 

*     *     *

 

The wyrm’s tail lashed across the decks, the destructive weight battering cannons from their stays. A section of rail was demolished. Sall saw the tail coming for him on an upswing and ducked. It whipped by bare inches above his head, splashing him with thin watery slime off its hide. The wyrm was fifty feet long at his best guess, and as he darted towards the fore the wriggling, tangled mass swept at Quade.

 Dark blood flicked from its severed feeler. The wyrm bit down into Quade’s hip, its long fang piercing his waist. Quade screamed, hurt, but held it together long enough to stick the harpoon into the knurled cartilage protecting its brain. 

 It jerked him – a leg snapped – and carried Quade off his feet. The harpoon was embedded in the meat. Quade lost hold of it as the wyrm reared again, with easy strength lifting him and trying to swing him off its fang and rip him in two. Sall raised his harpoon. As the monster raised its ugly head its soft grey underbelly was exposed. 

 Sall wielded his harpoon and charged, driving the harpoon through thick, slimy flesh, parting it easily in a spurt of blood. He twisted the harpoon, carving open a long, jagged wound. Brown innards poured out in a wash of dark blood and muck as from above Sall came the sickening crunch of jaws breaking bone. 

 The wyrm barely flinched. The topsman was unconscious or dead, his blood pouring out from around the wyrm’s bite. Sall stood under the wyrm that trembled with vicious, wounded rage, the smell and sight almost loosening his hold of his harpoon. He didn’t think he’d done much more than annoy it. 

 Despite the entrails spilling around the harpoon still embedded in its body, the fearsome creature was more interested in removing the fisherman stuck in its teeth. Sall put his weight behind the haft and pushed further, his hands instead slipping down the haft slick with its foul blood. It wouldn’t die. 

 The wyrm overshadowed him and twisted, whipping its head from side to side, unable to either dislodge Quade or swallow him whole. It made a frustrated roar, whipping its head back now, and curling its long, slimy body inwards. Sall was forced out of the way. 

 The wyrm swung Quade as though he weighed nothing. Sall went scurrying out of the way of the furious, coiling fifty-foot monster. Its tail separated his vision. He fell back, feeling it swing close by his face. Sall moved further back until he was well out of range of the wyrm’s blind thrashes. 

 Its body was divided into segments. Sall had cut open one of them, but fell short of a killing blow. Quade’s harpoon was still stuck in its head. That still hurt it, Sall could tell, though all he could say he truly knew of wyrms was how to put them on a hook, and he doubted there was a hook big enough anywhere on this entire ocean, let alone stored aboard the Bitter End, for this bait. 

 There had to be some other way.

 Or perhaps not. At Florence’s shout a flurry of harpoons loosed over Sall’s head, each one thudding into the wyrm’s hide. Five harpoons studded its underbelly.

 Though the creatures weren’t vocal this one made a pained, gurgling roar, a noise the sum of gashed innards sloshing down the gaseous caverns of its belly.

 Sall waved the harpoon between them, testing his reach. It sensed his movement and snapped back to focus on him. Before Sall could react its flat body was twisting, using all its purchase on the deck to bring tonnes of vicious muscle bearing down on him. Quade was tossed across the wyrm’s head. 

 The collision brought him back. He was awake. Sall and Quade locked eyes. His were bloodshot, distant, but he remembered the harpoon. Quade grabbed hold of it and pushed down, using the full weight of his upper body and the fang clinching him to drive the point through the cartilage and into its brain. 

 Sall had no time to scatter, but the instant the barb found its mark its body gave out. Its wrigglers slipped away, and with them it lost its heavy momentum. It hit the decks with a resounding whump! and slid a few feet before stopping. 

 ‘I didn’t see it, I’m sorry,’ Quade said, coughing blood. Anguish filled his eyes. He let go of the harpoon, and with it his life, going limp still inside the creature’s maw. 

 Florence’s voice came crashing through the silence. ‘Quade!’

 The wyrm made a gurgling wheeze as it gave up the last of its strength. Sall stepped away, smelling its unnatural hot stench. Its ooze was dripping off him.

 Screams filled the air. Sall spun. Two more wyrms swarmed over the quarterdeck, having snuck up the stern while their prey was distracted by the wyrm in front. Sall saw their long bodies reaching down to the water, balancing upright from the mist. Only at the top did their wrigglers need cling to the hull. There were more below, more rising out of the water.

 The wyrm pair leered over a huddle of cowed fishermen on the quarterdeck. They swayed away from the barbs and struck quickly between them in nipping efforts to draw one of them out. The fishermen were desperate to form an able defence against the looming monsters, but they were not enough.

 Florence was among them, beating her fist on the door to the Captain’s quarters. She threw her shoulder into it, but it didn’t budge. Campion and Markham went hurrying to the steps on soft, bare feet.

 Sall had to get those wyrms off them. He called on the stragglers standing afraid away from the battle.

 ‘You want a lady to fight your battles for you? Aye, I’d do better with your mothers by my side!’ He laughed, baring his teeth and kicked at the harpoons on the ground. ‘Pick one up if you don’t have one already. I doubt these monsters have hearts, so drive em hard as you can into their brains!’

 Wilbur was first to collect a harpoon off the ground. There was a set in his eyes, and a firmness to his jaw. He tried to avoid Sall’s gaze but Sall stepped into his view. Wilbur was shaken. He needed to focus. ‘Their heads, aye? So you keep yours.’ 

 Wilbur nodded.

 Sall whipped around. ‘Distract him, Markham!’ Sall hefted a harpoon to his shoulder and went to line up his shot.

 Markham sprung limber up the steps. He flanked the wyrm at starboard, slung the harpoon low and ducked into a crouch, lowering his profile. His bare feet flashed on a passing course, with a sharp jab and a grunt the hunter slid the barb’s edge down its side, drawing a dark red slick of its ichorous blood across the grey.

 The wyrm reared back in pain, its body flinching and lashing away from Markham, already skirting out of reach. The end of its long tail came out of the water, fanning a salty spray high into the air, reacting to the sound of his movement. The tail slammed down. Markham jumped away, scrambling, but went towards its head. The wyrm drew its mouth slowly open, sharp teeth glinting.

 Sall was ready. ‘Throw!’

 Dark spears split the sky and stuck the wyrm as pins in a cushion. Wilbur’s throw missed, soaring uselessly high. Wilbur glanced at Sall, shame crinkling his features. The wyrm shuddered. It coughed a lash of bile across the fishermen below and slumped back from the helm. Markham caught a wash of its bile too and staggered upright, coughing and retching at the smell. The wyrm ignored him. Across the quarterdeck the wyrm thrashed its angry, blind weight in wild arcs, knocking aside barrels and smashing against planks as it tried to lose the snagged harpoons. 

 The fishermen had time to regroup. Florence ushered the fishermen ahead of her, gesturing ‘Go! Go!’ as quiet as she could. They ran hunkered towards Sall and the pirates on the main deck, dodging the wily reaches of another wyrm leering on the port side.

 ‘Markham!’ Sall said, finding another harpoon. The hunter had slipped in the muck and defensively backed into the helm, coming under the wheel. The wyrm had regained some of its composure and writhed around, bowing and sniffing, but it couldn’t find him. It couldn’t smell Markham under the stink of its own bile. Markham noticed the creature searching for him and caught Campion’s attention with a wave. He signed with his hands and pointed at the puddle he was sat in. 

 Campion, hiding nearby under the ship’s transom, gave a thumbs-up. Sall rounded up fresh harpoons from the deck and gave them to the others. Wilbur was readier this time.

 ‘Look at where you want the spear to go and throw it down your shoulder, right?’ Sall told him.

 Sall took a moment to take a breath and look around. There would be more wyrms coming up the ship soon, if not already. They would be overrun before long, and there was no surviving up in the weather. They had to get below.

 ‘Hold them back! Keep your harpoons high! Aim directly for his crooked brow, and look him straight in the eye!’ A wyrm looked over, hearing him. Sall had to buy Campion time to rescue Markham. At Markham’s signal, the smaller man went racing up the deck and threw himself in the pile of sick, soaking both his shirt and trousers in the foul muck. As he sat up he scooped two handfuls and lathered his face. The wyrm circled.

 ‘Now!’

 The pirates tossed another volley of harpoons. The harpoons sliced overhead and thudded into the wyrm’s flank. Wilbur’s throw landed this time and Sall smiled. They’d dizzied it, its leering sways unsteady. It was stunned. Florence looked at him. Her eyes went wide.

 Movement reflected in them. Sall looked over his shoulder. A wyrm had snuck up behind and lunged at their unprotected backs, rising high and clamping down hard into the meat of Bundy’s shoulder.

 Its front tooth could hold as well as any harpoon’s barb. The wyrm lifted Bundy away, scattering the group as he was swung through them, chewed, and with a great flick! of its crusted head whipped the big man like a toy, tossing him through the air. 

 Bundy went over the rail, and his screams were cut short by a series of sickening chomps. Sall looked over the side. The sea below churned and bubbled. There were more of them down there. Tens, maybe hundreds, of long, flat shapes writhed together in a foaming, swarming mass below the mist. Blood marred the wash where the man was torn limb from limb by the hungry maws of countless wyrms. Sall’s stomach twisted at the gory sight. 

 ‘We’re in the middle of their nest,’ Sall said, unbidden. ‘All Saints, we’ve sailed right into their bellies!’

 ‘Oi!’ Jonboy’s call turned Sall away from the water, and attracted the wyrm. The small man levelled a harpoon down his arm and darted into the wyrm’s view, launching the barb high into the wyrm’s mouth. It caught in the wyrm’s gullet and it recoiled, making a gurgling screech and trying to find the source of the attack. Jonboy laughed and took shelter behind the mains. Bloody slime dripped from fresh cuts in the monster’s mouth as it chewed down the barb, lacerating the inside of its mouth. In three short chomps the harpoon was broken to splinters.

 The wyrm was wounded, but the pirates and the fishermen were scattered. Sall left Campion and Markham to fend for themselves and swung the long end of his harpoon between he and the wyrm, cutting at its face where the barb protruded from its slashed mouth.

 The wyrm curled together and hissed. Jonboy waved at Sall from the mast, trying to signal him. In one fluid movement Sall angled the harpoon along his shoulder and aimed the spear down past the wyrm’s jagged teeth, into that slimy, fleshy soft spot right behind its fang.

 ‘Psst!’ Jonboy called, waving again for his attention. Sall ignored him.

 The wyrm heard Sall shift his weight. It was bringing its head down for him, lowering its wide, hungry snarl to the timbers. Easy, now. If the wyrm reared he’d miss his chance. Now. Sall drove the harpoon straight and true. Dark blood spurted out through broken cartilage, spraying across his face. The wyrm bucked, tossing Sall, still holding the harpoon, backwards into a grog barrel hauled up from lunch. The back of his head smacked into it. His head spun. 

 Jonboy split into two images and crossed his vision, but behind him hissing anger filled the wyrm once more. It reared its head back into the sky. Through the pain swelling Sall saw the barb had not made it all the way through. The wyrm shook its head, trying to free it, and now its tail was lashing wild across the deck, and the wyrm crashing about in a rage. 

 Sall groaned, his body giving him numb protest. The wyrm snapped its jaws, chomping through the haft. Its body contorted as it hacked more blood and spat chunks of haft, its mouth full of splinters and twisted metal. Sall pushed himself to his elbows, still dizzy. He looked up.

 The wyrm tensed, its flat body coiling, seeing him, launching.

 Sall raised his hand. ‘No-’

 A sprinting blur from the stern resolved into Florence coming belting up onto the rail, her next step sending her vaulting high and feline, bringing the harpoon poised down between her feet.

 Her harpoon struck its mark, separating the cartilage at the crown of its head, the barb driven with such force it pierced the other side – and studded the wood an inch from Sall’s earlobe. The wyrm slumped over Sall’s legs, drenching him in a gush of warm, dark blood.  

 He looked up at Florence perched atop the corpse. She twisted the haft, ensuring the wyrm was dead. Her shoulders heaved. She saw Sall there and said nothing. She hung her head, panting.

 There were more.

 

*     *     *

 

Florence’s arms trembled. Sall shoved the head aside and climbed wearily out from under it, arising as Florence released the harpoon and slid off the wyrm’s steaming corpse. Sall nudged it with his boot, examining the head, but as his eyes followed the wyrm’s corpse he saw another body wrecked over by the mast.

 ‘Jonboy!’ Sall ran towards the limp figure sprawled across the deck, followed closely by Bronwyn. Sall went to his side and went to grab his shoulder, but Bronwyn’s small, bony frame angled under and elbowed him out of the way.

 ‘Don’t touch him, he’s taken a knock, you fool.’ She gently took his chin and inspected his face. ‘Aye, it’s his head.’

 Behind him the situation was more dire by the second. There were too many. ‘Everybody has to get below,’ Sall said. They only had moments before the ship was overrun. Campion and Markham were still stuck under the wyrm threatening at the quarterdeck. Florence’s fishermen were broken, avoiding the predatory gaze of a wyrm curled up the bowsprit, and Wilbur and the rest of the pirates were worrying over Jonboy now or already hastening below, keenly aware of their chances out in the open. 

 Sall turned to Jonboy. ‘We’ll get everyone in, just hold on,’ he said, and stood away from Bronwyn. Jonboy had also copped a broken leg. The wyrm must have swept him right up. Sall shook his head, taking a deep breath.

 The wyrm assaulting the helm weaved to and fro, preventing Campion and Markham fleeing past it or rising fast enough to get into a position they could fight it. 

 Campion said, ‘Markham! Like a river croc, right?’ The wyrm perked its head.

 Markham took a second, then nodded. ‘Right! Campion, you get the tail.’ 

 Campion grinned. He crouched onto his toes.

 Sall wanted to give Markham room to flee down the steps. Sall stomped his boot on the deck and shouted out, ‘Hey, you, over here!’ The wyrm twitched its head away from the helm, distracted again. Markham rose, knowing the wyrm couldn’t smell him through the gore, and readied his harpoon before him. Campion crept around the outside. The wyrm heard Markham and searched for him, lowering its head to get closer to the source of the sounds, trying to sniff them out.

 Markham jabbed the wyrm’s feelers, slicing one from its face. The wyrm hissed. ‘Now!’ he said, calling the other pirate.

 Campion had the drop on it now. He came sprinting along its flank, bringing the harpoon up to his shoulder, steadying the point. In four long, agile strides Campion leaped onto its back, forcing the wyrm to rear and present its knurled skull cartilage as a flat target. Blood already streamed from its face.

 Campion drove the harpoon and speared the monster’s brainpan open, stopping it dead.

 Markham dodged out of the way as the wyrm slumped down the stairs. Campion slid down its slimy back, came to a standing stop on the last step and gave Sall and Florence a quick nod.

 ‘Very good,’ Sall said, looking back over the decks so none of them could see his face knowing he’d been outdone twice. ‘Very good. Come on, we have to get below now.’ They were surrounded at all sides. More wyrms raised their deformed heads out of the waves and above the line of the deck, sniffing at the fresh air and swooning at the blood in the breeze. More still were slithering up the sides of the ship and onboard.

 Quietly they gathered near the ladders, aiding the wounded nursing cuts and broken limbs. Campion and Bronwyn together brought Jonboy. He was unconscious, but still breathing. ‘He’s hurt bad,’ Campion said. ‘What do we do?’

 Florence spoke. ‘Wrap that leg first, I reckon. Where’s Flannery when you need him.’

 The corpses of three dead wyrms and even more fallen sailors were littered across the decks. Pirates and fishermen, men and women both, lay wasted all about. Bronwyn stopped Florence with a shush. Sall stopped too.

 The swarm had gone quiet. No longer could the crew hear the water churning. A grave terror rose from the back of Sall’s mind, the light fingers of fear brushing against his spine. It was a primal fear, deep as the ocean’s darkest fathoms. One by one the wyrms were straightening out of the mist. They stretched level with the masts, each one facing the ship and its crew. The ones reaching out of the water rippled in slow, steady rhythms to keep their bodies stable in the water below. One by one they rose and were still, as though watching behind those knurled, blind heads.

 Watching, or waiting. Sall was the last down below. He shut the hatch with a soft click.

 

*     *     *

 

 ‘Hungry, I bet.’

 ‘Hundreds?’

 ‘They’ll sink us!’

 ‘Thousands, maybe.’ 

 ‘Could set fire to the ship, flee on the last boat.’

 ‘-just like beachworms?’

 ‘Some big fucking beachworms.’

 The ship shook at a thudding slap. Some fell to their knees at the jolt. Sall braced on a roof beam. The boards creaked under its slithering weight. They heard it bite down on something up there. Flesh tore. It chewed.

 Another thumped down. They were shuttering and eclipsing the pale afternoon light visible through gaps in the wood above. Burying them. Sall and the rest could do nothing but watch as the light disappeared and dust fell from cracks in the timber. More wyrms fell across the ship, nails in a coffin.

 Campion grabbed Markham’s arm and pulled him away from a gunport. ‘Look out!’

 The gunports weren’t latched, and now a snapping, what looked halfgrown, wyrm had nudged it open, enough for its body, narrower than the larger adults, to snake through. Within moments several more were sliding in behind it, and the gunports on all side were rattling with the sounds of butting heads and scrabbling feelers. They sensed prey.

 Sall rushed forward and dragged two pirates away by the scruffs of their necks before wyrms could wrap around them. ‘Shut the ports! Latch them down!’

 Even the babies were as tall as any man, and strong. Their wet, slimy bodies spilled across the cannons lashed down beneath the ports, touching with their prehensile feelers the nooks and crannies of the guns as they curled around them, curious, unaccustomed to the confined quarters or the salty air. Others felt the shape of the walls until they overbalanced and landed in befuddled heaps.

 The crew were making too much noise trying to close all the hatches. Wyrm feelers swerved towards them. A few made whickering, hissing noises. There was consensus, blind as it may have been. 

 The nest was hungry and now there was food. 

 They weren’t shutting the hatches fast enough. More wyrms were slithering in by the second. Knowing the fight was inevitable, Sall reached into his coat for his flask, popped the cork, and finished the last of it. He drained the last sweet drops and drew his sabre. 

 ‘We’re going to need something bigger,’ he said, motioning to Campion and Markham. They came over and leaned closer to hear Sall say, ‘I’ll bet nobody moved those powder crates.’ 

 Campion shook his head. ‘Ha. Forgot all about em.’

 ‘Lucky,’ Markham said, rolling his eyes. He used the tip of his sabre to turn away a wyrm slithering towards his leg. ‘Hold them off us,’ he said, going for the ladders. 

 ‘We’ll keep them back,’ Sall said. ‘Go,’

 The pair slipped down the ladders without a second word. Sall took his sabre in both hands, watching wyrms flood the ship. The crew were falling back, grouping together, nobody keen to attack first and enrage them. Those open hatches were stuck now and bursting with the creatures. The whole rear of the ship was overrun with the snaking, slimy grey bodies chittering and scratching nearly around their feet now. 

 Sall was sure the ship was sitting lower in the water, too. The beams above their heads bowed and creaked with the strain of them piling aboard. If this went on they’d be drowned under their weight.  

 Sall flexed his grip and steeled himself to attack. He took a deep breath. Wilbur was on his right, and Florence his left, and more besides, Jones and Bronwyn and Florence’s fishermen too.

 The wyrms were squeezing in two or three to a port. Sall could wait no longer. It was now or never.

 ‘Is everyone ready?’

 ‘Fuck this,’ Wilbur said, but stood his ground. He was terrified. 

 Sall stepped forward, bringing his sabre high. Sall slammed his boot down. The throng of halfgrown wyrms brayed, drawn to the sensation through the planks. The nearest wyrm raised its head. Sall hacked the sabre down, cleaving its skull down the middle.

 ‘Get em!’

 While Sall kicked the dead wyrm’s head off his blade another reared from behind a nearby cannon, its sharp, underdeveloped fang exposed. Sall wasn’t quick enough to get the sabre between them.

 Pistolfire cracked behind him. Shot cratered the wyrm’s head, entering at its temple and emerging at the other side in a scatter of broken cartilage and brain chunks. Sall looked over his shoulder at a fading plume of acrid gunsmoke. He gave Florence a nod. She returned it, reloading.

 Sall kicked out, knocking away a wyrm slithering towards him as the crew pushed forward into the throng of halfgrown wyrms. sabres flashed and guns blazed. Up above, the grown wyrms were roused by fighting they could not reach. The ceiling buckled.

 The fighting was grim. The halfgrowns weaved through the crew’s ranks, constricting them by their legs and threading up their waists, binding them with bodies made to burrow.

 The wyrms bit at their necks, their faces, their arms. They climbed up wooden supports and struck off, lunging, swaying, darting, snapping at the host of smells and sounds surrounding them. Wyrms bit at their ankles, slithering up their legs while they battled more wyrms siccing their arms or backs. Wyrms piled over a pirate. Sall could do nothing but watch as a series of vicious attacks from wyrms spilling from a nearby gunport caught her and ripped her to shreds, as wyrms used their short, sharp fangs to strip her hide and bring her bleeding to the deck. 

 Sall hacked and slashed his way through, but it was too late. She was dead and Sall had never learned her name. He carved the head clean off the wyrm that had finished her and yanked its fang from her neck.

 Sall dropped the head and cut the wyrms away from the open gunport. They snarled at him, darting around his slashes. Sall stepped back and raised his boot. ‘Get back!’ He gave the wyrms the boot, forcing them back. He stepped forward, kicking again, knocking them out the gunport.

 Before more could stream in he leaned out and yanked the port shut, making sure the latch was fixed.

 For each wyrm they cut back two more took its place. They couldn’t even close half the hatches now. The ports were broken, with many hatches snapped at the hinges. The swarming mass was pushing them back further, one or two slipping through to the deck below. 

 Florence was defending an unconscious Jonboy from snapping halfgrowns wriggling at his feet. She staved one away with a heel and the rest scattered as Sall neared, slicing heads as he went.

 Jonboy had taken a bad blow to the head. That would get him if he didn’t lose too much blood, which was almost stemmed by a makeshift bandage wound around his leg.

 ‘Poor guy,’ she said, touching his shoulder. ‘He found a teacup for me this morning, and even had some water boiling for it.’ She flattened the lapel of his collar. 

 His face was red, yet it glistened with cold sweat. Sall pursed his lips. He knew that look. He turned away to cut down another wyrm, this one dead before it could latch onto his arm. Another one reared and Sall kicked it away.

 Running footsteps below. Campion and Markham hurried up the ladders, Campion rising first and taking the pine box from Markham who passed it up to him. He skittered through the fighting, dropped the crate on the deck beside Jonboy, and pushed the lid open for Sall. 

 Sall said, ‘Finally!’ A wyrm struck at his face. He grabbed it by the throat before it could bite and fended off another with his sabre. He tossed the wyrm away and crouched closer to the box. Wrapped canvas bundles of powder were packed neatly side by side in two even rows, minus the one Sall had taken some days before. He ran a hand across them and took one.

 ‘Look out,’ came a scratchy female voice behind him. He looked up. The wild woman Bronwyn slashed a wyrm down off a roof support. She reached a free hand into a satchel at her hip and drew out a twiggy bundle. ‘Five seconds,’ she said, handing him the smelly phosphor fuses.

 Sall looked at them in his hand, remembering all of a sudden the last time they’d interacted, when she’d tried to strangle him, and he’d tried to blow her face off. ‘Why’d you have these, I wonder?’  

 She had evil eyes, but today they weren’t unfriendly, and Sall was glad for it. 

 Sall thanked her and poked a hole in the top of the charge with the tip of his sabre. This had to work. The ship seemed so fragile under the weight of so many gigantic monsters. He had to scare them off before they were sunk.

 Sall stuffed a fuse into the top of the charge. He pushed it deep into the powder, but not so deep it would explode in his hand before he had a chance to toss it. They were good fuses, recently tallowed. He doubted they’d drip and set the charge off prematurely.

 Sall needed a light, now. ‘Markham! You’ve got matches, hand them this way!’

 The trapper spiked a wyrm with the tip of his sabre, dug through a shirt pocket and flicked the small cardboard box underhand. Sall caught it and gave it a rattle. There were only a few left. He opened it. Five.

 Florence and Rivera were covering him while he took a match out of the box. Wyrms piled in at the noise and smell of blood, all of them mad and angry and starving. Sall struck the match and held it to the fuse.

 The phosphor sparked. And caught, fizzing with foul black smoke. ‘Markham, catch!’ he tossed it underhand. It soared through the air. Markham caught it, his eyes going wide seeing what he held.

 Sall pointed at the open gunport beside him. ‘Out! Out!’

 ‘Shit!’ The trapper’s hands became a blur. The powder charge left behind a trail of oily smoke on its way out the porthole. Sall rushed over. Down below the swarming carpet of wyrms spread until it faded into the far mist. Sall’s grenade landed on their backs.

 A white-yellow flash turned the bed of wyrms to a watery pulp, blasting their remains high with a thunderous bang! he felt through the soles of his boots. 

 A shockwave rumbled their slimy ranks. Red tails flicked and long, flat bodies whirled away from the explosion, wyrms fleeing, their fright churning the blood of the dead through the water.

 Sall threw a fist into the air. ‘They’re afraid!’

 He spun to face the crew hacking and slashing through a slurry of halfgrowns. They fought to seal the ports as wyrms pushed against them. Sall raised his voice to cheer them on. ‘They’re running! Chuck us another one, we’ll send these devils back where they came!’

 This news spurred the crew to fight harder, pushing harder now at wyrms breaching the ship. Each one of them was wounded, splashed in their own blood and the blood of wyrms, their clothes torn to rags where they had been bitten, or grazed, or slashed.

 A charge came soaring over from Florence. The fuse burned a sickly, sparking flame. ‘Short fuse on that one,’ she said, raising a lit linstock. Markham fell back, spooked by the flame.

 Sall lobbed it out the port. It barely touched down before it exploded, blasting the waters around the ship. Sall felt the explosion through his teeth. Outside, climbing adult wyrms struck by the concussive blow teetered and fell backwards. Light came through the cracks in the ceiling, which lost much of its bowing strain. The ship breathed a sigh of relief.

 Florence called out, ‘Another one!’ and sent a sizzling charge soaring overhand. Sall blinked, caught offguard, and wheeled back a step to catch the charge, thrown at too long of an arc. He fumbled it, sparking, between his hands. He caught it.

 The fuse burned down.

 A plucky halfgrown unwisely came snarling through the port. Sall jammed the lit grenade into its mouth and punched through, giving the wyrm a hearty thump off its perch and sending it soaring over the swarm. The fuse burned past its fang.

 The world went white. Sall felt the hot blast on his face, the sheer force knocking Sall on his back. The wind came out of him and he lay there until his world stopped spinning. He was shaken, but unharmed. Wyrms fell off the ship in droves, flopping and writhing and taking with them mounds of debris, smashed barrels, broken crates, some going tangled in rigging and lashings and dragged down by heavy cannons. The ship buoyed, wallowing side to side as their weight came off it. 

 The crew cheered. Their offensive was cutting through the halfgrown swarm. One by one, the sounds of unnatural chittering was ending.

 Sall sat up. The heat faded from his face. The moment was good, but weary.

 

*     *     *

 

The waters around the Bitter End boiled in washy humps as wyrms fled deeper with flicks of their serpent tails. The turbulence left in their wake rocked the ship, sending the crew inside sliding about on blood and guts that wet the planks. Sall fell into the bulkhead and steadied himself against the ship’s lurches. 

 ‘Fuck,’ he said, rubbing a jarred hip. It took him a moment to get up. When he did, he braced himself on a roof beam and propped open a gunport. 

 He expected to see a cool, flat ocean, but the sight before him was more unusual to behold. The sea out there bulged as though the eye of a great fish slid under it. It was swelling into a sheer dome, the waters beneath darkening. Sall’s skin prickled again. It started at the top of his spine and crept down his back, running his blood cold, tightening his shoulders, his gut. 

 ‘No,’ Sall said. The prickles on his skin became a cold sweat. No harpoon could pin what emerged now, and there was no bomb big enough to destroy it, he knew. He had awoken some dark horror. His mouth hung open. He wanted to scream but couldn’t. His breath choked in his throat at the terrible fear overcoming him, a consuming, vital fear, for what was borne before him could only have been conjured from the inky dead, the ink below even the ocean itself. Sall was a powerless wretch before it, this leviathan creature of the abyss, and he felt a dread shame at bringing it into this mortal world. It was an icy grip on his heart. Were his body not frozen in fear he knew he would be on his knees, weeping, at the terrible shadow brought over his mind, that probed into its dark limbic alcoves and tore at the ancient boundaries between nightmare and reality. 

 Its shape, black as the murky deep and broad, broader than any great whale, broader even than the End was long rose, driving the ballooning sea. It was impossible to gauge its full size, whatever it was, as most of it still lay below the surface. 

 The Bitter End pitched starboard and swept along its broadside edge, traversing the contours of the swell running down it. They picked up speed. Sall could not discern any feature besides that the new thing was round. The crew were silent, frozen watching, knowing they, too, were powerless, and soon dead. 

 ‘It’s coming up,’ Sall said, his jaw clenching.

 The sea rumbled.

 The Bitter End careened down the swell too fast to discern anything clear below the slick flows of glistening green water. Sall dared look to the top of the dome, where waves were breaking away from the top. From there the wash broke away and the new creature’s form emerged. 

 Water ran down a jagged outcrop of rock, no, coral, spilling and tumbling off more growths, the growths breaking through a smooth bluegrey surface. Sall gasped. ‘It’s shell, this is-’  Sall lost his footing. The ship spilled and slid some more, carried across the dashing currents, careening through chunks of sick reef that ground against the hull. Sall grit his teeth and prayed the hull was undamaged as the ship slammed into the sea. Sall swayed, jarring almost off his feet, but remained standing as the ship banked sternwards. His gut unclenched, replaced by nausea. 

 When Sall steadied he saw the ovoid shape of a closed seashell showing above the waves. The sheer, warped size of it loomed high in the overcast sky and blocked the haze from the sun. Long, pale shadows lay over the Bitter End and across the seas for hundreds of yards in either direction. 

 ‘It’s a pihpi,’ Florence said, aghast. 

 From the mollusk’s apex coral spurred the entirety of a long flank, great black crusts of it, crowning the long shape of an enormous, rotten pihpi. A reef of affliction twisted the landscape of its shell that grew in errant spirals and pocked chunks and rushing water streamed white and washy through its black coral fingers.

 Sall smelled death. It was the smell of mud flats at low tide, when the water ran out far into a hot afternoon, and the scraps of a day’s haul spoiled and became food for the birds. It was death and decay, mud and algae. Behind him someone vomited.

 Sall turned to the crew. His face must have been as white as theirs. ‘I’ve got to go look,’ he said, feeling his words fall upon numb ears. Their beleaguered faces mirrored his. They were half-slumped against columns, resting their weight on the bulkhead or sat on cannons and crates, hanging their heads over their knees. Nobody said a word. Wyrms lay dead at their feet and across the crates where they sat. Rivera pointed his sabre down and spiked a halfgrown that came from beneath the cannon he was straddling. Its body tensed. It died with a gurgling wheeze. He let go of his sabre and sighed.

 Sall didn’t expect anyone to follow. With each heavy, unwilling step his boots squelched gore. Eyes followed him to the ladders. He saw light through the planks and climbed. Bronwyn looked up at him as he passed. Her hand twitched as though to reach out and hold him back. Her eyes implored he didn’t go above, but they all knew someone had to go. Its oppressive will demanded tribute. Its will was in all their minds.

 The hatch cracked open. He peered through first, wary. Only smears of blood and gore remained on deck. The wyrms had picked the weather clean. He pushed the hatch open and came out onto the deck. The pihpi seemed to hum with a low energy, drawing him closer. He stumbled once, but the pihpi wouldn’t let him fall.

 This pihpi might once have fit in the palm of his hand. Now it dominated the seas. From end to end it was at least a hundred and fifty metres long, and from the top of its sloped shell to its lip at the waterline sick clusters of coral burred it. It was silent, water still slicking off its back. Silent and waiting.

  Clumps of mud fell off its lip where it was nestled in the sea floor. Plant life grew around its mouth, mostly on the bottom lip where mucky seaweed entwined hard rocks of kelp that shone like bluish diamonds. As Sall approached the bow, stepping through the tangled forelines, he was drawn by specks of vivid colour he saw nestled in the weed. There were flowers, too. 

 They grew on long crawler vines through the seaweed beard, flowers with wide ruffled petals in a full spectrum of bright colour. There were reds, from mauve to burgundy, and blues, lustrous and deep, and yellows of a dozen shades besides. To think they grew so far from the light of the sun. It filled him with a sense of reassurance.

 Despite the size of the terrible creature looming before him, Sall felt no more fear. He heard nothing but a distant hum and stood alone at the bow unmindful even of the smell of the pihpi’s rot. His mind was calm, calm as the sea in the morning.

 He thought he would wait for it to open.

 Wispy eddies of mist settled around the pihpi as the sea settled. The Bitter End swayed a little in the lee of the gentle waves made in the pihpi’s broach. Sall stood frozen in awe of the thing so beautiful and terrible. 

 As though responding to him, streams of bubbles emerged from between the two halves of its body and they began to come apart. A rumble came from within, the strain of muscle lifting its heavy shell. A film of fleshy white mantle showed behind the seaweed. More loose mud fell away. The shell rose slowly, a gargantuan effort. Glimmering oily hues played across the film. Sall strained his eyes to see.

 Tendrils of crawler vine dangled across the opening, bright waterflowers falling away with the mud. The film parted, revealing a bed of soft organs. Seawater rushed in and washed around them, but Sall’s attention was drawn to the shell.

 Inside, flowing ripples of iridescent blue and green nacre travelled from the shell’s lowest edge, spreading in a transient display of colour where light struck it. The soft workings of its smooth facets transformed light, guiding it, as, as though leading it into a shimmering dance. Sall was transfixed, swept up in the play of light and colour.

 As light found its depths he heard a resonant hum from each aspect of bluegreen nacre the light struck. Notes emerged, deeply pitched tolls and brief, ethereal chimes. Together they hummed a slow melody. The nacre had become a prism so fine light was honed by it, cut by it, shaped and moulded by it into only pure, fluid expression. 

 They were the calls of the ocean. They were cries, beautiful and full of sorrow.

 A patch of nacre at the back coalesced into a reflective glam. Light there hardened with a sharp, earsplitting burst. Pain flashed through his head. He shut his eyes, stung. The sound faded into a tinny echo. Sall looked back.

 At the rear of the shell sat a pearl. It was there in the pihpi’s innards. It was a perfect sphere made of the same flowing, shimmering bluish nacre, but some trick to the light confused his vision and he could not see how large it was. At once it seemed both a great orb that dominated the horizon and also within his reach, small enough that he could pluck it from the air. Its rippling sheen enticed him to reach out, to feel the warmth of the light. Colours were moving, rolling, washing in ebb and flow to the rhythms of ethereal harmonies. 

 Sall surrendered. His hand was outstretched, his palm raised, reaching for the pearl only inches from his fingertips. He basked in its ocean glow. 

 The pearl came closer. His fingers trailed in its light. It was warm, and his fingers fuzzy and indistinct where they met it. It felt familiar, deeply familiar, full of the deep, flowing power of the ocean’s currents, that swept and guided life with its transient, yet enveloping touch and all the wonder and colour of its heart, from the brightest coral reefs to its most brilliant fish, and nowhere the curse that ruined the world that held it. The whole ocean lay before him. He could have it all.

 This it told him.

 The glow disappeared, and Sall blinked, touching nothing. He was cold. The space between his ears stung again, and he drew a breath that choked in his throat, like all the wind was stolen from him.

 He was lying down. The sky’s uniform grey diffused into black.

 

*     *     *

 

They poured wine into him. Sall’s adam’s apple bobbed in the unshaven landscape of his throat. His eyes snapped open. Featureless faces huddled in close. Someone was slapping his cheek. 

 ‘He’s awake!’

 There was a chorus of cheers. Sall swallowed wine into his lungs and spluttered, coughing it back up onto the planks beside him. He groaned and lay back, looking at the sky. Blue, clear, blessed blue.

 The whole crew surrounded him, with Markham closest. He held a cork from the mouth of a wineskin.

 ‘I thought that’d wake him up,’ Markham said, shifting back. Sall sat up. Supportive hands found their way under him and helped him sit. Still groggy, Sall looked through the crowd at Rivera bringing a bucket up from the sea by the tip of a spar. As he swung it in seawater spilled over the rim. Sall watched it splash through the sunlight.

 ‘Are you alright?’ someone said.

 Sall felt dumb. ‘Sun’s out,’ he said. 

 A wide smile beamed down at him. Wilbur’s. It cracked the grimy lines worked from blood and muck across his exhaustion. Sall looked at them in turn. Campion, Florence, Bronwyn, and the fishermen. His gaze landed on the wineskin.

 Sall snatched it away from Markham. ‘Thanks,’ he said, popping the cork. Sall took a gulping draught to wet his parched throat, spilling some down his neck. He wiped it away with the back of his wrist and left a long, bloody smear across his chin.

 Sall spat. ‘Can’t stand wine,’ he said, crossing his legs, sighing at the pain. Every part of him was sore. He looked across the devastation made of the decks, the tangled lines, the ripped sails, the splintered wreckage left where the great bodies of wyrms had smashed through them. The bow was the worst affected. He watched loose rigging sway in the breeze.

 ‘Where’s the pihpi?’ He said.

 ‘It went back down,’ Florence said. ‘Just seems like it came up to have a look.’

 ‘No more wyrms?’

 She smiled. ‘None.’

 Sall rubbed his eyes. ‘Did anyone see that pearl?’ His memories were still a fresh jumble of sharp images and sounds. They were shattered fragments he could not piece together, that slipped from his mind if he tried to grasp them. He remembered an electric warmth, an echo, a glow.

 ‘Didn’t see no pearl, just a big rotten cunt,’ Campion said. The others seemed to agree. Florence tilted her head, observing him.

 Sall gestured with his hands, but his motions were lame. ‘It opened,’ he said. ‘It was the brightest light I’d ever… green…’

 ‘You’re dreamin’,’ Campion said, holding an unsteady grin. ‘Pihpis don’t make pearls.’

 Sall saw them become concerned and lowered his hands. He took the sack of wine. ‘I know what I saw,’ he said, but he wasn’t so sure now. He changed the subject. ‘How long was I out?’

 ‘About an hour,’ Florence said, watching him. She reached a hand down as if to help Sall to his feet, but took the wine from him instead.

 Sall’s hand went ignored while Florence stole a draught.

 Markham clasped his rough hand around Sall’s and helped him up onto stiff legs.

 ‘Thanks,’ Sall said.

 The group began to separate, slowly, none sure what to do about the mess made of their ship. Sall wasn’t either, and he was in no mood to start thinking about it. Rivera upended the bucket over himself, washing streaks of grime down his face. He blinked the water away from his eyes. It looked like he was praying.

 Florence wheeled away with the wine, tilting her head back to swill a large mouthful. She fixed an eye at him and went over to a group nearby. She sat down with them and leaned back on an arm, engaged already in low chatter.

 Sall looked at Markham. ‘How many dead?’

 ‘Eight or nine-odd,’ Markham said, rolling a cigarette.

 Wilbur stretched and joined them. ‘And not a coin made all day,’ he said, sounding almost wistful.

 Sall scanned the seas. ‘Those ferals knew. Deadweight knew. He brought that on us, I know he did. Has anyone been down there?’ He indicated below decks.

 They shook their heads. Sall scowled. ‘I’ll tear his throat out,’ he said, red anger rising up. It met his fatigue in the middle and receded. His mind wasn’t clear. He let the tension leave his shoulders and looked up at the sky. He sighed. ‘What a day.’ 

 Heads nodded.

 ‘Where’s Jonboy?’ Sall was looking around, but he couldn’t see him.

 The pirates around him went grave.

 ‘Tell me, where is the lad?’ Though he might’ve been older than himself.

 Wilbur pointed off towards a row of bodies under canvas sheets. He recognised Jonboy’s grubby shoes poking out from under a tarp that didn’t cover him all the way. With a few others in tow Sall and Wilbur went over.

 The sun was out, and the smell of crisping wyrm remains was rising into a bloated bait shop funk. Sall did his best to ignore it. Markham licked a cigarette and thumbed it into his mouth. They kneeled. Markham struck a match with the same thumb, lit the cigarette, and flicked the match over the side.

 Sall lifted the sheet and saw his face. Jonboy was dead, but his expression was calm. Sall supposed that was enough.

 Campion took off his hat and scrunched it. Sall reached back and took Markham’s cigarette as he exhaled, and the smoke sifted on the breeze. He squeezed the ember out between thumb and forefinger and took it.

 ‘He was bleeding inside his head,’ Markham said. ‘That’s what Bronwyn told me.’

 One arm was placed across his belly, as though he were napping, but his slight frame was still. He looked so frail. Sall lay a hand on his arm. He was cold to the touch.

 Jonboy’s mouth hung so the stained crowns of his teeth just showed. Sall leaned across and gingerly closed it. He straightened and took a step away, clearing his throat. ‘He saved my life.’

 Campion said, while scrunching his hat, ‘A good one. You couldn’t hate him. He’d always turn around with something that’d get ya going. I remember he had this switch, only for a week or two before Markham broke it, he’d come right at the back of your legs with it. Whack!’ he smiled, miming the action with his hat.

 ‘Spirited,’ Sall said, nodding. There wasn’t much left to say, least of all to a dead man. Sall sniffed. He caught a whiff of himself and wrinkled his nose. He needed a bath. That and a stronger drink. He rubbed a hand across his face, feeling tired skin pull at his eyes. They crew were all in rough shape, drawn, ragged, beat, but at least they were still alive.

 They parted. Sall stood on the stinking quarterdeck and put Markham’s cigarette in his mouth. He patted his pockets. He must’ve lost the matches. Sall sighed, looking up at the sky. Clear skies, and a familiar silhouette. His bird circled. Sall watched her long, lazy revolutions and flicked the cigarette away. ‘I owe you a big, juicy sardine,’ he said. ‘A whole school of them.’

 He would go clean himself. Some of the others had found casks of vinegar and acerbic powders. Markham knew where a tub was. They dragged it out and hitched it to the crane, lowering it down on ropes to bring up seawater.

 Wilbur was taking off his coat. His white shirt was stained red. He unbuttoned the cuffs and peeled the soaked fabric away. ‘Five bits for anyone who’s game enough to go for a swim and wash all this shit off,’ he said. ‘Bets on whether he comes back out.’

 His joke was met with coldness and muttered curses. All of them wanted to forget the day’s events, though they knew they never would. They brought the full tub to the rail, bunching together to heft it in without spilling all of it.

 The mood among them was quiet, but not low. They were glad to be alive. Sall sat down on a crate nearby and took off his boots. His socks were soaked. He stripped them off, studying his pale, wrinkled toes. Wilbur was first to bathe, as keen as anyone to clean the stench off himself. He filled a bucket from the tub and went aside.

 Rivera was watching Sall. Sall saw him straighten away from the fishermen. He bent to take a bucket and filled it from the tub, the water sloshing. He brought the bucket over to Sall and set it down by him. He didn’t meet Sall’s eyes until the last moment, and when they connected shied away with a nod. Sall returned the nod and scooped his hands in the bucket. He washed his face.

 He turned away the acerbic powders. That shit made his skin sting. The others soaked rags and lathered themselves in it after stripping down, and as it mixed with the water became a bubbling foam. Before long they were all bathed, and a few of them were already scratching where the skin was raw. Sall rinsed his hair in vinegar and made sure he washed his older wounds in it too to keep away fevers. That was enough. 

 Along with the vinegar they had found a cask of wine in the stores. Markham cracked it, next filling a stack of mugs Eldo retrieved from the galley. Everyone was bringing something together. No sooner had he finished rinsing off the vinegar than Markham was pushing a mug into Sall’s dripping hands.

 ‘Sit down, Sall,’ he said.

 Sall thanked him, sat with a foot folded over one knee and cradled the mug in his lap, sitting in only his underpants as he baked in the afternoon sun. The sun prickled his bare skin.

 He looked into his mug. There were splinters floating in the top of his wine. He drank it anyway. One tickled his throat, producing a cough. Florence opened an eye at the sound. She had been dozing in the mainsail’s shade, drying off. Somewhere she’d found a clean singlet.

 She got up and left, ducking into the quarters upstairs. Sall picked the splinters out of his wine and drank another mouthful. Over its rim he saw her coming down the steps with something in her hands.

 At first he thought it was a gun. She showed him a little round tin and a lather brush. ‘Come on, I’ll sort out that scruff,’ she said.

 He shifted so Florence could get around him.

 She cracked open the tin and set the lid down, dabbing the brush in lather and swirling it to get an even spread. She raised his chin to brush in sweeping motions down his jawline. In one stroke she smoothed under his nose and started working down the other side. Sall tilted his head as she took the razor close. 

 They were surrounded by the low buzz of conversation. A few sat nearby drying themselves, and Wilbur was playing cards with some of the fishermen, all of them developing a tidy drunk under the afternoon’s warm spell. Florence smelled like salt.

 ‘I don’t think those wyrms are coming back,’ she said.

 Sall spoke through the corner of his mouth. ‘I think Wilbur’s got odds against it,’

 ‘So long as we get this ship in order soon,’ Florence said, setting down the brush and taking out the razor. ‘I don’t want to stay in these waters for long.’

 ‘I just want to be out of this whole mess,’ Sall said. He eyed the sharp edge, and the easy way with which she brought it to his throat. It was a quick slice from there to fillet him. She put her other hand on his chest and must have felt his heartbeat quicken, because she pressed the blade there for a short count.

 She smirked. Her hand relaxed.

 The stubble scraped away smooth and clean. His neck felt pinkly cool. He barely felt the blade, so soft was her touch, yet the knife came away with a clump of lather thick with dark hair. She wiped it away on a rag she produced from her pocket.

 He said, ‘You’ll be able to retrieve most of your dad’s mooring, won’t you?’

 Florence shrugged. ‘It’ll take months simply to get enough people together to raise it. We’ll need ships. Probably some new investors.’ She moved around him, and Sall couldn’t see her face. ‘I won’t be able to do it without him.’

 ‘We’ll get him back.’ Sall moved his head so she could shave his cheeks. As she wiped more clumps away Sall was surprised at how shaggy he had become. He let the silence go on. Florence was chewing on a thought.

 ‘I don’t know what he’ll want to do, but I certainly won’t be letting him send men down to scavenge for old bits of fucking copper now we’ve seen what else is down there.’

 ‘True,’ Sall said. He thought about the pihpi, and recalled a pearl that wasn’t there, but then, was. Its colours swirling. He had nearly held it in his hand, but what he held he couldn’t grasp. He could only remember how it felt. Comforted.

 ‘You’re thinking about something,’ she said, looking at him. She leaned over him to bring the razor near his ear and her loose curls touched his cheek.

 He did not want to talk about the pihpi. It was confusing, and if he told anyone what he thought he saw then they would not know what to think. Florence would surely also not wish to talk about those monsters from below. They had all felt the overwhelming pressure of its presence. The thought of it still sent chills down his spine. ‘The crew will hardly recognise me,’ he said, finally.

 ‘Good,’ she said, brushing her hair away. She put a hand on his shoulder and brought the knife to his other cheek. In a few quick strokes she straightened his sideburns and came around to face him. She finished wiping off the razor. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Now you look like a man again, instead of some wild animal.’

 ‘And all I needed was a little female attention.’ He felt his chin. It had never been smoother. There was a little fresh water left over in the bucket by his feet, so Sall splashed it on his chin and washed off the last knobs of lather. When he looked up he noticed some of the others spying. Let them make their small smiles. He waited for one of them to say something, but none of them said a damn thing. Their bets were already on. 

 Wilbur watched him over the top of his cards. He shook his head.

 

*     *     *

 

The carpenter thought he could drop Sall. His fist came off Sall’s right, a big round hook he drove with more of the banterish intensity he needed apply. Sall didn’t mind. They were both warmed up. Sall collected it on his shoulder, bunching over to the left. The world swam.

 ‘Let you have that one,’ he said, staggering sideways. 

 Jones raised his fists up and shuffled his feet around, making to throw from his left now. Sall chuckled and parried it off with a slap. Jones overextended his punch.

 Sall smacked him across the cheek with the flat of his palm as Jones overbalanced. The clap! rang out loud across the night. 

 Markham broke out in raucous laughter, watching his friend go tumbling. Sall puffed his chest and danced from foot to foot, coming back into the center of the loose collection of crew laying about, drinking, smoking together in the open air and the light of a couple lanterns.

 The current swept them into the long evening, sending them further west in the guiding hands of deep underwater movements on some unknown course, but on that evening not one of them cared. That night they tried to forget.

 Jones flew off his heels charging at Sall’s waist, tackling him back a step.

 ‘Geroff me, bastard,’ Sall tried to grab the man around his middle, but with a grunt Jones twisted and used his bulk to flip Sall off his feet, piling them both in a dogged heap. Markham tossed back the last of his mug and burst out again, enjoying himself so much he slapped his knee and lost the mug to the deck.

 Sall’s boot collected it and he kicked it across the planks in his struggle to heave Jones off him. ‘Doesn’t count if your fat fucken belly pins me down, Jones,’ he said, between breaths.

 ‘Aye, aye, shut up,’ Jones said, trying to grab his arms.

 Sall was on his back. He brought his knee into Jones’ gut and pushed off, rolling the heavy man flat onto his back. Sall was back on his feet. Wilbur’s grin smeared across his reeling vision. 

 ‘Go on, hit him!’

 When Jones too was back on his feet Sall was surprised by the flurry of hands that came towards him, if only because he’d seen Florence watching from the sidelines. Jones cracked him good in the belly. Sall could tell he spent his days working with heavy mallets. Sall buckled into the punch, throwing out a hand to steady himself on Jones’ shoulder. ‘Oof,’ he said, managing a smile.

 Jones pushed him off. ‘Money’s basically mine already,’ he said, laughing.

 Sall stumbled, caught himself on a back foot and stepped in. Jones put his fists up, tried to find his stance again. Sall shifted his instep, turned his left shoulder in, let Jones think he was going to throw a heavy right.

 Jones raised his guard, but all it took was a quick jab off his left hip to connect his fist with Jones’ jaw. ‘Like blowing out a candle,’ he said, watching Jones crumple.

 ‘Ha-hey!’ Markham wooped, jumping up off his seat. He strode over to Campion, sitting playing dice with Rivera and Bronwyn. ‘Five fucken shekels, thanks,’ as Wilbur rushed in to check on Jones.

 Nothing was broken. Sall hadn’t hit him that hard. He bent in to help him up and caught him under the shoulder. ‘Yeah okay,’ Jones said. ‘Worth a try.’ 

 Sall and Wilbur put him down and fed him a drink, then Sall took one for himself. He stood at the edge of the lanternlight, watching Wilbur joke around with the crew, working his cut out of them. Sall rubbed the sore spot on his belly where Jones had got him. 

 Sall reached out for the mainmast in the dark as something to lean on – it missed him by a few inches. Wine spilled from his cup. He caught it before he stumbled, looking around to see if anyone noticed. Noone had. He took a moment to breathe.

 ‘You’ve had enough,’ Florence said, coming out of the shadows.

 ‘Not yet,’

 ‘Is that so,’ she said, standing in front of him. The lanternlight caught her hair, the cascades of it down her back. She moved a hand to shift it back over a shoulder. ‘Is there any wine left?’

 Sall passed her his cup. There was still a little. She held it to her lips and stood with her hip cocked, watching him. Nobody else was around. ‘We don’t have to drink here,’ he said. 

 ‘Lead the way,’ she said.

 They swept across the deck and up the steps unaware of anything but the closeness of the other. Laughter bubbled but they could not hear it, their ears humming with drink and warm thoughts. Sall pushed open the door. A lantern hung outside it. He took it off its hook and brought it in. The air was stuffy inside the cabin.

 There was a writing desk at the corner where the roof sloped under the steps. Melted tallow candlesticks covered it and an overhanging shelf, which also held a few old sea charts. The rest of Granger’s belongings had been ransacked, besides the bed, a wooden captain’s table, and a few curtains.

 He hung the lantern off a ceiling beam. She was standing at the foot of the bed.

 She opened her eyes into his and he came closer. She leaned back, settling into the sheepskin covers. They spoke briefly in hushed whispers only once more before he kissed her again, and in the midst of so much darkness light sparked.

 Florence took off her singlet. Sall moved away and took off his shirt. As he pulled it over his head she was upon him, drawing her knees at his waist to straddle him. She took off his shirt, and for a moment studied his chest, his scars, old and new. Sall’s hands followed her figure down to her waist.

 She kneeled over him, shifting her trousers down past her hips. There must have been more wine in her too, because she fell sideways off him, and they both laughed.

 He was lost along her tan curves. They pressed into each other. What terrors of the day they had endured were put at bay, as with their questions and doubts, and all their worries. Her hair was down around her shoulders, and her curls bounced.

 The quiet hours of the night set in. The noise outside turned sombre, and Bronwyn sung a low song that carried through the timber. For a while after there was a lull, and Sall slept, his dreams full of shifting colours. The current took them along. The empty mug fell off the bedspread with a clunk as Sall sat up at a louder, angrier sound. ‘Do you hear that?’

 Florence sat up, yawning. She spread the curtain behind the bedframe and worked a rusted latch, opening the window. Fresh air swept in and she said, ‘’s hot in here, what?’

 Rumbling footsteps sounded through the whole ship. Sall was listening for the raised voices which had woken him. He knew that sound. Something was wrong.

 The voices cut clear now.

 ‘String him by his fuckin neck!’

 ‘Get his legs, that’s it!’

 ‘You’re fucken done mate,’

 They had Deadweight. Sall wrenched the covers aside and was on his feet. He rummaged for his trousers, finding them tangled at the bottom of the bed. He pulled them on, his head throbbing. He’d grabbed a bottle of rum somewhere. He picked it up off the sideboard.

 Florence was awake. ‘They’re not.’ Her voice dripped venom.

 ‘They are. Dogs, all of them. Bloody dogs.’ Sall said, pulling on his boots. He ignored the laces and was on the move, with his next step already barging the door open with his shoulder. Florence disappeared in a whirl of sheets behind him as Sall stomped out onto the quarterdeck, popping the cork and taking a mouthful to soothe his headache. It was the dead of night, and the air bristling. The rum warmed him up. 

 They were bringing the fleshmonger up the ladders. ‘Alright!’ he shouted, capturing the mob’s attention. Most of the crew were there, save those who had already fallen asleep and too drunk to stir. They burst up on deck in a shambling rush, ragged and drunk, prodding Deadweight ahead of them at the ends of their weapons, hurling curses and threats at the bound monger. Jones held the end of a noose pulled tight around Deadweight’s throat, and once they’d manhandled him up the steps gave him a boot to the gut.

 ‘Mister Jones,’ Sall said, his voice a growl. ‘Are you finished?’ 

 Murder glinted in their eyes, all of them. Jones held the rope, but they’d all gone into this together. Jones moved out of the way. Deadweight got to his knees and spat blood. 

 ‘And what were you planning to do with my prisoner?’ he said to the hungry pack. Some of Florence’s fishermen were trying to hide in the shadows. Bronwyn stood her ground. Campion certainly shrunk away. Wilbur was nowhere to be seen, but Sall thought he was passed out.

 Some tried talking back to him, several at once. ‘Hang the bastard!’

 ‘Brought a curse on the ship-’

 ‘-and gut him-’

 ‘Horrors we never would’ve seen before his foulness-’

 ‘Putrid dog deserves to die and we demand-’

 Sall cut them all off. ‘The only dogs I see are those in front of me!’

 Florence came bursting out of the cabin. She stormed down to the main deck, stopping just short of the mob. ‘Rivera, Eldo, Sullivan, and Foley, you’ve disgraced yourselves. Foley. Foley. Look at me. What’s Marshall going to say when I tell him you were going to hang the only bargaining chip we had? What?’  

 None of them could look her in the eye. ‘Tell me, what?’ 

 She looked about ready to throttle them. Rivera said, ‘He might as well’ve gutted Quade, and he’s going to do the same to your father the instant he doesn’t need us.’

 Florence’s voice broke hoarse. ‘You fucking hold your tongue.’ Her gaze slipped downwards, at the monger. 

 Deadweight was challenging her with a wicked grin. ‘You still think your da’s alive? Next time you see him his rotting corpse’ll be hanging from my yardarm!’ His grin broke into wild cackles. He rocked back and forth in the glee of it.

 The crew erupted again. Sabres clattered and one of them discharged a pistol into the air in the melee. Deadweight disappeared under a flurry of blows. Markham grabbed him by his leg chains and hauled him out from under them to get his own savage kicks in, driving the thrashing, filthy feral a few steps before him. Deadweight scrambled away from the blows and backed against the mainmast. Florence stepped between them.

 The pirate who’d fired the shot was reloading near her. She grabbed the pistol off him and put it to the middle of Deadweight’s forehead. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth and he was breathing heavily. He stared Florence in the eye. ‘You game enough?’ 

 Florence stiffened.

 ‘Enough already!’ Sall’s wounds hurt. He took another swig, corked the bottle with the flat of his palm and left it on the quarterdeck rail. He sighed away the burn and went down to stop them tearing the feral limb from limb. They were out for his blood, and nothing would satisfy them until they had it. He knew them well enough by now. 

 Tendons formed stiff ridges along Florence’s wrist. Deadweight’s dark gaze stayed on her, unblinking, goading her to fire. When she didn’t, his eyes shifted and he watched Sall’s approach.

 Sall’s stomach turned under Deadweight’s defiant stare. Both of them were locked in this game, this same, enduring hunt for his brother. Neither of them could back out now.

 Deadweight was sprawled at his feet. Sall stood over him. ‘Don’t play lame,’ Sall said. ‘You can stand.’

 Deadweight stood. They were about the same height, but Deadweight was stooped. He was diminished after his time in the hold, though still fearsome enough to make the pirates nearby step back. Sall held his ground. ‘Do you admit you lured those wyrms to this ship?’

 Deadweight spoke through a sneer. ‘I did.’ He dropped his voice low, barely a murmur. ‘Did you strike the deal?’

 A chill ran down his spine. ‘Did I what?’

 Deadweight’s eyes flashed, seeing Sall’s memory flicker up from the back of his mind. Colours, colours and sounds. ‘Scared you good, didn’t she? Put the fear in your bones?’

 Sall narrowed his gaze. ‘What do you know, Deadweight?’

 Deadweight’s eyes were searching his. There was confusion in them, but also a sense of mirth. ‘Oh ho ho,’ he said lowly. ‘What does she want with you, I wonder.’ 

 Sall grabbed Deadweight by the front of his shirt. Deadweight’s confusion turned to anger, his eyes burning into Sall’s. ‘What are you talking about? Tell me, before I string you up myself.’

 Deadweight kept his mouth shut, but his grin spread, a waft of rancid breath breathing out behind caried teeth. It was a huff of laughter. ‘You’ll find no answers in madness.’

 Sall shook him. ‘What?’

 Deadweight tried to twist his shackles and brush Sall off, but Sall’s grip was iron. He bared his teeth again, this time in displeasure. ‘Keep me chained then, I fear not the chain.’ He raised his voice. ‘You will all come to know the chain!’

 Sall grit his teeth. That was no answer, only more cryptic diatribe. Feral mongers and great, savage wyrms were enough. He did not know what to make of the pihpi. Deadweight’s strange talk rattled him.

 ‘You really are a fucking curse,’ Sall said, and slammed him against the mast. Deadweight gasped and scowled. Sall rounded on the rest of the crew and drew a finger at the mast. ‘We’ll give him fifty lashes! Tie him there!’ 

 The crew gave drunken cheers, their calls ringing loud into the night. The moon was crescent and on the wane, and the sea so calm the moon was caught in its mirror.

 They stripped Deadweight so his back was exposed and forced him into the mast. Two of them butted his calcified shoulder against the timber while another wound a rope around it so he couldn’t thrash his way free.

 Campion found him a whip. He gripped the stock and let it unspool on the deck, and flicked the end of the lash out. ‘I’ll not see you dead until Well’s Rest, but until then, you’re mine.’ 

 Deadweight still sneered. He raised his head to speak. ‘Enjoy it, because all of you’re mine once my boys find us! I’ll hang you up and put my brother’s head on a spike right next to yours!’ 

 Florence heard. Sall looked at her. She was stood with her arms folded and a look of satisfaction fading from her eyes. ‘I’ll cut out your tongue before that happens,’ she said, her voice an angry hiss. ‘Flog him, Sall.’ She turned away and rubbed her brow. Someone passed her a bottle of spirits.

 The crew stepped back, clearing a space for Sall. This wasn’t a fair fight, for certain. Sall never wished to beat a man down who couldn’t fight him back, that was worse than beating a dog. Still. He couldn’t convince himself the wretch before him was either man or animal. No, Deadweight was neither. There was no natural class in the animal kingdom to harbour these ferals. They were born in the cold.

 Sall stood in the middle of the ring with the stock in his hand. The lash curved, tracing the light from the lanterns, and with a snap of his wrist it cracked a raw streak across the broken flesh of Deadweight’s back. The crew gave a chorus of dark cheers.

 Waves slapped against the hull of the ship. 

 

*     *     *

 

Sall gave Deadweight his fifty, well past the point his back was ripped open and he bled. When the count was up Deadweight went to his knees, trembling under the crisscrossed, mangled X flayed into the meat of his back.

 Sall hadn’t noticed when the crew’s low cheers finally petered out. Now he saw them standing silent, their drinks too forgotten, their faces carved out of staunch shadow. Sall had lost track of himself as well.

 It was only a few hours til dawn. Sall’s arm fell to his side and his grip on the stock, which had long become wet with Deadweight’s blood, loosened. It dropped to the floor.

 ‘That’s enough,’ he said.

 He faced the crew. They’d drunk themselves sober, which was helped along by the night’s chill finally settling in. One or two of the lanterns still sputtered, dying. ‘It’s been a long night. Bandage him in the morning, if the gulls don’t get him first.’

 Deadweight hacked a cough. Sall rubbed his eyes and heard the ropes creak as Deadweight settled into them.

 Sall stopped and opened an eye at Deadweight. His hunched bulk shifted, and he caught a gleam of teeth. ‘Jones, watch him,’ Sall said.

 Jones stepped to, almost stumbling. ‘Aye aye, Captain,’ he said.

 Deadweight leaned into the mast and slumped on his knees, defeated for now. The crowd dispersed, staggering towards quiet parts of the ship they could rest out the next few hours. Lanterns drifted off with them into the dark and were doused. Florence was the last to leave, going below decks. As she passed Sall she touched him on the arm.

 ‘Night,’ he said. She bid him good-night in return and went below decks, following the last of her fishers, a toddling, bleary Foley.

 The world was still. He listened to the rigging creak and the water lap against the side of the hull, went to the rail and looked over the side. He’d always thought the ocean smelled sweet. Now, he was not so sure.

 Deadweight must still have plans, but whatever they truly were Sall couldn’t figure them out. One moment he wanted to be aboard the Bitter End, the next he was trying to sink it. Sall doubted there was any clear reason for it. Maybe there wasn’t one at all. Maybe he only wanted to be aboard to dog Sall with troubles. 

 Sall smelled her on the sheets before he fell asleep.

 Dreams of muddled augury burned bright and broke apart. He wrenched himself through a cold sweat and scrunched his blankets around him tight. His legs were caught, knowing not where he was or how he’d come to be there. This was a nightmare. Something was deeply wrong.

 It came again, the feeling that had woken him, a cold, terrifying pulse plucking at every fibre of his body. He thrashed against the tangled sheets, realising where he was. His head filled with screams, one of them his own. Along there were the screams of the crew, also torn from their sleep. This was no nightmare. Something was very, very wrong.

 He rolled off the bed, still a little drunk, unwinding his leg from the blanket. He tripped aside, throwing a hand down on the writing table and sent loose candles tumbling.

 The dark pulse came again, its unnatural effect making him clutch the sides of his head as if trying to squeeze the horror from his mind before it boiled over. His eyes focused on the door and he went for it, stumbling across the cabin. He knocked it open with his shoulder, falling out into cold air.

 Deadweight’s bindings hung snapped around the mast. He was loose. Another pulse turned Sall’s blood cold, and through the terrible fear saw from where they came, from the bow where the night became blacker and Deadweight stood proud at the bowsprit. Sall’s knees quaked. It felt like all the blood in his body had run cold.  

 Several were downed trying to reach Deadweight. Sall’s face ran with clammy sweat and his walk slowed to a hobble. As he came closer he recognised Florence, Rivera and two others. Florence had almost made it to the bow before she succumbed. She lay blankly, her eyes wide, mouth working soundlessly. There was a lantern beside her. With each pulse the flame withered.

 Deadweight’s magicks lashed out again. The pulses were growing stronger. Deadweight stood with his back turned, and in a brief flare of the lanternlight Sall saw blood dripping from slashed palms. The monger captain’s head jerked to eyeball Sall and another pulse drowned the lantern completely.

 It wanted Sall brought to his knees. ‘DEADWEIGHT!’ He leaned his weight forward and pushed off the foremast, charging up the last short steps to the bow.

 He scrambled up the last step, almost falling as the cold, leaden weight of terror gripped every fibre of his being and drew him down. Deadweight looked at him in smug defiance. Blood from his hands dripped to the planks.

 Sall lunged, trying to grab Deadweight’s arm, but the awful feeling peaked this close to him and Sall struggled, his grab a weakling attempt. Deadweight only had to step back. The step took the monger out over the open air.

 Sall lost his balance and fell to the deck, landing on his side. His strength was sapped. Deadweight cackled as he fell, landing with a splash.

 The evil pulse vanished, instantly replaced by a shocked, clammy emptiness. Sall rolled onto his stomach and reached out to grab the bowsprit rail. He pulled himself up, feeling nauseous, and looked for Deadweight.

 He saw only bubbles. He saw where Deadweight had landed, at the center of a washy splash, but the monger himself had vanished below. Sall couldn’t see into the shifting water.

 ‘How did Deadweight come free?’ Sall said, pulling himself upright. The nauseating chills subsided. Florence was rising, too, and her fishermen behind her. Rivera stumbled to the rail and retched his guts into the sea.

 Sall searched for Deadweight, but he didn’t rise. Maybe he had swum under the angle of the ship. Rivera coughed up the last of the sick and slumped. 

 Florence let go of her head and spoke. ‘What in all hell was that? Saints, how could you handle that-’ she said, eyes sharpening at him. She let out a breath. Her lantern had gone out, but there was a thin light creeping up the eastern horizon. The sky over there was coming blue.

 ‘Who was on watch?’ Sall spun on a heel. ‘What happened, Mister Jones?’

 Jones was trembling, his face ashen with shame. He could barely speak from how badly he was shaking. His first words came out a garbled stutter.

 ‘Out with it!’

 Jones flinched. ‘H-he-he wouldn’t stop talking, muttering all these dark, evil things… I didn’t do anything, I swear, he just broke out. I couldn’t go near him, wouldn’t-’

 Sall believed him. Jones sighed.

 The waters around the ship were quiet. After a few minutes passed without any sign they assumed he was gone. Whatever Deadweight had done tonight passed far beyond their understanding.

 It was only a few hours left to dawn, but none of them would sleep now. They had to leave these waters as soon as possible.

 Through the quiet of the dawn before sunrise they whisked about the ship, cool shapes drifting full of tension, nervous at every sound they made and each distant blur on the horizon. They found new rope for lines and kept their voices low sorting the lengths they needed.

 They had not been working long when Florence caught him, separating from the rest of the crew, and handed him a spool of rope she had coiled. ‘Here,’ and touched his arm. ‘Are you okay?’

 Sall put the rope over a shoulder. ‘Are you? With Deadweight gone, we have nothing to bargain with.’ Too harsh. He made to apologise, but the words caught in his throat. An apology felt flat and useless.

 She caught him with a quick glare. ‘I’m fine. There’s nothing we can do but wait.’ She relaxed. ‘Sall, you said you saw something in that pihpi.’

 ‘A pearl.’ Thinking about it started to give him a headache. He couldn’t picture it now. It was like trying to remember a dream. Still, some sense of presence lingered, and a part of him felt it watching. The waves below gave no indication.

 Florence nodded, studying Sall’s expression intensely. Her eyes were large. ‘This ocean’s too big, and we’re too small to fully understand it. I worry we’re too small to get ourselves out of it, but I especially worry for you, Sall.’

 Sall frowned. ‘Deadweight wants to put us in chains,’ he said.

 ‘I don’t think it’s just Deadweight,’ She looked around herself, aware of bringing this to the attention of anyone else. She didn’t want him to suffer the scrutiny of what she was talking about. It betrayed a deeper worry than Sall thought. ‘You saw something none of us saw. When you woke up, you were talking about it.’

 Sall nodded. Vague memories swelled, but settled before they could become clear.

 ‘None of us could resist Deadweight’s magicks like you could. You’re connected, somehow, but it’s more than that.’ She paused. ‘You mean more than him. He won’t forget that. He’s at your heels.’

 ‘He’s not at my heels.’

 ‘He is, Sall. Once he gets Granger, and Well’s Rest falls, he has nowhere to go but back out onto the ocean. You’ve beaten him, somehow, I think.’

 ‘Not sure I did, honestly. I think he wanted to be here.’ Sall said.

 Florence tilted her head, a part of her agreeing. ‘Just to fuck with us before going back after Granger.’

 They nodded together, and were silent. Sall said, ‘Deadweight is my concern, then.’ He looked down and sighed. ‘I know not of what you say about this feeling, but it would be unwise to ignore a warning. Turning mong sounds worse than dying.’

 ‘I’m not sure that’s what’s happening. Men who turn mong, well, you notice that immediately. It’s a sickness. All of us would be down with it.’

 Sall shrugged. Cosmic weight was too much to bear. He decided to focus on priorities. ‘What are you going to do when you get your dad back?’

 Florence averted his gaze. Before she could speak Sullivan, up slicing broken lines down from the top foremast called out through the morning air, ‘There’s sails out there! It’s the Juniper!’ 

 Florence ran to see where he was pointing. ‘You’re certain?’

 ‘Course I’m certain. It’s dark, but we never filled her pots, and she always sat up higher at the front when they were empty. I’ll wager it’s her.’

 ‘They’ll try to take the ship once they learn we’ve lost Deadweight,’ Sall said. ‘Prepare the cannons.’

 He was met with deflated groans. For several long days they’d only known this brutal desperation, and the constant push had taken its toll. None of them had any real sleep, nor any real respite from the stress and fear over their minds. Even as the words left Sall’s mouth he knew he could put no strength behind them. 

 The fisherman’s voice came again. ‘They’re comin in fast,’ he said.

 Sall saw the tips of sails. The sun was showing from the east, and the sails came from the west. They were illuminated by its weak cresting rays into a faint orange. The square-rigged ship had the weather behind it.

 Florence looked at Sall. ‘He’s lured them to us,’ she said.

 The Juniper had gained another few hundred yards. Sall looked around, as if he could find some escape. ‘The only chance we’ve got is to put enough holes in that ship before they can board and slay each one of us where we stand.’ 

 Markham squinted. He was looking more haggard than the rest in the dawn’s grey light. His combed brown hair was tousled, and gaunt lines pinned his cheeks as he squinted into the distance. He was thinking. ‘Where’s its wind coming from? Do any of you feel the wind?’ He shook his head. ‘They’ll be on us before the sun’s even up.’ 

 ‘Rifles,’ Sall said. ‘We know they can’t shoot, so let’s make them work for it.’

 There was a clutch of rifles below decks, but he could no more rouse the crew to action than he could convince himself they could make it through another fight.

 ‘I’m out,’ Campion said. ‘I’m not going to spend my last few minutes in this life preparing for a fight I can’t win.’

 His sentiment was shared. Several of the other pirates shook their heads and looked away, not wanting to see Sall register their shame. Markham folded his arms. He was out too.

 Sall grit his teeth. ‘We can’t give up, can we? What about Granger?’ 

 Wilbur sighed. ‘He’s probably dead, Sall.’ He tucked his slips deeper into his pocket and went on. ‘Nobody ever really thinks they’ll make it off this sea anyway,’ he said, leaning over the rail, looking down into the water.

 The fishermen remained with Florence. ‘We go where Florence goes,’ Rivera said, almost to the both of them. He and Sall shared a glance.

 Florence put her hands on her hips. ‘Get your guns, then, and get in the tops.’ She looked at Sall. ‘Don’t blame them,’ she said, as her fishermen left to arm themselves.

 ‘Not even time for tea before we hit the gallows, then,’ Foley said, sighing, setting one foot on the ratlines. He slung a rifle over his shoulder and climbed.

 There were less than a dozen of the crew still willing to fight. Sall found a crate of cannonballs and Jones helped him bring it up the ladder. Bronwyn found a linstock and a couple grenades from a stash in the magazine. He looked up into the tops. Florence had stationed herself on the foremast’s yardarm. She brought in a foresail so it obscured her when she crouched and put the tip of her rifle over the sail’s edge.

 Sall packed the cannon and sat by it, waiting, rolling what he thought might be his last cigarette. It was a bad roll, all dogged at the end. He put it in the corner of his mouth and lit it with the smoking linstock.

 The cannon was only a twelve pounder. He could have done with something bigger. Nobody spoke, left only to wait for the Juniper to arrive. Less than a league distant the Juniper started to turn, moving to circle them from their starboard side. Its speed was unnatural. It came around into a turn, exposing its long olivewood sides, and Sall saw it moved fast enough to draw a wake, when the wind wasn’t even half that strong. 

 Ferals lined its decks, so many outnumbering them again that they crawled over one another as rats in a nest.

 The day had begun. Sall lined his cannon where Juniper’s hull met the waterline, feeling the wind on his face now. 

 He told himself to hold fast.

 

*     *     *

 

The monger ship circled at a distance. The one Deadweight called Messenger stood at their helm, but as Sall watched him he saw his attention wasn’t focused on the Bitter End. The feral was watching the sea through a spyglass, directing the seething horde amassed at their sides to scour the waves. They were looking for something. 

 ‘They’re looking for Deadweight,’ Sall said, watching them come around their unprotected side. Sall had one good shot, but the Juniper fielded all its guns, including the deadly harpoon guns mounted to its bow. They were loaded, their chains hanging loose. They glinted in the morning crisp. 

 Florence’s voice came down from above. ‘They won’t have kept em greased. Those guns won’t be any good.’

 ‘How about the rest of the cannons, Florence?’

 ‘Those’ll get us.’

 Sall almost laughed.

 The Juniper came around again. The crew onboard had spotted an object in the water and were coming alongside it. Rope and a buoy came off the side, and at a steady pace the mongers aboard tracked the spot. Sall saw an arm extend from the light chop and grab the rope as it sailed by him. A second hand arose, taking it in a firm grip. Deadweight had been lurking nearby, but the topsman had never spotted him. 

 His ferals hauled him from the waves. A score of them at the other end of the rope lifted him up and over the ship’s gunwale and brought him back into their fold. Sall glimpsed him for a moment, seeing the white of his face turn towards the Bitter End. 

 Deadweight waved to Sall and stepped back into his ranks. He was taller than them and stood straight, as though his flayed back no longer troubled him.

 ‘Keep on your guard, something’s off,’ Sall said. 

 Now Deadweight was aboard, the Juniper slowed. Messenger turned the helm, and the ship eased into a passing course. As the ship coasted ferals swelled to their port side, eager for blood.  

 Sall clenched his teeth.

 Bronwyn’s voice shook. ‘She brought him back up,’ she said.

 The Juniper neared. Sall gripped the linstock and held it near the firing pan. They were going to pass by close, but too close for him to get a clean shot at the hull. Sall had known that trying to sink the stronger ship was never truly an option, but he still would’ve tried. 

 Messenger wrangled the helm to starboard, keeping the two ships from colliding. He opened his mouth and roared, ‘Anchor!’ and at his command it fell, bringing Juniper to a sharp halt alongside their ship. No escape now. 

 Deadweight came out of the horde, stepping up to the helm. His back was already scarred over. Some terrible magick or other had healed him. Perhaps while he was under the water, Sall reckoned. Nothing could surprise Sall now. He paced the helm, his back exposed, striding with the sharklike grace Sall had seen before. He was stronger than ever.

 ‘Put down your weapons and surrender to me! I’ll have my brother’s ship now!’

 Florence cupped her hands to her mouth. ‘How dare you! How dare you defile that ship! I’ve got you in my sights, monger, so stand down, or I’ll put a hole in your head!’

 Deadweight looked for her in the tops and found her. He put his hands on his hips. ‘Why on earth would I do that, girl?’ he laughed, and played it to his crew. ‘Have any of you bastards bothered keeping her old man alive?’

 ‘I want to see him!’ she cocked the rifle.

 ‘Flo,’ one of the fishermen said. ‘Don’t do it. He’ll kill all of us.’

 When she didn’t fire, Deadweight’s attention shifted to Sall. ‘Surrender, mate. I’m not nearly finished with you.’

 Sall stood still, holding his linstock above the firing pan. Deadweight saw it, but it didn’t faze him. The tip smouldered. The gun was primed and ready. Deadweight’s smile was cool.

 It was a taunt. The ferals knew what the Bitter End could show against them and hadn’t even opened their ports. He was daring Sall to fire. 

 Hold fast, Sall thought, and stood down. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER FIVE

Chains rattled in the bilge. They dropped Sall on his side. He was bound at the wrists and ankles. A short length of rope did the final job of trussing him, tied through his manacles. Messenger slammed the door shut and locked the cell.

 Sall rolled onto his back and watched Messenger boot a lingering feral into the darkness like a pup from his heel. It made an alarmed gravelly shriek and yapped about as Messenger went back up the ladders, but soon settled at the landing, watching them. 

 At least last time Sall had the fortune of keeping a cell to himself. This time he shared it with Campion and Wilbur, and with little enough space between them all their backs were pressed into the bars. In the cell across the narrow avenue separating them Florence was pressed in with Bronwyn and Rivera, who were sat overlapping. Markham was standing, resting his weight on the upright bars, eyes fixed on nothing. 

 Sall sat up. Wilbur folded his crossed legs into the space. Sall spat blood and hung his head, letting it flow from his nose. He watched the drips land in the bilge. Each droplet sent waves through the whole, and red deepened it with each drop. He stared at the ripples.

 The rest of the crew filled the remaining cages all the way along, their downcast, sullen shapes wrapped in shadows broken by the single lamp swinging by the ladders. They were downcast and tired. Some were trying to sleep, lay against the bars or in the bilge, but ferals wandered between the cages and slapped the bars with their swords to keep them from it. 

 The ferals kept their sickest down here, those most, or longest, affected by their curse. The dregs. Barely recognisable as the humans they once were, the slavering, hunched creatures ridden with overgrown fronds of dead coral, their human frames skinny and pale as the curse drained the last of their humors. One was so affected through both its legs it couldn’t stand. Instead it shuffled itself along on its hands, each movement scratching its chalky growths along the floor.

 They were still dangerous. Their senses were still keen. Keener perhaps than the others, Sall noticed. Like an animal backed into a corner, they looked more savage, more bloodthirsty, this close to death. The one dragging itself along the floor noticed Sall watching it from the darkness and snarled.

 Sall spat blood again. Deadweight’s first mate sure knew how to land a punch. The bruise on his cheek was swelling, but the swelling seemed to stopper his blood nose. He nudged Wilbur and pointed at the puddle. ‘We’re on her current,’ he said.

 ‘What?’

 A cutlass struck sparks against the iron bars. Sall started away, falling onto Campion. Campion grunted and shoved Sall off him. Wilbur looked at Sall, troubled.

 The feral managed a few words amongst a stream of gibberish. ‘Shut it!’ the creature said, glaring at Sall. The rest were angry, guttural noises from the back of its throat. After a moment it left, irritated. 

 Sall could have grabbed it around the throat. Strangled it against the bars. Taken its cutlass and fended off the others until help arrived, but none of these broken creatures would have a key. Messenger would hold have those. None of the rest could be trusted, he was sure, but Messenger was smart, and wouldn’t lose them so easily as Granger’s crew had.

 Sit and wait, then. Wait for them to finish the repairs on the Bitter End. Wait to see how Deadweight was going to make them suffer. The repairs had already begun, and the ferals hurled themselves about it with their usual insane vigor. New sails and new ropes turned out under their rusted knives faster than they could scavenge materials from the ship’s stores. Messenger coordinated it all, striding his conquered decks like a rangy lion. A storm of footfalls and shouted orders followed him wherever he went. 

 In the melancholy quiet of the brig Sall and the others minded their own thoughts, or slept fitfully. None thought they might make it out alive. The stale air became hot and muggy from their combined heat. As the sun rose and the day warmed it only became worse. The air they breathed turned thick and stale. Neither were they fed nor watered. At least Granger had kept some standards.

 The slow rocking of the ship lulled Sall into a disquieted sense of calm. Each motion of it seemed familiar. He knew he had spent time in here as a prisoner before, but now, as mongers raided the decks and the swell turned he half-slept and dreamed of silvery fishes flashing below the hull. Fish of all kinds, from all oceans. Great ones and small ones. They felt so close he could strike into the water and taste them. They rode the blooded current with him. He dreamed of water, shifting and impermanent. Florence’s cautious words tumbled through his mind, starting him awake with a snort.

 Wilbur noticed him wake and nudged him. ‘Hey, listen.’ He kept his voice a whisper. Sall leaned closer. He kept an eye on the nearest feral’s jittery movements, careful of it rounding on them again. It was already disturbed enough by the noise above.

 ‘There’s a ledger in Well’s Rest. Customs there keep track of ships, and ones they suspect’ve been taken by mongers. I’d say by now this ship’s been ticked, and maybe the Juniper too. I don’t think we’ll even make it near the coast.’ 

 ‘You think word’s reached them already?  We’ve seen no other ships in days.’

 Wilbur nodded. ‘Everyone will know what happened at Marshall’s. The town will be ready.’

 ‘How ready?’

 ‘There’s a garrison, but everyone in town goes armed. You’d be a fool not to. They’ll drop mortars on us from the headland.’ He traced his finger in the bilge scum, sketching a rough map. ‘Here.’

 ‘The town’s sheltered here,’ he said, indicating the inside edge of the headland. ‘There are cannons up here, and some smaller ones they wheel up the piers.’ He drew lines to indicate the piers, extending outward from the safe crook of the town.

 ‘There’s an army?’

 Wilbur shook his head. ‘More a militia.’

 Sall eyed the floorboards above. ‘Not the only one,’ he said. At two ships, though, Deadweight almost had himself a fleet. ‘You don’t bring a lot of good news, Will.’

 Wilbur shook his head. ‘He’s keeping us alive for a purpose, and I’ll bet it’s to get themselves into the bay. Someone has to deal with customs, after all.’

 Sall shook his head and leaned back, settling into the bars. He shut his eyes and tried to rest, the best he could, and folded his arms. ‘We’ll die on this ship. That’s my bet.’

 Chains rattled in his ear. Sall opened an eye. Campion was shifting closer, trying to say something. Seeing them huddling together sent a nearby monger into an angry confusion. Its teeth bared and it came shambling between the cells, swinging its cutlass high.

 ‘Shut it!’ the monger said, and made to bring it down between the bars. Sall bumped the other two back to get out of the way, but they were all hard up against the bars. The sword swung.

 Something caught its arm. Sall blinked. Florence was on her feet. She had seized its wrist. In one twist Florence broke its grip so the cutlass fell away, and she used the leverage to force the feral to its knees. ‘Get it! Get it round the throat!’ Markham scrambled around her and grabbed the monger by the back of its ratted old vest and hauled it closer, wrapping an arm under its chin. He slammed it against the bars. It snarled, exposing gums full of rotten, chipped teeth. It tried to gnaw at Markham’s forearm, but it was in vain. Markham had it in a lock.

 Florence had its cutlass. She kneeled and put the point to its eye. ‘Where’s my father?’

 Thick spittle flecked as it wheezed. ‘Dead! Killed him! Ate his bones, boiled his brains, cooked him cooked him cooked him-’ it tried to wriggle out of Markham’s grip and bite him at the same time. Its face was reddening.

 The hold was in uproar. In the tight, hot space their shouts were all in each other’s ears, and the other rabid ferals were overwhelmed. One forgot its cutlass and jumped at the bars of the closest cage, trying to reach in and grab at Rivera crouched behind Foley. Rivera reared back and punched at it. The one on the floor crawled towards Sall and he kicked its head away from the bars. It clamped its teeth into the toe of his boot. He shook it off.

 Florence worked the cutlass point into the monger’s neck and sliced its throat. It was quick, efficient, the same way she’d done it thousands of times gutting fish. The creature went limp and slumped, its head lolling. Markham let go and it fell forward. The other two howled.

 Florence let out a bare noise of anguish, dropping the cutlass and falling to her knees. She put her head in her hands and her anguish turned to a wretched sob.

 ‘It’s lying. It won’t know anything,’ Rivera said, wrapping an arm over her shoulder.

 She spoke through her hands. ‘He’s alive. I know he is.’ She raised her head, her face hot, eyes glistening. Sall had seen that look before. The ship rumbled with approaching footsteps. She picked up the cutlass. Her hands were shaking.

 She shouted up at the ceiling. ‘I’ll not die in this stinking brig without seeing my father first! Get down here, Deadweight! Show me my father!’ The brig erupted, some telling her to quiet, others cheering her on.

 Sall sulked in the corner of the cage. There was no getting out of it this time. The ferals ignored or did not hear the crew’s shouts. Their chaos was enough on its own. 

 

*     *     *

 

It was a tense few minutes with their eyes on the ladder hatch. Florence waited, her anger simmering. Before long she mumbled out of frustration, drove the point of the cutlass into the planks, and sat back down with a huff.

 The ferals had the ship underway soon after midday. They had repaired it in a frenzy and worked it just as hard. The ship showed the strain, groaning and creaking at its seams as the ferals threw it against the waves. They were hit by a high swell, and twice in the belly of the hold Sall grit his teeth at the ship’s screeches and the ferals’ whooping as they were almost scuttled. Each time they bucked the ship back upright, and their whoops turned to harsh laughter. They were making pace. 

 ‘They’ll rip the ship apart,’ Wilbur grumbled, from amidst a seasickness that had turned himself and half the crew pale and nauseous. Sall was fine, his stomach calm. He felt the current drawing them to Well’s Rest, to Granger, to Deadweight.

 Sall had come to know the sound of Messenger’s footsteps very well. Everywhere he went through the ship he directed the horde about with harsh noises detached from any common tongue Sall knew, but the mongers seemed to understand. It was a base tongue. Even through the noise of the ship buffeting the waves Sall knew when Messenger was near. He stomped around. He was stomping down now.

 He and several others, by the sounds of it. Particles came down off the ceiling. Sall looked up, watching the boards bow a little. 

 Light filled the room as Messenger flung the hatch doors open and stepped nimbly down the ladder. He came down at the fore of a dozen more ferals, some carrying lanterns that from their shambling movement cast hunched, distorted apparitions across the floor before them.

 The ferals in the hold recoiled from the light and suffered blows as Messenger’s crews lay about them with clubs and heavy kicks. They laughed at the wretches as though they didn’t know their curse would bring them to the same condition. Maybe the men in them wished for death before that came.

 Messenger neared the cells. Sall looked at Florence. She held the cutlass down by the line of her leg where Messenger couldn’t see it. Mossy gunge flicked from his chin as he scanned the lines of cells. Menace radiated off him. The monger bristled as the others behind him jockeyed too close.

 A rusted key loop was fastened to its belt by a twist of old string. Messenger snapped it away and chose the cell key. Ichor dripped through its gritted teeth. Sall sat with his legs extended, his hands in his lap, calm, and held the feral’s gaze.

 A monger behind him spoke. ‘Deadweight wishes for an assembly.’

 Sall said to Messenger, ‘You look sick.’

 Messenger shook as though at any moment he might lunge for the nearest jugular. The ferals spread out, checking their weapons. In Sall’s periphery he saw Florence shift. One of them was edging near the bars of her cage. 

 The rest of her fishermen were staunching up, too. Silent word was spreading out, passed along a glance, a straightened back, a firm hand taking the bars. Sall’s heartbeat quickened. They were about to do something foolish.

 Messenger looked at the dead feral on the floor. His eyes shifted between the crew. ‘The girl’s armed,’ he said. The closest monger to Florence’s cell snarled, spotting the cutlass she was trying to hide. It brandished its dagger at the bars. Florence held still for a moment, weighing up her options, and accepting she was outmatched tossed the cutlass at their feet. Another monger picked it up.

 Messenger stood at the door to Sall’s cell and inserted the key into the lock. He swung the door open and looked down at him. Also on his low slung belt was a knife and his pistols, one on either side. Messenger preferred the knife, putting a hand on its hilt as he stepped aside.

 Two ferals stepped past him and hauled Sall out by the scruff of his neck. They shoved him along and more were there to snatch him up on their shoulders. One grabbed the chain around his legs and tilted him. He revolved as they fumbled him off his feet.

 Messenger helped the first two drag Wilbur and Campion out and more moved down through the cells. Several had gaffhooks which rung as they smacked the bars, taunting the prisoners within.

 Messenger barked an order. ‘Get them all up! We’ll need every man.’

 He met eyes with Wilbur, who winked before a feral put him over its shoulder. The legless feral came snapping its jaws dumbly at the heels of the others. One of them kicked it back and rushed him up the ladders.

 The pack kept close together as they brought him up through the Bitter End. They had made a wreckage of his former ship. Crates upended, stock torn apart, produce soiled, chests and hammocks and bedding ruined in the mongers’ haste to find materials. 

 They brought him out to the weather decks and dumped him on the floor. The rest were dragged out by their chains and thrust into the bright light of a number of torches fashioned from short pieces of wood. They’d wrapped the ends with linens and soaked them in whale oil, making them burn a distinct oily yellow, and positioned them around the ship’s perimeter. There were enough for the ship to be seen for ten leagues.

 The ferals tossed their prisoners down and filed in close. Their hands itched at their weapons, waiting on Deadweight’s command. They were a stinking bunch.

 Deadweight stood at the helm lit by close firelight. Hot drips of sizzling tallows dripped from torches on either side of him. He was dressed in a brown oilskin that concealed his bulk and hung down to his boots. As the torches crackled Deadweight watched the prisoners settle.

 ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, extending his arm. ‘Welcome to Well’s Rest.’ A dark coastline displayed to the west. The far edge of the sea was a brackish muddy jungle that rose into mostly inhospitable mountain slopes, the side of a world Sall had never hoped to visit.

 There, nestled in the shadow of a tall headland, a cluster of glittering yellow lights were the jewel in the sea’s crown. The mangrove smell of the shallows carried to them on the breeze.   

 Sall wished he’d taken the stagecoach. He would be in Serico by now, eating, fat and happy and drunk.

 ‘This is madness,’ Wilbur said. ‘You’ll never make it near the harbour. Just because you’ve got two ships-’ A feral grabbed him by the hair and put a knife to his throat. The blade drew a drop of blood. Wilbur shut up.

 The monger breathed its sick breath across Wilbur’s face. ‘These are our seas now, our riches, our blood.’ It drew the knife away and licked the blood off the blade.

 The others responded with their savage hollering. They shook the prisoners around and cheered their master, who stood and waited for them to finish. Deadweight stood poised and commanding. The ferals calmed.

 ‘Tonight we’re going to get my brother, Sall. We’re taking what we were promised. What we are owed. We’re taking it all, every fucking chunk of it.’ Hungry anticipation sent chattering through the mongers.

 ‘What does Granger owe you? What does anyone owe you?’

 Deadweight studied the coastline. ‘He owes me his blood!’ His voice spat. ‘We both chose, but only I had the courage to give, so now I will gut him and grind his bones, and tonight we drink his blood from his heart.’ He beckoned Messenger. ‘Get the dog on his feet and bring him up here.’

 Rough hands took Sall under the arms and brought him to the helm. They stood him face to face with Deadweight, and though his hands were tied behind his back Sall thought he could break Deadweight’s nose with his forehead, for all the good it would do.

 ‘We need them alive and wriggling to help them take the bait,’ Deadweight said, considering him. ‘You’ll get us close enough.’ He turned to Messenger. ‘Unlock his hands and fix him to the rail there, right by the helm. Stay near, make sure he steers us in, but hide so they don’t see you. I’ll leave it up to you what to do with him after that, but don’t take all night, get up to the pits quick.’

 Messenger rattled Sall’s wrist shackles and grinned. The monger unclasped one side and shoved Sall against the rail, following the shove with a heavy slap across the back of his head. Sall blinked, head spinning. Messenger clasped the shackle by the helm.

 A heavy splash drew Deadweight’s attention. He craned his neck to see. The Juniper approached off their portside stern, less than a hundred yards distant. It sailed dark. They had rubbed soot into the sails and kept their lanterns doused to try and hide in the night. A small noise came out of Florence, a wounded, quiet cry, the sound of her desperation turning to defeat. The Juniper came close enough to catch the light from their torches. Marshall was nowhere to be seen. 

 Sall saw Florence. Her eyes were fixed on Deadweight. She said his name. The monger looked at her.

 ‘Where’s my father? What have you done with him?’

 Deadweight laughed, a mad bark. He shrugged. ‘Lost him somewhere, I think he fell overboard. Messenger didn’t tell me.’

 Florence’s eyes bulged. ‘You-’ she struggled to speak. She thought she’d find an answer, but Deadweight’s calm was as deep as the black depths below the boat. Her voice broke. ‘Bastard,’ she said, her eyes dropping to her feet.

 Deadweight ignored her and raised his voice to the feral at the other ship’s helm. ‘We’re ready! I’m coming over! Now-’ Deadweight addressed all his crew. ‘We will land soon at Well’s Rest! We will put a horde on my brothers’ doorstep and raze the town he hides in! We will find his body and drag it through the streets! Tonight every man, woman, and child we see before us is put to the sword!’ Deadweight drew his cutlass and levelled it over their heads, inspiring the horde to do the same. Swords slinked against rusty scabbards and gnarled hands raised them to the sky.

 ‘And if you see my brother, bring him to me and I will reward you for it! Tonight, we take back what we are owed! This sea is ours!’

 The horde cheered. ‘This sea is ours!’ Their cheers pined into the night sky, the rough, wailing howls of hungry wolves. Deadweight put away his sword for quiet. ‘That’s enough,’ he said, as the calls petered out. ‘We’re near. Get those prisoners where the world can see them, then hide yourselves below and wait for my signal.’

 Deadweight lowered his voice and stepped aside. ‘Messenger, I’ll leave the ship with you.’

 Messenger grumbled assent and spat the ichor that welled in his mouth.

 Deadweight considered Sall. ‘You’re afraid.’ His own wide, yellowy orbs shifted between Sall’s eyes. At once they settled, and again Sall was struck by the abyss that swallowed from their stillness. ‘This pleases me,’ Deadweight said.

 Sall gave that a dry laugh. ‘Aye, but you’ve run from your fear. You’re still running. You’ve run so far you can’t find your way back, and you never will. Good luck with your brother. You’re both cowards. You’ll PAY.’ A sharp ringing sounded in his ear, and his breath tasted rancid. The pain stung, like a pinched nerve. The voice that came out of him was colder than his own.  

 Surprise flashed across Deadweight’s face. He hesitated for a moment before snarling and rising to his full height. At his tallest he would always stand a few inches above Sall. Deadweight grabbed him by his shirtfront and bared his foul teeth.

 Deadweight said, ‘I might keep your head, if I can find it,’ and let go. His composure returned. ‘Make sure he brings my ship in carefully.’ To Messenger.

 Sall looked down, hiding his expression. He cleared his throat as Deadweight pushed him away, turning to the starboard side.

 Across at the Juniper two ferals were putting a gangplank down between the ships. As they hurried to his commands, Deadweight stepped up to the gangplank and crossed the divide with quick, confident steps. He shrugged up the lapel of his oilskin and assumed his position at its helm. They lifted the plank behind him. 

 Deadweight leaned into the wheel, the ship keening off towards the coast. The End swayed in response to the displaced wake. The Juniper melted into the night. 

 

*     *     *

 

They approached the headland, skirting wide at Messenger’s direction so they could keep their distance until the bay. The jungle sprawl of the coast was one dark, continuous shape rising into the rocky cliffs forming the headland. Waves beat against the boulders below. The rhythmic crashing they made battering the rocks put in Sall’s mind images of damning Messenger and running the Bitter End right up them. Maybe half the mongers would escape the wreckage. The rest would be dashed against the rocks or drowned. Let the sea take back what it made. 

 Messenger was hunkered below the gunwale, pressed against the wood and hidden from view of the watchers at the top of the cliffs. He had his pistol drawn on Sall, and Sall doubted he could miss from that distance.

 There was a light up there, and movement between the light shuttered it. A tall figure watched them through a spyglass at the cliff’s edge. They were spotted. Sall felt the hair rise on the back of his neck and swallowed. Expectation made him tense awaiting the distant report of mortar fire. 

 Time dragged as the ship cruised past the headland. Sall and the crew were unable to move far, chained as they were to their posts. When the wind changed they hobbled around to catch it. Though the breeze made it a cool evening the torches burned hot, and they were streaked with sweat.

 Sall eyed Messenger crouched with his pistol trained on him and said, ‘you’d better not miss.’

 Messenger touched his belt with thumb and forefinger and smiled. The dagger’s hilt caught moonlight. Sall looked over at Florence, who wasn’t focused on sailing, instead gazing out over the water with a slack line in her hands.

 ‘What about her father?’ Sall jabbed at the monger. ‘You kill him?’

 Frustration and shame darkened the monger’s expression, and a short cough sent ichor spurting from its mouth. Sall smelled it. His nose wrinkled. Messenger stared at him with anger now. He touched the dagger again and drew his thumb across his neck. Sall understood.

 Wilbur’s voice perked brightly over the tension. ‘Biteys are out,’ he said, slapping a mosquito on his arm. ‘Can anyone else smell that?’

 Sall sniffed. There was something aromatic on the air, almost resembling the sweet smell of incense. He couldn’t quite place it. Wilbur provided an answer.

 ‘That’s scoob. If they didn’t burn it the mozzies’d carry away everyone in town. We’ll see the bonfires soon.’ He was trying to keep things light. ‘It’s good to be home,’ he said. 

 They came around the cliffs. Sall saw activity at the top of the headland. The light up there went out, dousing the peak in darkness. Deadweight was there. He strained his ears, listening for telltale sounds of bells from the town, anything to show they were aware of the ferals coming towards the town. He heard nothing.

 They sailed by the cliffs, giving them their first close sight of the rambling ghetto that climbed out of the mangroves. There it was. Well’s Rest. The furthest refuge of pirates, treasure hunters, gamblers, mystics, and freedom seekers of all stripes. Home to the gaming union and a legion of whores and drinkers, and few friends to the law.

 The beach was a muddy shore where mangroves had been cleared for low timber wharves to accommodate the longboats and dinghies moored there. Out in the bay taller ships anchored, their decks mostly dark, their crews mostly ashore and filling the town with the sound of their merry leisure. All that remained were those keeping watch over their ships to protect them from thieves, and workers readying them for sail in the morning. A few ferryboats still moved around.

 There were the bonfires Wilbur mentioned. Two of them, that smouldered in great iron bowls at either ends of the wharves. Each bowl was supported by tall iron pedestals comprised of three sturdy legs, each leg linked by horizontal struts. The bottom of the bowls glowed red, and purplish flames licked low off the top. They bookended the beachfront, standing watch over the town. The smoke brushed inland and up through the town nestled in the jungle, creating a screen of purple haze. 

 ‘Keeps the bugs down, you say, Wilbur?’

 ‘Aye, Captain.’

 Messenger peeked over the rail and waved his pistol.

 ‘Coming in!’ Sall turned the wheel, shifting the rudder to put them on a slow course towards the shore. Campion and Markham helped the turn by adjusting the foresails, their chains clinking in unison.

 A few stone buildings lined the shore, far enough back they were out of the mud. At the front of one of them two wide doors split open, spilling a square of light across the ground. Three silhouetted figures emerged. Coming at their fore, a striding figure passed a clipboard between his hands as he shrugged on a long coat. They came directly to a jetty with a single rowboat moored at it. One of them lit a lantern and held it high above his head. Another looked through a spyglass and waved for the End’s attention. Sall waved back. 

 The customs officials piled into the rowboat, two of them taking the oars as the other cast away the mooring line. They were going to paddle out to them. Sall looked around at the nearby ships. A few people were standing up on their decks, watching the pirate ship cruise by.

 Bells sounded alarm from the town. 

 Sall looked up as screams erupted from the jungle. The men in the rowboat stopped paddling at the first of the pealing tolls.

 Flashes of white lit the canopy from below. Pap! Pap pap! Grenades. They came from the top end of town. A horn sounded, declaring the beginning of the attack. He knew that horn. He’d heard it before, back on the mooring. 

 Messenger noticed it also. He shifted on his feet and rose, holstering the pistol. Gunfire sounded, pockets of action erupting up and down the slope. The assault had begun.

 The monger lifted his nose to the air and sniffed. He could smell the blood in it. He stood taller, filling his lungs, leaning back, tilting his head further to the sky. His whole body went crooked, the rangy, hollow angles to his body distorting as he stretched. He thrust his chest forward as his shoulders rolled back. Each finger cracked as it flexed, contorting his hands into claws. He opened his mouth, savoring the moment before he howled. Ichor dripped down his chin. There was no reason for the ferals to hide now. 

 Those below began stirring also. They were hungry for battle, and ready for war. The ship rumbled with their restless shuffling.

 Sall only had one opportunity to turn this mess back in his favour. He had an idea. It was a bad one, but they were all going to die anyway.

 ‘Oi, you,’ Sall said, interrupting Messenger. He reached past the helm and lifted a torch from where it was tied.

 Messenger saw the torch and froze, eyes flicking to the open deck hatch further up the way. There was no way he could reach his pistol in time. Sall stood ready to hurl the torch.

 ‘Yes!’ Florence stirred from her grief. She reached over the beam and pulled a torch away, waving it over her head for attention. ‘Keep those bastards below decks!’

 Bronwyn was nearby and took the torch she offered. Florence went back for another one. Markham and Campion also took their torches from the fore. Anyone who could grab a torch soon had one.

 Florence was also closest to the deck hatch. She kneeled down beside the open port and held the torch above it. ‘You hear me,’ she said, making sure her voice was heard, and the torch in clear sight. ‘I see any of your filthy fucking faces poking out of that hatch and we’ll burn you like rats in a nest.’

 The ferals, packed together as they were, knew her words were true. Even they took pause at the sight of her expression, which suffused by torchlight glowed. It was enough to keep them at bay.

 Sall outstretched his hand. ‘All of us will go down together. You, me, every single feral on this ship. Hand over the key to these shackles or none of us’ll make it to shore.’ He emphasised his point with a shake of the torch. Burning oil flicked off the end.

 Messenger would not be dealt with so easily. He advanced in a weaving motion. Sall brandished the torch between them. The monger baulked from it, scowling. 

 Sall said, ‘I’ll light you up first. Keys.’

 A cough racked from deep within and he spat a gob of ichor. He backed off.

 ‘Sall,’ Markham said. ‘Jetty’s coming up.’

 ‘I know! Don’t raise those sails. Sall didn’t let Messenger out of his sight.

 Messenger waved the pistol at the approaching shore, his eyes flashing. They showed anger, but more, fear. Only a sliver of it, and only for a moment, before fury consumed it. Messenger was afraid, and if not of Sall, then of Deadweight.

 Sall looked at the creature, watching his neck muscles strain in pained effort to speak, only managing to produce flecky bubbles of sick ooze as a fresh wash of slime forced through his bared teeth. It sounded like Messenger was trying to call him a cunt.

 Sall kept the torch steady. Messenger touched at the hem of his tattered vest. He saw the shore coming in. The monger’s hand crept down the fabric towards the dagger. The keys hung off his belt beside it.

 Sall fixed his grip on the torch. They were coming into the harbour, passing between two tall ships anchored inside the channel. A night crew were coming onto deck at the commotion, watching the Bitter End sail past.  

 He heard them gasp. ‘Ferals!’ one said.

 ‘I’ll burn it all down,’ Sall said.

 Messenger relented. He flung the keyring underhand. Sall stepped into its path. The keys flew high, jingling through the air. Sall reached.

 Sall caught the keys, hearing running footsteps behind them. Messenger caught him around the waist, knocking the wind out of him. His fingertips folded through the ring as Messenger lifted him off his feet and tackled him to the floor. He lost the torch, but drew the keyring tight to his palm. The torch bounced end over end, through the rail, and fell down to the quarterdeck. Burning oil splattered across the planks.

 Messenger headbutted him. Sall’s vision flashed white. He lifted his knee into Messenger’s gut and kicked him off. Its broken fingernails raked Sall’s forearms, drawing blood. Spry, the wild monger landed on his back and launched himself onto all fours. Now Messenger drew his dagger. He lunged. 

 Sall used the manacles to pull himself away, drawing his legs away from the attack and backing into the rail. Messenger came around again, striking past Sall’s guard and wrapping his free hand around Sall’s throat. The other hand followed low with the knife, aiming to stick him between the ribs.

 Sall grabbed his knife hand by the wrist before it could get him. Messenger grabbed him by the throat. They were struggling, Sall choking for breath, when fire rang out from an anchored ship. Crackshots thudded into the helm, spraying splinters and fragments of hot lead. A spray caught Messenger in the eye. He blinked. Sall kicked his knee, breaking his footing, twisting Messenger’s wrist. Messenger let his choking hold go to stop from losing the knife. Sall shoved him away. Messenger stumbled backwards.

 Jones was closest to the helm. ‘Catch!’ Sall said, and threw him the keys.

 The keys sailed through the air. He didn’t see if Jones caught them. Messenger was coming back. Sall spun, kicking out, missed. The blade caught his leg, slicing a short gash. Pain flared through his shin. Messenger grabbed the leg and pulled, taking Sall’s footing and dropping him on his rear.

 Messenger stood over him, knife dripping. Blood seeped through Sall’s trousers.

 Crack! another shot hit the ship, followed by a steady pocking volley. Messenger ducked, hearing shot after shot whistle near his head. He looked around for the source. 

 ‘Get the feral at the helm!’ The voice was harsh, but human, from a ship nearby. It was a welcome relief. Another volley came closer, pinning him down. Messenger was forced to duck and weave further away as lead zinged by. 

 ‘Holy hell! Ship’s full of them!’

 Sall looked through the rungs. A group of mongers were roused by the gunfire and tried to push up through the hatch. Florence swung her torch at the nearest head. Burning oil splattered over its hair and clothes and in the space of a second flame took hold and the creature was alight. In a frenzy it launched out of the hold to keep the fire spreading. Florence fell back.

 Messenger flicked the knife between his hands. He cut left, right, slashing at Sall, who blocked with his one available arm and kept distance between them by kicking with his heavy boots.

 It was dire. Messenger flipped the blade upright and stabbed for Sall’s neck. Sall backed into the rail. He leaned back, straining to keep his head away from the blade. He snatched at Messenger’s wrist, overbalancing. There was nowhere to go but over, and Messenger was coming with him.

 Messenger barely weighed much more than a sack of potatoes. All the meat on his bones was eaten away by coral, and Sall tossed him away. The feral let out a shocked gurgle, flailing as he came off his feet. Still holding Messenger’s wrist, Sall grabbed the shackles too, and as Messenger swung their combined weight yanked hard on the chain.

 The rusted lock snapped. Sall let go of Messenger and fell to the quarterdeck, landing hard on his back beside the monger. Messenger scrabbled up first. Sall rolled onto his side. Messenger dug the knife into the wood and pushed up on it, shaking his head. He coughed ichor and groaned. One busted shackle fell off Sall’s wrist, but the other remained.

 Sall’s wind was knocked out of him. His back hurt, and as he tried to get his knees under him Messenger lashed out in a wild arc. He missed. Sall rose shakily and brought up his fists. A painful red ring scored his wrist where the manacle had caught the skin. At least his hands were free.

 Messenger drew his pistol. Ichor was mixed with blood, draining unchecked from his mouth.

 Sall couldn’t cover the distance in time. A shadow crept up behind him.

 Florence came up behind the monger with the long haft of a wood axe raised high above her head. She came up the steps three at a time and before Messenger could react swung the axe in a heavy vertical arc and split his skull in two, sending blood and chunks of soft grey brain matter flying. She turned her face away at the spray, locking eyes with Sall.

 She let go of the axe. Messenger, held upright by nothing more than the fading memory of life, crumpled.

 Florence’s shoulders heaved. She looked at her hands and clenched them into fists. Blood dripped. From her mouth, unbidden, came a guttural scream. It cut through the night, and she screamed until all the air was gone from her lungs and her voice trailed into a raspy, choked gurgle. She fell to her knees.

 Messenger’s blood extinguished the torch.

 

*     *     *

 

Florence put her boot on Messenger’s head and grabbed the haft. The axe made a wet slurp as she removed the bloody stump from his skull. She hefted it to her shoulder and nudged the split skull with her boot to get a proper look at his face. 

 ‘Let’s get the fuck off this ship,’ Sall said, tearing a scrap of shirt and tying it around the cut in his leg.

 ‘Agreed,’ Florence said. ‘The fuck.’

 Sall joined her. Down on deck, the shackled crew worked fast, passing the keys between each other and unlocking the chains that bound them to the ship. Those that were free picked up heavy tools, gaffes, and axes, and ran to those still bound, wedging the hard iron between the links and plying force to break them, or swinging axes to break the links. All the while below, the riled horde churned, their guttural barks rising in volume. Markham and Campion stood by the main hatch. The hatch was closed and barred, but not for long. Ferals beat at it from below. 

 ‘They’ll break through,’ Florence said.

 Sall took a breath and shouted. ‘Abandon ship! Get yourselves free and abandon ship!’ He looked towards the shore. There were less than two hundred feet to the jetty, and the sails had enough wind to put them there in a hurry. ‘Faster!’

 Markham swung a hammer at a pin fixing Wilbur’s ankle shackles near the halyard. The ferals had driven it in far enough for it to be stuck tight. With a metallic clang and a splintering sound it tore from the deck, bringing a chunk of timber along with it.

 From the darkness came a hand, gnarled and clawing at anything it could reach. They jumped back as it scratched at Wilbur’s ankle. The hole was big enough only for its arm to emerge halfway, but Markham swung the hammer at it anyway and snapped it at the elbow. They heard a scream. The arm retreated. Markham looked at the approaching shore, and looked at Sall. ‘This would be a lot easier if you hadn’t lost the anchor!’

 Sall shrugged. One hundred feet. It was now or never. The channel was behind them now, and they would run aground any second. He had no idea how shallow these waters were. Sall went to the side. The murky browns offered no assurances. ‘Into the water!’ 

 Wilbur picked up the end of the short chain and was the first to spring over the beam, splashing into the water a moment later. Bronwyn followed, her small frame fluttering into the night. She made a light splash.

 The ferals were well aware their time was near, and they ached for it. Their efforts below swelled, and in one hard blow they smashed the hatch door wide open. The bar holding it broke the latch and sent it spinning across the deck. Five mongers burst through, eager for blood. The light caught them brandishing their cutlasses, searching for prey.

 The crew abandoned ship.

Jones ran with mongers on his heels and went over last but for Sall, who readied himself to jump with one foot on the rail and took up the last torch. He meant to throw it in with them and say goodbye to this cursed ship. The mongers were flooding out now. The whole crazed lot of them, armed with cutlasses and daggers, clubs, pistols, rifles, and barbed gaff hooks, their points whetted sharp.

 Deadweight was an unstoppable force with that horde behind him. He couldn’t leave him a ship.

 Sall stopped and thought. He might need the ship, too. They all did, if they wanted to get out of here alive. Fires burned in Well’s Rest. Nobody was going to make it out of that town alive unless they had a ship. Sall only had a moment to consider it. He looked at the water below and tossed the torch in. It fizzed out and vanished.

 The ship was banking hard to starboard. They might still hit the jetty, but the ship was swerving away from it. It was going to be close. Sall prayed to whatever Saint would listen and jumped into the muddy waters below.

 The cold slap of the water was a sudden shock, but welcome. The world went silent. The bells disappeared, along with the shouts and screams from the town, the gunfire, and the constant barking from the ferals that had wormed into his mind after long hours trapped with them. It was cool and dark. The silence was bliss.

 He broke the surface. The ship curved away behind him. Salt water spilled down his face and stung his eyes as he looked up at the ferals waving their weapons from the rail. Pistolfire cracked the water around him.

 The ship curved past the jetty and travelled another fifty or so feet until it struck land, beaching on an angle near one of the tall pedestals burning scoob. Mud and wash spilled up along the keel in front of the ship as it came to a stop. The decks were quiet, and then the firelight off the pedestal illuminated feral monger shapes throwing themselves down to the muddy shore. As soon as they could get to their feet they were charging up the beachfront.

  Sall swum in place. He turned to look for the rest of his crew – and almost copped an oar in the head. He hadn’t even heard it coming. ‘Woah!’ he said, and by the sound they made in return they hadn’t seen him either.

 One was a man’s voice immediately berating another. ‘Fuckin look out. Are your eyes painted on? I almost smacked this one. Get him in, if he’s human.’ They came alongside. They struggled together getting him into the boat.

 ‘Hey, watch he doesn’t rock us too much,’ the man at the bow said as Sall climbed in. They took him by the arms and staggered backwards under Sall’s weight. Sall fell into the boat and rolled onto his back, water slopping across the floor.

 He knew most of the faces around him. All the bedraggled, soaking, exhausted ones, anyway. There was a chorus of low cheers. Florence took a quick head count. ‘That’s all of us.’

 He sat up. The boat was full from bow to stern to port and starboard. With him in it the trim sat scarce inches above the waterline. Florence gave him a smile and turned to Wilbur sitting pale and shivering at the back of the vessel. He still had the chains bundled to his chest. She ministered over him, putting a hand on his forehead.

 ‘He almost drowned,’ the man at the bow said. He was the one in the long coat Sall had seen earlier. ‘Lucky he landed right next to us.’ 

 Wilbur coughed. ‘Luck,’ he said in a weak voice. ‘Has nothing to do with it.’

 The man in the coat crouched and looked at Sall’s wounds. ‘You’ve been through the wars,’ he said.

 ‘Aye,’ Sall said. He sat up and looked at the shore. The last of the ferals came off the ship, the shambling ones with twisted legs and calcified joints. They crawled through the mud while their brothers swamped the docks, slaughtering people fleeing the town. None came close to making it back to their ships. The attackers had taken the harbour.

 The town was taken completely unaware, stuck between the two sharp pincers of Deadweight’s assault.

 ‘That ship,’ Sall said, nodding at the Bitter End, ‘is our way out, but first, we’re going up there.’ He pointed at the top of the town. 

 The customs agents shook their heads. ‘We’re going out for those ships.’ One pointed out into the bay. Already the ships out there were readying sail. One look at the town was enough to know it wasn’t worth waiting. A ship already had its anchor drawn and was turning out.

 ‘No.’ Sall said. ‘No, we’re going to shore.’

 The crew started to spark up. ‘No way I’m going in there,’ Campion said.

 Wilbur said, ‘he’s right. Nobody’s getting paid unless we find Granger.’

 ‘We’ll die extremely quickly,’ Markham said.

 Wilbur leaned in. ‘Not if we’re careful. We’ve got a contract, gentlemen. Granger owes a debt to me, you see. But! Do you think for a moment I ever thought he could pay it?’

 The crew gave slow blinks. Sall looked at Florence.

 Wilbur continued. ‘No, I only need a piece of his corpse. He’s as good as dead up there-’ he pointed at the jungle. ‘So a piece is all I need to satisfy my superiors back home. What we all should remember, however, is that mongers don’t have much use for treasures.’ He let it linger on that last word. ‘Treasures enough to get us all free of this mess. And I can get us to the counting-house unnoticed. I say we take the chance, don’t you?’

 Jones spoke now, ever cautious. ‘How do we get in the counting-house?’

 ‘There’s a back road. The authorities don’t use it, but we can get there if we sneak up behind the ferals.’

 ‘A back road,’ Jones said, turning the idea over in his head. ‘I think it checks out. But what if we run into Deadweight?’ He looked at Sall. 

 Sall drew a breath, thinking, and glanced at Florence. ‘We can’t let him come after us. Comes to it, I can take him.’

 Wilbur said, ‘Is that a bet?’ Smirking darkly.

 Sall met his gaze. ‘Twenty.’

 The crew went quiet, considering the doubts they had in the plan. With a share of the counting-house’s gold on top of what Wilbur owed them they could stack coins until their hands were sore. 

 ‘I guess that’s settled, then.’ Florence said. ‘We’re going to shore.’

 The head customs agent rose, crossing his arms. ‘Hold up, I’m in charge of this boat.’

 Sall looked at his crew and chuckled. ‘Fuck off mate, you should know how this works.’

 He opened his mouth in protest. Sall gave him a shove. He went back, arms wheeling, and splashed into the water with a shout. Florence and Bronwyn together grabbed another by his legs and tossed him over backwards, and Markham pushed the last one out and took his place at the oars. Campion took the other side, grumbling.

 ‘We’re all going to die, you know,’ Campion said, moving in unison with Markham and punting the rowboat away from the men whose boat they’d stolen.

 Sall shrugged. ‘What else is new? You might’ve ended up in a diving bell, or maybe a fight pit.’

 The customs agent cursed them from afar. ‘You bastards! We saved your lives! What are we supposed to do?’

 Sall sat down at the bow and pointed at the nearest ship. ‘Swim!’

 The three in the water looked at each other. It was that, drown, or go ashore. Their curses sounded them off into the darkness. 

 Campion and Markham rowed the boat towards the closest jetty. They kept silent and low to avoid alarming straggling ferals wriggling their way out of the mud. The jungle slope dominated the horizon, alive with the sights and sounds of a fierce battle. Dark clouds took turns passing over the moon. Well’s Rest beckoned. 

 ‘The tide’s coming in,’ Florence said. ‘I don’t think that ship is stuck too far up the beach. We might be okay. So long as it doesn’t float away before we get back.’

 ‘If we get back.’ 

 ‘We’ll get back.’

 Sall nodded. The rowboat nudged the piles. Sall grabbed the jetty before they could butt away from it and tied the rope off. One by one they went up onto the jetty and squatted in a rough circle, hidden from view by a few stock crates waiting to be loaded onto a ship that had been forgotten in the assault.

 Campion had already got into them. ‘There’s weapons in here. Look,’ he said, unwrapping a canvas bundle. Half a dozen cutlasses tumbled together. He passed one to Sall first. Sall belted it around his waist.

 Wilbur came out of the boat last, free of his shackles now. Bronwyn still had the key and helped him unlock the shackle around his ankle. He rubbed the raw skin and stepped up to the jetty. 

 Sall said, ‘Alright Wilbur, this is your town, where do we go?’

 Wilbur pointed at the topmost parts of the town. There appeared to be some clearing up on the hill, and the flow of activity was moving towards it. ‘That’s where the pits are. Granger always liked being closest to them. He always stays at the Grand, but your gold will be in the counting-house.’ 

 Sall nodded. ‘Then that’s where we’re going.’

 ‘And if we get our hands on him?’ Bronwyn put the tip of her cutlass on the deck and turned it in her hands, testing its weight.

 Sall shrugged. ‘He’s all yours, so long as I get my gold back.’

 Bronwyn gave a satisfied nod. She’s a worry, he thought. 

 Florence sat wide with her elbows on her knees.  The boat bobbed. ‘What I’d like to do to Deadweight,’ she said.

 ‘If anyone wants to stay, now is your last chance. You can stay with the ship and try get it afloat.’

 Campion scratched his chin, considering his options. He seemed to come to a decision. ‘Won’t get paid that way.’

 So they all went. Sall, Wilbur, Campion, Markham, Bronwyn, Jones, and Florence, with all her fishermen, who would follow her to the ends of the earth if she asked. 

 Perhaps that was what they were doing now. This sure looked like the end of the earth to him.

 

*     *     *

 

The slinking column of pirates and fishermen filed into a copse of spreading ferns, coming below lichens hanging from jungle palms growing beside the harbour’s customs office. The trees swayed in the breeze off the sea. The dank scoob smell here on the beach was overpowering, but layered with the cool, fresh smell of dewy leaves and moist earth. The soil was springy beneath their feet.

 Idyllic, if not for the corpses littering the street, the verandahs and balconies, and the sawdusted earthen pathways connecting the shantytown nestled below the canopy. The street wound up the hill overhung by trees and houses propped up on stilts. The quiet group cut down a dirt track between two old shacks.

 A shadow moved by a paned glass window.

 They froze. Snuffling sounded within. Ferals were ransacking it. They heard a shove and the sound of a cabinet breaking. Glass and china smashed. Sall waved a hand to keep the crew low.

 They stepped into the backyard of a flophouse where a game of cards was interrupted in the attack. Men with their throats cut were splayed across the fence. One was stabbed to death over an upturned table, and another burned blackly pungent lay across a spilled campfire. Sall and the rest covered their noses and crept by.

 Markham bent over to rifle through a dead gambler’s belt pouch. ‘Somebody played serious,’ he said, holding up a cluster of grenades. ‘I’ll take those.’ He pocketed them.

 A pack of ferals had climbed up a muddy embankment, leaving a flowering vine torn and trampled into the muck. They followed the tracks up, using the plant’s roots as handholds. They stopped at the top, where the corner of a street made open ground.

 ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘One at a time.’ He went first, keeping low and ducking under the eaves of a tavern on the corner, the Devil’s Head. The name was stencilled on a sign swinging from a single chain above its entrance. The street was quiet, the silence ringing. Sall made it first, boots sinking into the squelchy earth. He looked inside the tavern. 

 Its front door was propped open by the body of a man cut down trying to run for cover. He was the only one to have nearly made it out alive. It was a massacre in there. They’d tried to barricade the doors and windows, but it looked like ferals had gone straight through. Sall shrunk from a trio of shadows moving between soft light from interior lanterns.

 Florence darted across the street and fell in beside him, pressing into the darkness. She looked about for signs of trouble, taking quick, shallow breaths until they slowed, steadying. Rivera halted at the top of the embankment, huddling into the shadow.

 The mongers were speaking. ‘They’re all dead here,’ one said, with the sound of a sword penetrating flesh.

 ‘’s get up the hill ‘fore we miss the hanging,’ another said.

 The wind rustled the trees and Sall felt a light mist drift across his face. A long bank of cloud had swept in, blanketing the stars. The three mongers stepped out of the tavern, their cutlasses red with blood. Nothing separated them from Sall and Florence besides a bad angle. They were standing barely three feet away.

 The one in the lead sniffed. ‘Rain’s comin,’ it said, and looked up from under the eave. A single droplet cascaded off the roof and struck it between the eyes. The feral blinked and shook its head, eyes refocusing on Rivera crouched at the top of the embankment opposite.

 It drew a deep breath and bellowed, ‘The prisoners!’ It raised its cutlass. The other two ferals started, alert, bringing their swords up. 

 The others spotted Sall and Florence but it was too late. Sall rushed forward, lancing the closest one with his cutlass and shoving him out into the street. A club swung sideways at his head. He ducked, avoiding the blow. Florence rushed in behind and with a violent chop! severed its arm at the elbow. 

 The feral fell back screaming, clutching its bloody stump. The last feral was stunned and outnumbered, completely taken by surprise. It backed away from Sall and Florence only to collide with Rivera’s chest. Its growls faltered.

 Rivera drew his cutlass across its throat and let it slump to the dirt.

 A feral bark came from nearby. It used a pistol to smash a window and fire at him. The shot missed, but the monger was quick to reload. Another shot struck near his boots as more shouts echoed up the street.

 Sall shouted, ‘Run!’ as feral mongers burst out of doorways and punched through windows. They were fresh meat standing exposed there in the middle of the street. They scattered, Sall diving behind a wall, Florence going right, losing sight of the other pirates as they scrambled over the top of the embankment.

 Shot cracked brickwork by his head. He ducked back from the spray and peeked, looking for where the shots were coming from. There were more mongers at the top of the tavern, taking aim from the upper balcony. Florence hid under cover below the eaves and returned fire.

 ‘We can’t stay here!’ Sall said to her, ducking as more brickwork erupted near him. Shots came from down the street. 

 As he spoke Bronwyn came crashing through the balcony’s rail borne on a feral’s chest, her hands a bloody, red blur as she gouged at its neck with a short dagger. Down they fell, the angle of their descent turning so Bronwyn stood atop it as it landed. When they hit Bronwyn let go of the knife and stepped off the body.

 The feral scratched at its throat as it died. Bronwyn leaned down and withdrew her blade. Blood spurted from the gash.

 The tavern was the last building on this street before an uphill bend. Bronwyn was crouched in the light spilling from the entry, clearly visible to the pack coming from a knobbly line of shacks lining the street. Dark silhouettes cast from torches were projected into the jungle canopy.

 Sall came out from the wall. ‘Get together! Get up the hill, we have to keep moving!’

 Markham stepped out from the shadows with a lit cigarette and two sparking grenades. He bit down on the cigarette and exhaled through the corner of his mouth. ‘Get behind me!’ He took three running steps and hurled the grenades. Smoke spiralled from the lit fuse. One landed in the window of a tall building beside the tavern. The other struck a brick buttress against a muddy slope on which the building sat.

 A deafening bang! wracked the upper floor of the building, blowing the facade outwards. Glass and splinters sliced the air. A moment later the other grenade exploded, blasting through the foundations and sending ferals hurtling. The building’s facade went teetering, a broken wall of wood and tile going crashing down across the street. 

 The gunfire stopped, replaced by a stunned silence and crumbling mortar. That was all the cue they needed. As one the crew rebanded and hustled up the street, leaving the wreckage behind them.

 The silence was broken by howls. It began with one, sounding from around the next corner, then another from behind them, and a chorus rose across the whole lower town. Fine rain sizzled off the wooden shacks burning in the night. Goosebumps prickled his skin, but not from the cold. 

 The rain fell harder. Heavy droplets hit the street, darkening the packed dirt. Soon these streets would be slick with mud.

 They continued along the main street, winding further up the jungle slope. The howls were nearer. No longer were the ferals mopping up survivors. Now they hunted new prey, pursuing the small group, closing in. Doors slammed open and shots sounded behind them. A snarl came from the treeline to Sall’s left and a lone monger leaped out and flung itself at the group. It went for Jones, running at their wing, who was taken by surprise.

 The feral swung at Jones’ head, aiming to lop it clean off. Jones’ face froze into a fearful grimace. He tripped over his feet. Sall drew his pistol and fired, shooting it in the knee. Its leg snapped back, but its momentum kept it moving forward. The monger collided with the pirate and they landed in a heap.

 In its shock the feral was blind. It clawed at Jones, dragging its broken fingernails down his face. Jones screamed, but Markham was there to extend a hand and grab him by the arm, dragging him away.

 Jones got back on his feet and ran, using a hand to stem the blood streaming from three slashes down his chin.

 Sall reloaded as he ran and looked back at the feral. He wished he hadn’t. It was joined by more, peeling from shadows in the trees, and darkened doorways, and framed by whirling fires from shacks put to the torch. They saw the crew passing and were pulled into the chase.

  Sall turned back. He looked at Wilbur, and the fear must have showed. Wilbur put on an extra burst of speed. ‘This way!’ He kicked a wooden gate open and led them into an alley. ‘Market’s up here, we can duck through.’ Heavy raindrops sounded thick and splattering against the wide fan leaves of jungle palms above. The alley wound a short, crooked path, and the ferals were close behind. Sall heard a group of them barge through the gate a few seconds behind. 

 The market was a mess of wrecked stalls, with voodoo tents and butcher shops torn down, greengrocer’s carts loaded with plantains and potato knocked aside and burned, but there were no ferals ahead. ‘The rest of them have already gone to the pits,’ Sall called out, spotting several ferals in the trees alongside.

 Markham stopped to light a grenade off his cigarette, dogged and chewed now in his lip. He hurled it into their path. In their salivating, snarling pursuit the ferals didn’t notice it land at their feet.

 It exploded. Flesh and limbs went flying, leaving behind scorched and disfigured bodies and ringing in their ears. Powder smoke swept on the wind. It tickled Sall’s throat – he stifled a cough. Grey, deformed figures lurched out of the smoke. Sall brought his sword up in time to deflect a swing, ducked low, and dragged it close and broad from the monger’s belly to its ribs. He hit it with his shoulder. The monger went sprawling over his back.

 Sall sprung out and stepped hard into a whirl, his blade flashing. He cut another down and caught Florence by the arm before she ran into a wild swing from a monger’s lunge, and drew her close enough to feel her attention shift to something behind him.

 She pointed off down the street. ‘The rest are coming!’ Sall released her wrist and she cracked a shot off with her rifle, taking down a monger running at a fast pelt, the shot turning its slavering, dumb expression into broken chunks of bone and gristle.

 A motley score of them came behind it from the main street leading down to the lower town. They were further behind now, but Sall couldn’t expect the pirates to get away safely if this horde was still after them. He shoved Florence ahead of him.

 Florence stumbled, her head caught in a turn. Wilbur and several of the others were already bolting. ‘Run! Go with Wilbur, I’ll distract them. I’m the one they want, go find the gold!’

 ‘But-’

 ‘I’ll meet you at the top. Go!’ Sall waved his arms, already running off in the other direction. Florence had no choice but to turn and run after the others. She gave him a fearful look as he left. A heavy drop of rain struck her face, and she braced against the sky as she turned. The wind was picking up, whistling through the far trees. The pressure in the air was changing. Rain was coming.

 Sall’s face caught the light. He shouted at the ferals. ‘Aye, over here, you bastards! Come and get me.’ He had their attention now. 

 ‘It’s their Captain!’

 ‘Deadweight’ll have him,’

 ‘He’s mine!’

 ‘He ain’t, he’s mine!’

 Through the adrenaline fuelling his terror he grinned. He knew this feeling very well. It was him against the lot of them, and at this game he liked his odds. ‘Come on, you bastards!’ He called, running off in the opposite direction to the crew making a fast exit up the street. Sall lost sight of them through the first drenching sheet of rain brought by a sharp gust of wind that struck the land and shook the trees.

 Sall ran into the jungle, and the ferals followed.

 

*     *     *

 

Leaves whipped Sall’s face as he bolted deeper into the thick jungle surrounding the town. He ran in the dark and the rain with the mongers sounding close. He clambered over mossy fallen trees and evaded vines hanging from soft branches bowing under rain pelting the canopy. He had to lose them. They were so close he could hear their laboured breathing as they too filtered through the terrain.

 A shot cracked through the sleet. Bark blew from the trunk of a tree on Sall’s left. He stepped right, fighting through the fronds of a fern thicket and came to a track spidering up through the undergrowth. By the old prints left behind it seemed some wild hog used this track. Leaf litter and shit was trampled into the loam. The rain was turning it to mud. 

 It ran slick. Sall lost his footing, slipping forward with a splash. Mud got in his eyes, his nose. Ignoring it, he picked himself up and ran blind, wiping his face. Clods of mud and leaves fell off him. 

 He wiped it away from his eyes. He’d lost the pig track. No matter. He pushed away a low branch. It snapped back and struck solid. He looked back and saw a feral stumbling back from the blow. It almost had him, and he hadn’t noticed. Sall ran on. 

 It was dark, too dark to see far, and the rain gave everything a wet sheen. Sall could hear the ferals all around by their snarls and barks, but he ran nearly blind. Trees resembled mongers as their gnarled shapes appeared out of the darkness. They could be three feet away and he wouldn’t know it. 

 By their snarls and barks it sounded like they were locating each other, organising, maybe. They could be tracking his smell, or see him even in the dark, or maybe they could hear him tramping through the undergrowth.

 However they were following him, they were closing in. That movement, off to his right, he couldn’t tell if it was a tree swaying in the wind or if it was something else.

 He didn’t see the feral coming from his left. It leaped out of the darkness, unarmed, caught Sall around the throat and tackled him sideways off his feet. Its cold hands wrapped tight. They landed in a gully with Sall on his back and the feral on top of him. Rainwater turned the gully into a shallow rushing stream.

 The creature snarled, closing its grip tighter around his throat. Sall grabbed its wrists, but couldn’t budge them. It forced Sall’s head down into the gully. Water streamed over his eyes, filled his nose, his mouth. Sall was drowning. He coughed.

 The feral didn’t call the rest. It wanted to take him alone. Its face was scarred and ugly. Sall’s vision was fading, and he couldn’t think of a way out. His feet scrabbled in the rocky mud, unable to find grip. The feral’s wet, greasy hair hung long and framed its reddening face.

 Sall couldn’t break its grasp, and his frantic hands only dug scratches into the sides of the gully. No. No. Determination welled up inside Sall. He wasn’t dying in some muddy ditch. He dragged his quivering hands through the mud until his right found a stone. His fingers pushed through the soft mud, curling around it. 

 His vision was going black. He tugged at the stone, his fingernails scratching at the mud burying it. He found grip and pulled it out. He swung it across the monger’s temple. He heard a crack! and the feral’s grip broke, its face contorting in pain. 

 Sall pushed it off him. It was in a daze. He brought the stone up. Blood dripped from the stone and its head. Sall swung the stone again, smacking it in the same spot. It collapsed in the stream. Sall smacked it again.

 It was still conscious, struggling to open a mouthful of shattered teeth to make a final howl. Sall let go the stone and clamped its mouth shut until its mewling whine ceased. Through the vein in its neck he felt its pulse weaken and stop.

 The rain pounded down. He coughed and sucked a lungful of harsh air. Each breath wheezed. He couldn’t hear the rest of the ferals, but they wouldn’t be far. He climbed out of the mud. Dark blood trickled down the stream.

 His breathing soon came good. Sall moved up the gully, keeping low, and saw the top. The canopy separated. The gully had formed below a jutting outcrop of rock, and as Sall crept around it, mindful of loose stones, he saw fires burning far below.

 He had climbed too high. Where Sall stood he could survey the entire upper town. Sall stood on a level with the headland to the south. Well’s Rest occupied the crescent slope of these two points, and at the top of the hill, still deep inside the jungle, were the fight pits. They were wide holes in the earth, too deep to climb out of, and ringed by wooden palisades that kept back the mud and resembled jagged wooden crowns. Around the fight pits was a line of mossy stone buildings that overlooked them, and the single elevated gantry, a gallows, that fronted the largest of the pits. Behind the pits the people of Well’s Rest made their desperate last stand. 

 What militia still remained fought from behind barricades constructed around the buildings by a fighting force comprised mostly of gamblers, drunks, and pirates, but more than a few killers. The monger force swarmed the buildings, tearing away the upturned carts and piles of furniture, to go hacking and slashing at men using improvised spears to lance through their defenses. Direct gunfire sent back any ferals climbing over. They fell back trailing wafts of grey smoke, but each one was replaced by two more. The mongers would overrun the buildings soon. The bodies were piling up on both sides. Before he could discern the counting-house among them movement at the gallows caught his eye.

 Four bodies were hanging from nooses, barely visible through the rain. There was another figure there pacing in front of them. Deadweight. He breathed a sigh of relief not recognising the hanged figures, but saw others nearby cowering among the ferals that formed Deadweight’s guard.

 ‘Damn,’ he said, recognising Wilbur by the colour of his coat. But they were alive, so Sall knew to keep going.

 The ferals broke through the wide swinging front doors of the Grand. He recognised that building by the large wooden sign affixed before the doors swarmed by ferals. The commotion inside was raging. Gunfire and shadows cast behind the hotel’s windows.

 Deadweight seemed impatient there at the gallows. He was pacing the stage. He didn’t have Granger, but it wouldn’t be long. Sall could distract him, and maybe find some way to free the others. The way down was short but steep. He could approach from this angle and sneak up on Deadweight undetected.

 Sall checked the murky jungles behind him to see if any ferals were creeping up on him. No. He was clear.

 Sall crept over the outcrop and went down the scree carefully. The rain made it no easier. Rivulets of rainwater flowed down the hill. His boots sunk into the mud, making every step more treacherous as he almost went sliding.

 Rain got in his eyes. He took a bad step. His heel skidded. A flat stone hidden under the mud shot out and his foot went with it. Sall stifled a shout as he went over onto a shoulder and rolled. He slipped and skidded down the slope, and was dumped at the bottom groaning. He pat himself to make sure nothing was broken.

 His gun was missing. He saw a gleam of brass up near the top of the scree. Beside it the cutlass’s hilt was dug into the mud, too. He’d lost them both in the slide. The mud slurped as he picked himself out of it, wincing. Mud fell off him, some of it washed away by the rain. Whirling sheets of rain came down, battering the landscape.

 Sall crept nearer the pits.

 Something turned the attention of the horde. The assault continued, but the swell receded from the doors of the hotel. Sall spotted a figure being dragged kicking and screaming through the monger scrum parting to let them through. They had him by the arms. He tried to find his footing, but the two mongers dragging him across the cobblestones had him firmly in their grasp. He fought against them still as they came into the light of a shaded torch. Rain flicked off his dark, scraggly hair. Sall recognised that scarred face.

 Granger.

 They had him. Deadweight stopped pacing. He stood proud at the gallows besides the other hanged men, as though displaying them. His brother was dragged to the gallows and carried up the steps. He made one final effort to escape, pushing off the steps, trying to wrench away and topple his captors back down them. He failed. They were too strong. They tossed him at Deadweight’s feet and put their cutlasses to his neck, one on each side.

 Deadweight stood triumphant over Granger, unable to conceal his pleasure. It was almost ecstatic, a quivering, furious joy. Granger slumped, defeated.

 Deadweight’s voice boomed. ‘Blood for blood! That was the deal, brother!’

 The casino’s barricades fell with the sounds of crumbling defences and screaming. Ferals struck from the barricade’s flank and overwhelmed the militia defending it. The building was lost as the main wave swamped over the front barricade and poured inside.

 ‘I have come to claim a debt that is owed, brother! The sea demands its price, and this debt is long overdue!’ He held up a scarred palm, slashed from pinky to thumb. The wound was long healed, but still it was an angry red. At the sight of it his ferals cheered. ‘The rest of us gave our cost, did we not?’ Deadweight leaned down and planted the hand in Granger’s wet hair. He scrunched it in a big fist and dragged him across the gallows. There was a noose waiting for Granger in-between the other four. 

 Granger said something that was lost in the rain. It looked like he was pleading. Sall made a grim smile. The coward had run as far as he could, but now his debts had caught up to him. Deadweight lifted him by his hair and stood him upright.

 Sall approached the gallows. The ferals still hadn’t seen him. Sall’s crew were on the far side of the gallows. He could see them between the shifting bodies. They would see him once he approached Deadweight. 

 Deadweight kept talking as he put his brother’s head through the noose. ‘These are the men whose world you serve. See how they fare now.’ He tightened the knot, went to the hanged man beside him and smacked a leg with his off hand. ‘This is Liber, isn’t it?’ He shrugged, thoughtful. ‘The mayor of this fine town, no less! Our worlds turn on fate, don’t they? So easily it can wash our lives away. Long we sailed together, fought together, stood, together.’ Deadweight’s eyes went hard. ‘You should have paid. It would have been best.’

 At a look from their Captain the ferals at the back of the gallows took the rope and pulled it tight, so Granger had to stand on his toes. Deadweight ensured the noose fit and put his hands on his brother’s shoulders.

 Granger was shaking his head, begging for his freedom. Sall heard his voice crack. ‘Please, Sirius! Don’t… just don’t. I’ll pay. Cut my palm.’

 Deadweight stepped close, standing over his brother. His mouth moved. What Deadweight said to him was lost in the rain, but he finished with the thrust of a dagger into Granger’s belly. Granger convulsed. Deadweight pushed the blade in deeper and twisted. Blood coursed from the wound, drenched Deadweight’s hand, dripped down his forearm. He put his other hand around the back of Granger’s neck and pulled his brother’s face close to his, forcing him to look into his eyes. 

 Blood seeped between Granger’s mumbling lips. His words were lost.

 Deadweight let go of the dagger, leaving it in his chest. ‘String him up!’

 The ferals hauled on the rope. Granger’s feet lifted off the ground. They hauled again. The pirate captain’s body jerked. His neck cracked. 

 They tied off the rope and let him hang. Deadweight showed no sign of emotion, but he watched the body for a time, breathing slowly. Deadweight was calm, almost human. Almost sober.

 Sall came out of the rain. The stairs up to the gallows were near. Heads were turning, beginning to take notice. Ripples of excited activity flowed outwards as ferals saw him and came to attention. Florence looked up and saw him through the crowd, letting out a distant cheer. Deadweight noticed the movement around Sall.

 The closest feral barked a curse, drew its cutlass and attacked. Sall stepped into its reach, caught the monger’s arm before it could swing, and drove his forehead into the bridge of its nose. The blow knocked its head back. Sall followed with his fist, driving it into its belly. The feral fell away. Sall kept his eyes on Deadweight, watching for his next move.

 Another came forward, trying to get between Sall and the steps. Sall didn’t care how many there were. He’d go through all of them if he had to. Deadweight’s eyes glinted. The feral drew its cutlass. 

 ‘Halt!’ At his order the feral froze, stopping mid-step. The other mongers around it stood straighter, as well, holding themselves back.

 ‘Bets on, Sall!’ Wilbur’s voice.

 Deadweight was confident a moment ago. Now that confidence seemed thinner, more brittle, with Sall before him. He tried to bluster with a theatrical wave of his arm in greeting. ‘So! Another bastard comes at her will! What say you, Sall? Are you to replace me and drown in the cold in my place?’

 Sall still didn’t know what he meant. Rain slicked from his brow. ‘Enough games! What are you talking about? I have made no deal.’

 Deadweight was set back. He growled. ‘Then why are you here?’ He stepped out into the middle of the stage. He took away his sword and dropped it on the planks, and took the black, curved horn he used to command the ferals from the leather strap around his neck. He dropped that by the sword too. His hands were still red with Granger’s blood. He curled them into fists. His knuckles cracked. 

 ‘Come to settle this,’ Sall said.

 ‘That’s the spirit,’ Deadweight said. He was ready.

 Lightning gathered out of the hot air and split apart the sky. Its bright cascading streaks flashed over the distant jungle.

 Thunder boomed, shaking the wood beneath his feet. Perhaps that was his heart, he could not tell. The hot thud of blood in his ears drowned out all sound. Deadweight bared his teeth and lunged.

 

*     *     *

 

Deadweight’s mouth opened in a wordless roar. He bore down on Sall, raising his clubbed arm high. Sall leaned into his forward leg and drew a breath. He charged, driving into Deadweight and tackling him around the waist. The monger was forced to a crippling halt with an impact that sent a tremor through the gallows. Sall grounded his heel and pushed off his back foot. Deadweight stiffened and dropped his elbow into Sall’s back.

 ‘Argh!’ Pain exploded through Sall’s spine, making him flinch. Deadweight raised his arm for another blow. Sall lifted, ignoring the pain, stepping inside Deadweight’s knee with his forward leg, rolling Deadweight’s bulk over his own shoulder. He brought him off his feet as the falling elbow glanced off his back. Every muscle strained, but Sall took a stronger hold, his exertion turning a grunt into a cry, and kept pivoting off his hip. His face scrunched with the effort.

 Deadweight couldn’t squirm free. He was top-heavy from the stump of scarred, dead coral grown through his shoulders, so by his own weight Sall was able to come upright and shovel Deadweight over him, dumping him on his head.

 Deadweight rolled onto his back. Sall, breathing hard, kept him down by dropping his knee on his chest. Deadweight spluttered. Sall leaned in to bar his forearm across his neck, but as he leaned the cost of Deadweight’s repeated elbows registered. 

 Acute pain knifed Sall’s back, stopping him. Deadweight reacted with a fast left hook. It hit Sall’s jaw and sent him sprawling. The monger sprung to his feet. Sall took a second longer. 

 Deadweight’s boot lashed out, striking Sall in the leg. It stung. Sall stumbled back, wincing, but returned with a jab. Deadweight feinted – slipping Sall’s punch and winging a wild haymaker from his clubbed arm.

 Sall ducked left, raised his guard and blocked the heavy hit. It made him gasp. Absorbing it almost broke his forearm. Deadweight moved from his left, powering his fist into Sall’s belly. Sall bowed into the strike, his guard slipping, and Deadweight returned with the clubbed arm. Sall took a full blow to the head.

 Sall buckled, falling to his knees. His head spun. Warm blood trickled down his face, and he wavered. Deadweight’s aspect filled his vision, made fearsome by another flash of lightning, carving his resolve in sharp relief. He brought the club up for a final strike.

 Sall shook out of his daze and launched backwards off his knees. There was a splintering crack! as Deadweight bashed through the planks where Sall was kneeling moments before. Sall reeled backwards, towards the pits, as Deadweight tore his arm away. Deadweight flexed his crusty fingers and came stomping across the stage. 

 There wasn’t much further to the gallow’s edge. Sall repositioned himself to pounce, leaping with an uppercut into Deadweight’s chin. It was a desperate attack, but it landed. A pained noise escaped Deadweight’s grit teeth as his head snapped back. 

 They collided with each other, the collision trapping Deadweight’s clubbed arm between them. Deadweight staggered, but was not swayed. His scrunched eyes opened, and he fixed Sall with a flashing glare.

  Sall swung a short hook, clapping Deadweight across the cheek. He shot another, and another, launching a series of fast, pummelling strikes at his head and upper body. With each punch he made ground, keeping them at each other’s noses in an attempt to smash his way back from the edge of the gallows.

 Deadweight roared at the barrage. With a sharp yank he seized Sall’s shirt and smashed their foreheads together. Sall’s vision flashed. He relented and Deadweight took the advantage, catching an incoming hook before it landed. His iron grip closed around Sall’s fist.

 Deadweight shoved Sall away with a rasping snarl, snorted, and spat a gob of blood. The bluish pall to his face was flushed with rage. Sall collected his wits. The fight wasn’t over yet.

 Lightning struck a tall, spreading tree in the jungle nearby, it erupting in brilliant red seams before it exploded from the inside out. The tree’s upper branches burst into flame, and ferals near it were startled away from the blaze.

 Deadweight’s stampeding brutality was relentless, but like an enraged animal Deadweight too was enthralled by the hot iron smell of blood, and let it lead him. An opponent who could be led was vulnerable. Sall backed towards the gallow’s uneven edge. Deadweight rushed, thinking Sall was retreating, afraid as his brother had been afraid. In his barrelling charge he raised his clubbed arm high. Sall couldn’t block the attack, but he could roll with it. He glanced down into the pit. The bottom of it was inches deep in rainwater. This deluge wasn’t letting up, and neither was Deadweight.

 Sall muttered under his breath. ‘C’mon then, cunt,’ he said, bracing himself at the gallow’s edge.

 Sall let the blow strike down, catching it over his shoulder, and pulled Deadweight towards him. They came close, so close he could smell Deadweight’s stinking breath. Now Sall smiled at the dark irony. Those pits were the one place he had never wanted to be, but now the one place he had left to go. 

 ‘Got you,’ he said.

 Deadweight realised his mistake. His eyes went wide for a second, but met Sall’s and hardened. Sall angled his bootheel into the edge of a plank and pitched them into a launching roll. ‘Down we go, Deadweight!’ Sall said, bearing them both into a dive that put Deadweight under him.

 The wooden palisade zipped by. Deadweight landed on his side with a heavy splash, Sall on top, braced around the clubbed arm. He twisted it, locking the elbow straight. He braced on it, leaning his full weight trying to break the elbow. 

 The pain would have been excruciating. Deadweight roared in agony and thrashed, managing to loosen Sall’s grip. Now Deadweight threw a knee into Sall’s kidney. His roar turned to strain, and with an almighty push he wrested himself free of Sall’s grasp and pushed Sall off him.

 Panting, Deadweight came up reeling and swatted the back of his hand across Sall’s cheek. It made a resounding smack. Sall went toppling. He flopped onto his back, side flaring, head spinning, breathing hard from the failed effort.

 He blinked against the rain. Up above the enclosure ferals came shambling in parade, crowding the palisades for a view. Sall groaned and rolled, propping himself up on his elbows. He spat blood. That fall had got him. His whole body felt the weight of its bruised, bloody, and sore treatment. His cheek was swelling into a bulge that was closing his right eye. 

 Deadweight was far fresher than Sall, but he was hurt, cradling that clubbed arm as he came up. With care he extended it, swinging it back and forth, testing the damage. He rolled his shoulders and pounded his club fist into his palm. It made a heavy slap. 

 Sall readied his fists, testing his balance. He was recovering, slowly. His mind was clearing, at least. He drew a wet breath. Rain filled the pit almost halfway up his shins, and the ground below their feet was made into soft mud by it. He waded to meet the monger in the middle of the pit.

 They clashed. Sall threw fast punches at his head. Deadweight slipped the brunt of most of them, still fast. Sall changed tactics, trying blows at his body. Deadweight smacked a gut strike away and shot at Sall’s head with an elbow. Sall saw it coming in a flicker of the monger’s yellowy eyes. He dodged before it connected.

 The sky split with lightning. Its thundering report shook the water around their ankles. Sall feinted a jab, turning it into a heavy right, one Deadweight couldn’t slip. He let it fly into Deadweight’s mouth, hearing a grey tooth cracking and sending him stumbling backwards. Sall closed the gap.

 Deadweight was stunned and spat the tooth out. It was time to put the monger down. Sall straightened and shot out a boot, striking Deadweight in the belly. Deadweight spluttered and went down on his rear. Sall closed in. He planted a boot on Deadweight’s chest and pushed him down. Now he raised his heel, aiming to stomp it through Deadweight’s skull.

 Deadweight rolled. His clubbed arm came up, deflecting the shot off his forearm. Sall lost his balance. Deadweight grabbed him by the ankle and yanked him off his feet. Sall went crashing down.

 They scrambled in the mud, Deadweight lunging for a hold on his legs, Sall crawling backwards, trying to kick him away. Deadweight grabbed his boot. He twisted him, flipping Sall onto his front. With a heave he dragged Sall through the mud. Sall was powerless. He slid, and Deadweight lunged, falling across Sall’s back, squeezing the breath out of him. Sall gasped. Now Deadweight had Sall trapped he brought his fist into the back of Sall’s head. 

 Sall’s face hit mud. The shock of the blow caused him to suck water. He tasted the years of old blood dried into the floor of the pit brought out of the soil by the storm. The blood of contenders and champions alike, spilled on wagers made and tried. He coughed and thrashed, pulled his head out of the water, crying a roar, ignoring the pain. He flung his elbow back – it connected. He was blind to what he’d hit, but Deadweight fell away and Sall swung himself back onto his knees.

 Mud was in his eyes. He heard Deadweight splashing. Near. He threw a right. His knuckles hit bone. He swung a left. The blow found flesh. Deadweight made a pained noise. Sall pushed off his knees and crashed into the feral, throwing blind punch after blind punch, the intensity of Sall’s submission alone forcing Deadweight to retreat out of his reach.

 Sall’s head jerked from side to side. He listened for movement. His chest was heaving, his heart racing. He rose off his knees onto shaky legs, wiping the mud out of his eyes. He braced himself on one knee. With a harsh grunt he pushed himself upright.

 Deadweight was steadying himself in a crouch, drawing hacking breaths as though he couldn’t breathe. His head was facing the ground. He drooled a mouthful of blood and swayed, coming to a stand. Sall raised his fists.

 He saw Deadweight’s face. The feral wasn’t struggling to breathe. He was laughing. Blood dripped from fresh wounds. The bridge of his nose was slashed open, his right cheek grazed, his cut lip fattening from dark blood. Bloody spittle trailed down his chin.

 Deadweight coughed the blood from his mouth. Another of his teeth fell out. ‘Come on then, give us all you got.’

 Sall went to speak, but before he could he tasted a rancid stench on his breath, and the voice that came out was not his own. OUR COVENANT IS NO LONGER BOUND BY YOUR STRENGTH. BEGONE, OTHER SON. 

 Deadweight blinked. Hurt flashed across his features, enough to distract him. Sall moved ahead of his mind, storming across the pit, cocking his right arm back. Deadweight was caught unready, but his experience took over. He still moved to feint, but it was too slow. As Deadweight mistimed his movement he paused long enough for Sall’s elbow to crack his temple.

 Deadweight’s eyes fluttered. Sall left a streak of mud and blood down the side of his head. The monger recoiled, but kept on his feet. While he was stunned, Sall grabbed Deadweight’s head in both hands and slammed it into his rising knee. It crunched. Deadweight made a pained gasp, but he still wasn’t down.

 He grabbed Sall’s arm for support. Sall tried to shrug him off, but he held on. Deadweight’s raised his head to look at Sall, blood streaming from his nose and mouth, and fixed his sights on Sall’s bicep.

 Before Sall could react Deadweight’s teeth chomped down into the meat of his left arm. Sall made a disgusted scream and unleashed an elbow across Deadweight’s forehead, who with vicious shakes shook his teeth from side to side, ripping flesh. Sall let out a howling scream at the pain. Blood spurted between Deadweight’s lips.

 Deadweight wrapped his arms around Sall’s waist and drove him the whole length of the pit. Sall worked fast to keep his feet, almost sliding, belting Deadweight’s head, again, and again, until Deadweight slammed him hard into the palisade and ripped his teeth out of Sall’s arm.

 Sall screamed again. His left arm burned by his side. Torn muscle twitched, sending jabs of pain down his arm. Deadweight had Sall’s right arm pinned at the wrist. Sall felt a cold sweat across his brow.

 Deadweight’s mouth twisted in a bloody snarl. He raised the clubbed arm high, wielding it to finally break Sall’s head.

 It was now or never. Using every last ounce of strength he had, Sall pushed back off the palisade and wrenched his wrist out of Deadweight’s grasp. Deadweight stumbled. Sall straightened to his full height, bunched his shoulders, and lifted his foot out of the mud. He kicked. The heavy boot connected with Deadweight’s upper leg. Bones cracked and his knee broke, the force of the shattering impact shooting up Sall’s leg. 

 The leg snapped inwards. The bone burst free of the skin, and his clubbed arm went limp, as Deadweight buckled into the snapped bone.

  Sall stomped his boot down, dropping Deadweight onto the break. Deadweight made a pitiful groan. Sall wrapped his good arm around Deadweight’s neck, curling it under his chin. Sall drew a breath. He twisted his hips. Deadweight’s neck made a sickening cruuunch 

 And his body went limp. His head hung in the crook of his elbow, the big feral suddenly heavy. Sall breathed out, let go of the body. 

 Deadweight dropped into the mud.

 He did not get back up again.

 Thunder rumbled, and rain beat down, and Sall raised his face to the sky. Rain washed trickles of mud down his face.

 

*     *     *

 

Sall’s pounding heartbeat was slowing, and with each thud the red ache of compounded injuries was rising. He stood watching rainwater drown Deadweight’s lifeless form. Pools of it spilled down avenues provided by the folds of his shirt and the craggy landscape of his shoulders. He was sinking into the mud.

 One of the ferals around the pit extended its bony neck and released a howl into the night. Its anguish turned the howl into a wailing cry, its high wavering pitch cracking from grief. One by one the rest joined. They made restless, stretching shapes pouring their cries into the night. 

 Sall swooned from lightheadedness. He was dizzy. He looked around, not knowing how he was going to get out of this pit. He looked around the ring, at the bare wooden posts fencing him in. He didn’t see a ladder.

 He was surrounded, but for now the horde was overcome with their loss, and distracted. As soon as it stopped they’d be on him. Sall couldn’t fight all of them. 

 Something tapped Sall on the shoulder. He blinked and looked around. He turned, eyes dropping to the ground. It was a thick brown rope, tied at the end in a noose. Sall followed its length up the palisades and to the top of the gallows. He blinked, expecting a feral awaiting him.

 No feral monger stood at the gallow’s edge. It was Florence, soaked through and weary, but alive. She shook the rope, demanding his attention. ‘You look like shit,’ she said. ‘Grab that rope quick, let’s get out of here.’

 He wrapped his good arm through the noose and they pulled him out of the pit. At the top he tried to get up but collapsed, his legs giving way. Someone came under his shoulders and caught him.

 Wilbur and Markham carried him down the hill as the storm lashed the jungle, and Sall fought to stay conscious.

 Wilbur tried to keep him awake. ‘I found this,’ he said, slapping Deadweight’s horn to Sall’s palm. ‘A trophy.’

 Sall looked at it dumbly. It was no trophy, no mere object. This was the source of Deadweight’s power, and his binding to the sea. Sall saw a horrible darkness in it, but his fatigue kept him from thinking to drop it. Hold fast. He said, ‘what about my gold?’

 ‘Found that too. And then some.’ Wilbur winked. ‘Granger was doing well before the ferals arrived, and for some reason the prick thought it’d be safer on him. A lot like his index finger, I’d imagine,’ he said, jiggling another pouch.

 Sall gave a tired laugh. Faintness overtook him.

 Markham’s voice cut through the tinny ringing filling his ears. ‘Are you alright?’

 ‘Can’t get much uglier,’ Sall said.

 Below them the world was cool, and everything smelled fresh and green. He smelled the scoob too, its faint aroma soothing. He had to concentrate on staying awake. He knew to slip out of consciousness now was to risk never waking up. He might wake up as someone else. The world rocked with a lulling, gentle swell and he desperately wanted to rest.

 His vision was fading. He was passing out. Markham noticed. He slapped Sall’s cheek, striking the swelling. Pain lanced through his cheek. Sall gasped. Feral yells echoed down the hill, drawing him back awake. He couldn’t tell how far away they were, but their fearsome calls spurred his feet and drew him away from the emptiness at the back of his mind.

 The crew were almost at the docks. He knew where he was. His head was clearing, and his legs felt a little better. The rain was still coming down, but the wind was blowing itself out. He could carry himself. Wilbur’s face was red. He stumbled as Sall shrugged off him. Markham let him go. Sall’s first few steps wobbled, but the cobblestone street was solid. Sall ran with them. The street widened and Florence pointed. ‘Get to the first jetty!’ She was at the lead of a large group of people from the town. Sall recognised the rest of the crew ahead.

 The masts of their beleaguered ship appeared through the trees above the rooftops of the low town. To Sall’s relief the ship was afloat, rocking in the waves near the shore. The storm had ruined the rigging, leaving only one lonely staysail unfouled enough for the wind to lead the nose of the ship in slow circles.

 Sall’s eyes drew up across the full scope of the damage. It was hard to miss her scrapes and dings, the broken portholes and snapped spars, the fixed and fixed again masts, or how her once proud lines, from the gunwales and railing up and down the ship were demolished by those wyrms in the salt fog. The ship was busted almost to hell, but still she sailed. Sall was glad.

 Their boots echoed along the wooden walkways coming into the harbour. Florence was already well ahead unlashing small boats from the dock and ushering people in. She shouted and organised them all to go for the Bitter End floating out in the bay. They weren’t moving fast enough. 

 Sall was with Wilbur and Markham running at the rear. He stopped, hearing the horde reach the main street, where the sounds of their footfalls slapped against the cobblestones. They were only a few lengths behind. Wilbur stumbled a few steps and beckoned, anxiety in his tone. ‘Come on!’ 

 Markham put a hand on his hip and wiped his brow. His eyes were wide and tired. They flicked towards the boat. He was raring to go. His eyes flicked towards the horde. He sucked through his teeth. He looked at Sall, eyes pleading.  

 Sall knew only one thing that could halt a horde of ferals. He drew a deep breath and put the horn to his lips.

 The horn’s note rang loud, piercing through the rain and thunder, and like a wave rolling outwards the mongers’ frenzied charge slowed to a gradual halt. They were disoriented, their angry expressions turning placid and unfocused.

 Markham and Wilbur looked at Sall. ‘Saints,’ Wilbur said. His voice wavered. ‘Don’t do that again. Saints,’ he said again, letting out a breath. 

 Sall lowered the horn. ‘Now we should go,’ he said. He limped around, turning toward the rowboat. Florence stood with one foot on the prow of the rowboat, watching Sall. Her features were carved in firm, wary lines. All of the crew were looking at him strange.

 Florence braced her shoulders. ‘You know what you have to do, Sall.’

 Sall stopped. He looked at the horn. Deadweight’s horn, there in his palm. If he wanted it, all the power of the ocean. The black curve of its shape transfixed him. Smooth, obsidian, cold. Rushing filled his ears, the waves lapping against the shore louder, rhythmic, hypnotising. Thump, thump, thump. Blood in his ears, blood in the water, blood in his mind. 

 Sall screwed his eyes shut and with a frustrated grunt dropped the black horn on the deck. It rang hollow. The swelling subsided.

 Sall was tired. Markham and Wilbur helped him into the boat. Florence came after, happily light in her step. She gave Sall a light pat on the shoulder as she passed him. ‘Good dog.’

 Sall growled at her and sat down. She chuckled. It was a tight fit in the small boat. His back pressed hard against the prow. Some of the others rowed. Sall had been pushed hard enough.

 The rain slowed to a light patter, the heavy droplets giving way to sleeting mists that did not disturb the water. Their rowboats full of huddled, scared people split away from the jetty, stroking out towards the darkened ship. Soon the clouds would part and stars would fill the sky. Florence headed their boat and Campion the other, and they left the ferals behind in the shallows.

 Once they were far enough away from shore Wilbur seemed to remember something and reached into his coat. He dropped a small hessian bag in Sall’s lap that had a familiar, heavy jingle. ‘To the victor go the spoils,’ he said.

 Sall drew on the drawstring and checked the gold was all there. ‘Seems right,’ he said, giving Wilbur a nod. Now he was back where he’d started, but a thousand leagues further away. That was fine. There was always still some distance to go. 

 They all boarded the Bitter End and after untwisting a few sails, enough to make a little sail, they turned the ship and left the bay. The storm settled, but the easterly winds blowing from inland made it easy to navigate out. 

 They bandaged Sall’s wounds and gave him rum. He watched the land recede and disappear around the headland. Sall’s final view of Well’s Rest was an eerie one. Mongers straggled aimlessly along the beach. With no ships in the harbour and only dying fires dotting the slope of the town it left behind a haunted feeling, the same he’d had when they’d left the mooring behind. Something was driven out of there which would never return. This part of the ocean belonged to someone else now. Sall thought of the great mollusk, returned back to the ocean floor, where it could work against the world above. It had spoken through him, he knew it. Perhaps it had kept him alive, too. He did not know.

 ‘There are no answers in madness,’ he said, to himself.

 ‘There’s Monty’s ship,’ Florence said, appearing behind him. Sall had seen it too, moored near the shore on the other side of the headland, its darkened sails furled. Its decks were silent. He was reminded of the feral Messenger, whose corpse was long since dumped overboard. Sall glanced at the bloodstain left behind where he’d died. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, thinking of Florence’s father.

 Florence gave a heavy shrug. ‘I haven’t seen a…’ her voice held. ‘A body. Somehow, it just doesn’t feel right.’ she thumbed her thumb at the stain. Her voice was brittle, but she stayed firm.

 ‘Hope so. You’re off, then?’ Sall said.

 Florence nodded. ‘I have arrangements to make. I’ll retrace the seas, he’ll be out there. I can tell.’

 ‘Someone has to carry on.’

 ‘Exactly.’

 ‘Do try not to die on your way home.’ Then softer, ‘you’re not supposed to be here, Sall. Make sure you hurry.’

 They embraced. His body was broken, his heart leaden, and his spirit entirely frayed at its edges. His guard was down. He didn’t notice her other hand circle his waist and unhook the bag of gold from his belt. 

 Their embrace ended. Florence’s arms left his with a sigh, and she tilted her forehead off his shoulder.

 Day broke the horizon, making them look to the east. They blinked at the first glimmers of sunlight lightening the sky over there. The night was over. They’d made it. Sall took a deep breath of the sea air, thinking the rest of the day might be good.

 Sall let her go and sat back on the rail. They said their good-byes and Florence left. He watched her adjusting her trousers as she went down the steps to join Rivera.

 Rivera gave him a lazy salute. Sall put two fingers to his brow and nodded. Florence went down the rope ladder into one of the rowboats cutting along in their wash. Foley and the rest were already aboard.

 Sall leaned his elbows on the rail and watched her go. Florence stood at the bow and took the bag from her pocket. She cradled it in her hands as she watched him, her smile as bright as the dawn.

 Sall’s hand snapped to his belt. ‘Oh you fucking-’ he grimaced, feeling his face grow hot from the embarrassment. ‘You absolute cunt! You fucking what-’ He raised his voice now. ‘That’s my gold! Get back here, Florence!’ 

 But she was gone. She gave him a wave and sat down in the rowboat.

 Sall couldn’t look at her anymore. He turned away from the rail. ‘Fuck!’ Sall put his head in his hands and groaned. 

 When he took his hands away he saw Wilbur coming up the steps now. He had a smile, too. Sall didn’t trust it at all. Sall bared his teeth, lowered his voice to a growl. ‘So what’ve you got for me?’ he said, bracing himself.

 Wilbur produced a red betting chit from his sleeve and passed it to Sall. ‘Trouble with the missus?’

 Sall eyeballed him and then tried to read the chit. The letters were fuzzy. He gave up and passed it back to Wilbur. ‘What does this all say?’

 Wilbur’s chest puffed, his eyes glinting. ‘You should know, the company I work for doesn’t enter into deals with pirate captains lightly, and neither do I. We needed some assurance that Granger would be able to pay his debt, well, long before you came aboard.’

 Sall lowered his gaze. He waited for the axe to drop. ‘Go on, then,’

 ‘I bet this whole enterprise of his, the navy tournament, capturing you, that thing with his brother, all of it would fail terribly, to be honest. I never saw Granger taking his winnings from you in the fight pits, but he was so damned fixated on the idea. Both myself and the company needed an insurance policy. In the event of his death, Granger agreed to part with the only property he had left to him. By the power of law gifted to the gaming union which, might I clarify, exists also beyond these seas, I am the, uh, full and rightful single claimant to the former Captain’s property.’ 

 Sall folded his arms. ‘And what property is that?’

 Wilbur spread his arms. ‘You’re standing on it.’

 Sall looked down. ‘The ship.’

 Wilbur grinned. ‘My ship.’

 Sall sucked through his teeth. ‘Suppose I should call you Captain, then.’

 ‘We’ll work out an appropriate title.’

 Sall couldn’t tell if he was numb from the pressure of the last few days or the shock of losing every last thing for which he’d fought so hard. He just nodded. 

 He opened his arms to the sky and looked up at a weak scatter of yellow morning clouds high above. ‘What a fucking stitch-up.’ His voice turned to a growl. ‘Fuck this entire ocean, and all you cunts on it.’ As he came to the quarterdeck the crew turned to face him. He leaned on the rail with a sigh, his ears pricking at a familiar cry. At least that osprey hadn’t betrayed him. Someone out there still had his back. 

 The bird perched on one of the helm’s top rungs. With quick, precise movements it sharpened its beak against the wood and settled its white and brown plumage. It turned its head to the side and looked at him through a beady, hazel eye. Sall spoke to it.

 ‘Honestly, you fight your way through waves of shit sometimes, and sometimes you do it for nothing at all. Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, in this world there’s always some way some absolute cunt can take it off you, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Hold fast, right?’ Sall slumped, shaking his head. He was silent for a moment, pondering the stolen promise of the day. 

 The bird didn’t respond. It seemed hungry.

 Sall inhaled and rose, clapping his hands. The fierce bird squawked, startled, but let him go over and stand beside it. It huffed and made a turning hop so it faced forward.

 Sall felt it well past time to get the fuck off these seas, but it was a long sail back to civilisation. He looked out over the decks of the Bitter End and put a hand on a rung. 

 ‘Fuck, then. Who wants to go fishing?’

 Low cheers came from the crew working at the wind. Sall looked over the decks, at the ocean’s formless lands reaching the endless horizon. The currents drew in every direction. He could follow whichever one he chose. Little fishes were gathering beneath the ship. Silver backs crested the waves, fast shapes darting to and fro with wilful abandon. Their frenzy was a fine, glittering sight. Sall smiled. A debt repaid.

 The osprey went off to hunt.
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